
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Atria Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Images]



To the flame of truth within us all.



PROLOGUE

JULY 21, 2030

Every mile Camden Ford drove east from Oklahoma City along old Route 40 provided a fresh reminder of how little remained in the wake of the Great Disruption. The long drive home to what was left of Washington, D.C., gave him more than enough time to contemplate his mortality and the dangers he faced for the next thousand miles. He wished he could let his mind wander to football, kayaking, girls—all those things nineteen-year-old boys used to be able to enjoy. But he had to stay alert. You never knew what you might encounter on these near-deserted highways, and he had to make sure he arrived at the safe house in Clarksville before sundown.

He removed his cap and rustled his dark brown hair, allowing the wind blowing through the open window to provide a bit of cool relief on this hot July day. Weary from a long day of driving, he took off his sunglasses and surveyed the landscape around him. The world he’d grown up in was gone; the Great Disruption of 2027 had seen to that. Very little had changed since those catastrophic days three years ago. Vehicles of all sorts lay abandoned along the road. Once-thriving farms were deserted, their fields untended. Roadside restaurants now served only dust to a stray passing wind. Camden slowed the car and grabbed his camera from the backseat, which was cluttered with survival gear: a cobbled-together water purifier, a gas mask, and a few vials of Androstenediol, an experimental anti-radiation medication. He took a few pictures of the abandoned farm and the forsaken town he was driving through. Pictures for posterity, he told himself. If there even would be a posterity. He sped back up as he glanced one last time at the town in his rearview mirror.

Camden had been sixteen when the Great Disruption occurred. He remembered that it had started with social and political unrest. Bombings were commonplace, as were assassinations of corporate and political leaders. The chaos escalated when an unexplained Carrington-class solar storm struck the earth, knocking satellites out of their orbits and taking down communications systems and electrical power grids. The world went dark.

Like other leaders in the U.S. government, Camden’s father, a high-level administrator and engineer in the Department of Energy, rounded up his family and fled the devastation and mayhem in the nation’s capital. They took refuge at their cabin in rural Virginia. Then, on December 21, 2027, also without explanation, an even more devastating natural disaster occurred: the earth began to shift four degrees south on its axis. Over the next three months, weather patterns changed, bringing rain to the deserts and drought to the rain forests. Earthquakes shook all seven continents as oceans unleashed tsunamis. In one short year, humanity returned to the Dark Ages.

Camden slowed again as he approached exit 1-85. He saw a man sitting beneath a road sign, his head leaning back against the signpost. The gun in the man’s right hand and the bloody wound in what was left of the right side of his head told Camden all he needed to know. Another suicide.

“People are just giving up,” his father had said a few months ago, sounding sad and frustrated. “The conveniences of everyday life are gone. There’s no electricity, no gas for their cars or fuel for their heaters, no food to buy. Most people don’t know how to fend for themselves; they never needed to. And now there’s no real government to speak of that can help them. These people choose death over life because life is hard. But we cannot judge these people. Only God can judge them, son.”

God, Camden wondered as he pressed on the accelerator and sped up once more. Where is God in all this?

Camden’s family had returned to Washington in the spring of 2028. A small group of dedicated government officials, business leaders, and social activists had congregated there in a “peace zone” surrounded by barbed-wire fences, U.S. Army tanks, and other heavy weapons. They’d come in an effort to restore order and rebuild the country, which, according to estimates, had lost half of its population. Camden’s parents had helped to establish the World Federation of Reconstruction, and for the past two years, Camden had worked alongside them. Last year, having become trained in water purification, he’d started traveling to reconstruction zones all over the United States, assisting local leaders in restoring water systems. He had just completed a ten-week reconstruction assignment in the secured area of what had once been the city of Dallas, and he couldn’t wait to get home. He would spend at most a week with his parents, and then he’d go off to help with the reconstruction effort in another city. Although the WFR had accomplished a great deal in two years, focusing its efforts on the nation’s cities and metropolitan areas, wide swaths of small-town and rural America still lay in ruins, and the people who lived there believed the government had forgotten them.

As Camden passed a weathered road sign informing him that he was entering the state of Arkansas, he saw some activity in the distance. A crew of workers was at the side of the road near a WFR transport truck, while a white pickup was idling nearby. When Camden saw a wing and parts of a crashed airliner scattered in the field behind the workers, he realized a cleanup crew was collecting human remains.

The sudden series of solar storms that had hit the earth in 2027 had brought down more than seven thousand aircraft. Some of the planes had crashed into the seas and high mountains, never to be recovered, while others had plunged into populated areas, killing thousands of people. As Camden slowed down, he grabbed his camera and took a few pictures of the piles of bags at the roadside awaiting pickup. There was a part of Camden that was numb to these grim sights, but he was still glad he hadn’t been assigned to a cleanup crew.

A worker a good distance away from the rest of the crew waved at Camden before he placed a skull in a bag. As Camden waved back at the man, a loud shot rang out. Then another, and another. Camden saw the workers up ahead falling to the ground. More shots followed. The road crew was under attack, and he was driving right into it.

Four bearded men in ragged clothes were crouched behind the hood of the idling white pickup truck, firing rifles at the workers. Two federation security officers lay prone in the field, returning fire. But the crossfire was short-lived; the exposed security officers went down, spraying their last shots into the sky. The entire WFR crew was being slaughtered.

Camden slowed the car and reached for the gun he kept in his backpack. Suddenly, the car shook, and glass was shattering. A bullet had hit the edge of his windshield. Camden slammed down on the accelerator. The engine roared, and the car screeched forward, bearing down on the gunmen as two of them reloaded their rifles. He ducked right and then left, struggling to control the car as bullets shattered the back window and ripped into the side of the car.

This is it, Camden thought, as he sped past the white pickup. His old car couldn’t outrun the truck. But just as he took in the deep breath he thought might be his last, the shooting stopped. In the rearview mirror, Camden saw the four gunmen pulling boxes out of the cleanup crew’s transport truck. Of course. They wanted the supplies more than they wanted him. Still, Camden kept his foot pressed hard on the accelerator for what seemed like a hundred miles.

I’m such a coward! Camden pounded his fist on the steering wheel, wishing he could have helped the workers. But it had all happened so fast. He was no hero.

After about twenty minutes, Camden stopped shaking. He leaned back in his seat and eased up on the accelerator. The car slowed to a safer speed. Camden wiped away the tears that were running down his cheeks. “No more,” he said aloud. “No more. When I get home, I am done. My parents can do this without me. I’m finished.”

Two hours later, as the sun was setting, Camden pulled out his Federation map. He was relieved to see that he was just a few miles away from the safe house in Clarksville, near the Ozark National Forest. The Federation manual warned workers not to drive after dark. More Forgotten Ones, as they were called, would soon be scavenging the countryside for anything that would sustain them. Some believed they were remnants of the Crowd Twelve movement, which had instigated the boycotts and protests against rapacious multi-national corporations and financial institutions before the Great Disruption. Others believed they were survivors of the nation’s rural areas whose desperation had transformed them into cold-blooded killers. Whoever they were, the Federation manual was very clear: they were to be avoided. Camden laughed grimly to himself and thought, If you can avoid them . . .

The Federation had built shelters around the country, safe houses for workers who traveled from one reconstruction site to another. In the distance, Camden saw the Federation flag flying on a tall pole, a welcome sight after his encounter with the Forgotten Ones. Camden pulled his car into a spot close to the entrance and grabbed his backpack as he stepped out. He ran his fingers over some of the bullet holes in the side of the car. There had to be more than twenty of them.

The shelter seemed a bit quiet. Camden could see lights on inside the building, but that was all. He wondered where the security was. The shelters always had a couple of guards on patrol.

Camden entered the safe house. “Hello,” he called. “I work for the Federation. Is anyone here?” He rang the old-fashioned registration bell on the counter, but still no one appeared. “Hello?” he called again. He needed to gain access to the communications equipment to report the attack on the work crew.

He heard a sound from inside the small office behind the counter; he circled around and entered it. Camden gasped. The room had been ransacked. Tables and chairs were overturned, blood was everywhere, and the slaughtered bodies of four people and two uniformed guards lay in a pile in the corner.

Camden looked around the room. The radios must have been ripped out and stolen, because only frayed wires were still attached to the wall. Camden walked over to the broken supply cabinet and saw that almost all of the food and water rations had been plundered. Forgotten Ones again, he thought, as he rummaged through the remaining items, looking for anything that might be useful. Suddenly, Camden jerked back and almost fell over a chair; he’d felt something grab his right leg. Instinctively, he picked up the leg of the broken chair to defend himself. He spun around but saw no one, only the pile of bodies. Then he realized someone was moving underneath it.

Camden threw down the chair leg and his backpack and tried pulling the person from the pile. It was a young man not much older than he was. “What happened here?” Camden asked. “Who are you?”

The young man struggled for breath. “Robert,” was all he could say.

Camden took a small towel from his backpack and wiped some of the blood off Robert’s neck. Someone had stabbed him near the collarbone and left him for dead.

“Can you walk?” Camden asked, as he helped the young man to his feet. “We need to get out of here.” Just then, Camden heard a door slam and voices coming from the rear of the building. He knew they didn’t have much time. He grabbed his backpack and supported Robert as best he could as he hurried back to his car. He tossed some of his supplies into the passenger seat, laid Robert down in the back, and jumped behind the wheel. He left the parking lot so fast the car fishtailed, sending up a spray of gravel. Shots rang out behind him, and once again, Camden was speeding down Route 40, racing for his life.

Camden looked in his rearview mirror and saw the silhouettes of a group of men holding rifles shrinking in the distance. His heart pounding, he struggled to keep one eye on the road and the other on the men in the mirror. A flare shot into the sky. His heart sank, and his hands started to shake. This was a trademark of the Forgotten Ones. They used flares to alert others in their clan that a target had been spotted. More flares rose into the twilight sky. Camden was being tracked. What the hell do I do? Where is the next shelter? And what about this guy in the backseat?

Two more red flares pierced the darkening sky, but this time, they illuminated the sky ahead of him. The Forgotten Ones were waiting for him up there. A voice inside Camden’s head screamed, Turn off your lights, turn left here, do it now! Camden spotted the turnoff, quickly shut off his headlights, and turned onto the dirt road.

The glow from the flares was dimming as Camden slowly drove down the tree-lined path, which narrowed as it wound back and forth. Camden’s adrenaline was still coursing through his veins; his only allies were the rising moon and an unconscious stranger lying in the backseat. Suddenly, he slammed on the brakes; the road was too narrow now for him to continue by car. He sat there for a moment, deciding on his next move. If he returned to the main road, he would have to face the Forgotten Ones. And if he continued down the dirt road on foot, who knew what he would find? Camden turned off the engine and leaned back in the seat. His father’s voice came to him: “The keys to survival are water and a dry place to hide.”

Quietly, Camden got out of the car. With the Forgotten Ones prowling around, it wasn’t safe to spend the night in the vehicle. He took his flashlight from his pack and moved toward the back of the car, where the young man with the bleeding neck lay unconscious. Camden leaned forward, taking him by the shoulder and whispering, “Robert, Robert . . .”

The young man moaned in pain, but with Camden’s help, he managed to get to his feet. They set off down the trail. The only sounds were the cracking of twigs and the crushing of dried leaves under their feet. From time to time, Camden heard the howling of a distant coyote—at least, he hoped it was distant.

The moon was now in its full glory, and Camden could see a multitude of trails that led deeper into the forest. A well-cleared walking path to his right caught Camden’s attention; it seemed to lead to a campsite. Camden paused, Robert clinging to his shoulder. He knew a campsite was the last place he should hide. Whoever set up this campsite has to be coming back, he thought. But he had to stop somewhere for a moment or two. He couldn’t carry Robert, who was losing consciousness again, much farther. Slowly, without a choice, he led him down the twenty-foot path. Near the end, Camden saw a circle of carefully stacked stones forming a fire pit. It was filled with logs, twigs, and dry grass, ready to be set ablaze. On one of the stones was a book of matches, a valuable item these days. A few feet from the pit was a second stack of logs, large enough to keep the fire fueled for days.

Unable to support Robert’s weight any longer, Camden laid him gently on the ground and gave him a drink of water from his canteen.

“Hello,” he called softly. “Is anyone here?”

There was no answer. Camden felt dead tired and needed to get some rest. He wanted to strike a match and ignite the fire, but the risk was too great. The Forgotten Ones were surely nearby, even though he hadn’t seen a flare since he’d turned off the highway. Gripping his flashlight, he inspected the campsite, walking around the perimeter.

As he was about to dim his light, Camden spotted a small brown leather bag with a single brass buckle lying on a tree stump. Camden picked it up and sat by the fire pit next to Robert. Maybe it belongs to the person who built the campsite, he thought.

Carefully, Camden opened the bag and found three leather-bound books inside. Using his flashlight, he examined the books’ covers. Only a title, The Chronicles of Satraya, and a strange symbol embossed in gold leaf were printed on them.
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Suddenly, there was a rustling in the trees. Camden dropped the books and removed the gun from his pack. Now on one knee, his finger on the trigger, Camden held perfectly still as he surveyed the dark woods beyond the campsite. He didn’t see anyone. He looked up at the sky for red flares or any sign that he’d been spotted again. After a few silent moments, he lowered his gun back down and set it beside him.

Still tense, he turned his attention back to the books. He took the first one and opened the leather cover. As soon as he did so, a brilliant blue orb the size of an apple emerged from the pages. It hovered silently in front of him, its blue light casting an eerie glow over the entire campsite. He could not believe what he was seeing. As much as he wanted to get up and run, he couldn’t move. His eyes were fixed on the radiant blue orb. As Camden stared at it, he began to hear a slight hum, like the sound of a soft flute. There was something soothing about the blue light and the humming sound. He blew gently on the orb, and it turned an even deeper shade of blue; then the hum grew louder. What is going on? he wondered. I need to get out of here . . .

But something kept Camden rooted to the spot. He raised his right hand and gently placed his palm under the orb, cradling it as he had done with falling snowflakes when he was little. The moment he did, he felt an electrical charge run through his body, a lightness of being overcame him, and then, miraculously, his body floated off the ground. A gentle wind blew, nudging him around the campsite, as if he were a feather floating on a stray current of air. Camden’s gaze remained focused on the blue orb, and his mind went blank except for a single phrase: In a time of great need, we are with you. The phrase was repeated again and again by an unfamiliar, distant-sounding voice: In a time of great need, we are with you. . . .

After a lost period of time, Camden and the orb floated back to the fire pit, next to Robert, who was still unconscious. Somehow Camden knew it was time to release the blue orb. And when he did so, he was gracefully set back down on the ground. The flutelike hum faded, and the blue orb sank like the setting sun, back into the pages of the book. The bright blue light disappeared, and once again, only the moon illuminated the campsite. Camden looked down at the first page of the book and saw the words that had been running through his mind:

In a time of great need, we are with you.

As it has always been.

Suddenly, Camden heard the sound of rustling leaves again. Closer this time. His heart raced as he scrambled to reach for his gun. Standing now, he felt his right hand trembling as he pointed his small .38 at the edge of the woods, first to the left and then to the right. Red flares shot into the night sky.

The Forgotten Ones had arrived. And more were coming.

Like spirits from the forest, they started to emerge at the edges of the campsite, their clothes grubby, their faces haggard. Some held crossbows, others carried rifles, and most brandished clubs and sticks. More frightened than he’d ever been in his life, Camden continued to point his gun at the growing crowd. “Go away!” he shouted. “I don’t have anything you want!”

At that moment, a young woman broke from the crowd. She appeared to be only a few years older than Camden. A rifle was slung over her shoulder. “Nice campsite,” she said, as she struck a match and tossed it into the fire pit. “I’m surprised we didn’t come across it before.” The campfire roared to life, its flames filling the clearing with a warming orange light. The young woman had long blond hair, which was tied back with a piece of frayed rope. She had piercing blue eyes and a confident bearing.

“This isn’t my campsite,” Camden responded. “I thought it was yours. I don’t have anything you want.”

“I heard you the first time,” the young woman said. She circled around him, unconcerned about Camden’s nervously holding his gun. “Are you a magician?” she asked, as she took the book from Camden’s hand.

“Me? No,” Camden replied, realizing she must have seen the blue light and what had happened to him. “I don’t know what that blue orb was. I just opened this book, and all of a sudden, I was floating around.” By the light of the campfire, Camden could see her eyes moving down the page. “You can read?” he said, surprised.

The young woman gave him an annoyed look.

“Sorry. I’ve just heard some things about you people.”

“Us people?” the young woman replied, still skimming the page. “Not all of us are what you think we are. If we were, you and your friend wouldn’t be alive.” Her reading was interrupted by a commotion coming from the crowd of Forgotten Ones.

“Don’t move,” said a voice behind Camden. “Drop your gun.” Camden did as he was told. He could feel something cool pressed against the back of his neck. “Now, turn around.” As Camden did so, he found himself face-to-face with a six-foot-four, muscular, and fearsome-looking man wearing ragged blue jeans and a ripped T-shirt, with a red bandana on his head. He was pointing the barrel of a shotgun at Camden’s head. “Come on, Cassie,” he said, giving the young woman an irritated look. “We got better things to do than mess around with these cared-for folks. Let’s empty their pockets, grab their food, and go home.” The man turned to Camden and cocked his shotgun, his lips twisting into a nasty grin. “I hope your sins don’t keep you from heaven’s gates.”

This is it, Camden thought again. He took a deep, shuddering breath and closed his eyes. After surviving all the events of the Great Disruption, he was going to die at the hands of a shotgun-toting Forgotten One.

“Put the gun down,” the young woman said. “Put it down right now, or I’ll shoot you instead of him.”

Camden opened his eyes and saw that the young woman had walked over and forcefully pushed the barrel of the man’s gun to the ground. The man ripped off his bandana in frustration and stepped back. Camden could hear a murmur of voices.

The young woman turned to the crowd that was encircling them, pressing closer as more people came out of the forest. Red flares continued to shoot into the night sky. “We have wanted a miracle for a long time. Some sign that we will be all right. Something, anything, to let us know that we have not been forgotten . . .” She paused a moment, looking into the faces of those gathered around her. “You all saw the blue orb and the light,” she continued. “You all saw him lifted off the ground. Maybe that is the miracle we have been waiting for. Not him”—she pointed to Camden—“but this.” She held up the book in her hand.

The rumbling from the crowd ceased, and Camden could hear only the crackling of the fire. Whoever this woman was, she had the Forgotten Ones’ attention. Camden watched as she opened the book again and began reading aloud.

In a time of great need, we are with you.

As it has always been.

Contained in the pages of these books are the answers to your deepest questions. They are questions that have been asked by many who have come before you. Now, in this time of great despair, these words will provide you with resolution. Within each of you is a secret. If it is uncovered, something will be triggered in you, something that has not been activated in a long while. You have been asleep. Now it is time for you to wake up and claim your freedom. The rising of mankind is upon the land.

In a time of great need, we are with you.

As it has always been.

The young woman stopped reading. Camden looked at her and then at the faces of the Forgotten Ones. He realized they were no different from him or any of the other survivors of the Great Disruption he had met in Washington and on his trips around the country. Everyone wanted a better life and a better world; everyone wanted to know that there was a greater reason why they had survived and now had to deal with the ravages of the disruption.

“Read on!” someone shouted.

The young woman walked over and stood next to Camden.

“Yes, read on!” yelled another, and soon there was a chorus of voices urging her to continue.

“See?” the young woman said to Camden with a gentle, sweet smile. “You do have something we need. Hope.”
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What does one crave when money and material wealth are all but gathered, when recognition and acclaim are won?

Power and control will be sought, the great temptations and corrupters of mankind.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

CHÂTEAU DUGAN, SWISS ALPS, 7:00 P.M., LOCAL TIME, JULY 15, 2069

A great iron bell rang, its sound reverberating through the meeting hall of Château Dugan for the first time in over forty years. High above the stone mosaic floor, a chandelier hung on a heavy chain from the barrel-vaulted ceiling, casting a dim, unsettling light. Flaming torches mounted on the walls offered additional illumination. There were no windows in the chamber, and only a solitary door provided access. Eleven people sat at a large rectangular table made of dark polished granite, their faces hidden by burnished gold masks that reflected the dancing light from the torches. A twelfth chair at one end of the table was unoccupied; a black rose lay on the table in front of it.

“Welcome, my friends,” said the man who was seated in the most ornate chair at the head of the table. In front of him lay an original copy of The Chronicles of Satraya. “Some time has passed since we all gathered here. Please, let us reveal ourselves to one another and be assured that we are among friends.”

As if orchestrated, all eleven simultaneously removed their masks and set them down on the table. In silence, they looked at one another. The salutis personatus, or masked greeting, was a centuries-old tradition used by secret societies to signify anonymity. Some of the people at the table who were already acquainted acknowledged one another with a slight nod or knowing glance.

The oldest of those gathered, a slight, frail man wearing a forest-green ascot and grasping a black cane even while seated in a wheelchair, spoke with a raspy voice. “Why have you summoned us here, Simon? For what reason would you bring a group such as this together, and under the traditions of the old guard?”

“Because it is time, Dario.” Simon leaned forward in his chair and pushed his mask aside. “After forty-two years, my friend, it is time. The Rising is over.”

“Are you certain?” the old man asked.

“Yes. It is time to finish the work my father was unable to accomplish in his lifetime. The moment has come for us to reclaim what the Great Disruption and the rebellion of men took from us!”

A sharp-chinned blond woman interrupted. “Those days are over, Simon. They ended with the arrival of those books you now display in front of us. Put them away! Even after all these years, they still make me sick.”

Before Simon could respond, a woman with dark, expressive eyes added, “I agree with Catherine. We all know the damage those books wreaked upon our stature in the world. People no longer need us. Camden and Cassandra Ford, along with the Council of Satraya, saw to that. But I do not have to tell you that, Simon. You know that story better than any of us.”

Catherine acknowledged her with a nod. “Thank you, Ilia.”

Simon watched with displeasure as some in the group nodded in agreement. Others, such as Dario, remained silent, waiting for Simon to prove Catherine and Ilia wrong. Simon did not make them wait long. “No, Catherine! No, Ilia!” he began. “The people need us again. I have found the way to bring back the old order.”

The old order Simon referred to was that of a group who called themselves Reges Hominum, the Kings of Men. They were twelve immensely wealthy shadow families who, in league with one another, had discreetly controlled the fate of men for centuries, moving them like pieces on a chessboard. While the Great Disruption had loosened their tight grip on humanity by diminishing their wealth and mechanisms of power, The Chronicles of Satraya had forced them to let go entirely.

“What way can there be, Simon?” Catherine replied in an agitated voice. “Your father was a founding member of the Council of Satraya, working alongside Camden and Cassandra Ford, distributing throughout the world those insurrectionist books that did so much damage. I never understood how the great Fendral Hitchlords could commit such a foul deed and betray our trust. Perhaps you should start by explaining that, and then move on to how we can restore the old order.”

“We all know that my father joined Camden and the others after finding his own set of the books,” Simon replied, glaring at Catherine. “I assure you he did so only in order to channel the Satraya movement in a constructive direction, a direction that would have benefited us all. But when it became evident that this was not possible, he left the Council. Be assured, my father did not betray any of you.”

Simon, now forty-three years old and the only son of Fendral Hitchlords, moved forward in his chair and placed his hands on the books, his glossy black hair reflecting the light from the chandelier high above. His dark brown eyes contrasted starkly with his alabaster complexion, physical traits that had been passed down to him from his forefathers, whose portraits hung on the chamber’s walls. Simon could trace his lineage back to the fourth century, the time of Constantine and the first popes. The ten other people seated at the table were from similar dynasties, many of which had once been equal in worldly power, wealth, and influence to the Hitchlords family, although none was as old. Nor had any of them found an original set of The Chronicles of Satraya. Like his father, Simon was a student of the Chronicles, but he studied the books for a different purpose from that of the rest of the world.

In an effort to defuse the tension between Simon and Catherine, Dario said, “We have all been through a great deal over the last many years. Catherine, please, let us listen to what young Hitchlords has to say. We owe his father that much. We can see that Simon possesses his father’s passion. Now let us also see if he possesses his father’s vision.”

Simon nodded in thanks, letting his dark gaze leave Catherine to roam over the group seated before him. “The time has come for us to emerge from the shadows. As my father predicted, the world is beginning to forget the lessons of the past. He told me long ago that the Chronicles would share the same fate as other influential books throughout history such as the Bible, the Vedas, and the Kabbalah: they would lose their allure, and their lessons would be forgotten. My father was right. Look at the world now. People take their freedom for granted. They are giving up on self-reliance and are opting for the conveniences provided by governments and corporations.” Simon pressed down on a hidden compartment in the table, revealing a control pad. With the swipe of his hand, a three-dimensional image of the world was displayed over the center of the table, surrounded by various graphs and charts. “See for yourself how people’s consumption of food, energy, and drugs has increased exponentially in just the last three years. Thanks to some special work that I commissioned, we now have access to some secured government data. In particular, the financial and medical records of most of the people on the planet.” Simon continued to navigate the controls until he isolated a particular piece of information. An image of Catherine appeared on the display. “Oh, Catherine, I’m sorry to see that you have a thyroid condition.”

“That is quite enough, Simon,” Dario said. “Shut that thing down.”

Simon did as Dario requested, and the image disappeared.

“Simon, please understand that I want to support you,” Catherine said, her tone noticeably more conciliatory now. “We all do. But my question still stands. What of those books there in front of you? What of the Chronicles? How do you plan to reverse the damage they and that Council have done?”

“The original Council of Satraya disbanded years ago,” Simon answered, “and the current one has been castrated to nothing more than a quaint political organization.”

“I also see that people are growing lazy again,” a German man wearing wire-rimmed glasses interjected. “Yet the books still have a following, however small. They have empowered individuals, encouraged people to resist control and not rely on others. There are still people today who follow those precepts. Remember the Financial Reset of 2025 that was caused by Crowd Twelve? Remember how people banded together and launched the boycotts that were adopted worldwide, shriveling the bottom lines of several multi-national corporations? Remember how people protested en masse against the financial institutions, refusing to repay their loans or pay their credit-card bills? Many of our colleagues lost everything. Even your father suffered losses, Simon. I dare say C12 would have succeeded in bringing down the world’s economy had the Great Disruption not done it for them. How can we be assured that something like that will not happen again? Those who still follow the philosophies of the Chronicles are as recalcitrant as the members of Crowd Twelve.”

“I will answer your question, Klaus, but before I continue, I must be certain of everyone’s support.” Simon leaned forward and placed his right palm on the table. “If anyone here does not wish to be a part of this vision, please leave now. You will not be judged for your choice.” Simon’s tone was steady, the expression in his eyes serious. He exchanged a cool glance with the woman to his right, who was cloaked in a crimson hood. There was silence in the hall as a few people looked at one another and at the black rose in front of the empty twelfth chair. No one took up Simon’s offer to leave.

“Very good,” Simon said. “We have found a way to rid the world of rebellion once and for all. The next Freedom Day celebration will mark the end times of the Chronicles and the beginning of a new era for humanity. We will once again be able to provide the world with stability and a sound financial system that restores our wealth and influence.” Simon paused to look around the table. Catherine, his most vocal critic, now sat silent. “And yes, some will die. But unlike the plagues of the Dark Ages or the many wars that have engulfed the world or even the chaos caused by the Great Disruption, our method will be more merciful; those who perish will suffer no pain, and their passing will be instantaneous.”

“The promise of having our rightful place in the world restored is attractive, indeed,” said Dario. “But you still speak vaguely, my friend. And who is we?”

Andrea Montavon, who was seated to Simon’s right, pulled back her crimson hood, revealing ash-blond hair and an exquisite face that showed few signs of her sixty-eight years of age. She turned her topaz-brown gaze from Simon to Dario. “I and my late husband have been assisting Simon in this quest,” she stated. “I know that Simon’s plans sound vague, but I assure you that the details have all been worked out meticulously. Over the last eight years, while some of you may have resigned yourselves to your fate, we have been proactive. Just as the Chronicles would advise us to do.” She said this with a sly smile. Derisive laughter could be heard around the table.

“I was sorry to hear about your husband, Andrea,” a bald man with a Japanese accent said. “I was told that Lord Benson’s death was sudden and most unexpected.”

“Thank you, Yinsir,” Andrea said. “The black rose on the table honors him. He died in support of our efforts. He is terribly missed.”

The German man cleared his throat and shifted in his chair impatiently. “Simon, if this plan of yours is some kind of population control, it has been tried before, and it didn’t work. Why should we think it will work now?”

“No, this is not population control, Klaus,” Simon retorted. “That has never worked. My great-grandfather learned long ago that humans have an unquenchable desire to live. Kill several million of them, and others will just propagate more rapidly. We are taking an alternative approach—let us call it population grooming.”

“I prefer to refer to our plan as the Purging,” Andrea added with a smile. “Simon, I think it is time for you to provide a few specifics.”

Simon once again activated his holographic projector and set about presenting the details of his vision.

He spoke for a long while, and afterward there was silence in the hall. But the people seated at the table were not startled by the ruthlessness of his proposed solution. For centuries, their families had secretly manipulated world affairs in ways that would have appalled humanity.

“Brilliant,” said a classically handsome middle-aged man with dark hair who was seated to Andrea’s right. He clapped his hands together three times, the large black diamond of his gold ring catching the light of the torches behind him. “Absolutely brilliant! The two of you have been busy, indeed . . .”

“Thank you, Victor,” Andrea said, acknowledging the praise. “Your family always did appreciate innovative solutions to problems . . .”

“In order to enact this vision, we will need to rely on the expertise several of you possess,” Simon said. “Do I have your support?”

Dario pounded his cane on the floor three times. “Young Hitchlords, you have my support. I long for the day when we might rule again. It has been a long time since I have tasted that wine. Come now, and graciously tell us what name you have chosen for us.”

Simon paused a moment. One by one, the eleven people in the hall tapped the table three times with their hands, an ancient code symbolizing their support. According to tradition, once named, the group would be forever bound to secrecy. “Era,” Simon announced with great pleasure. “We shall be called Era.” He picked up a golden incense burner resting on the floor next to his chair. “Let the lighting of this urn bind us,” he said, as he struck a piece of flint to ignite the contents. “Let its smoke be the cloud that blinds our enemies and cloaks our passions. Inhale, my friends. We are now one.” Simon took a great whiff of the smoke and passed the urn to Andrea, who inhaled deeply before passing it to the man seated to her right. One by one, each of the other nine people did the same. A slight smile came to Simon’s face as the urn was passed back to him.

“In front of each of you,” Simon said, “you will find a small tin container. Heed well the instructions you find inside.”

The great bell sounded again. The eleven people grabbed the small wooden mallets resting on the table in front of them and with a single stroke smashed their golden masks. The shards slid across the polished tabletop, some falling to the stone floor. Their masks were no longer needed. As Era, they would act as one. “It is done,” Simon announced. “We are united! Long live Reges Hominum, the Kings of Men!”

“Long live the kings of men!” the others repeated in unison.
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Everything that we are looking for is right in front of us.

The sages of old put their messages in plain sight. Just stop and look; life will have no choice but to reveal itself to you.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

NEW CHICAGO, ILLINOIS, 3:00 P.M. LOCAL TIME,

JULY 15, 2069, 6 DAYS UNTIL FREEDOM DAY

Logan Cutler had been restoring the same painting at the Art Institute of Chicago for six months. The last few details were the most difficult, and the fast-approaching deadline was making the work stressful. Logan loved to paint and enjoyed working on his own creations far more than he enjoyed restoring other people’s work. He had always dreamed of having his own studio, where he could dedicate himself to his own work and teach others how to express themselves through art. But in order to do that, an artist had to gain recognition and the support of gallery owners who could sell his work for fantastic amounts of money. Logan hadn’t yet produced a masterpiece or even a painting that had attracted the attention of the critics and the gallery owners. He hadn’t had the time. He needed to earn a living. The best he could do was stay close to his passion by restoring other people’s paintings.

It was 3:00 p.m., almost time to stop for the day. Logan looked at the last section of the painting that needed restoring. It was the area that was giving him the most trouble; he just couldn’t seem to get the right color mix. Everything he’d tried had resulted in the wrong shade or tone. Logan stood staring at the painting while mixing a small cup of paint, debating whether to try one last experiment. The strange ringing sound had returned to his ears. It always seemed to come at the end of the work day and interfered with his concentration. None of the doctors he’d visited over the last few years had been able to explain or treat it. All he could do was wait for it to stop.

“Logan!” a voice called out.

Startled, he spilled the cup of paint on his hand and his already-stained apron.

“Some mad woman is on the main line for you; she says your PCD is not answering.”

Annoyed, Logan snagged a rag and wiped the paint off his hand, then walked over to the supply table and grabbed his personal communication device, where a holographic image of his ex-wife was projected.

“I still haven’t received the child-support check,” she said angrily.

Of course, mad woman, Logan thought. That should have clued him in to who was calling. “Yes, Susan, I know. I’ll have the money tonight, I told you that last week.”

“You’ve been saying that for months.” Susan’s voice was getting louder. “I’m going to call the attorneys!”

After fourteen years of marriage, Logan knew that tone all too well. He had married Susan when they were both only eighteen. He’d enjoyed their first couple years together, when they’d had few responsibilities except for their careers and had talked and dreamed of all the adventures they would have one day. They had plotted and planned the art empire that Logan was going to create and how they would deal with all the fame and money that would come his way. The arrival of children, however, delayed those plans. Their son, Jordan, and their younger daughter, Jamie, had consumed so much of their energy and time, and Logan had been forced to find a job that paid enough to support them. Before long, Susan had lost hope in Logan’s ability to attain the fame and fortune they’d once dreamed about. As it turned out, Susan had been more interested in the wealth than in the art and four years ago, they’d divorced.

“Listen, I’ll have the money tonight,” Logan reassured her, starting to feel quite agitated himself. “You know what I’m about to do, and you know how hard it is for me to do it.”

“I don’t care how—just do it, and get me that money!”

Logan’s thirteen-year-old son, Jordan, jumped into the projected image, interrupting his mother. “Hey, Dad, check it out! I’m building a model of an old SR-71 Blackbird airplane for my history class.”

Not wanting to be left out, Jordan’s eleven-year-old sister, Jamie, also entered the image. She was sporting a new dress and holding a violin. “Look what I learned to play!” she said, as she put the violin under her chin and played a piece Logan didn’t recognize.

“When are you coming to visit, Dad?” Jordan interrupted, speaking over his sister’s classical melody.

“The model airplane and the music are beautiful,” Logan said, wishing he lived close enough to celebrate their accomplishments. “I’ll see you really soon, and we’ll all go out for pizza and ice cream.”

Susan nudged the children away from the PCD. “If you want to spend time with them, get me that money,” she said in a threatening tone.

“I will. I will, and tell the kids I love—” The call ended before Logan could finish his sentence. The projection was replaced by a list of unanswered messages. Logan’s ex-wife was not the only one attempting to collect money from him. He still had outstanding lawyers’ fees from the divorce, along with late credit-card and car payments.

Logan tossed his PCD onto the table, and the device went dark. He ran both hands through his long hair. Logan missed his children. His wife had received custody of them and moved more than a thousand miles away to the ocean beaches of Nevada. The western part of the state had become beachfront property after the earthquakes and tsunamis of the Great Disruption turned California into a chain of islands. The desert landscape of the gambling state had quickly been transformed into a lush and highly sought-after coastline. Maybe I should move there and be with the kids, Logan thought. Life had become pretty lonely, and every day seemed to be a repeat of the day before. Maybe I could start my studio on the beach, he fantasized, as he rubbed his ear and tried to get rid of the annoying ringing noise.

He walked over to the small break room that adjoined the restoration hall. His coworker Melissa was enjoying a cup of coffee and watching a news broadcast on the 3-D HoloTV. Logan went over to the sink to wash the remaining paint from his hands.

“Have you listened to this woman?” Melissa asked.

“Who?” Logan responded, not paying much attention to the broadcast.

“This woman, Cynthia Brown.” Melissa pointed to the projection. “She and the Council of Satraya are planning their annual Freedom Day rally—if you can call it that anymore.”

“Yeah, Freedom Day. I can’t believe the twenty-first of July is almost here.” Logan continued to scrub his hands. “My parents thought a lot of Cynthia. They used to listen to her all the time and go to all the local rallies. People needed to be reminded of the past, they would say. And we should never forget what happened after the Great Disruption and what the Chronicles did for us.”

“Well, she’s a bit out of touch, if you ask me. That whole Satraya thing is past tense. The Rising is over. Some people just don’t know when to move on.” Melissa added some sugar to her coffee as she continued to watch the broadcast. “I guess we still get Freedom Day out of it. Another day off is always good!”

Logan didn’t pay much attention to the rally; he was still thinking about his family and his mounting debts. He dried his hands and gave Melissa a smile as he left the break room.

He walked back over to the large fresco he was restoring. It was a massive replica, five meters by three meters, of Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam. The original masterpiece, which had once graced the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, had been destroyed in an earthquake in Rome during the Great Disruption. The painting depicted God surging forth from heaven, vigorously extending his forefinger to the languid forefinger of Adam, the first man on earth, as he imparts to him the divine spark of life. The fresco reproduction belonged to a private collection; it had sustained extensive damage during the chaos of the Great Disruption but was still considered one of the finest remaining reproductions of Michelangelo’s work. Logan gazed at it now, focusing on the gap between the finger of God and the finger of Adam. This was the problem area, because Logan couldn’t quite match the color in the original masterpiece as depicted in the images from some digital archives he had studied. The various pigments he’d mixed weren’t blending well with the lime-based plaster he was using.

“Logan, my boy!”

Another interruption, Logan thought as he turned to see Mr. Rampart, the museum’s director, and another man Logan didn’t recognize walking over to him.

“Logan, I would like to introduce Mr. Sebastian Quinn, the owner of this wonderful painting that you have been working on so diligently.”

Logan greeted him with a firm handshake. “Hello, Mr. Quinn. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise, Logan, and please call me Sebastian.”

If first impressions mattered, then Logan was at a loss. It felt as if his mind went blank when he looked into Sebastian Quinn’s coal-black eyes. As hard as Logan tried, he couldn’t guess his age or what part of the world he came from. While he had never met the man before, Logan thought there was something familiar and comforting about him, something in his calm air and knowing expression. But Logan couldn’t quite figure out what it was.

“Logan’s parents, Henry and Alexandra Cutler, also loved the arts,” Mr. Rampart said. “They used to volunteer many hours during the height of the Rising to get the museum back up and running. Logan comes from good stock.”

“How is your work coming?” Sebastian asked.

“Good. Almost done.” Logan shifted his gaze away from Sebastian to the painting. “I just have to finish this section here, where the two fingers almost meet.” Logan pointed to the problem area. “But I’m having trouble matching the color,” he admitted.

“I am not surprised. That is the most important part of the painting,” Sebastian said, as he leaned closer to where Logan was pointing. “This painting has many secrets, you know. Michelangelo was a master at hiding messages in his work. He placed this one right under the nose of Pope Julius II, who commissioned it in the early sixteenth century.” Sebastian continued to examine the painting, evaluating other places where Logan had performed some restoration work.

“Secrets?” Logan repeated with interest.

Sebastian smiled. “Come, step back and look at this masterpiece again. You, too, Mr. Rampart.” Sebastian took Logan by the shoulder and moved him back a few steps. “Now, what do you see?”

Logan and Mr. Rampart stood silently a moment. Then Mr. Rampart took a stab at it. “The painting depicts God on the right and Adam on the left, and they are reaching out to each other with their fingers.”

Sebastian waited a few moments for Logan to answer, but Logan remained silent, so he went on, “Can you see that Michelangelo has depicted God within the outline of the human brain?” Sebastian stepped forward and drew his finger around the outline. “This dark shape from which God emanates resembles a cross-section of the human brain. God’s forearm and finger are emerging from what one could infer is a human being’s forehead or, as the ancients referred to it, the third eye.” Both Logan and Mr. Rampart stepped back a bit farther.

The third eye? Logan glanced over at Sebastian. Who is this man?

“It’s so obvious now that you’ve pointed it out,” Mr. Rampart said.

“It must not have been so obvious to the pope who hired Michelangelo,” Logan countered, winning a smile from Sebastian. “With its veiled imagery, this painting seems to challenge the very belief that God is a being that exists outside of us. To the contrary, it seems to suggest that the heavenly spirit emanates . . . from the forefront of the human brain.”

Sebastian continued to smile and nodded at the look of amazement on Logan’s face. “Many assumptions were being challenged at that time. You’ve heard of Copernicus, haven’t you? He was an astronomer who challenged the belief that the sun revolved around the earth. He had the audacity to propose that it was the other way around. This controversial idea paved the way for Johannes Kepler, Galileo, and other men to ponder the true relationships among the sun, the planets, and the stars when they looked up at the night sky. This, in turn, led to the Scientific Revolution and an open challenge to the way the physical world was viewed. Michelangelo did something similar in the spiritual realm, albeit more discreetly. To make even a few people ponder something they have never considered before is a great and valuable achievement. Do you ever wonder why people gaze at length at a piece of art that at first glance seems trite? Subconsciously, they know there is something more to see, and they can’t stop looking at it. This is one of those pieces.” Sebastian paused, allowing Logan and Mr. Rampart to take in his words.

Logan could think of only a few other people he’d met who spoke on such an abstract level. His mother and father were two of them. They both had read and studied The Chronicles of Satraya and had had these types of discussions. They’d spent long hours debating the esoteric nature of God, the Spirit, and the science of reality.

“And look there,” Sebastian continued. “Look at how Adam has been depicted as lazy, only half attempting to reach out and accept God’s blessing. Michelangelo is warning us that we should be watchful of our indolence, our laziness, that if we become complacent, we will lose sight of God and where his throne truly resides.” Sebastian tapped his forehead.

Logan felt a new appreciation for the painting he had been working on for the last six months. He was anxious now to learn all of its secrets. “And what do all those faces around God represent?” he asked. “Those of the angels there, surrounding God inside the brain? And the space between the fingers—you said that was the most important part of the painting?”

Sebastian smiled. “Those are yet more secrets. I leave them to you to ponder. But I assure you, you will not be disappointed by the answers. Just be patient. They will come to you out of the blue.”

Mr. Rampart, who didn’t seem as intrigued by Michelangelo’s hidden messages, looked at his watch. “Well, Logan, we will leave you to it. Mr. Quinn is passing through before he heads back home tomorrow. He wanted to make sure that you would be finished with the restoration a few days before the Freedom Day celebration.”

“Yes, I’ll be done by then,” Logan said, disappointed that this intriguing man was leaving.

“That is good news,” Sebastian replied. “I plan to donate it to a friend’s art gallery.” He shook Logan’s hand, and then Mr. Rampart escorted him from the restoration room.

Logan turned back to the painting, viewing it differently now. He looked again at the last place that needed to be restored, the space between the fingers. Secrets, he thought. Sebastian’s last words echoed in Logan’s mind: Be patient. The answers will come to you out of the blue . . . out of the . . . Wait, blue! Logan thought. Of course—blue was the missing color. The paint he was mixing needed a subtle amount to achieve the right hue. Logan turned, hoping to catch Sebastian before he left the restoration room, but he and Mr. Rampart were already gone.

The mixing of the paint would have to wait until tomorrow. It was getting late, and Logan needed to take care of an important personal matter. As he cleaned his paintbrushes and put away his tools, he thought about all the great plans he’d had for his life and how most of them had gone awry. He recalled his father once telling him when he was a teenager, “If your life is not going according to your plan, there is only one thing you can do: Get a new plan!” Tonight Logan was going to do just that. A small smile came to his face. But the relief didn’t last long. He wished his parents were still alive. Perhaps they could have suggested a better plan than the one he was about to enact.
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The words we speak to you will one day be more valuable than gold. For these words honor the great potential within you.

Guard these books, and spread their knowledge. For one day, they may be the key to your survival and ultimate freedom.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

CAIRO, EGYPT, MIDNIGHT LOCAL TIME, 6 DAYS UNTIL FREEDOM DAY

Lightning cracked in the night sky. It was monsoon season in Egypt, and the relentless rain flooded the streets of Cairo. Ever since the Great Disruption and the shifting of the earth’s axis, radical changes in weather patterns around the globe were common. Torrential rains now drenched the Middle East’s deserts. The Mediterranean Sea overran the northern part of Egypt as far south as Banha, a town fifty-three kilometers north of Cairo. Water rushed down the Nile River, flooding everything and anything along its shores. Lake Nasser, more than a thousand kilometers to the south of Cairo, doubled in size as the waters of the breached river drained into it. And when the waters finally receded in the spring of 2028, the people returned to their homes, only to find toppled structures covered with mud and the bodies of those who hadn’t escaped the deluge. During that period, a tyrannical group known as the Khufus declared dominion over Egypt and its remaining inhabitants, instituting a murderous reign that ended only when the Chronicles were found. It took more than ten years and thousands of workers to rebuild the thirteen kilometers around Tahrir Square, an area including the Giza Plateau and the pyramids, which had miraculously survived mostly undamaged.

A hooded figure carrying a slender briefcase emerged from the Fountain of the Pharaohs and ran across Wasim Hasan Road. He went quickly down the main street to the Cairo Museum. Under the cover of darkness, he splashed through the puddles and ducked under the canopy of the large trees that stood approximately a hundred meters from the entrance to the museum.

He surveyed the massive edifice before him. The Cairo Museum was currently closed for renovations. Temporary guardrails and a chain-link fence surrounded the main entrance. A single guard sat protected from the rain by a canvas canopy. The hooded man watched intently as the guard struggled against the wind and rain to light a cigarette.

The hooded man pulled a small tarp from his raincoat, laid it on the ground, and put the briefcase on it. Kneeling on the tarp, he placed his right index finger on a metal pad near the case’s main latch. A soft beep sounded, and the three latches of the case sprang open. A lightning strike illuminated the courtyard as he removed a high-powered rifle from the case. He also took out a set of goggles and connected its one-meter-long cord to the butt of the weapon. He put the goggles on, and his view of the courtyard and the museum entrance became crystal-clear. Numeric distance indicators and a targeting support grid appeared in the lower right corner of his field of vision, indicating exactly where the bullet would strike.

Lucius Montavon Benson was an expert marksman. His father had taught him to shoot when he was a teenager on numerous hunting expeditions in the forests of Europe and on safaris in Africa. More recently, he’d honed his skills on human prey. This was the first time he was using this technologically advanced rifle. He was pleased that it was working as advertised.

As the rain poured down, Lucius lowered himself to the ground, lying prone on the tarp. He crawled out from beneath the tree’s canopy and pointed the rifle barrel at the museum’s entrance. As he scanned the area, the targeting grid found its object. Everything he viewed through the goggles had a pale green hue to it except for live targets, which were colored red. With the guard squarely in his viewfinder, the one red form in his field of vision, he waited patiently, watching every move the guard made.

Lightning struck. “One, two, three,” Lucius counted in a whisper. Then came the sound of thunder. Again, more lightning, and as before, on the count of three, the thunderclap arrived. The guard leaned back in his chair. Another lightning strike, “One, two,” and on the count of three, Lucius pulled the weapon’s trigger. A pellet of red light exited the barrel of the weapon, but the sound of the discharge was lost in the boom of thunder. Cool, Lucius thought, as the goggles tracked the path of the bullet. He saw a trail of steam following the projectile as the rain in its path was instantly vaporized. The red bullet struck the guard at the exact spot the targeting grid intended: straight through the heart. The guard slumped in his chair, the cigarette still smoldering in his left hand. The red hue of the guard’s body faded to green, like the rest of the surroundings.

Lucius moved back under the tree and scanned the area around him, checking for any unlucky souls who might have witnessed the killing. Fortunately, the area was deserted. Lucius put the rifle and the goggles back into his briefcase and quickly walked to the three-meter-high chain-link fence in the courtyard. After sliding his case under it, he climbed over the fence with little difficulty. The guard’s body was still slumped in the chair beneath the canopy. Lucius checked the body for a pulse and found none. He knocked the still-burning cigarette out of the guard’s hand and detached the security badge that was clipped to the guard’s jacket.

To the right of the museum’s impressive six-meter-high main entrance was a smaller service door. With a quick swipe of the security badge, the door opened, allowing Lucius to slip in and quickly make his way through the darkened hallways where scaffolding hugged the walls. Lucius pulled a small hand-drawn map from his pocket and, with only the light of his PCD, used it to navigate through the maze of rooms. The polished marble floors reflected the lightning that flashed through the tall windows. At the end of the south hallway, he came to the newly constructed Literature Antiquities Hall, which housed some of the oldest and most influential written works in human history.

Entering the hall, Lucius looked left and right. He’d been told the display cases were arranged chronologically according to their contents. He moved quickly through the large room, looking at the cases: 1200s, 1300s . . . He passed the 2000s and finally came to the 2030s.

He set his briefcase on the floor and pulled a small pen-sized laser out of his coat pocket. He carefully cut a hole through the protective glass case and placed the oval of glass on the floor. Then he reached into the case and grabbed its contents, a leather-bound book and an old leather pouch containing two more books. On the book’s cover were the title, The Chronicles of Satraya, and a strange symbol embossed in gold leaf. Lucius was stealing one of the four original copies of the Chronicles. This set, known as the Pyramid Set, had been discovered by Madu Shata at the top of the Menkaure Pyramid in 2030, on the same day Camden Ford had discovered his set in the Ozark Forest in the former United States of America.

Why does Simon want these books? Lucius wondered. He already possesses his own copy. Why take this risk? It didn’t make sense, but, like many times before, Lucius simply did what he was told. One did not question Simon Hitchlords.

Lucius put his PCD near his ear and spoke in a steady voice. “Simon.”

Seconds later, Simon responded. “Hello, Lucius. Do you have them?”

“Yes, three books and a leather bag.”

“Activate the projection system,” Simon ordered. “Let me look at them.”

Lucius placed his PCD on the floor and activated the holographic projection. The image of Simon was now fully displayed, large and looming.

“Open the cover of the first book,” he said. “I need to see what is written there.”

Lucius did as Simon commanded. There was handwriting on the inside cover:

[image: Images]

“What does it say?” Lucius asked.

“Madu wrote it when he found this set. It says, ‘I declare my love for Nadine.’ Open the leather bag, and show me the other two books.” Lucius did so. “Good,” Simon remarked with a satisfied smile. “The set is authentic. Take the books to the airport. Your mother is waiting. And Lucius,” Simon added, “be careful with the weapon. It is the only prototype we have.”

Lucius heard footsteps and voices in the hallway. He turned off the PCD, cutting Simon off. He grabbed his briefcase and the leather pouch and ducked behind a display case. The voices were getting louder, and Lucius could see the beams of flashlights in the corridor leading to the Literature Antiquities Hall. To his right, on the floor against the wall, Lucius saw an open stone sarcophagus, its heavy lid resting next to it. A split second before the two guards walked in, Lucius ran to the coffin and lay down inside it. He could see the beams of the guards’ flashlights bouncing off the ceiling and the walls of the room. They were speaking Arabic. Lucius slowly reached into his coat pocket, placed his hand on his pistol, and waited. From the tone of their voices, he didn’t think the guards had noticed the hole in the display case. Just a few more seconds, and they would be gone.

Suddenly, Lucius’s PCD activated. He’d turned off the ringer, but the device’s light flashed. Dammit, Lucius thought. Not good timing, Simon.

The guards stopped talking. Lucius could hear footsteps approaching the sarcophagus. He drew the gun from his coat pocket, sat up quickly, and fired three rounds at the guards, who were less than six meters away. One fell to the floor. The other drew his weapon, firing back before taking cover behind a display case. Lucius leaped out of the sarcophagus, leaving the books and the briefcase behind, and also took cover. Shattered glass lay everywhere.

Lucius could hear the guard placing a call on his radio. Backup would arrive soon. Thinking quickly, Lucius took out his PCD. He quickly pressed a few buttons, and the imager projected a high-resolution 3-D image of a man standing a meter from where Lucius was hiding. The security guard leaned out from behind the display case and started firing, but his bullets only shattered more glass cases. Lucius jumped into position and, with a single shot to the head, took down the guard.

He retrieved the books and the briefcase from the sarcophagus and, with his gun still drawn, walked quickly through the hallways to the museum’s service entrance. As he passed the corpse of the dead guard in the chair, he clipped the security card back onto the guard’s jacket. He heard a siren in the distance as he climbed back over the fence. The rain was still falling, and the wind picked up. He ran through the courtyard and disappeared into the shadows of the empty streets of Cairo.
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It has always been said that everything happens for a great purpose. But ask yourself if that can also be said for prayers that go unanswered.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

WASHINGTON, D.C., 7:00 P.M. LOCAL TIME,

6 DAYS UNTIL FREEDOM DAY

It was Cynthia Brown’s last speech of the day, and it was also the most important. The banquet room was filled with political leaders gathered from around the world to celebrate the end of the rebuilding process that had begun forty years ago after the Great Disruption. Reporters and journalists were stationed throughout the room. Security was heavy. No doubt, Cynthia noted, because the newly elected president of the North American Federation would be arriving soon. Enrique Salize was the first citizen of a Mexican state to head the NAF since its formation forty years ago, when the United States, Canada, and Mexico had to pool their remaining resources in order to survive. The handsome fifty-year-old Salize was a skillful, charismatic orator, and his promise of a smaller central government had won favor with many voters, giving him the razor-thin margin he needed to beat the incumbent president on election day. During the nearly forty years of reconstruction, the government had accumulated a tremendous amount of power, and many people believed it was time to return some of that power to the sixty-seven states that made up the Federation.

As the current leader of the Council of Satraya, Cynthia Brown had been invited to address the world’s leaders on this historic occasion. Founded by Camden Ford two years after the discovery of the Chronicles, the Council’s primary mission was to keep the Satraya philosophy relevant to the lives of people all over the world. After the Great Disruption, the Chronicles became a source of unity, a banner around which men and women rallied to rebuild the world into a better place. During that time, known as the Rising, people worked together to ensure the survival of mankind. Self-reliance was the new norm, and local and federal government powers were limited to carrying out only vital public health and safety services. It was a moment in history when government was truly by and for the people.

For the last thirty-seven years, the Council had been the organizing force behind the annual celebration of Freedom Day, the day on which the four copies of the Chronicles had first been discovered in 2030. It was a holiday for people to acknowledge their personal liberties and worldwide unity. The global event included spectacular fireworks displays, concerts, and a synchronized moment of silence called the Liberty Moment, which took place every year at 11:00 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time. At that moment, people would light candles and join their fellow citizens in a meditation on love, compassion, and freedom. While the Chronicles encouraged people to commune regularly in this way, once a year was all that most people could manage.

As time passed and the Great Disruption became a more distant memory, the importance of the Satraya message faded. Freedom Day had become more of a social holiday than a day of profound spiritual communion. People had become more reliant on governments and corporations. The result was that the Council had become more politically active.

“Are you ready, Ms. Brown?” asked Monique, Cynthia’s assistant. The president had just arrived and was about to take his seat at the executive table.

“I certainly hope so,” Cynthia answered. She took a deep breath. “Everyone out there looks so young. I hope they will listen.”

“I’m sure they will,” Monique reassured her. “I’m young, but I understand that people need to be reminded of the lessons of the past.”

An eruption of applause interrupted their conversation as the president was announced to the audience. The lights on the stage brightened, and music began to play.

Cynthia followed the other speakers onto the stage, taking a seat behind the podium. She was going to be the third and final speaker tonight, following the president of the African Union and the head of the World Federation of Reconstruction, who was going to announce the organization’s dissolution. Even though polluted waterways, ruptured bridges, and mangled roads still existed in many parts of the world, people had grown weary of continuing to fund the WFR, and leaders viewed it as a political liability. The remaining restoration work would become the responsibilities of individual countries.

As Cynthia scanned the audience, she saw other members of the Council of Satraya. She acknowledged them with a smile. The first speaker was introduced and greeted with a cordial round of applause. That was about all Cynthia heard before her thoughts turned back to her own speech. She looked down at her notes, determined to make her case persuasively.

Sometime later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. The older gentleman sitting behind her was indicating that it was her turn to speak. As the audience applauded her introduction, Cynthia patted her short red hair into place, buttoned the blazer of her dark blue suit, and quickly walked to the podium.

“I’m Cynthia Brown,” she began in a sure voice, “and I have the great honor of being the leader of the Council of Satraya. As we celebrate the completion of the reconstruction efforts tonight, we should ask ourselves some important questions. Have we created freer and more equitable societies, or have we simply rebuilt the same old roads leading to the same old destinations? Humanity is once again at a crossroads, and we, the people of the world, have a choice to make. Do we revert back to the oppressive and elitist constructs of the past, the old ways of thinking that prevailed prior to the Rising, or do we stay brave, remain observant and self-reliant, and carefully guard individuals’ rights and freedoms as we have done for most of the last thirty-seven years?”

Cynthia paused. The people in the audience looked bored. “I ask you to ponder these questions tonight,” she continued valiantly, “because I am concerned. Now that electricity has been restored in seventy-five percent of the world, people seem more interested in the drama unfolding on their HoloTVs than in the government’s amassing more and more power over people’s lives. I realize this indifference makes life easier for you”—she heard a ripple of laughter in the room—“but is it wise to pass laws and regulations without first giving the people an opportunity to debate the merits of those laws? Do you see that people are once again falling into debt? Do you see that the financial institutions that have arisen in the last ten years bear an alarming resemblance to those that existed prior to the Great Disruption and conduct business in the same rapacious manner? Will we soon see countries follow our people into indentured servitude to these financial institutions?”

Cynthia heard gasps and a few angry cries from the audience. Good, she thought. At least I’ve caught their attention. “As is the case with every citizen of the NAF, all of my personal and professional information is now stored on a piece of glass that I am required to carry at all times, while the government stores this information in its data centers.” She held up an identification glass, a thin piece of fiberglass the size of a credit card. “Why?” she asked rhetorically.

“And look at our pharmaceutical companies. They have come back stronger than ever. They have persuaded you and the other branches of governments to pass laws that require every man, woman, and child to make monthly visits to MedicalPods. A citizen’s access to his or her personal bank accounts, place of employment, and other necessities of life is blocked if he or she does not comply. Mandatory vaccinations were good public health policy in the decade after the Great Disruption, when diseases ran rampant over large regions of the world, but these new policies requiring blood screening and precondition assessments every year are clear infringements on an individual’s freedom!”

Cynthia saw many people turning to look at Ted Wilson, the CEO of Allegiance Pharmaceuticals, who had invented the MedicalPod System. He was seated at President Salize’s table. Cynthia gave him a direct look that confirmed what was already well known: there was no love lost between the two of them.

“Can you not see,” Cynthia continued, “that governments are beginning to attempt to control people as they did prior to the Great Disruption? Do we want to see the return of Crowd Twelve? Do we want to experience another rebellion, another financial reset? Crowd Twelve is not an accident of the past—it is a product of the past. It can and will happen again!”
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