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To the magnificent reflection we behold when we look into the mirror.



PROLOGUE

JULY 21, 2030

Cassandra sat still in a red cedar tree as she waited for a rabbit or a mouse or any small animal to wander by. The food was running out, and her clan badly needed new provisions. No one had eaten meat in two weeks. Over the last twelve months, hunting had become more and more difficult. The Great Disruption of 2027 had forced most of the wildlife in the Ozark National Forest to migrate south for water and a more hospitable climate. What animals remained had largely perished from lack of water and the influx of people who had taken refuge in the forest, desperate for food.

Although the leafy branches of the trees provided some protection from the noon sun, it was a hot summer day, and Cassandra could feel the sweat on her brow. She reached into the satchel she wore looped over her shoulder and across her chest and pulled out a cloth to wipe her face. Then she froze, hearing the sound of cracking twigs.

“Do you hear that, Cassie?” a deep voice asked quietly from another branch, a few feet above Cassandra.

“Yes, RJ,” Cassandra whispered back as she readied her rifle. This was what they’d been waiting for all morning. The sounds of crackling brush and breaking branches indicated something was approaching from the west. The noise was loud enough to suggest multiple targets and enough meat for most of their clan. Cassandra repositioned herself to get a better look at their prey.

A man was coming in their direction; Cassandra’s heart fell at the sight of him. Large, long-haired, and bearded. Cassandra slowly leaned back, pressing her shoulders against the trunk of the tree, gladly giving up her view for better cover. She took a deep breath. She’d thought her clan had moved a safe distance from the Beariman clan, whose reputation for viciousness was well-known. They weren’t hunters, they were killers.

“RJ,” she whispered. “Don’t move. Don’t make a sound.”

“What do you see? Is it a deer? How many?”

“Forgotten Ones. From the Beariman clan. Quiet.”

RJ gritted his teeth in silence, narrowing his eyes. As much as he might have wanted to take down a member or two of the Bearimans, he knew this wasn’t the right time and place. Not with Cassie here.

Cassandra’s heart beat faster. The heat from the sun seemed to become more intense, as sweat on her forehead began to roll down her face. She did not dare wipe it off with the rag in her hand.

Cassandra hated what the Great Disruption had done to people. Turned them into savages who stole or killed to get what they needed, brutes who would do anything to survive. Cassandra didn’t judge them, though; in her heart, she knew she was not far away from becoming another casualty of the times. She’d found a group of survivors who still valued the rules of a civil society. But with their food supply dwindling each day, she wondered how much longer they would be able to maintain that sense of community.

The Great Disruption had thrown the world into chaos. It began when the decades-long financial turmoil and political unrest became much more widespread and turned more violent. The first effective worldwide civil war had begun. Then a Carrington-class solar storm struck the earth, knocking satellites out of their orbits and taking down electrical grids, power stations, and communication systems. It seemed as if the Mayan gods had played a dirty trick on humanity, delaying the end of the world, which they had predicted for 2012, by fifteen years. Then, on December 21, 2027, as in the final scene of a Shakespearean tragedy, the earth shifted four degrees south on its axis. Over the next three months, weather and temperature patterns across the globe changed. The once-lush Ozark National Forest turned sere. Wildlife fled the arid landscape, and wildfires became constant. Earthquakes shook all seven continents, causing tsunamis that depopulated islands and ravaged coastlines.

In less than one year, the world lost almost half of its population, and the survivors, many of whom did not consider themselves the lucky ones, lost their way. The lives that people had once complained about seemed idyllic compared with this new world.

“Here they come,” Cassandra whispered.

She and RJ watched as ten men and three women walked in single file along the dirt path below them. They all wore necklaces made of small animal bones, which clanked as they walked, and black bandanas tied around their right thighs. The men’s and women’s heads were shaved except for a double trail of hair along the right and left sides. The clansmen had rifles slung over their shoulders and flare guns clipped to their belts. They used the flares to signal others that a target was nearby and being pursued.

Cassandra saw that most of the men were carrying government-issued ration boxes. The spoils of a raid, she knew. How many had died for that? Cassandra noticed something fall from the belt of the last man in the troop, but she was too far away to see exactly what it was. She and RJ remained still for several minutes after the Bearimans passed.

When Cassandra could no longer hear their steps in the brush, she secured her rifle around her shoulder and climbed down the tree, jumping the last five feet to the ground.

RJ followed her. “That was close,” he said.

“Too close,” Cassandra said, picking up a small black pouch that one of the Beariman men had dropped. “It’s one of their flare pistols. And two cartridges.”

“Little good that’s gonna do us. We can’t eat it,” RJ said. “Besides, we’re trying to keep away from them, not draw their attention.”

Still, Cassandra put the black pouch into her satchel. “Another empty-handed day,” she said, looking around. “We need to get to the rendezvous stump so we don’t miss our ride. It’s a long walk home.” She adjusted the piece of rope that tied back her long blond hair.

“We can’t go back yet,” RJ said. “We haven’t eaten anything substantial in a week.”

“I know, RJ. But maybe the others found something. Maybe a freshwater lake and some fish. You never know.”

RJ shook his head. “What are the odds of that? The streams are down to a trickle, and the lakes barely sustain the algae. We need to keep hunting.”

“But not here, not with the Beariman clan wandering around.” Cassandra sighed. She looked at the slowly decaying forest around them. “Maybe we have to seriously consider moving on. I know you don’t want to hear this, but it might be time to make our way to Dallas.”

“No!” RJ glared at her. “The cities are still filled with fascist pigs. People who once lived in the lap of luxury while the rest of us got our hands dirty so they could buy their pricey shoes and drink their thousand-dollar bottles of wine. Do you think anything has changed?” Cassandra didn’t answer. “Those people still think they’re better than everyone else. I guarantee you they’ll still be trying to figure out how to have more than everyone else.”

“You can’t know that,” Cassandra countered.

“Greed is greed,” said RJ, “and those people ain’t gonna change. We need to let them kill each other off before we go back to the cities. Until then, we take our chances out here where the rules are clear. You know the others agree with me.”

A rustling sound came from their right. Cassandra and RJ turned; a jackrabbit was darting out from under a pile of broken branches. RJ ran after it, and Cassandra started to follow before deciding not to waste her energy. RJ didn’t need her help to catch a rabbit, and they had to stay on the trail to get to the rendezvous point. She sat down on a large fallen tree limb. She placed her rifle next to her and took the black pouch she had found out of her satchel. She let out her breath lightly, and then it caught, as the blade of a knife was suddenly pressed to her throat.

“Hey, girl,” said a hoarse male voice behind her. The large blade of the hunting knife pressed against the bottom of her chin, indicating that she should stand up. “I see you found my pouch.” He slipped a muscular arm around Cassandra’s waist and held her tightly against him, his foul odor threatening to overwhelm her. He reached into her satchel and groped around. “Now, what’s a pretty thing like you doing out here all alone . . . ?”

Cassandra stiffened.

“She ain’t alone.”

Cassandra heard RJ’s voice. The knife retreated from her throat, and she pulled away from the man. Turning, she saw RJ standing with his own knife pressed to the clansman’s throat. “Let’s get out of here,” she said, her voice still trembling.

RJ didn’t budge. “Apologize to her,” he said, pressing the knife harder on the man’s throat. “Apologize, and maybe I’ll let you go.”

“Sorry,” the man said quickly.

“I don’t think you really mean that,” RJ said, tightening his grip. “I hope your sins don’t keep you from heaven’s gates.”

“RJ! No!” Cassandra yelled.

But it was too late. RJ slid his blade across the man’s throat. Blood spurted from the man’s neck, and then it gushed, streaming down his chest and shoulders. RJ released his grip, and the man fell to the ground, gurgling. Then RJ kneeled at the man’s side, wiping the blood from his knife onto his shirt. “You shouldn’t have touched her,” he said. He put the knife back into the sheath he wore on his ankle, then looked up at Cassandra, who was still stunned. “Don’t worry, Cassie. I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.” RJ yanked the necklace of bones from the man’s neck and put it in his pocket. “Now let’s get out of here,” he said with a smile, holding up a dead jackrabbit.

They walked in silence. Cassandra still couldn’t say a word to RJ, and she kept ahead of him so as not to have to look at his bloodstained shirt.

After a half hour, they reached the rendezvous stump. Cassandra, RJ, and four other hunters jumped into the bed of a silver pickup while two others got into the cab. They drove six miles down a dirt road until they arrived at the encampment.

“Looks like it’s going to be another night of root vegetables and berries,” said Allen, the leader of the group meeting the truck. He looked at RJ’s meager snag and the empty hands of the other hunters.

“Slim pickings out there,” RJ said, handing the dead rabbit to Allen’s wife, Mary, who was in charge of provisions.

“Doesn’t look like this rabbit ate any better in the last few months than we did,” she said. “Well, we’ll do what we can to get everyone fed tonight.”

Allen looked at RJ’s shirt. “A lot of blood for such a skinny rabbit,” he said.

RJ smiled, launching into an account of their encounter with the Beariman clan and boastfully displaying the necklace of bones. Cassandra walked away without adding a word.

The encampment included about three hundred people. Some lived in teepees, and most lived in tents. A few of the less fortunate occupied pieced-together plywood and tin-roof shelters. Such a scene was not uncommon after the Great Disruption. In the spring of 2028, a year after the devastation started, rumors circulated that what few government institutions remained were organizing reconstruction efforts. But as time passed, their priorities became clearer. Resources were being directed to the big cities that hadn’t been altogether wiped out, and the people in rural areas were left to fend for themselves. They called themselves the Forgotten Ones, because they believed their government had forgotten them.

Discouraged and tired, Cassandra entered her tent, which was pitched under the canopy of a white oak tree. She ate the last of her fireweed, a wild plant that had some nutrients and could be easily digested, and then lay down on her bedroll. A green and yellow checkered blanket had been folded up for use as a pillow. She closed her eyes and drifted off into a disturbed sleep, haunted by RJ’s deed. She saw a row of shrouded bodies lying on the forest floor and a man walking from body to body, peeking under each shroud, saying, “Cassandra? Cassandra?” It was her father; he was searching for her.

“Daddy!” she called, but he didn’t seem to hear her. “Daddy! Daddy!”

“Over here, Mel,” a female voice said. “I found him.”

Cassandra looked to her left and saw her mother kneeling next to the dead body of Cassandra’s younger brother, Tony. A bloody sheet had been pulled back from his face. Cassandra’s father walked over and knelt down next to his wife, his face overcome with grief.

“We need to find Cass,” Cassandra’s mother said. “We need to find her before it’s too late.”

Suddenly, Cassandra saw four members of the Beariman clan approaching her parents from behind, their knives out and readied. “Mom! Dad!” Cassandra screamed, but she couldn’t move. She screamed again, this time loudly enough to wake from her nightmare. She sat upright, gasping for air. She covered her face with her hands, wishing she were back in her old life, with her parents, her brother, and her friends. She didn’t know how much longer she could stand to live in this brutal new world.

She got up and opened a waterproof box containing her few possessions. She took out a voice recorder she had found in an abandoned electronics store in her hometown of Vickery Meadow, a suburb of Little Rock, and a stash of AA batteries, which she kept hidden from the others—they were a valuable commodity these days. Every evening, Cassandra recorded what had happened that day; it was the closest thing she had to a journal.

I know RJ saved my life today, and I’m grateful. But even after everything I’ve witnessed, it was still horrible to see the blood pouring out of that man, to see him collapse gurgling on the ground. I’ve never seen eyes as cold as RJ’s when he said that thing about sins and heaven’s gates before killing the man. There was no remorse in them, no sorrow. I hope I never see those eyes again.

What is happening to us? We have to get back to civilization. I only hope I can convince the others tonight that it’s time for us to move to a city. We’re running out of time.

Cassandra turned off her recorder, and her thoughts returned to her parents and brother. She hadn’t seen them in close to three years. She didn’t know if they were dead or alive. As in her dream, they could still be looking for her, still trying to make their way back from New York, where they had been when the solar storm started, changing the world forever. Cassandra knew part of the reason she was so anxious to get to a city was that she believed she stood a better chance of finding them if she did.

She heard the familiar sound of fiddle music. It never failed to raise her spirits. Hank, the fiddler, was a white-haired, apple-cheeked man in his eighties who had been a famous bluegrass musician before the Great Disruption. Every evening, he played a lively little tune to let people know when supper was ready. Cassandra grabbed her wooden bowl and silver spoon and left her tent. She was joined immediately by RJ, who always seemed to be waiting by her tent to escort her to supper. He had changed his shirt and was wearing a bright red bandana on his head. The sun was setting, and a welcome breeze was chasing away the heat of the day.

As Cassandra and RJ waited in the food line, he looked annoyed. “This line gets longer every week.”

“People all over are hungry,” Cassandra said.

“Yeah, well, we can’t take care of everyone. We need to start turning them away.”

“Turning them away? To what? Death? We’re all in this together. Why, I don’t know, but we are.”

“It’s either us or them,” RJ said.

Cassandra did not reply. She knew that there was some truth to what RJ was saying. Each week, more and more Forgotten Ones joined their clan, known as the Osagy, named after the original Indian tribe that inhabited the Ozark forest. Unlike the Beariman clan, the Osagy never turned anyone away. But each additional person meant more strain on their already limited resources. Pretty soon the system was going to break, and people would begin to starve.

Cassandra put on a smile as she accepted her paltry meal. It was a broth made from root vegetables spiced with seasonings pillaged from abandoned supermarkets. The mood at the encampment was grim. It had been that way for some time. This was the seventh day without anything substantial to eat, and there was little hope for more anytime soon.

Cassandra and RJ took their usual seats with the leaders of the clan, four men and four women.

“We need to pick up camp and find another spot,” Allen said.

“Agreed,” said Mary, who was sitting next to him. “After RJ and Cassandra’s Beariman encounter this morning, I’d say that they’re getting too close for comfort.”

This was the opportunity that Cassandra was hoping for. “Where will we go?” she asked.

“South,” a man at the table answered. “Follow the animals. They are moving south, and so should we.”

“What about going west to Dallas or north to St. Louis or Chicago?” Cassandra suggested. “Maybe it’s time to see if the government—” She was interrupted by protests from the other people at the table.

“Don’t talk about the government,” a woman named Beth said. “They helped get us into this mess.”

Others at the table nodded their agreement, including RJ. “Maybe we need to take matters into our own hands,” RJ said in a voice that quieted the others. “Maybe the Beariman clan has it right. We’re seeing more and more armed government transports traveling up and down Route Forty. Instead of letting them take over again, let’s stake our claim.”

“We don’t know that they’re taking over,” Cassandra said. “They could simply be transporting supplies to people in need.”

RJ shook his head. “The Bearimans take what they need, is all I’m saying. Maybe we need to do the same.” RJ grabbed the barrel of his shotgun, hinting at what he meant. “It was the sins of the government that put us here. Time for us to collect,” he added with a smile.

No one at the table refuted him.

“I can’t believe any of you are listening to him!” Cassandra said in disbelief. “What about the miracle you all said you wanted? You plan to ambush trucks and kill innocent people while you wait for God’s sign? Tell me again why we shouldn’t have been forgotten!”

Before Cassandra could continue, everyone’s attention turned to a flare rising high in the twilight sky. A moment later, another flare appeared, then another.

“Looks like the Beariman clan is tracking something,” RJ said, intrigued.

“Or someone,” Allen added. “And they’re not far away. The flares look like they’re coming from Route Forty. Alert everyone, just in case we have to deal with the Bearimans tonight.”

Two more flares shot up, this time east of where the others had appeared.

“You’re right, they’re too close,” Cassandra said, rising to her feet. “We need to find out what’s going on. Otherwise, we’ll be sitting like turtles in a tub.” That was a phrase Cassandra’s father used to say to her and her older brother during their vacations. Holidays were more like survival adventures as they explored some of the more exotic places around the world. Just prior to the Great Disruption, Cassandra and her family had returned from a two-week exploration of jungles surrounding Angkor Wat.

They agreed and rose. RJ gave his shotgun a quick pump.

Cassandra retrieved her rifle and satchel from her tent, then returned to lead a group of twenty men and women into the forest toward the last set of flares. Some people held crossbows, others carried rifles, but most could muster only clubs and long sticks. Night had fallen, but the moon provided enough light for them to see the way.

Suddenly, Cassandra motioned for them to stop.

“What?” RJ asked.

“I hear something. It sounds like a car engine.”

Allen nodded, confirming that he heard it, too, and they continued in the direction from which the sound was coming. Moments later, Cassandra halted the group again. The sound had stopped. They waited silently, looking for more flares. The sound of a car door opening and closing broke the silence. Someone was up ahead, very close. Cassandra led the group forward until she saw a clearing about twenty feet away. They had come to the edge of a campsite. At the center was a circle of large rocks that formed a fire pit, a stack of logs nearby. Cassandra motioned for everyone to be quiet, and they watched from the forest as one man helped another lie down on the ground.

“Who are they?” RJ asked, maneuvering for a better view and stepping on a twig that snapped loudly. Cassandra pressed a finger to her lips.

“Hello!” the man standing in the campsite called out, still just a silhouette in the darkness. “Is anyone here?”

Everyone remained silent, watching. The man threw the beam of his flashlight around the campsite. It landed on a nearby tree trunk. The man drew closer and picked up something that looked like a small bag. What did he find? Cassandra wondered. How did this man know about this campsite? And why haven’t we come across it before?

The man returned to the fire pit, sat down on a rock close to where he’d set the other man, took something out of the bag he’d found, and used his flashlight to inspect it.

RJ tried again to get a better view, this time setting loose a stone that bounced along the ground. The man heard the sound and reached for something next to him. In a moment, he was pointing a small gun in their direction.

Cassandra grabbed RJ by the arm, imploring him to be still. She took the flare gun along with the two cartridges she had found that morning from her satchel and handed them to Beth, who stood close by. “I want you to make your way to Route Forty and walk west for five minutes or so. Then stop and fire one flare; wait thirty seconds, and then fire another. We need to throw the Beariman clan off this trail.” Beth left, taking two other members of their group with her.

Cassandra turned back to the man at the campsite. He had lowered his gun and returned his attention to what he was holding in his hand. Cassandra still could not make out what it was, her view further compromised by the sudden emergence of a brilliant blue light emitted by whatever the man was holding. Soon the glow of the blue light encompassed the entire campsite. Who is this man? Cassandra asked herself, awestruck. And what strange magic does he possess?

RJ readied his gun, but both Cassandra and Allen grabbed the barrel and pushed it toward the ground. They dared not disturb what was happening at the campsite. The light seemed to be coming from a kind of supernatural ball floating in front of the man’s face. Incredibly, after a moment, the man also began to float, rising off the ground and drifting around the campsite. Cassandra gazed on in disbelief. In a fleeting moment, she realized that the blue was somehow warm and comforting. The light intensified almost to the point of being blinding before fading. When the man returned to the ground and the blue light disappeared, Cassandra could not hold the group back any longer. Almost hypnotized, the Forgotten Ones walked out of the woods into the campsite. The man grabbed his gun and thrust it out in defense. Cassandra saw a red flare shoot into the sky, then another. Beth had successfully fired the decoy flares, or so she hoped.

“Go away! I don’t have anything you want!” the man yelled as he waved his gun at them.

Whoever this man was, Cassandra could tell that he was scared. With her rifle slung over her shoulder, she pushed her way to the front of the crowd. She saw that he was younger than she’d first thought, perhaps even her age. She walked slowly, not sure what she was dealing with. Noticing a book of matches lying on a large stone, she picked it up.

“Nice campsite,” she said, in a tone she hoped would hide her own fear. The young man remained silent. Cassandra struck a match and threw it into the fire pit, where logs and kindling had been meticulously arranged. “I’m surprised we didn’t come across it before.”

The campfire roared to life, illuminating the site. Now that she could see him better, Cassandra was sure that he was her age. Just over six feet tall, he had short brown hair and matching brown eyes. And fear was clearly evident on his face.

“This isn’t my campsite,” the young man said. “I thought it was yours. I don’t have anything you want.”

“I heard you the first time,” Cassandra said, as she walked around him. He was holding the gun in his right hand and something else in his left. “Are you a magician?” she asked, as she took what he was holding in his left hand. It turned out to be a book.

“Me? No,” he replied. “I don’t know what that blue orb was. I just opened that book, and all of a sudden, I was floating around.”

Cassandra looked at the cover. There was only a title and a symbol, both embossed in gold leaf:

The Chronicles of Satraya
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She opened the book and began to read the first page.

“You can read?” the young man asked, sounding surprised. Cassandra looked up at him, annoyed by his assumption. “Sorry. I’ve just heard some things about you people.”

“Us people?” she retorted. “Not all of us are what you think we are. If we were, you and your friend wouldn’t be alive.” She looked over at the man who lay asleep or unconscious on the ground.

There was a commotion in the crowd. Cassandra saw RJ emerge from behind the young man, pressing the end of his shotgun into his back.

“Don’t move. Drop your gun,” RJ ordered, and the young man’s small .38 handgun fell to the ground. “Now, turn around.” The young man did as he was told. “Come on, Cassie,” RJ said. “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.” Cassandra watched as RJ cocked his shotgun and sneered at the man. “I hope your sins don’t keep you from heaven’s gates.”

“Put the gun down,” Cassandra told RJ. “Put it down right now, or I’ll shoot you instead of him.”

RJ glared at her but did not move. Cassandra walked over and pushed the barrel of his shotgun toward the ground. A moment passed, and the two continued staring at each other. Then RJ ripped off his red bandana and threw it to the ground. He stepped back.

Over RJ’s shoulder, Cassandra could see more Forgotten Ones arriving at the campsite after seeing the dazzling light from the encampment. Two more red flares shot into the sky, this time farther away. The Bearimans were off the trail.

Cassandra looked into the forlorn faces of her Forgotten brothers and sisters, the clan she had come to love over the last three years. “We have wanted a miracle for a long time,” she said loudly so everyone could hear her. “Some sign that we will be all right. Something, anything, to let us know that we have not been forgotten . . .” She paused a moment, taking in the crowd. “You all saw the blue orb and the light. You all saw him lifted off the ground. Maybe that is the miracle we have been waiting for. Not him,” she said, pointing to the young man, “but this.” She held up the book in her hand. Then she opened it and read the first page 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.

Cassandra paused and looked at the faces of her Forgotten Ones. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she saw a glimmer of hope in their eyes.

“Read on!” Allen shouted.

Cassandra walked back to the young man and stood beside him.

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

“See?” Cassandra said, smiling at the young man. “You do have something we need. Hope.”
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A civilization can construct monuments to the gods and learn nothing.

A man can build a fire to keep himself warm and learn everything.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

MEXICO CITY, 10:20 A.M. LOCAL TIME, MARCH 20, 2070

A high-pitched scream jolted Logan awake. He sat up in the beach chair and looked around for his son and daughter. This wasn’t the first time he had heard his daughter’s distress call. He spotted a group of teenagers standing at the shoreline, pointing at something. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the blazing Mexican sun and saw his daughter, Jamie, frantically wading through the chest-high water toward the shore. Logan sprang up and jogged toward the ocean, looking for his son, Jordan, who was supposed to be keeping an eye on his younger sister. He was nowhere in sight. People walking on the beach paused and pointed at Jamie. Someone yelled, “Shark!”

As Logan’s jog turned into a sprint, spraying sand on other vacationers, he spotted the fin near Jamie. More people were yelling, “Shark! Shark!” Logan veered around a group of onlookers and grabbed a boat paddle, which was stuck in the sand next to an upside-down kayak. He held it above his head as he ran full-force into the water toward his panicked daughter. Jamie let out another shriek as she splashed toward Logan and wrapped her arms around his waist when she reached him.

“Get behind me,” Logan said, as he eyed the fin moving slowly through the water. Logan felt Jamie squeeze him tightly as the shark moved closer. He placed both of his hands on the paddle and raised it above his head with both arms. A few more feet, and the shark would be close enough for Logan to drive it off with a single well-aimed blow. At least, that’s what he hoped. Suddenly, Logan’s mind blanked, and the sound of Jamie’s screaming became muffled. Logan’s view of the advancing shark blurred, and somehow another perspective was overlaid on top. Logan could see someone’s legs and feet walking along the floor of the ocean. The flash lasted but a moment before the overlay disappeared. He found himself now only a meter or so away from the shark. The fin stopped its advance. Logan bent his legs to better support himself as he prepared to strike.

The fin popped out of the water. It was affixed to the top of a young man’s head, held there by a strap that ran under his chin. He removed a scuba mask from his face and took the snorkel out of his mouth. “Hey, Dad,” he said. “What’s the paddle for? Are we going kayaking?”

Logan lowered the paddle. “Jordan, what are you doing?” he said. “You’re supposed to be watching your sister, not scaring her and the other people on the beach half to death!”

Jamie waded out from behind Logan. “Yeah!” she yelled, agreeing with her father. “Stop scaring me!” She skimmed the surface with her hand and splashed water into her brother’s face.

Jordan looked at his sister and his father, then noticed the crowd on the shore looking at them. Two lifeguards had left their stations and were heading toward them. “Sorry, Dad,” he said, realizing that what he had done was not very amusing. “Sorry, Jamie.”

Logan looked at his daughter, who seemed to have recovered from her brother’s prank. “Both of you have twenty more minutes in the water before we have to leave,” Logan said sternly. He held his hand out to Jordan, who sheepishly waded over and handed him the goggles, snorkel, and artificial fin.

“Where did you get this thing, anyway?” Logan asked, shaking his head and heading back to shore without waiting for an answer. Logan handed one of the lifeguards the fin and apologized for the commotion. He stuck the paddle into the sand next to the kayak and made his way back to the lounge chair, where his girlfriend, Valerie, was waiting.

“What happened?” she asked. She was dressed in a red bikini top and a rainbow-colored cover-up, a long way from looking like the senior agent of the World Crime Federation that she was. She had just returned from the beach bar and was carrying two tropical drinks, complete with slices of pineapple and strawberries. “You don’t look very happy.”

“Jordan being Jordan,” Logan answered, as he straightened out the towel on his chair. “One day, his little sister’s going to roar back, and Jordan’s not going to like it.” He went quiet, his stare lingering on the ocean.

“What is it?” Valerie asked.

“You know that thing I’ve been telling you that’s been happening to me lately, where I’m suddenly looking at something different? Well, it happened again.”

“Really?” Valerie set the drinks down on the small wooden table between them.

“I was standing in the water, and all of a sudden, I caught a glimpse under the water. Like my perspective shifted for a second. I saw a set of legs walking on the ocean floor.”

“It sounds a bit like what happens to you when you stare into a candle flame. But you probably should get it checked out to be safe. It could also be related to all the stress you’ve been under for the last year.” Valerie stretched out in her chair and adjusted the brim of her sombrero. She held up her new PCD. “What do you think? It’s the latest in personal communication devices, with a few government enhancements.”

“Is it integrated with your thoughts?” Logan asked facetiously.

“Almost,” Valerie said. With a few taps on the screen, a book was projected in front of her. “I want to get through this chapter before we have to leave for the Institute.”

“That actually looks like a real book and not a projection,” Logan said incredulously, reaching over and passing his hand through the book.

“And check this out. It tracks with my eyes, so when I get to the end of the page, it automatically turns to the next.”

“What are you reading?” asked Logan.

“The Chronicles. I figure it’s about time I read the books that saved humanity forty years ago and then wreaked such havoc in our lives this past year. It doesn’t seem possible that books that have brought so much good to the world also provoked so much evil.”

“The books didn’t provoke evil,” Logan said. “People did. History is filled with instances of people committing terrible deeds in the name of a philosophy, religion, or political system that they have distorted to suit their own selfish purposes. There is a thin line between the justification of good versus the rationale of evil.”

Valerie gave Logan a questioning look, as the projected book in front of her disappeared. “In law enforcement, the line between good and evil is pretty clear.”

“In terms of the law, I agree,” Logan said. “But in terms of people . . .”

“I can’t believe that you, of all people, would believe that. After what Simon and Andrea did?”

“Keep reading,” Logan urged. “And let me know if there’s anything in the books you need me to explain.”

Valerie made the sound of a roaring lioness, putting a grin on Logan’s face. She looked back down at her PCD, causing the first volume of the Chronicles to reappear. The pages flipped to where she had left off.

Logan, his children, and Valerie had flown down from New Chicago yesterday at the invitation of Juan Montez of the National Institute of Anthropology and History, who had hired Logan to restore a piece of pre-Columbian statuary. The Institute had put them up at the luxurious Orilla de Joyas, a newly constructed beach resort, located a few kilometers west of Mexico City. During the Great Disruption of 2027, a massive earthquake sank a large portion of Mexico’s west coast, from Guadalajara to Salina Cruz, into the Pacific Ocean. Only a ten-kilometer area surrounding Nevado de Toluca, the largest stratovolcano in central Mexico, remained above sea level. The eight-kilometer-wide gulf between the new island and the shore of Mexico City had become a getaway for vacationers from all over the North American Federation, which was made up of Canada, the United States of America, and Mexico. While hotels and resorts had been constructed up and down the Mexico City shoreline, development on the island was forbidden. During the reconstruction efforts that followed the Great Disruption, a period known as the Rising, the NAF’s flag was placed at Pico del Fraile, the highest point on the island. It could be seen from the shore of Mexico City and came to represent the perseverance of mankind. It was rumored that a fifth original copy of The Chronicles of Satraya was hidden somewhere on the peak, but that claim had yet to be proven. Daily excursions to the island afforded visitors the opportunity to search for it themselves, one of the area’s major tourist attractions.

While Logan’s children had spent the last two days frolicking in the ocean, Logan and Valerie had lounged on the beach. Logan badly needed a break. Only nine months ago, he had been a relatively poor artist, living a solitary life, burdened by increasing debts and decreasing confidence. His ex-wife had taken custody of the children, and he’d still been coping with the emotional fallout of his parents’ brutal murder three year earlier. To make ends meet, he’d auctioned off the original copy of The Chronicles of Satraya that he’d inherited from them. The subsequent revelation that his father was actually Camden Ford, one of the four people in the world who had found an original copy of The Chronicles of Satraya during the chaotic aftermath of the Great Disruption, and his mother, Cassandra, who had witnessed Camden’s discovery in the Ozark forest, had forced Logan into battle with a group that was plotting to seize control of the world. With the help of Valerie and her father, Alain Perrot, who had been with Camden in the forest, Logan had succeeded in foiling them. He found some satisfaction in knowing that the group’s leader, Simon Hitchlords, and his accomplice, Andrea Montavon, were now both dead, but he still didn’t know the identities of the others who may have been working with them. There were still many unanswered questions.

“A picture, señor?” asked a male voice with a strong Mexican accent. Logan opened his eyes and saw a tall, well-built, dark-skinned man standing in front of him and Valerie, holding a camera. “A picture, for you and your beautiful wife?”

“No,” Logan said abruptly. “No pictures.” The man frowned before he walked away.

“He’s only trying to make a living,” Valerie said. “You should be nicer.”

“I know.” Logan sat up. “I can’t seem to clear my head.”

“You have too much going on.” Valerie shut down her PCD, and the projection of the book disappeared. “The children, the art studio, your parents’ commemoration, not to mention your responsibilities as a new member of the Council of Satraya—it can all wait. You’re on vacation this week. Remember, as a wise book you once read and I’m reading now said, ‘Every choice is yours. You and you alone bear the responsibility of your decisions. No matter how great or small they may be.’ ” Valerie smiled, taking a sip of her drink.

“Listen to you,” Logan said, smiling in turn and picking up his own glass. “You sound like a Satrayian scholar.”

“I’m just sayin’ . . .” Valerie’s PCD rang. “It’s the office,” she said, as she rose from her chair and walked off to take the call.

“What about being on vacation?” Logan yelled after her. He saw that Jamie and Jordan had made their way out of the water and were now building an elaborate sand castle together. The photographer whom Logan had abruptly dismissed was standing near them and taking a picture of it. He also seemed to be giving the kids some building tips. Valerie was right, Logan thought. It is all choice.

He checked his PCD. It was almost 11:00 A.M. He rose and called the children, spinning his finger in the air to indicate that it was time to wrap things up. Logan had started to place his belongings in his well-worn backpack when Valerie returned with a stressed look on her face.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

“Potential new case,” Valerie said. “We’re being asked to look into the destruction of a well at a natural gas plant in the African Union, actually in the North African Commonwealth. Some are saying that the Republic of South Africa is involved. But I’m not going to deal with it; I’m choosing to let Sylvia and Chetan handle it until I get back.”

Logan chuckled.

“Dad,” Jordan said excitedly, “let’s get a picture taken of all of us.” Logan saw that the man with the camera had returned with the children.

“Yeah, let’s get one,” Jamie said.

Logan nodded. He was not about to shoo the photographer away again.

“OK, come together,” the man said, and they did, bunching closely. “Smile for the world. No, big, big, big smiles.” The camera clicked a few times, and the man projected a 3-D image for everyone to see. “Beauti-ful,” he said.

“Thank you,” Logan said, holding out a few universal credits as a tip, while Valerie helped the children stuff their belongings into their bags.

“Thank you very much, sir,” the photographer said, as he accepted the money. “I like to make people happy. Show me your PCD, and I’ll transfer the photos.” Logan pulled out his PCD and placed it against the back of the man’s camera to allow the transfer. “There you go,” the man said, before giving a slight bow and walking away. “Your smiles are captured forever.”

“ ’Bye,” Jamie said, waving to him. “Thanks for helping us with the castle.”

The man waved back.

“See, he just wanted to make people happy,” Valerie said.

Logan nodded. “Everyone ready?” he asked, swinging his backpack over his shoulder. The kids kicked around in the sand, looking for anything they might have forgotten, before leading the way back to the hotel. “We’re off to the pyramid.”

The man with the camera walked along the shore, incoming waves sliding over his bare feet and ankles. He put his camera into a small gray shoulder bag and placed a call on his PCD. “Yes, they’re here,” he said, now speaking without the Mexican accent. He stopped and gazed at the island in the distance, where he could see the flag flying on the peak of Nevado de Toluca. “I will,” he said. “You should receive the photos shortly.” He ended the call and kept walking.
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Perfection is a dangerous thing. For how then does one evolve and journey forward after it is achieved?

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

MEXICO CITY, 11:30 A.M. LOCAL TIME, MARCH 20, 2070

After changing, Logan, Valerie, and the children met their guide, Carlos, in front of the hotel and set off for the National Institute of Anthropology and History, which was in one of the most impressive pyramid cities in the world, Teotihuacán. “We should be there in an hour,” said Carlos, who was seated in the front of the van next to the driver. “The city, which is located approximately fifty kilometers northeast of Mexico City, is believed to have been established in 100 B.C. and grew to become the sixth-largest city of the world by A.D. 600. Historians tell us that as many as one hundred twenty-five thousand people lived at Teotihuacán.”

“Are you getting all this down?” Logan asked Jordan, before turning back to Carlos. “My son decided to do his school report on ancient pyramids around the world.”

“Wonderful,” Carlos said, while Jordan pulled out his PCD to take notes. “I will make sure to tell you everything I know. But new discoveries are being made there every day. While Teotihuacán was an important trading city and a spiritual and cultural center for Mesoamerica in the first half of the first millennium, it is still a place of great mystery today.”

“Why?” Jordan asked, typing feverishly.

“Well . . .” Carlos paused for dramatic effect. “It was built by an advanced civilization that disappeared as mysteriously as it arrived. No one knows who built the city, no one knows why it was razed by fire and then abandoned in the year A.D. 650, and no one knows its original name.”

“But wait,” Jamie broke in. “You said the name. You said we’re going to Teo-something.”

“Teotihuacán,” Jordan said.

“Yeah, that name.”

“Very good,” Carlos said. “Teotihuacán is what the Aztecs called it when they found the ruins beneath lots of dirt and vegetation in the fourteenth century. They were so amazed by the city’s well-organized geometric layout and monumental structures that they named it Teotihuacán, which means ‘the place where men become gods.’ ”

The van jolted, causing Jamie to grab her father’s arm.

“As you can see,” Carlos explained, “the roads outside of Mexico City are still in poor condition.”

Logan looked out the window, noticing a change in the landscape. The arid landscape contrasted sharply with the tropical and well-manicured suburbs of Mexico City. “Didn’t the World Federation of Reconstruction allocate money to this part of Mexico?” he asked.

“Certainly doesn’t look like it,” Valerie said. “Look at all the crumbling homes out here.”

Carlos nodded. “The homes have been abandoned since the Great Disruption. During those terrible times, most of the people left the countryside and moved closer to the city.”

“And this part of Mexico was never cleaned up,” Logan inferred, eliciting another nod from their guide.

“Ancient sites like Teotihuacán did not seem essential after the devastation. The whole central plateau was hit hard by the earthquakes.” The van swerved right and then left as it maneuvered around potholes on Route I32D leading out of Mexico City. “Even though the WFR was recently defunded, we have strong hopes that with a native Mexican like President Salize now in office, the government will allocate monies to this region of the North American Federation. If resources were made available, I’m certain this area would flourish once again. The people here work hard. This area has a rich tribal heritage. Farming is in their sangre.”

Jamie looked at her older brother quizzically. “Sangre means ‘blood,’ ” he told her.

Carlos turned and smiled at both children, then pointed to a dilapidated farmhouse in the distance. In a field nearby, a man was steering a plow pulled by a large animal. “Even without electricity or running water, some people stayed, continuing to work the land, because they heard about the terrible violence and lawlessness in the city. There was no better place to go, so they struggled to survive here, growing mostly wheat and corn. Then Las Crónicas de Satraya arrived. The books gave people hope.”

“Did you grow up out here?” Valerie asked. “You speak of the countryside with great affection.”

“Yes,” Carlos said. “I grew up north of here. In a town called San Isidro. My parents spoke of the books until the day they passed.” He turned to Logan. “Your parents were great people. They helped many by giving them the books.”

“Yes, they accomplished a lot in those difficult times,” Logan said, wishing yet again that he had known his parents’ true identities when they were still alive. The vast majority of what he knew of his parents’ past came from Mr. Perrot, Valerie’s father and his father’s best friend, who had shown him photographs of their time in Washington organizing the remnants of the government and the dissemination of the books throughout the world. Mr. Perrot and Logan’s parents had formed the Council of Satraya for that purpose. Made up of them and the other three people who had discovered original sets of the Chronicles along with a few of their family members, for seven years the Council had worked relentlessly to deliver copies to those who needed them. It had been an idyllic, productive time, until the group’s leadership splintered at the hands of Fendral Hitchlords, who attempted to commandeer the organization for his own political purposes.

“Dad, check out those bridges!” Jamie called, breaking Logan’s reverie. “Are they strong enough to hold a car? There’s nothing supporting them.”

“Those bridges are made from hydrodized metal,” Carlos said. “The really strong stuff you might have learned about in science class. They discovered it when they mined the Themis Four asteroid ten years ago. The bridges are one of the few projects the WFR was able to help us with. Fissures in the earth opened up during the earthquakes. Without the bridges, the residents of these outlying areas would not be able to commute to the city to work.”

“How deep are the cracks?” Jordan asked, while taking pictures.

“No one knows,” Carlos said. “Some say they lead to the center of the earth.” There was an awed silence as Jamie moved closer to her brother to get a better look out the window.

“Look at those mountains,” Jordan said then, pointing at a craggy purple triad in the distance that rose into the blue sky.

Carlos laughed. “They’re not all mountains. Do you see the massive gray shape in front of the purple one? That is the Pyramid of the Sun.”

Jordan pressed his face against the window to get a better look. “That thing’s huge!”

“It sure is,” Valerie said, also laughing.

Carlos nodded. “It is sixty-five meters high, about half as tall as the Great Pyramid of Egypt, but just as broad at its base. It is the largest pyramid at Teotihuacán.”

“There’s more than one?” Jordan asked.

“There are three major pyramids: the Pyramid of the Sun; the Pyramid of the Moon, which is the second largest; and the Feathered Serpent Pyramid, which partially covers a temple dedicated to its namesake god.”

Some twenty minutes later, the van slowed down. Through the front window, they could see security personnel controlling the flow of traffic into the ancient city.

“Teotihuacán is very crowded today,” Carlos explained. “People come from all over the world to celebrate the spring equinox.”

“I know what that is,” Jamie said. “That’s when the day is as long as the night.”

“Today we celebrate the end of winter and the beginning of spring. Many people, including pilgrims dressed all in white, climb to the top of the Pyramid of the Sun when the sun is directly overhead at noon and hold their arms up high to receive the sun’s blessing and the special energy coming from the heavens.” Carlos turned and handed a printout to each of them. “I know you all have PCDs,” he said, “but I find people enjoy looking at an old-fashioned map of Teotihuacán when exploring the ancient city.”

“What are these little triangles? More pyramids?” Jordan pointed to marks along the ancient city’s main road.

“The Aztecs assumed they were burial tombs, but archaeologists discovered they were apartment houses. It turns out the Teotihuacános were not so different from us.”

Carlos told to the driver to turn off the main road and into the VIP lane. He displayed his credentials to the security guards, and their van was allowed to bypass the mile-long traffic jam, making its way to the entrance of the ancient city, where it stopped.

“Stay close,” Logan said to his children as he swung his backpack over his shoulder and they all got out of the van. “And put your caps on so we can keep an eye on the two of you.”

Jordan and Jamie took bright red baseball caps out of their backpacks and put them on.

“This place is amazing,” Logan said, taking in the eight square kilometers of the geometrically laid-out ancient city. At the end of a long road, directly north, he could see one of the stone pyramids. Halfway down the road and to the right stood a much larger one. Many other, smaller pyramids, with flat tops, could also be seen throughout the complex. Tourists moved from monument to monument, some in open-top vehicles that resembled golf carts, others on foot. People of all ages were climbing up the steep stairways of the ancient structures.

“We are at the southernmost point of the city,” Carlos said. “The road we are standing on is known as La Calzada de los Muertos, the Avenue of the Dead. Two kilometers long and more than forty meters wide, it was the main transit road at the peak of the city’s development from A.D. 300 to 600.”

“Why do they call it the Avenue of the Dead?” Jordan asked.

“You see all those talud-tablero structures on both sides of the road? Those are the structures I mentioned earlier. The Aztecs believed they were tombs, so that is why they named the road as they did.” Carlos pointed north to the farthest of the pyramids. “At the end of the avenue stands the Pyramid of the Moon. The smaller structure with the ornate carvings directly to our right is the Feathered Serpent Pyramid. This is where much of the celebration will be held tonight.”

“What about that gigantic pyramid in the middle that all those people are climbing? Is that the Pyramid of the Sun?”

“Yes, that is the one we saw from the van. Even though it is one of the largest in the world, I think the Moon Pyramid is the most interesting. They recently discovered a tunnel there that led to a chamber filled with treasures.” Carlos paused for a second, then added with spooky effect, “And a few skeletons.”

Jamie gasped, and her eyes opened wide.

“That’s so cool!” Jordan said, turning to his father. “Can we go see that?”

“I want to go, too,” Jamie added, with less enthusiasm.

“I’m not sure we are going to have time,” Logan said, checking his PCD. “We have to meet Mr. Montez.” He paused, seeing a Jeep approach; a man with a straw cowboy hat, a khaki shirt, and a neatly trimmed gray mustache was in the driver’s seat. “That could be him there.”

The Jeep pulled to a stop, and the driver leaped out. “You must be Logan,” he called. “Welcome to Teotihuacán! I am Juan Montez, special advocate of the National Institute of Anthropology and History.” He shook Logan’s hand vigorously and then greeted Valerie and the children. “I hope you enjoyed the drive from Mexico City.”

“Yes, we did,” Logan said. “Carlos has been a wonderfully informative guide.”

“I’m glad,” Mr. Montez said, and smiled. “Come. I am anxious for you to see our special statue.”

“Would you like me to show the children around?” Carlos asked. “We can join in some of the celebrations, get some ice cream, perhaps climb the steps to the moon. We can meet back here in a couple of hours, if that is enough time for your business at the museum.” He looked questioningly at Logan.

Valerie tugged on his arm. “Why don’t you let them explore with Carlos? They’ll enjoy that more than being indoors with us.”

Logan looked at Jamie and Jordan and then at Carlos. “Would you mind?” he asked.

“Not at all,” Carlos said. “I will get us a touring cart so we can travel around Teotihuacán in luxury. There may be more treasure to be found!”

“And maybe even a mummy or two,” Jordan added.

“I want to stay with Dad,” Jamie said. “This place is spooky.”

Jordan shook his head at his younger sister. “Come on,” he said, grabbing her by the shoulder.

“You stay close to Carlos,” Logan added as a final reminder. “Valerie and I will see you back here in two hours.”

He watched his children walk down the Avenue of the Dead with Carlos, before they disappeared into the growing crowd.
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Mr. Montez, Logan, and Valerie climbed into the Jeep. “The museum is near the Pyramid of the Sun,” Mr. Montez said. “We will take an ancillary route to avoid the crowds.”

As Mr. Montez turned the Jeep and headed toward a peripheral road on the east side of the city, Logan gazed back at the Avenue of the Dead. “This place is truly impressive. It looks as if modern-day city planners laid it out.”

“Eight square kilometers of urban planning,” Mr. Montez said. “The original inhabitants were skillful builders and also proficient astrologers and scientists. This ancient city’s grid is oriented fifteen degrees twenty-five minutes east of true north.”

“What is the significance of that?” Valerie asked.

“It is perfectly aligned with the setting of the sun on two days of the year,” Mr. Montez said. “August 12 and April 29. On those days, the Pyramid of the Sun, the setting sun, and the Pleiadian star system are in perfect alignment. At least, they were before the Great Disruption and the four-degree shift in the rotation of the earth. But that is the theory held by those of us who believe that the city was positioned that way intentionally.”

“Yes,” said Logan. “There are some who believe that pyramidal sites such as this one could not have been built by humans alone.” He pointed to the sky. “They had some help.”

Valerie gave Logan a skeptical look.

The Jeep made its way north, and Mr. Montez slowed down when they came to a small bridge that crossed a dried-up riverbed. “Interesting,” Logan said. “Did a river run through the middle of the city?”

“A man-made river, we believe,” Mr. Montez said. “The Teotihuacános rerouted many small streams outside the city to create it. Water was very important to their civilization for more than the obvious reasons, as you will soon see.”

The Jeep sped up, and Logan and Valerie gazed in awe at the enormous Pyramid of the Sun, which loomed ever larger as they approached it. The stairs on the west façade were filled with people climbing to the top, while many more waited at the base. Within minutes, Mr. Montez pulled into the parking lot and led them under a walkway partially covered by scaffolding instead of to the main exhibition hall. “We are putting the final touches on our new research center,” he explained. Inside, workers were busily cleaning and tagging hundreds of relics. “These artifacts are from the tunnels that we recently discovered under the Pyramid of the Moon.”

“I hope you’re not expecting me to restore all these pieces,” Logan said in jest, as he surveyed at least ten tables covered with artifacts.

“No, no.” Mr. Montez laughed. “While I wish we could use you for all our restorations, we have only the one job for you to do.”

“Juan!” a female voice called. “You should see what they discovered in the tunnels today.”

Mr. Montez led Logan and Valerie to a table where a woman was organizing dirty bits of broken pottery. “This is Elvia,” he said, introducing them to an attractive middle-aged woman, who smiled at them. He picked up one of the pieces and examined it. “It resembles a water jug that was found in the initial excavation. I will examine them more closely after I show Logan and Valerie our prize discovery.”

Mr. Montez led them to a door at the other end of the room, which he opened with a beep as the lock disengaged. Logan and Valerie followed him into a stunning room that consisted of four triangular walls made of brown-tinted glass, each approximately twenty meters long at the base, sloping up and in, with their tips converging at a single point. Together they shielded the interior from the sun’s rays yet provided an excellent view of the Pyramid of the Sun. “Welcome to Teotihuacán’s newest pyramid.”

Valerie and Logan looked around at several small statues and something larger at the center of the room that was covered with a white sheet, then up at the apex of the room, which was easily fifteen meters above their heads.

“Extraordinary,” Valerie said. “But I have to ask, how were you able to build all this? Carlos indicated that not much money had been allocated to nonessential construction efforts. I didn’t think any of the museums in the state of Mexico were this well funded.”

“Nonessential to politicians, perhaps,” Mr. Montez said with a smile. “But you are correct, the North American Federation provides very little financial support to cultural institutions. Our discoveries at Teotihuacán have captured the interest of a research consortium. Have you heard of the Tripod Group?”

“I have,” Valerie answered. “But I didn’t realize they were interested in archaeology.”

“They funded the construction of this room,” Mr. Montez said. “And found my efforts and theories most fascinating.”

“What theories are those?”

Mr. Montez took out a pair of eyeglasses and began to clean the lenses with a handkerchief. “Tell me, what do you know about the pyramids? Do you know why they were constructed in the first place?”

“They were used as tombs for the pharaohs and kings and as places for ritual activities,” Valerie answered.

“Yes,” Mr. Montez said as he put his glasses back on. “That is the general understanding.”

“But I sense you have another explanation,” Logan offered.

“Power,” Mr. Montez said. “I believe that the Pyramid of the Moon and possibly the other two large pyramids at Teotihuacán were used to generate, collect, and transmit copious amounts of energy.” Valerie and Logan looked at him skeptically. “And not just the pyramids here at Teotihuacán. Of the thousands of pyramids around the world, I believe that many were used for the same purpose. Obviously, the most famous pyramids are here and in Egypt, but I believe those in China, Spain, and Greece may have also been used to induct power.”

“Induct power?” Logan said. “An interesting choice of words.”

“A precise and accurate choice of words,” Mr. Montez said. “Electricity is an integral part of all biological life. Everything has a spark of electricity in it, even the air we breathe. Between the core of the earth and the atmosphere above is an abundant supply of energy. More energy than the world could possibly dream of using. And I am close to solving a puzzle that has baffled mankind for generations.” He walked over to the covered object at the center of the room. “I believe this holds the key.” He gave the sheet a good tug, and it snapped in the air before floating to the ground and revealing what was underneath.

Logan’s eye’s widened. “Where in the world did you find that?” he asked, setting down his backpack and walking over to a two-meter-high, pure white statue of a man kneeling on the ground, holding his hands up near his mouth and nose.

“We found it in a secret chamber beneath the Pyramid of the Moon,” Mr. Montez explained. “Based on our carbon dating, I place the statue at around A.D. 550. It coincides with the time when Teotihuacán was flourishing.” Logan ran his fingers over portions that had been chipped off. “As you can see, this statue is very different from traditional Toltec sculptures. It is much more lifelike.”

Logan’s PCD made a strange noise, half chirping and half squeaking; he pulled it out of his pocket and inspected it. “Sorry, not sure what that sound is,” he said, pressing buttons until it went away. “Might be time for a new device.” He gave his PCD an annoyed look before putting it back into his pocket.

Valerie joined Logan near the statue. “It looks like he’s praying,” she observed.

“Yes,” Mr. Montez said. “Worship and rituals were important aspects of the Teotihuacán culture.”

“Where did they get such a large block of Slyacauga?” Logan asked. “The only place I know of in the world where this stone is found is in the southern part of the former United States.”

“I see you know your marble,” Mr. Montez said. “I can only assume it was transported here at some point.”

“Has this level of detail been found in other statues or works of art here at Teotihuacán?”

“Neither here nor anywhere else in this entire region,” Mr. Montez replied. “Toltec art has mostly depicted skulls and snakes etched and carved into walls. The images of Chac-mool, also known as the Leaning Man, were their primary sculpting expression. The era to which we have dated this piece was dominated by statues of the Atlantes.”

“What are Atlantes?” Valerie asked.

“They are the rough figures of men carved into tall, free-standing columns of stone,” Mr. Montez said. “You should visit Tula, the most important Toltec site in Mexico, and see them. It’s only about an hour’s car ride from here.”

“They’re similar in style to the facial sculptures found on Easter Island,” Logan added, “but the Atlantes depict entire bodies.”

“That is why this particular statue is so intriguing. The finely chiseled facial features and body parts are not typical of Mesoamerican sculpture in the first half of the first millennium, when Teotihuacán was a thriving civilization.”

“This type of statuary belongs in Greece or Rome,” Logan suggested. “The figure’s hands appear to be raised in prayer, and his lips are slightly puckered, as if he is reciting something.”

Valerie knelt down and looked at the statue’s black stone platform.

“The platform is made of mica,” Mr. Montez explained. “Mica has been found throughout Teotihuacán—under the Pyramid of the Sun, in many tunnels and chambers. We even have a place here known as the Mica Temple. More important, we recently found a large amount under the Pyramid of the Moon. I and other archeologists believe that it was transported here, probably from northern Brazil, which is more than three thousand kilometers away.”

“How could people in the first century do that? And why?” Valerie asked.

“The mica wouldn’t enhance the structural integrity of the pyramids, but it has great electrical and thermal insulating properties,” Logan answered for Montez. “Mica is used by the electronics industry. It’s in all of our PCDs.”

“That is correct,” Mr. Montez replied eagerly. “I believe that these pyramids not only could generate immense amounts of power but also could transmit and store the energy. Mica is not indigenous to this area.”

Valerie bent way down, placing her head a few centimeters off the floor. “It looks like there is something written on the platform. Not sure what language this is.”

“It is Nahuatl,” said Mr. Montez. “The phrase reads Tlamatini tetlaxintli quitzitzquia canahuac itapazol. Translated, it means, ‘The wise man of stone holds the nest of the snake.’ You’ll notice that there is an image of a coiled serpent on the surface of the platform.”

Logan’s PCD vibrated; a new message had arrived. “Carlos, Jamie, and Jordan are exploring one of the caves under the Moon Pyramid as we speak.”

“Wonderful,” Mr. Montez said. “Carlos is very well acquainted with that structure and the tunnels underneath it.”

“Assuming that the pyramids were energy-generating devices,” Valerie resumed, “how did they turn them on?”

“My theory proposes the existence of a radioactive device,” Mr. Montez said.

“Radioactive?” Logan asked, astonished.

“Yes. I believe that radioactivity was used to activate the pyramids.”

“How could they harness radiation back then?” Valerie asked.

“Did you know that certain gems and precious stones give off radiation?” Mr. Montez said. “Gems such as autunite and coffinite actually give off a great deal.”

“So what did they use the energy for?” Valerie asked doubtfully. “Toasting bread? I don’t recall learning about microwave ovens or electric chariots existing two thousand years ago.”

Mr. Montez laughed. “That’s right. We have not unearthed any electrical appliances from that era. But are you familiar with the term electroculture?” Logan and Valerie shook their heads. “It is the postulate that if you can introduce electrical current into plant cells, the plant will grow rapidly. There is also something called electrotherapy, the healing of wounds through the introduction of electrical charges. I believe that the people of Teotihuacán also created arc lamps.”

“Arc lamps?” Logan said. “Now that I think about it, I remember hearing rumors about those existing in Egypt during the time of the pharaohs.”

Mr. Montez nodded.

“What’s an arc lamp?” Valerie asked.

“A type of lamp that produces light by sending an electrical current between two conductive points,” Mr. Montez explained. “I believe that there were once people, here at Teotihuacán and at other pyramid sites around the world, who knew how to harvest electricity.”

“Now I see why the Tripod Group is interested in your work,” Valerie said. “There are a lot of people who would be willing to pay handsomely to become energy sovereign.”

Logan turned and looked up at the face of the statue. “Any man who knew how to produce electricity out of nothing would be considered a god.”

Mr. Montez nodded. “Teotihuacán means ‘place where men become gods.’ ”

Logan’s gaze lingered. The eyes of the statue were closed, and a gentle calm was chiseled on its face. Logan wondered about the artist who had sculpted it and the secret he may have possessed. He turned to Mr. Montez. “Is this the artifact you want restored? It seems to be in pretty good condition already.”

“I will get to that in a moment,” Mr. Montez said, “but there is something else I would like you to look at first. Come here.” Logan and Valerie followed him around to the back of the statue. “Look at the back of the figure’s headband. The five symbols carved into it . . .”

[image: Images]

“They’re from the Chronicles,” Valerie said in surprise. She turned to Logan. “Peace, Joy, Love, and Freedom. I just read about them.”

Logan remained silent. He, too, was surprised to see the Satraya symbols on the ancient statue.

“Yes,” Mr. Montez said, with deep reverence. “And the last is the enigmatic and unmistakable emblem that appears on the cover of the books.”

[image: Images]

“What’s that other symbol that looks like a flower or a snowflake?” asked Valerie.

“I doubt it’s a symbol at all,” answered Mr. Montez. “Just a bit of artistic flare, I suspect.”

“How can this be?” Logan asked. “The Chronicles were found in 2027, and you said this statue has been buried for more than fifteen hundred years.”

“That is why I contacted the Council of Satraya,” Mr. Montez said. “As I mentioned in our phone conversation, Adisa Kayin said that if anyone could solve this mystery, it would be you.”

“Have any of these symbols been found anywhere else at Teotihuacán?” Logan asked, with great curiosity.

“No. But much about this civilization is shrouded in mystery; so much must have been lost in the fire that destroyed the city in the seventh century. I believe that this atypical lifelike sculpture and the Satraya symbols indicate that the ancient people of Teotihuacán were far more advanced than historians and archaeologists realize.” Mr. Montez walked over to a work table that held an array of stone artifacts. “These pieces were scattered on the ground in the same chamber where the statue was found.” He picked one up and handed it to Logan. “We would like you to reconstruct whatever this is and provide any insights you might have about the symbols on the—”

A loud rumbling suddenly interrupted them. The pieces of broken stone slid across the smooth surface of the table. Alarmed voices could be heard in the work room. The floor began to shake.

“I think it’s an earthquake,” Logan said.

“We need to get out of here,” Valerie said.

Logan grabbed his backpack and hooked it over his shoulder. The three of them quickly walked back to the large work room. The shaking intensified, and a part of the scaffolding buckled, crashing down on one of the fleeing workers. Mr. Montez rushed over to help lift the scaffolding off the worker’s legs.

“Let’s go! We need to get out of here!” Valerie yelled, as she pushed people toward the exit.

Mr. Montez grabbed Elvia by the arm and escorted her to the door.

The hysteria and pandemonium were no different outside the museum. People screamed and ran as stones tumbled down the sides of the pyramid onto the visitors below.

“The kids!” Logan shouted. “We have to find them—they were at the Pyramid of the Moon!”

Valerie nodded, and they ran north along the Avenue of the Dead. Hordes of panicked, screaming people were running in the opposite direction toward the exit and the parking lot. As Valerie and Logan navigated through the rampaging crowd, Logan heard a loud hum coming from the Moon Pyramid. The hum got louder, and suddenly, an arc of light shot out of the Moon Pyramid, hurling hundreds of its stones and bricks. Logan and Valerie stopped in their tracks. The exploding stones flew high into the air and dispersed in all directions, landing on men, women, and children indiscriminately as they attempted to flee.

“Jordan! Jamie!” Logan yelled, as he started running again.
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May the answers you receive be as great as the questions you ask.

—THE CHRONICLES OF SATRAYA

ISLE OF MAN, 7:12 P.M. LOCAL TIME, MARCH 20, 2070

Every stroke of the bow on the finely tuned strings of the violin reverberated through the courtyard that lay between the roofless ruins of the Cathedral of St. Germaine and the main grounds of Peel Castle. The sun, which had not graced the Isle of Man for many days, had reappeared that morning and was now setting in the west. The shadow cast by the castle spire had reached across the courtyard’s immaculately manicured lawn and was now creeping up the weathered stone wall of the cathedral. The violin player’s black dress and long blond hair fluttered in a strong and sometimes gusty wind as she played on. Her bow transitioned from the slow louré stroke to legato, then from the haunting sound of the col legno back to louré. Flawlessly, she spun her tale. Two men sat on a stone bench in the adjacent courtyard, listening. The piece she’d composed told the story of a captive’s despair and the arrival of a savior who provided hope.

“This piece is about you, my friend,” Sebastian said to Lawrence, the steward of his home, Peel Castle. “We would not be enjoying her music at this moment had you not taken action years ago.”

“You played a part in that liberation, too,” Lawrence answered, his eyes resting on his adopted daughter, Anita, who was still lost in her music. “Those were terrible times. We were all required to act after the Great Disruption and the Rising. Your parents would be very proud of you, Sebastian. Even today, you continue with your work. The son of Camden and Cassandra would not have made his way and escorted the world to safety had you not helped to lift the veil from his eyes.” Sebastian did not immediately answer, and a pause ensued before Lawrence spoke again. “You think there is more to this, don’t you?”

“Others are moving into place,” Sebastian said. “There is one whose full intent has not yet been made clear.” Sebastian bowed his head in contemplation. His parents had bought the grounds of Peel Castle from the Manx National Heritage Foundation in 2034. It was here that they constructed their new residence, which provided not only a place to house their art collection and extensive library but also a place where they could carry out the duties of their lineage. Their passing ten years ago left Sebastian as the last genetic descendant of a group known as the Tutela de Luminis, the Guardians of Light.

At length, Sebastian looked up and fixed his eyes back on Anita. “The arrival of the Chronicles forty years ago set in motion a series of intricately woven events. A great gamble was taken with the release of that knowledge.” Concern was clear in his voice. “The ebbs and flows of that gamble have yet to be completely realized. The Rising is over. Now we must see if the wager on mankind was well placed.”

Sebastian and Lawrence noticed that Anita had stopped playing. She adjusted the tuning pegs on her violin and then once again began to play.

“We gamble every day,” Lawrence said. “Even the simple act of loving someone is risky, as we hope that our love is returned in kind. Your mother and father’s faith in mankind brought the books to the world; I have no doubt of that.” The wind returned exuberantly, providing a howling overtone as it passed through the ruins of the cathedral, heightening the drama of the evening. Lawrence filled their glasses with more wine. “Not long after you were born, your parents asked me if I regretted not having a family of my own. They knew that my choice to live a life of service came with sacrifices. I casually answered no. I didn’t realize at the time how much of an untruth that was.” A serious look came to Lawrence’s face as he watched Anita perform. “What the Pottman family did is hard to fathom. I wonder often what possesses people to do such horrific things.”
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