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Introduction 

 
First, although you could certainly read this book as a stand-alone, it is in fact the second 

book in the RED DEATH series. We would heartily recommend that, if you haven’t already, 
you start with the first book in the series, Red Death. 

Second, in a sweeping adventure like this one, set in a faraway time, you will find many 
new characters and places to love. To aid you in keeping track of them all, author Jeff Altabef 
has created a handy “Cast of Characters,” which we’ve included immediately following the last 
chapter. 

We’ve added links to the “Cast of Characters” at the end of each chapter, to make it easier 
for you to reference if necessary. 

If you prefer to review it before starting the story, as we know many of you will, please just 
click the link below. 

CAST OF CHARACTERS 

 
We really love this dystopian adventure, loaded with memorable characters that are sure to 

stay with you long after you’ve finished reading the story. The characters really are the heart 
and soul of this story. Yet the author also raises some interesting questions about the nature and 
fate of humanity, which make the story all the more compelling. 

We think you’re going to enjoy it as much as we did. 
Dave Lane 

Managing Publisher/Editor 



 

 



 
Chapter 1 – Wilky 

 
The rain fell in sheets. A bolt of lightning lit the sky and thunder shook the ground. 
Wilky had never seen rain fall so violently before. 
A voice shouted, “Reform the shield wall! The devils will be back on us in no time!” 
Another flash of light and another boom. 
Wilky stood on a hill, charred wood and thrashed buildings spread before him—a ruined village. 

Flags waved: the bloody wolf and red raven before him; behind him the jeweled sword, the hunter drawing 
his bow, and the tree of life. 

The air smelled rank, acidic from blood and sour from the foul stench of fear and waste and death. 
The dead littered the ground around him. He tried not to breathe. 

A horn blast carried into the field, followed by a wild war cry. 
Time moved erratically, punctuated by jutting spear points and the whistle of arrows. Steel axes 

collided against wooden shields as men cried out, cursed, prayed, screamed. 
He looked frantically for Aaliss and spotted her in the distance. 
She swirled, flashing steel in a tornado of death as bodies fell all about her. 
Another flash of lightning lit upon a giant with a multi-colored beard that dropped from his chin like 

daggers. He stalked toward Aaliss, the ends of his beard glittering whenever lightning blazed across the 
sky. 

Not him. 
Wilky wanted to scream, but he had no voice here. The mud churned with blood under his feet. Death 

more than hovered over the field—black-winged shades with small gray horns, their leathery skin 
stretched tight, their eyes nothing but black pools without end, swooped across the small hill. They 
dragged souls from those who had fallen. 

 
Wilky forced his eyes open, sat up in his bed, and breathed. The air came fast and hot. He 

should have been braver and lasted longer to see more of the vision, but he couldn’t watch 
anymore. 

If only the images were part of a dream, he could try to forget them, but he knew better. He 
didn’t sleep much these days, and this nightmare was no dream; it was a vision that revealed 
flashes of the future. 

Is that future set? 
He hoped not. He hoped he could alter it, and thought he could, but he wasn’t sure how 

yet. 
His sister slept in the bed next to his, curled around a wool blanket. 
He wanted to spare Aaliss this future, but that would only happen if he tried harder and 

found another way. Until then, all he could do was shudder. 
A future with light was the most important thing. Some sacrifices would be necessary for 

that future... and that light. 
He strolled to the window. The first rays of dawn had not yet cut into the horizon. 
Soon he would have to see the whole story. Soon he’d have to find the courage to know 

who would win the war, and how he would lead them to the light. 
Soon, but not today. 
He sighed and glanced back at his sister. 
I must find a way. 



Some sacrifices are too much. 
I can’t let death take her. Piers was enough. 

 
Click Here to View the CAST OF CHARACTERS 



 
Chapter 2 – Michel 

 
Michel trudged along the twisted paths in the Labyrinth, wading through Eden’s shadowy 

underbelly, dark thoughts whipsawing through his mind. He passed the laboratories used by 
the researchers, and paused at a panel in a seldom-used remote corridor. Alone, he placed his 
hand onto the symbol etched into the wall—a rotten apple, blood seeping from its core. A 
hidden door swung open, and he stepped into an older portion of the facility he hadn’t even 
known existed until a few days ago. 

Rough concrete, unfinished and marred by pits and gouges replaced the white smooth 
walls and clean tiled floors of the labs. A few dimly-lit electric strips brightened his way, and 
the air turned musty. 

Only one panel in a remote corridor of the Labyrinth led to this area. Father Luke knew 
about the secret passageway. The aged priest seemed to know all of Eden’s dark secrets—
secrets Michel would have thought impossible only a few days ago. 

But now he knew better, and now that he’d learned the truth, he couldn’t unlearn it, 
although a small part of him wished he’d never discovered these secrets in the first place. 

Michel’s boots clattered against the concrete. He could walk silently if he wanted, his thin 
frame perfect for stealth, but he scuffed his boots against the floor. Anger pulsed through him, 
and he wanted to make noise. He wanted to fight. 

Falsely judged as traitors, Aaliss and Wilky had fled Eden to seek refuge amongst the 
Soulless. They weren’t alone—the High Priest had sent the blasted Viper after them. 

He clenched his jaw. Aaliss could hold her own against any of the other Guardians or the 
dangers in the Zone, but the Viper—he was different—he was a born killer. 

Michel punched the wall, scraping his knuckles against the rough concrete. Dwelling on 
that monster would do him no good. Although it wasn’t in his nature, he had to stay positive. 

Aaliss and Wilky are alive. They must be. 
He looked up, having reached his destination. 
A Guardian stood as a sentry outside a plain steel door. He wore his uniform, a black 

ostrich suit that covered his well-muscled body like a second skin, a short sword sheathed at his 
hip. Only a few years older than Michel, David had a friendly, round face, but his eyes gleamed 
with a dangerous edge. All the Guardians had the same killer gleam in their eyes—their 
instructors made sure of it. 

David placed his hand on the hilt of his sword when Michel reached him. “You’re not on 
guard duty. What brings you to this hellhole.” 

“I want to ask our prisoner a few questions.” 
David shook his head. “I bet you do, but I have strict instructions not to let you in. We want 

Jonas alive until he can stand trial.” 
Michel pushed on. “Come on, you know me. We’ve patrolled together. I saved your life last 

month. That firefox would have carved you up for dinner if I hadn’t gotten to him first. I 
promise not to kill him. I’ll be on my best behavior.” 

Michel knew about the order, and he knew David would be on guard duty. Of all the 
Guardians, David offered him the best chance of seeing Jonas alone. 

“I don’t know.” David glanced in both directions down the corridor, finding nothing but 
empty space. “If you kill him, I’ll rot in one of these cells.” 

Michel raised his hands palms outward. “I give you my word that he’ll be alive when I 
leave him. You can trust me. Besides, I know you have no love for Jonas.” 



“It’s true. That drunk deserves to die badly. And I do owe you.” David sighed. “You 
promise on Jacob’s life not to kill him?” 

“On Jacob’s life and my eternal soul.” 
“Okay, but we’re even for the firefox. Give me your sword. And if I hear any screams, I’m 

coming in.” 
Michel grinned as he handed David his sword and stepped toward the door. 
David blocked him with an outstretched hand. “What’s in the satchel?” 
Michel glared at his friend and added menace to his voice. “None of your business.” 
“Okay, but be quick.” David lowered his hand. “You’ve only got ten minutes and then I’m 

coming in.” 
Michel opened the door and stepped inside the cell. A lit sconce burned to one side, casting 

the only light in the room—flickering orange flames that did a poor job of brightening the cell. 
Jonas slumped against a wall, his hands and feet shackled and chained to a heavy ring 

fastened to the concrete floor. He wore a loose T-shirt and baggy black pants over his flabby 
body. His feet were bare and his face swollen, with a purple bruise marring one of his eyes. Dirt 
and sweat that stank acidic covered his body. 

When he glanced up, he looked with hollow eyes. Madness crept across his face and his left 
eye twitched. 

Michel shut the door behind him. 
Jonas had been one of his instructors, but that had been over two years ago. Alcohol had 

taken a serious bite out of him since then, drowning out any humanity. No one liked the drunk, 
but Jonas held seniority, and that alone had earned him respect from the other Guardians. He 
had spent decades patrolling the Zone and still lived, but this shell of a person bore little 
resemblance to the sober one who had earned his respect. This hollowed-out stinking cesspool 
of a corpse deserved nothing but misery. 

Jonas huffed. “Oh, it’s you. Have you come to finish me off then? Good.” 
“I want some information out of you. You’d do well to tell me the truth.” 
Jonas spat at his feet. “Piss off.” 
Michel slid closer, now only two steps away, rage simmering in his voice. “Tell me what 

you know about Aaliss and Wilky. Are they still alive? Where are they?” 
Jonas snorted. “Yes, your little girlfriend.... She’s a stinking traitor—” 
Michel balled his right hand into a fist. 
“And that simple minded freak of a boy—” 
Michel punched Jonas across the face with a hard right cross. It felt good to crunch his 

knuckles against the rotten man’s cheek. He wanted to do it again, but he held his fist. 
Jonas’s head rocked backward. He glared at Michel and spat at him again. This time blood 

sloshed from his mouth. 
“You will speak of them with respect.” 
Jonas rubbed his unshaven face. “It doesn’t matter if they were alive the last time I saw 

them. The Viper will have killed them by now for certain. He kills everything in his path, and 
he so desperately wanted them dead. He’ll return and kill you too.” 

Michel’s heart jumped. “So they were alive the last time you saw them?” 
“Maybe, but I’m not saying another word unless you free me. Give me the cure and let me 

go into the Zone.” 
“Right.” Michel swung the leather satchel from his shoulder and removed a knife. He 

twisted the weapon in his hand so Jonas could see the sharp edge of the six-inch blade in the 
flickering light. 



“Go ahead and kill me. I’m as good as dead anyway.” He looked up at Michel with dead 
eyes. “Either free me, kill me, or get the hell out.” 

Michel studied the beaten man. He truly doesn’t care if he lives or dies. 
He flipped the knife in the air and casually caught the handle. “I have something else in 

this bag. Something I think you’ll want.” 
After returning the knife to the satchel, he removed a flask, and unscrewed the top. 
Jonas lunged forward, but his chains held. 
“I see you know what this is—Sacred Drink.” Michel grinned. “How long has it been since 

you’ve had any? Three days? I’ll give it to you, if you answer my questions.” 
Jonas licked his lips and his body shook. He flashed his eyes between Michel and the flask 

and back to Michel again. “What do you want to know?” 
“Tell me the last place you saw Aaliss and Wilky.” 
Jonas snorted. “The fools traveled through the Zone and ran into the Butcher Tribe. If the 

Viper hasn’t killed them by now, those soulless savages have done the work for him. You’re too 
late to save them.” 

“Aaliss and Wilky are still alive. I can feel it.” Michel screwed the top back on the flask. 
“Wait! Wait! You said you’d let me have a drink if I answered your question.” Jonas pulled 

at his chains. “I spoke the truth!” 
“Where’s the justice in the world when a rotten slime like you could kill Piers and still 

live?” 
“I was following orders. You know how hard it is? We’re Guardians. We’re meant to follow 

orders. And you promised!” 
“Following orders. A pathetic excuse.” Michel unscrewed the flask. “Still, I did promise I’d 

give you a drink.” He poured the Sacred Drink on the floor. “There you go.” 
Jonas moaned and pushed his hands against the wet cement. When he lifted them, he 

sucked the alcohol from his fingers. 
The demons rose in Michel’s blood. He so wanted to rip Jonas apart. It took every ounce of 

his willpower to turn his back on the disgraced Guardian. Finally, he summoned the strength, 
spun on his heels, and returned to the hallway. 

David looked him over and asked, “Is he still alive?” 
“If you can call it that.” 
“Did you learn what you needed to know?” 
Michel nodded and started off, certain of one thing at least. 
Aaliss still lived, and somehow he’d rescue her from those... Butchers. 

 
The Compound felt claustrophobic; the musty smell from the Labyrinth still clogged 

Michel’s nose. Only space and fresh air could help, and the Compound provided so little of 
both. He stormed outside, arched his back, and breathed in fresh night air. 

He needed to talk to Father Luke, which could prove a bit problematic. One, he didn’t 
know where exactly Father Luke resided, and two, no one was supposed to be out at this time 
of night. Though not particularly worried about a Monk catching him outside—they were 
mostly dumb and blind—he couldn’t overcome the first problem. Except, now that he thought 
about it, rumors swirled that Father Luke often slept at the Facility in the Orchard. He’d try the 
Facility, where he could at least breathe fresh air for a little while longer. 

The moon and a smattering of stars brightened the night sky as Michel followed the path to 
the Orchard. The scent of apples perfumed the air. Apple trees had grown on this stretch of 



land since the beginning, before Jacob even, and had become a part of the fabric of the place 
itself. 

Upon reaching the Facility, he inched open the double doors. A lit lantern flickered toward 
the back of the large barn. 

Both Father Luke and the researcher, Peter, were talking. Peter sat on a barrel of apple juice 
while Luke paced around him. 

The pairing of the two friends seemed odd. They could not be more different. Peter, a man 
of science, had a round body, pale skin, and a gray goatee. The deeply religious Father Luke 
had a dark, deeply-lined face that bordered on leather, and his thin body moved quickly as he 
paced. 

Michel assumed the men were of the same age, so maybe they had become friends when 
young, back when their differences weren’t so stark. Or perhaps they secretly shared the same 
ideals deep down, where he couldn’t see it. 

Michel moved shadow-cat quiet as he approached them, and overheard Father Luke 
talking. 

“I can’t be certain, but I think the cure Wilky discovered has accelerated events. When the 
High Priest perverted it for his own uses, it may have triggered the End of Light. I feel the 
darkness gathering, and it will overwhelm all light unless The Prophecy comes to pass.” 

Peter rubbed his goatee thoughtfully. “There’s still time. Now that the High Priest is locked 
up, we can try to talk sense to the President. It might forestall events if he agrees with us.” 

“We must try, but I fear it’s too late.” Father Luke stopped pacing and stared at his friend. 
“I thought Piers was the key. He was brave enough, but then again Wilky discovered the cure. 
We must have faith. The other—” 

Intent on listening to the conversation, Michel hadn’t noticed the basket on the floor and 
accidently kicked it. The noise silenced the two older men. 

Peter lifted the lantern and held it out at arm’s length. “Who goes there?’ 
Caught, he had no choice now. He stepped forward until the light washed over his face. 

“It’s me, Michel.” 
Peter grinned. “My boy, you certainly do blend into the shadows. I barely survived that 

first time we met in the tunnel. You and Piers both almost sent me to the next life.” 
“What are you doing here?” asked Father Luke, his face less cheerful than Peter’s. “We 

weren’t expecting you.” 
“I’ve just seen Jonas. Aaliss and Wilky are alive! At least they were the last time Jonas saw 

them. They’ve crossed the Zone and were taken by the Butcher Tribe.” 
“Does he know what’s happened to the Viper?” asked Father Luke, his voice somber. 
“No.” Michel shook his head. “But there’s been no sign of the Viper in the Zone. If he had... 

come across Aaliss and Wilky, he would’ve returned by now. “ 
Peter nodded. “Yes, yes, my boy, this is good news. I suspect you are right. The Viper must 

have failed to... come across Aaliss and Wilky as you put it. I suspect they’re still alive.” 
Peter glanced at Father Luke, and Michel suspected that the two shared a knowing look, 

but the lantern light cast the men in shadows and he couldn’t trust his eyes. 
He pressed his case. “I have to go after them. I should take the cure and be off right away. I 

can’t let those Soulless savages have them.” 
A frown added to the many creases in Father Luke’s face. “The outsiders have souls like 

you and me. We know for certain Jacob’s teaching was false. In fact, I suspect their souls are in 
substantially better spiritual shape than most in Eden. You must try to always remember that.” 

Michel had a hard time thinking of the Soulless as humans. As a Guardian, his instructors 



had beaten into him, quite literally, that the Soulless were less than human and didn’t have the 
same rights as Edenites—they were no better than animals. He’d killed Soulless who wandered 
too close to Eden, and gathered others for their experiments. 

If they have souls and are the same as Edenites... what does that make me? 
Avoiding the larger moral issue, he simply said, “They need to come home. Aaliss and 

Wilky are not safe with the Butchers.” 
“I certainly agree, my boy,” said Peter. “We both do.” 
Father Luke crossed his arms in front of chest. “I’m meeting with the President tomorrow 

night. I’ll try to convince him to do what’s right. With him on our side, you can lead a squad of 
Guardians to recover Wilky and Aaliss. That will give you the best chance for success and their 
safe return.” 

“When’s the meeting? I want to attend.” 
Father Luke shook his head. “No, I forbid it. I know you too well, Michel. You have a 

history of rash behavior—two disciplinary problems involving fights while training as a 
Guardian, and a handful of other scrapes before then. You must obey me in this.” 

“How do you know so much about me?” 
Peter smirked. “Do you think we’d let just anyone into the Order, my boy? We know as 

much about you as you do.” 
So much happened in Eden about which he had no knowledge. It seemed as if two Edens 

existed, the one on the surface and another deeper, murkier version. 
Father Luke touched him on the arm and talked in a conciliatory tone. “The Order of the 

Poisoned Apple has been kept secret since the beginning. It would be foolhardy to divulge that 
information now. Your involvement in the Order must be kept under wraps until later. We’ll be 
in touch when we need you.” 

Peter placed a hand on Michel’s shoulder. “It really is for the best, my boy. Let the Order 
seek a way out of this mess. I’ll let you know as soon as we have a more definitive plan.” He 
gently turned Michel toward the exit. “Have a little patience and faith in us.” 

Michel couldn’t change the two leaders’ minds—he didn’t even know where to start—so he 
stalked out of the Facility. Distracted by his anger, he forgot to ask them about what they had 
been discussing. 

What’s the End of Light? 
And even more unsettling.... What’s this prophecy they mentioned? 
He considered returning, but they wouldn’t tell him any more than they thought he needed 

to know. The Prophecy must have been part of the Order, and therefore secret, but as he 
returned to the Compound, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d find out one way or the 
other. 

But first, he had to attend that meeting between Father Luke and the President. 
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Chapter 3 – Cassian 

 
A picture of tranquility, the early morning forest felt relaxed, as if it had lived a long life 

and had grown comfortable with itself. Tall grasses and thorny bushes gave way to trees. Water 
coursed through a small brook in the near distance, and small dashes of color livened the 
landscape, the beginning signs of autumn. Sunlight filtered through gaps in the trees, casting 
the forest in soft golden hues, and the air smelled fresh and pure. All appeared as it should have 
been. 

Cassian stood still, his eyes never shifting from the nearby doe. The animal blended almost 
seamlessly behind a maple tree and dense forest—almost invisible, but little flashes of brown 
peeked from behind tree bark and a white wisp marked her tail. Most hunters would have 
missed her, but not him. 

Small clouds of steam swirled from his mouth in the crisp air. “Come on, sweet doe, just 
come out a little bit more,” he whispered as his half-brother and his young cousin stood beside 
him. 

Cassian and his brother, Lucian, wore long deerskin coats pieced together from the hide of 
the first buck they had killed. 

A rough-spun woolen cloak hung over Cassian’s young cousin’s shoulders. Having not yet 
made his first solo kill, Max hadn’t earned a deerskin coat yet. 

Maybe next season Cassian would let him go out on his own. Maybe, if he’d learned 
enough by then. 

Lucian grinned. “Do you need help? Do you want me to take the shot, brother?” 
Cassian scowled at him. “You’re not funny.” He turned toward Max. “Most of the doe is 

hidden behind those branches. I could aim for her hindquarters, but there’s no honor in that 
shot. She would run off. We might not be able to catch her, and then she’d die a slow death. 
Better to wait for an honorable shot and a quick kill.” 

Lucian rubbed his hands together. “So long as we don’t freeze to death first.” 
At eighteen, Cassian had lived one season longer than Lucian, stood a smidge taller than 

his half-brother, and possessed wider shoulders and a broader chest. But his arms weren’t quite 
as thick as Lucian’s, a fact his brother loved to point out at every opportunity. The two had 
similar short, curly brown hair, chestnut eyes, and chiseled chins, and from a distance, members 
of the tribe had a hard time distinguishing between them. They shared the same father, and had 
grown up together almost as twins, so the fact they had different mothers meant nothing to 
Cassian. In all respects that mattered, Lucian was truly his brother, his best friend, and often a 
big pain in his arse. 

The doe rewarded Cassian’s patience when she stepped from behind the maple tree and 
stretched her neck to nibble a small clump of grass. 

Perfect, thought Cassian as Max tugged on his pants and pointed at the animal. He needs to 
learn patience, but was I any different when I was his age? 

He’d started thinking of Max as his little shadow. Tall and wide for a boy who had not yet 
lived ten springs, he had light brown skin, wide intelligent eyes, and callused hands from many 
hours of practice with his training bow. Having already showed great promise as an archer, 
Cassian had decided to teach him how to hunt. Progress went slowly. 

Despite the boy’s enthusiasm, the deer had not yet moved into the clear. Cassian strung his 
six-foot long bow, notching the string to both nooks on the ends. He only had three replacement 
cords, so he didn’t string his bow unless he would soon use it. Hemp strings were difficult to 



come by, and he would use no other kind. 
For Cassian, an expert archer—like his father and his father’s father before him—archery 

pulsed in his blood. He had practiced from the moment he could hold a three-foot training bow. 
As he grew stronger and taller, the bows had become wider and longer. The draw weight for 
his ash bow totaled over one hundred forty pounds, and he could let seven arrows fly in one 
minute’s time. 

The three belonged to a small trading party returning from The Exchange in the City of 
Bones, where they’d traded skins and furs for barrels of sweet wine. This year’s feast with the 
Painted Tribe was to be a special Renewal Feast, and Orion had tasked Cassian’s group with 
bringing the sweet wine—no small job. They’d left camp before sunrise to get an early start on 
hunting. The Renewal Feast was quickly approaching, so they had little time to waste on the 
trip home. 

He refocused his attention on the doe as it stepped forward and settled fifty yards in front 
of them. Cassian’s keen eyes fixed slightly above the animal’s heart, where he would score the 
arrow. Death would come quickly for his prey. He removed an arrow topped with a steel 
bodkin arrowhead from his quiver, and rubbed the fingers of his left hand against his bow’s 
smooth ash wood as he held the string with his right. He breathed deeply, moved into the bow, 
and drew the string back to his right ear. The muscles on his wide chest and chiseled arms 
flexed from effort. He moved smoothly and confidently, noting the slight westerly breeze, the 
longbow becoming an extension of his body, and the arrow a part of his arm. 

The breeze picked up, rustling the branches of a nearby maple. He adjusted his aim, and 
smiled as he noticed Max holding his breath in anticipation. As he readied himself for the shot, 
the doe’s tail shot up. Just as he was about to release the bowstring, she lifted her head and 
bolted away. 

Cassian lowered the bow and grinned at his misfortune. 
“Why are you smiling?” Max cried. “The doe got away!” 
“Luck is an important part of every hunt. This time the luck was all the doe’s. Next time, if 

the Hunter God permits, the luck will be ours. He owes us.” 
“Don’t listen to him.” Lucian playfully shoved Cassian on the shoulder. “He should have 

taken the shot more quickly. I would have taken down the deer, and we’d be strapping her to 
our horse in no time.” 

“Right. More likely you would have planted your arrow in the maple tree,” said Cassian. 
“Now, what spooked our friend?” 

Spinning in a tight circle, he looked for the source of the doe’s agitation. Nothing looked 
out of place or sounded unusual, but he smelled smoke floating upon the westerly breeze. He 
turned in that direction and spotted a gray column, thick and ominous, spiraling above the 
treetops. 

“Something’s wrong.” He pointed to the sky. 
Lucian frowned. “That smoke is coming from the Freeroad where we camped.” 
And just like that, the forest’s glorious tranquility vanished. 
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Chapter 4 – Cassian 

 
Cassian’s heart vaulted into his throat as he took off, Lucian at his heels. They raced 

through heavily wooded forest and skidded to a stop when they reached the wood’s edge. The 
road and their campsite stretched into the distance below them, and Cassian’s knees buckled. 

One wagon burned, and the other lay overturned as more than a dozen warriors on 
horseback trod through the small campsite. Three Orions lay lifeless on the ground, one with an 
axe still lodged in his chest. Farther down the road to the north, an immense war band 
approached and the ground shook. Cassian couldn’t tell how many marched, but they 
numbered many; clay from the road swirled around them, masking them in a minor dust storm. 

Max caught up to them and bumped into Cassian, breathing heavily. “What’s going on?” 
He sounded scared and young, and his brown skin turned ashen as he looked at the campsite. 

“Quiet, boy. We’ve been attacked.” Lucian pointed to the bloody scene below. 
Cassian searched for the last member of their party, his cousin, and spotted her by the 

burning wagon. 
Her thick, curly black hair fell past her shoulders in tight cornrows. Two men held her arms 

taut, stretching each wide as she fell to her knees. Blood flowed from a gash on her face. 
Cassian’s stomach turned. 
“They have Mary,” said Lucian. 
“Surely they won’t kill her. She’s no threat.” Cassian absentmindedly rubbed the “RL” 

engraved into his bow—his father’s initials on his father’s bow. He felt the connection, and his 
focus intensified. At just short of two hundred yards, the distance was long, but not outside of 
his range; he’d lose some accuracy, but he could manage it. 

A warrior, tall and broad, with a wild beard tied to a point, stalked toward Mary. He 
carried a war axe in his right hand and a cloak made from wolf fur draped over his shoulders. 
The insignia of a red wolf with blood dripping from its mouth was painted on a shield slung 
over his back. 

Cassian slid an arrow into place. 
“Shoot them,” pleaded Max. 
Lucian grabbed his arm. “If you shoot, the others will kill her for sure, and then they’ll 

come for us. We’ll never save her with so many warriors around. We need to be smart.” 
He shrugged off his brother’s hand and felt his blood heat. 
The cloaked warrior smiled as he spoke to Mary. 
The distance was too great for Cassian to hear what he said, but Mary’s answer looked 

plain enough; she spat at his boots. 
The warrior bent at the waist in a full belly laugh and, without warning, sliced off the girl’s 

head with one stroke of his great axe. 
Blood pooled around her body as her corpse folded to the ground. 
Cassian let his arrow fly without thinking, and a heartbeat later it plunged through the 

executioner’s throat. Before realizing what he was doing, he let loose two more arrows. They 
found their targets deep in the chests of the two other men who had held his cousin. All three 
murderers had toppled to the ground, dead. 

Lucian grabbed Cassian around the shoulders. “I wish you hadn’t done that. We have to 
run. They’ll know we’re here. We need to move fast if we’re to escape. Dying here is pointless.” 

Horsemen shouted angrily as they rode behind the wagons for cover. Others pointed at the 
forest. 



Rage pulsed through Cassian. He wanted to kill them all, but his brother was right. There 
were too many warriors, and the rumble of the war band in the distance only grew louder. 

Max pulled an arrow from his quiver, but Cassian grabbed him and yanked him behind a 
pine tree. His young cousin squirmed, but Cassian held him back with one arm as his head 
cleared. 

Lucian frowned. “We can’t wait around here. We need to run back to the horse.” 
The horsemen had regained their confidence now that the arrows had stopped flying. 

Three galloped toward the forest, shouting and pointing as they rode. Luckily, they didn’t 
know where to look and had guessed wrong. 

If they stayed there, the horsemen would find them—and soon. 
“Come on.” Lucian raced into the forest. 
Cassian tossed Max over his shoulder and ran after him, sprinting away from the 

approaching horsemen, the smoke, and his dead cousin. Using his hunter’s instincts, he ran 
quietly, passing trees in a green blur. He scooted under branches, leapt over roots, and cut 
around hedges and tall grasses. Sweat drenched his shirt as he churned his legs hard. 

He stopped when they reached the ghost tree where they had tied the horse. They had 
brought only one. 

He dropped Max to the ground and listened for the sound of approaching horses, but he 
only heard normal forest sounds coupled with their own heavy breathing. Once he was sure no 
one had followed them, he dropped to his knees and winced as the image of the axe beheading 
his cousin played in his mind. 

How could they kill her? She was defenseless. 
“Why didn’t you shoot them?” shouted Max. “We could have killed them all.” 
“There were too many, Maximus,” said Lucian sternly. 
“If we shot more arrows, they’d have known where we were,” added Cassian. “They 

would’ve ridden us down in no time. We’d be joining Mary in the next life.” 
“I’d rather die than run away like a coward.” Max kicked the tree. “You should have let me 

shoot them, if you were afraid!” 
“Did you see that war band?” Lucian grabbed the boy by the shoulders. “They more than 

double our entire tribe, and they’re headed straight for our territory. We need to warn our 
people, or what chance will they have? Everyone is preparing for the Renewal Feast. They 
won’t notice the invaders until it’s too late.” 

Max didn’t answer; he just continued kicking the ghost tree, one blow after another. 
Lucian untied their gray colt. 
“What are you doing?” asked Cassian. 
“One of us needs to race back to the tribe, and we only have one horse.” 
Cassian frowned. “You’re the better rider. You should go.” 
“I know.” Lucian grinned. “I’m also the better archer, but you never admit to that.” 
“You’re not the better archer.” 
“Fool yourself if you must.” Lucian stepped toward him, and they hugged each other in a 

quick embrace. 
Cassian slapped him on the back. “May the Hunter God keep you safe, Brother.” 
“That and a swift horse.” 
Lucian moved to swing himself on the saddle, but Cassian grabbed him. “Take Max with 

you. He’ll be safer with you on the horse. They’ll come looking for us in the forest.” 
“Sorry, Brother, I need to ride in front of those warriors. He’ll only slow me down. He’s 

your responsibility. You’ll have to keep him safe.” He mounted the horse and kicked the colt in 



the belly. The animal bolted down a deer path, and just like that, he vanished. 
Most of the anger had ebbed from Max as he leaned against the tree, and fear now laced his 

words. “Now what do we do?” 
“The Freeroad wraps around the forest. If we cut through the woods, we’ll beat them 

home.” 
“And then?” 
“And then I’ll kill every single one of them. I promise.” 
He looked over Max’s shoulder and surveyed the woods around them. A shudder worked 

its way up his spine like a spider spinning a web, and it brought the uneasy feeling they would 
find no comfort here. 

 
Click Here to View the CAST OF CHARACTERS 



 
Chapter 5 – Aaliss 

 
Aaliss strolled through the Stronghold with Wilky at her side. The stone city exploded 

around them: smithies sharpened great stacks of swords, daggers, and axes; bakers produced 
mountains of dried bread; the smokehouse turned beef into cured meats for transport; stable 
boys packed a dozen wagons with goods to supply the army—all with an efficient energy and 
pulse that lacked any noticeable signs of panic about the upcoming war. 

She whispered to Wilky, “Who could have imagined these Soul—” She stopped before 
saying Soulless. She used to think of those outside of Eden as Soulless, but now that she knew 
them and had become one of them, her perspective had changed. 

She continued along a different, less judgmental path. “People can do so much when the 
Red Death affects them all. No one lives past their early twenties, and yet they move with 
purpose and seem well organized. I doubt the Priests in Eden could do better.” 

Lost in his own thoughts, Wilky said nothing, his eyes focused on a cloud overhead. 
Aaliss smiled to herself. What is he thinking about? 
She’d spent her life wondering what went through his mind, and as unlikely as it seemed, 

she still harbored hope that one day she’d figure him out. 
With Eamon having recovered from the effects of the poison, she finally felt free to explore 

the Stronghold for the first time. The city sat on top of a rolling hill, protected by sturdy stone 
walls. A steep ditch separated the walls from the hill, which made the fortifications both more 
imposing and more effective. A wooden drawbridge offered the only way in or out. 

They continued walking and passed a variety of buildings, all made of stone except for the 
stables, which were made from oak. Someone had inscribed a simple first name into the corner 
stone of each building. Each name differed. She wondered who those people were, but no one 
could answer her questions. Even the original builders had died young from the Red Death. 

The purpose of most of the structures appeared obvious, and the larger ones all included a 
carving of some kind to help identify them: a horse’s head carved above the doors for the 
stables; a moon and stars for the residence halls; a bed for the inn for travelers; a horseshoe for 
the blacksmith shop. For a few others, she could only guess at their function, but they all 
seemed useful. 

The narrow streets twisted in odd directions, as if the original builders had been drunk 
when they’d constructed them. Yet perhaps they’d built them that way on purpose, as a 
defensive strategy. If invaders breached the walls, they’d have a tough time navigating around 
the city, and would be vulnerable to counter-attacks. She studied all the hiding places and 
memorized them, in case she needed them later. 

Eden had no such twist and turns. When Jacob planned the Community, he relied upon 
keeping the Soulless away from the peninsula. If the Soulless found a way into Eden, the Red 
Death would overcome the Edenites anyway. All their defenses depended upon keeping Eden 
secret and clearing the Zone of intruders, which had been her job as a Guardian. 

But that was her past, not her future. She kept reminding herself that she was no longer a 
Guardian and Eden wasn’t her responsibility any longer. She was a Soulless now, and would 
live among them, away from the Zone and Eden’s secrets. 

Even though the sun floated high above them, the buildings cast most of the Stronghold in 
shadows. Direct sunlight snuck through in narrow strips, creating alternating stripes of light 
and darkness, which caused her to think of her older brother Piers, and the white and black 
robes the Priests wore back home. 



Hopefully, Piers fared well back in Eden, but every time she spoke to Wilky about him, 
Wilky looked away, sadness and shadow filling his eyes. He shouldn’t know anything more 
than she did about Piers’s fate, but she suspected somehow he did. She’d stopped talking to 
him about Piers, more in fear of what he might say than from a lack of concern. 

She turned a corner and continued down an unfamiliar alley. Dressed in her black ostrich 
suit, she looked out of place among the mostly leather-clad people of the Butcher Tribe, and 
drew a few stares from those she encountered. She kept her back straight and her head held 
high. Even though her days as a Guardian had ended, she still felt obligated to represent Eden 
well. Some habits were hard to break. 

The cobblestone street twisted to the right, and she wrinkled her nose at a foul smell. 
Carved above the door of one building, a cask of ale suggested a brewery. When she lifted her 
gaze again, she spotted Eamon in the near distance. 

He swung his head back and forth, a worried expression on his handsome face. Once he 
noticed her, he smiled and marched toward them at a brisk pace. Copper highlights mingled 
among his soft brown locks, which fell longer than Aaliss’s hair, reaching the top of his 
shoulders. When he stepped into the sunlight, the rays reflected off his deep blue eyes, which 
sparkled more brilliantly than Eden River at dawn. The cut on his cheek had healed, leaving 
only a faint scar that did nothing to affect his good looks. 

She sighed. Lying to herself was stupid. The Witch had been right: as totally unfathomable 
as it seemed, she had strong feelings for the prince. She could not live without him, and that 
meant she had two people to protect—Wilky and Eamon. 

Does he feel the same way about me? 
He stopped a pace before her, his face anxious, his voice harried. “I’ve been looking for you 

both everywhere. Dermot wants you at the War Council.” 
A jolt rippled through her. She hadn’t decided what role she wanted to play in this war yet 

and had hoped she’d have more time to figure it out. “He wants both of us?” 
He shrugged. “That’s what he said. Come on.” 
He turned and led them to the Courtyard, where soldiers crammed the green space. Some 

practiced forming a shield wall, interlocking their shields together, standing three rows deep; 
others fought each other with wooden practice swords; and a few sharpened their blades with 
stones. 

Eamon marched through the organized chaos toward the Naming Tree, where the 
Butcher’s flag fluttered in the soft breeze—a jeweled longsword, blood dripping from its tip on 
a plain white field. 

Dermot sat amongst a handful of counselors, a few of whom she recognized from when 
Dermot had tried Fintan for murder; Eamon had called them Masters, and thus leaders of the 
tribe. 

Eric, the member of the King’s Guard who’d bravely accused Fintan of murder and 
treason—an act for which the tribe now called him Eric the Honest—stood with his leather coat 
stretched tightly against a muscled chest and thick arms. He wore an intricate leather bracelet 
around his left wrist—a similar one circled Maeve’s wrist, the two joined together for all time. A 
cooper pin of a longsword was fastened to his cloak, which meant that Dermot had selected him 
to be the new Captain of the King’s Guard. 

Aaliss considered Dermot’s choice a good one, certain Eric would be an improvement over 
the last Captain—the now dead oaf, Cormac. 

Dermot rose, as did the entire circle of counselors. A natural smile graced the King’s 
ruggedly handsome face. “Please join our War Council. I would like your advice and whatever 



further information you might provide us about these northern invaders we face.” 
Eric shifted to Dermot’s side, which created enough space for the three of them to sit in the 

circle. 
Not sure how to respond to Dermot’s invitation, she said simply, “It will be our pleasure to 

help,” and settled in the short grass with Wilky beside her. 
Still standing, Dermot raised an eyebrow. 
Aaliss’s face flushed with heat as she realized she wasn’t supposed to sit before the King, 

and she shifted to stand. 
Dermot waved at her. “No need to get back up. I’m happy you like to get to the point. We 

don’t have much time for formalities.” He grinned and settled in the grass. “Since Wilky has 
seen these invaders, we were wondering if he had any more ideas of how many we face, or any 
other information about them that might prove helpful as we prepare for war.” 

Wilky had not actually seen the northern invaders—he’d glimpsed them only through a 
vision—but Dermot had deemed it best to keep Wilky’s vision a secret. He didn’t want the 
others to doubt the threat they faced, or think Wilky conspired with the Dark One. He had told 
the rest of the tribe that Wilky had physically looked upon the northern invaders along the 
Freeroad. 

The King kept another, more important, secret from the tribe: he’d told them that the tribe’s 
heroes, those who lived in the stars, had saved him from the Red Death. No one other than 
Aaliss, Wilky, Gemma, and Eamon knew the truth—that Wilky had discovered a cure to the 
plague, and that cure had saved Dermot. Until they could find the ingredients to make more of 
the cure, the mere existence of it was extraordinarily dangerous, particularly to Wilky. 

Wilky answered Dermot, his voice certain and sounding oddly detached from the boy. 
“The northern invaders are numerous. They fly the banner of the bloody wolf, and their war 
band stretches as far as the eye can see. They favor battleaxes to swords, and a darkness hovers 
over them.” 

When Wilky said nothing further, Eric leaned forward. “Yes, but how many do they 
number? If we count our reserve, we’ll bring roughly 750 shields to the fight. If we make a 
treaty with the Painted Ones, they’ll have another 500 or so Protectors. Will that be enough?” 

“No.” 
Dermot grimaced almost imperceptibly as he rubbed the jeweled hilt of the Sword of 

Power, the King’s sword, which lay across his lap. “That’s all we have. It’ll have to be enough to 
kill these Bloody Wolves.” 

He and the others had started calling the northern invaders Wolves, partly because they 
used a wolf’s face with blood dripping from the jaws as their symbol, but also, undoubtedly, 
because it made the tribe feel better. An enemy with a name could be defeated, and now they’d 
reduced the invaders to animals—wolves. They knew how to hunt and kill wolves. 

A distant look settled in Wilky’s eyes. “We need the Orions. With their bows, we might 
have enough.” 

Orions? Who are they, and why is this the first time I’m hearing of them? 
Two masters in the circle moaned. One wide-looking fellow with a square head spoke with 

a grunt. “The Orions are most unreliable. They have an alliance with the Painted Ones, but all 
our dealings with them have gone poorly.” 

Eamon added, “Dermot and I met an Orion trading party at The Exchange last summer. It 
was all we could do to keep the peace.” 

“Need them,” Wilky said. 
Dermot leaned forward. “With the Orions, will we have enough, Wilky?” 



“Possibly. I can’t know for certain.” 
“If he says we need them, there’s no alternative.” Aaliss shrugged. “We’ll have to find a 

way to convince them to join us.” 
Only a few hours ago, she had asked Wilky if he knew who would win the war, and he’d 

said only that he couldn’t see enough to know yet. 
Strange how I’ve started to count on his visions. Only a week ago, I would have dismissed them as 

nothing more than dreams. Now I cling to them as truths. 
The King shifted backward, a pensive look on his face. “The Tribal Mother is reasonable. 

She’ll have to persuade the Orions to join our cause. If these Bloody Wolves march along the 
Freeroad from the north, they’ll cut through Orion territory to face the Painted Ones and then 
us. The Orions will have as much at stake as we do, and they’re the first tribe in the Wolves’ 
path.” He looked to Wilky again. “Do they come on horseback or do they march on foot?” 

Wilky cringed, as if he were seeing the bloodshed and violence that would happen at that 
moment. “Many ride, but most come on foot.” 

“Bloody hell,” cursed Eric. “We’ll need the long spears and a sturdy shield wall to defeat 
them. The horses won’t willingly ride into those spears or a shield wall.” 

Dermot nodded. “We march for the Outpost at first light, taking as many horses as we 
have. The rest will have to go by wagon and foot. From the Outpost, we’ll meet with the Tribal 
Mother. It will be up to her to persuade the Orions to fight by our side. Their arrows will come 
in handy. Everyone in agreement?” 

He paused and surveyed the faces around him. After they all nodded their assent, he 
added, “Good. That leaves one more matter to discuss—the safety of the Stronghold while 
we’re at war.” He turned toward Eamon. “Brother, you will be trusted with the defense of the 
Stronghold in my absence. Prepare for a siege. If we’re defeated on the battlefield, the Wolves 
will surely attack.” 

Eamon’s mouth dropped open and the color drained from his face. “Brother, my place is 
with you at the battle. I’ve taken an oath to defeat these invaders. Surely, we can find another 
who can prepare the Stronghold. I—” 

“You have proven yourself worthy to rule the tribe through the Ring of Fire. None of our 
cousins are old enough.” 

“But the battlefield is honorable. If—” 
“Langdon the Large sits in a place of honor among the stars because he held the Stronghold 

against a siege. I will suffer no further discussion about this matter. Eric will assign two 
members of the King’s Guard to make sure you comply with my decree.” 

Dermot’s face looked hard and resolute, as he appeared every bit the King his tribe needed. 
Done with Eamon, he turned toward Aaliss and softened his tone. “You and Wilky are welcome 
to join us on the field of battle. We could use your sword and Wilky’s... advice. You both have 
proven yourself worthy to be members of our tribe. It would honor me if you would join us.” 

Join the tribe? 
All eyes turned to her, and heat singed her face. She had no desire to commit to the Butcher 

Tribe. She desired a simple life, but she also needed to keep Eamon and Wilky safe. How could 
she do that and refuse? She needed time to think. “We will consider your generous offer and let 
you know our decision in the morning.” 

Dermot looked disappointed, but he nodded. “So be it. May the herd be forever strong and 
the heavens guide us in all matters.” He rose and stalked off. 

The War Council dispersed, leaving her, Wilky, and Eamon behind by the Naming Tree. 
Eamon rubbed his hand through his shaggy hair and walked in circles. “I can’t believe he’s 



doing this to me. Has he no faith in me?” 
Aaliss stood in his path and forced him to stop. She pressed her hand against his chest. 

“Protecting the Stronghold is important. If the war goes badly, you’ll have to make sure the rest 
of the tribe is safe.” 

“My place is at Dermot’s side. He should see that. I made an oath with P’mina to fight these 
invaders. I can’t stay behind now.” 

Wilky stepped beside him. “You must come to the battle. We all must go. Otherwise, only 
darkness.” 

Wilky might as well have swung a war hammer into Aaliss’s stomach. She seemed to have 
so little control over events. Surely, the Stronghold would be a safer place for Eamon than the 
battlefield, yet Wilky’s decree meant that she couldn’t keep him in the stone city behind the 
sturdy walls. 

“We all have to go to the front to have a chance to win? Are you sure?” she asked, even 
though she knew the answer. 

Wilky nodded. “Even then the result is hidden in shadows. I only see glimpses of light.” 
Eamon whispered. “That settles it then. We’ll have to escape tonight.” He glanced over his 

shoulder. 
Two armed members of the King’s Guard stood ten paces away, watching them. 
Great. Another escape from the Stronghold, and this time we’ll be heading straight into the storm 

itself. 
“There’s more,” said Wilky. 
“More?” asked Eamon. 
“A witch leads the Wolves. Darkness gathers behind her like a long shadow.” 
Eamon spit on the ground, his way of warding off evil spirits. 
Aaliss narrowed her eyes. “Witches can die like anyone else.” 
Her voice sounded sure, but her heart wasn’t. What did she know about witches? 
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RED DEATH: Cast of Characters 

 
EDEN 
Eden is a society dominated by religion, physically isolated on a peninsula surrounded by 

Eden River and a narrow strip of land called the Bridge, which connects the peninsula to the 
Forbidden Mountain. The High Priest and an elected President rule Eden. Their motto is 
“Purity, Faith, and Strength,” and their symbol is an elaborate capital J for “Jacob,” the founder 
of their religion. Apples are their main crop. Eden is the only known society not affected by the 
Red Death. They maintain their purity by prohibiting contact with the outside world, or the 
“Soulless,” as they refer to others outside of Eden. Eden’s high holiday is known as Eden Day, 
the one day a year that frivolity and mischief are allowed—at least a little. 

Aaliss is the middle of three siblings and a highly-trained Guardian. She patrols the area 
around Eden known as the Zone, to keep Eden secret from the Soulless. She is seventeen, 
graduated at the top of her class, and has been a full-fledged Guardian for only one year. 

Aibel is the uncle to Piers, Aaliss, and Wilky, and the second most powerful person in Eden 
as their elected President. He’s not one to let family get in the way of ambition. 

Estienne is a Guardian who favors the standard issue crossbow to the short sword. 
Father Luke is the Priest who runs the Orchard. He was Malachi’s only childhood friend, 

though they had a falling out when Malachi became High Priest. Father Luke has tended the 
Sacred Trees in the Orchard for decades, and is the leader of a secretive group inside Eden 
known as the Order of the Poison Apple. 

Gabriel, also known as the Viper and the Priest of the Guardians, is a direct descendent of 
Jacob. He holds great power as the leader of the Guardians. He earned his nickname because of 
his lethalness and his proclivity to spend time alone in the Zone, where he feels closest to Jacob. 

John is an apprentice Guardian. 
Jonas is a Guardian and the Viper’s old instructor. Though past his prime, he remains 

dangerous. No one would want to get between him and apple wine known as the Sacred Drink. 
Malachi, more commonly known as the High Priest, is a direct descendant of Jacob and the 

head of their religion. The most powerful person in Eden, he’s also unquestionably the largest. 
His size provoked a panic at his investiture, when the ceremonial robes had to be enlarged to 
accommodate his girth. 

Mark is a Monk who enjoys patrolling Eden looking for unholy activities. He has a short 
temper. 

Michel is a tall, reed-thin Guardian who is friends with Aaliss, Piers, and Wilky. 
Peter is an aging researcher who is also one of the leaders of the Order of the Poisoned 

Apple. 
Piers is a novice priest with a photographic memory, and the oldest of three siblings at 

nineteen years. Badly burned in a fire three years ago, which killed his parents, he suffers scars 
and weakness on the left side of his body. 

Samuel is a senior Guardian with a quirky sense of humor. 
Sarah is a tall, red-haired Monk with sadistic qualities, who is bitter because she wasn’t 

selected to be a member of Jacob’s Choir. 
Wilkiford, more commonly known as Wilky, is the youngest researcher in Eden’s history. 

He has a way of seeing things. He’s also Aaliss’s and Piers’s youngest sibling at thirteen years 
old. 

Zeke is a novice priest who chats incessantly. Having failed to remain quiet during two of 



the three Great Silences over the past years, his future as a Priest is suspect. 
~~~~~ 
BUTCHER TRIBE 
A king rules the Butcher Tribe. He is chosen from the royal family line through an ancient 

battle ritual called the Circle of Destiny. The tribe is known for high quality meat they sell at 
The Exchange. They have three main towns, the Stronghold, the Settlement, and the Outpost, 
with the Stronghold as their capital, located in the center of their territory. They have vast land 
holdings for their herds of cattle and sheep, and believe that prior kings help govern them from 
the stars. They recite, “May the herd forever be strong” at all official events. Their symbol is a 
jeweled sword known as the Sword of Power, which can only be used by the King. Their main 
holiday is Naming Day, when the names of all newborn members of the tribe get carved into 
the vast ghost tree that centers the Stronghold. 

Cattie works in the Nursery. She is not well liked and has a habit of making poor choices. 
Cormac is a brawny man, the Captain of the King’s Guard and Fintan’s best friend. He 

didn’t rise to Captain because of his brains, but he’s quick with a blade. 
Dermot is a popular king, old at twenty-four and near the end of his reign. He is also 

known by several nicknames, such as Dermot the Just and the Blade of the Butchers. Early in his 
reign he led the Butchers through two successful military campaigns, one against the 
Horsepeople to the south and another against the Painted Ones to the north. His reign has 
lasted six winters, which is the longest in memory, and he has kept the peace for the last four 
years. 

Eamon, also known as Eamon the Handsome, is a royal prince who is in charge of the 
Books of Wisdom, where Dermot hopes to record the tribe’s collective knowledge. He is 
younger than his two other royal brothers—Dermot by six winters and Fintan by one. 

Eric the Honest is the newly appointed captain of the King’s Guard. He earned his 
nickname by bringing honest murder charges against Prince Fintan. 

Fintan is a royal prince who is four winters younger than Dermot and the head of the 
King’s horsemen. He spends most of his time studying war craft and dreaming of ways to 
unleash his unlimited ambition. 

Gemma is Eamon’s twin and considered odd. She speaks a weird version of their language 
that only Eamon and Jillian, her best friend, fully understand, and usually gets distracted by 
details for hours. 

Jillian, best friends with Gemma and Eamon, is often tasked with keeping an eye on 
Gemma. She also works as a scribe to help record the Books of Wisdom. 

Maeve is Cattie’s younger sister, who also works in the Nursery, but is well liked and 
considered beautiful. Few people see the family resemblance between the sisters. 

Scotty the Snake, a member of the King’s Guard, is known to have psychotic tendencies. 
~~~~~ 
THE PAINTED ONES 
The Painted Ones are a matriarchal society that elects a female “Tribal Mother” to govern 

with the help of a series of females known as Vestals. Only female members can vote for the 
Tribal Mother. The tribe is known for the female members’ distinctive tattoos. On her tenth 
birthday, each girl gets her own tree of life tattoo signifying that she is now an adult member of 
the tribe. Most members of the tribe live in small huts with varying colored fabric roofs, the 
colors and designs of which indicate different family histories. Their grandest celebration is the 
annual Awakening Feast that they share with the Orions. Every ten years they have a Renewal 
Feast where they swap girls who are thirteen harvests old with similar girls of the Orion tribe, 



to further bind the two tribes together and increase understanding of their ways. In addition to 
their tattoos, the Painted Ones are known for intricately woven fabrics and the poison darts 
they use to defend themselves. 

Kalhona is the best Artist in the tribe and P’mina’s older sister. 
Merina is P’mina’s friend. She is also thirteen and scheduled to be swapped with the Orion 

girls, but, unlike P’mina, Merina appreciates the honor of representing her tribe. 
P’mina is Kalhona’s younger sister at thirteen harvests and scheduled to be swapped with 

the Orion girls of the same age at the Renewal Feast. She is very learned in plants and 
somewhat of an outcast in the tribe because her mother became a red witch. 

Tania is Kalhona’s toddler daughter who loves to spin in circles and mispronounces 
P’mina’s name. 

Tribal Mother is a robust woman considered extremely beautiful. She is a beloved leader 
of the tribe. 

V’ronica is a beady-eyed ambitious Vestal who serves and advises the Tribal Mother. 
~~~~~ 
RED WITCHES 
The Red Death does not kill everyone. Some women wake to find they have transformed 

overnight into red witches, with thick auburn hair, pale skin, and red-specked eyes. Though 
they are not all evil, red witches are feared and outcast, if not killed by most tribes. Their magic 
powers entice the brave or desperate to seek their help in times of need. 

Eris is the head of a group of witches who fly the Red Raven banner. She worships the 
Goddess of the Night and has designs to lead other witches to take control over all the tribes. 
She currently “advises” the chief of the Bloody Wolf tribe, although many would say she 
controls him. 

Santra follows Eris and is a particularly nasty witch. She keeps the company of firefoxes. 
The Witch goes by no formal name. She is near the end of her life and has her own banner 

of the Red Fish. She tries to follow the light but has been deceived from time to time by dark 
spirits. 

~~~~~ 
Bloody Wolf Tribe 
The Bloody Wolf Tribe hails from northern lands. Dominated by a warrior culture, they 

prefer to use war axes in battle. The warriors braid the hair of their victims into their beards to 
show their fighting prowess. The tribe traditionally believed in old gods. The warrior god had a 
bull’s head and a human body, and the farmer’s god took female form to the waist and tree 
roots for her legs. Since Rolf’s rule, they foreswore their traditional gods in favor of Maori, 
otherwise known as the Goddess of the Night. 

Rolf is the chief of the tribe and undoubtedly the best warrior among them. He fights with 
two war axes and no shields, and has an insatiable lust and desire to live forever. 

Roran is Rolf’s younger brother and next in life to rule over the tribe. Not quite the warrior 
as Rolf, he’s known for his wits. 

Hendric is a highly regarded warrior among the tribe and is well trusted by Rolf. 
Cycheck is a particularly cruel warrior who has a serious gambling habit. 
Pryluck, also commonly referred to as the Rat, is an oddly shaped individual who could 

never grow a man beard. Generally considered an outcast and friendless among the tribe, he is 
a remarkable tracker and runner, which is all he enjoys doing. 

~~~~~ 
ORIONS 



The Orions are governed by a leader and his Circle of Counselors. The leader always takes 
the name Orion. Subsequent leaders are chosen by the existing Orion, with input from the 
Circle of Counselors. The society believes in an omniscient Hunter God who is usually depicted 
as a man drawing a bow. They are well known as excellent archers and hunters. Young men 
take a brand on their chest, of the Hunter God, when Orion considers them of age. Upon the 
death of a member of the society, his or her name is etched into a stone and tossed on top of the 
“Bridge to the Next World” by their family. The tribe is closely allied with the Painted Ones. 

Cassian is a faithful follower of the Hunter God and one of the best archers within the 
Orion Tribe. He has a fierce sense of obligation and tends toward obsessive behavior. 

Lucian is Cassian’s half brother. Only one season younger than his brother, he can match 
Cassian as an archer, but could never match his brother’s faith or steadfastness. 

Max is Cassian’s young cousin. Not yet 10, he’s proven to be an outstanding young archer, 
but has no patience and rarely listens to orders. 

Orion is the leader of the Orion Tribe. A remarkable archer and hunter, he harbors ill 
feelings toward Dermot of the Butcher Tribe, as he believes Dermot killed his brother in battle, 
in a fight without honor. 

~~~~~ 
MISCELLANEOUS 
Balor is a follower of the Flame God. He’s never one for a shortage of stories. Prior to 

becoming a priest he was a warrior, where he put to good use his large frame. He enjoys 
drinking alcoholic beverages, probably too much for his own good. 

Emrys is a ghost rider. He’s a mystical figure from a different realm, one who has lived 
many years. 

Fuciler is a firefox that follows Eris, leading a pack of firefoxes that obey her commands. 



 
What’s Next from Jeff Altabef? 

 
Jeff is working on a number of new projects, including a third book in this Red Death series for 
which you’ve just completed the second book. In it, Aaliss, Eamon, and Wilky will be tested 

beyond anything they’ve faced yet. 
~~~ 

He’s also working on a new thriller to tie together his books Fracture Point and Shatter Point. 
~~~ 

Lastly, he’s working on a brand new YA Sci-Fi series with his oldest daughter, a project about 
which he’s very excited. 

~~~ 
So there’s a lot more coming soon. To keep up with it all, please stay tuned to his website: 

www.JeffreyAltabef.com 



 
SPECIAL SNEAK PREVIEW—WIND CATCHER 

 
Lies. Betrayal. Destiny. A choice that changes everything. Please enjoy this Special 4-Chapter 
Sneak Preview we offer below for the first book in the bestselling CHOSEN series, or just 

grab your copy now at this link: 
WIND CATCHER at Amazon 

~~~ 

 
 
Sicheii told me this story only once, which was odd because he always repeated his stories 

a half dozen times. Every time he told a story it changed—often in subtle ways. Other times, he 
switched around important events or characters. When young, I pointed out the inconsistencies 
as if he’d been caught cheating at cards, which he also did quite often. My grandfather never 
flustered. He patiently explained that his stories were living stories. That’s what he called 
them—living stories. As such, they changed on their own from time to time. He never explained 
what he meant. Now I know. 



 
Three years ago.... 
Sicheii opened my bedroom door and waved me inside. The taste of chocolate birthday 

cake swam in the back of my mouth and happily back flipped over my tongue where it swirled 
among my teeth. Mom stopped me after eating two pieces, but the rest of the cake was safely 
tucked into the freezer—a spoonful away. 

Only the three of us celebrated my thirteenth birthday: Sicheii, Mom, and me. Other kids 
had big birthday parties, but for me, it was only ever us three. As usual, Mom was talking to her 
boss downstairs in her office so Sicheii and I were left alone. 

He pulled me into my room, closed the door, and sat me on the bed. He rolled my desk 
chair over and bore his penetrating gray eyes into mine. That expression could only mean one 
thing. He liked to tell me stories when Mom wasn’t listening. I know he told her the same ones 
when she was young, but this way, his stories were like secrets we shared together. Besides, 
Mom wasn’t a fan of his tales. They weren’t modern enough for her. 

“Are you going to tell me another story?” I asked him. 
He smiled and nodded. The lines of his deeply tanned face turned upward and his white 

hair shifted against his broad shoulders. “Yes, Juliet, but this is not just any story. This is the 
story of your birth.” 

“Mom’s already told me all about how my life began.” 
He frowned. “This story is about your birth, not your beginning. The beginning of your 

story starts when the First World was new, as it does for all of our people.” 
“Troy says the same thing.” 
“He’s right. Your friend enjoys a strong connection to the spirit world.” Sicheii inched the 

chair closer to the bed, his eyes intense and his voice stoic. His mood had turned dark as 
suddenly as an unexpected storm. 

“Your arrival into this world was... difficult. Your mother had been admitted into the 
hospital the prior afternoon. She had already endured eighteen hours of labor when we all 
clustered about her bed. Sweat and strain clouded her face. My eyes never strayed far from the 
heart monitor, which measured both of your heartbeats. It was three twelve in the morning.” 

“Were you angry that Mom wanted to go to the hospital?” A small smile snuck across my 
face. I’ve always wanted to ask him about that. As the Tribe’s medicine man, he helped dozens 
of other women deliver babies, so I imagined he was probably sore that Mom wanted to deliver 
in a hospital instead of under his care. 

“Your mom is headstrong. She puts too much faith in white medicine. It’s better to look 
deeper into the state of someone’s spirit than treat symptoms, but that’s not the intent of this 
story.” 

I pushed one of my pillows against my headboard and tried to get comfortable. When I 
punched the pillow a few times to get the shape just right, he shot me a sharp look. 

Once I was done fidgeting, he continued. “Tension filled the small room. At first, there 
were only four of us—your mom, the doctor, one nurse, and me. But more people started to 
squeeze into the small room and the activity buzzed like a beehive. Your mom pushed when the 



doctor told her to. Her entire body strained with effort. She screamed in pain. She had refused 
any painkillers. The intervals between your heartbeats lengthened. First, ten seconds, then 
fourteen, then twenty. I grabbed the arm of the nurse standing next to me. 

“‘There’s something wrong. Something from inside,’ I told him. 
“He frowned. ‘Everything’s fine. She’s just in active labor,’” Sicheii smirked. “The arrogant 

man thought he knew more about childbirth than me. My fingers dug into his thin arm, past 
muscle and tendon, until my nails pressed against bone. He had to pry them loose with 
considerable effort.” 

Sicheii’s eyes burned white hot. Often, he used funny voices to enliven his stories, but his 
tone was flat, as if he wanted to tell these events exactly as they happened instead of how he 
wished they had. 

My pulse quickened and butterflies swirled around the ice cream in my stomach. 
“My eyes narrowed when your heartbeats stretched to thirty seconds. I locked eyes with 

the doctor. She was a friend of mine. 
“She stared back at me, and at that moment, she suspected something was wrong also. 

Everyone looked at us. 
“‘Prepare the OR,’ she ordered. ‘We’re doing a cesarean.’ One nurse ran from the room. The 

nurse who had doubted me started to protest when a scream escaped your mom’s lips. It 
sounded like a hawk’s hunting call, loud and shrill. A chill raced up my spine. 

His voice quickened. “Blood appeared where it should never have been. Doctors and 
nurses whirled around the room. IVs were injected into your mom’s arm. The heart monitors 
were disconnected. New worried looking doctors appeared wearing operating gowns. An 
orderly wheeled your mom into the operating room. Stark white light burned my eyes, and I 
was left on the outside to pray.” He took a deep breath. 

“How come you didn’t go inside?” 
“That operating room was no place for me. What good could come of my presence? 

Praying was better. You know there are many spirits to call upon.” 
I nodded. Sometimes he made me recite all the spirits and what type of guidance I should 

seek from them. 
“I called upon all of them, but focused on my favorite two—your grandmother and great 

grandfather. Time slowed as if the world spun more slowly than it had ever done before. I 
drifted between worlds and spent time in the shadow lands with my wife and grandfather. 
They told me much about you. They said you would be okay and sent me back. When my eyes 
opened, your mom’s obstetrician stood before me, her face grim. Spider webs crept from her 
eyes and canyons burrowed into her forehead. 

“She told me that you and your mother were out of danger. I waited for the bad news 
written in her sad eyes and downturned lips. 

‘‘‘But?’ I prodded her. 
“She sighed. ‘But your daughter’s uterus ruptured. The damage was extensive. We’ve 

repaired the organ, but she won’t be able to have any other children.’ She leaned against a chair, 
exhausted from the delivery and operation. 

“I nodded, and she retreated from the room.” 
I expected the story to end. Mom had told me most of this before, but Sicheii leaned closer 

to me. Only a few inches separated us. He smelled of incense—amber and cinnamon. His eyes 
were wide and sweat dotted his brow. My hands turned clammy. I’d never seen him worried 
before. 

“After the doctor left, I thanked the spirits and slipped from the room. The nursery was on 



the same floor as the birthing room, but that wasn’t my first stop. 
“The time was early and the floor deserted. Unseen, I glided through the staircase door and 

found a plain tan backpack waiting for me with a blue hospital gown and an identification card 
hidden inside. One of my friends had left it for me.” 

“Who?” 
He shook his head. To say he had many friends was the same as describing cotton candy as 

sweet. One of his friends always seemed nearby. 
“Disguised as a nurse, I strolled to the nursery and avoided the gaze of the few sleepy 

doctors and nurses who lingered on the floor. One nurse was on duty—another friend. We 
shared a look, and she left. Three newly born babies slept in bassinets. All three were quiet. You 
were easy to spot. Even then you looked like your mother. I lifted you in my arms, kissed you 
on top of your newly born squished head, and unwrapped the white cotton blanket that bound 
you.” 

He touched my knee, and I held my breath. “I took a leather pouch from my pocket, 
removed an ancient needle blessed by the Great Wind Spirit, and found the sole of your right 
foot. I asked the Wind Spirit for strength before blessing your foot with the needle. You 
screeched, but your scream quickly died away when you stopped breathing. Your face turned 
blue and my heart raced, worry bubbling up inside of me. Time ticked past. I counted fifty 
seconds before I breathed life back into you. 

“You began to breathe and cry again. Relief washed over me like a river over smooth 
stones. I wrapped you back in the blanket, returned you to the small basinet, turned, and left.” 
He squeezed my knee and lifted his hand back. “We are the only ones who know this story. You 
need to remember it.” Watery tears filled his eyes. 

“Why would you do something like that? Were you crazy? Who does that?” 
He stood without looking at me. The chair rolled away from the bed and bumped into the 

desk. He spun and strolled from the room, leaving me alone without answering any of my 
questions. I followed him downstairs, still peppering him with questions. What was in the needle? 
Where did you get it? He acted as if he didn’t hear me and walked out the front door without 
saying goodbye to Mom. 

When he left, I raced to the kitchen and asked Mom about his story. She bristled. Their 
relationship was best described as a seesaw, one end frosty and bitter, the other warm and 
loving. They argued often then, the seesaw tilting firmly in the frosty direction. She told me he 
had made up the story and for me not to worry about it. I wasn’t sure what to believe. 

That night, I took a flashlight and stared down at my right sole. I brushed fuzz from my 
sock away and found a small star-shaped scar. 



 

 
 
Everything about me is a lie. 
My entire life is a leaning tower of lies that threatens to collapse at any moment and bury 

me so deep I may never climb out from under the rubble. 
I slam the bathroom door and my hand trembles as the old-fashioned steel bolt slides into 

place. 
Click. 
The locked door offers no real safety. Locked doors can be broken, but it does give me a 

moment of privacy and a chance to breathe. So much has happened over the past few days. It’s 
like I’ve become a totally different person—a stranger, someone unrecognizable. 

The adrenaline that had been pumping through my veins has completely melted away now 
as I lean against the wooden door. My breath comes fast and ragged. My body feels heavy and 
weary and my legs weaken. Gravity pulls me down. Too tired to resist, I slide down the length 
of the door until the white marble floor rushes up to meet me. 

I work hard to steady my breath and focus on taking in fresh air, expelling the old. It’s a 
simple process, yet it takes all of my concentration. When air starts to flow, my eyes close. Time 
slows and drifts by erratically. 

Images flash through my mind—an eclectic group of memories: childhood birthdays, 
second place in a spelling bee, hanging out with Troy, rock climbing with Sicheii. Most are 



happy, but they’re all tainted now. The lies spoil them. They were never true. They were just 
part of a story, one that’s changed forever. 

My weary mind reaches for sleep, but I resist. Too much time would be wasted. There’s too 
much for me to do. Too many loose ends need to be tied, so I open moist eyes and wipe away 
tears I don’t recall crying. 

When my vision clears, crimson-streaked fingers flutter near my face as if directed by 
someone else. I thought blood looked like ketchup, but it’s darker and thicker than you would 
think. My hands spin in tight circles. Each finger is stained with thick, mud-colored smears. 

Whose blood is on them? 
A cold sweat coats my back and my chest tightens. This blood must be scrubbed away 

immediately. It starts to burn as if it’s alive, as if possessed by dark spirits, spirits that want to 
harm me. It freaks me out. I have got to wash them clean now, this second, immediately, 
before.... 

I turn the faucet and hot water tumbles over my skin. I frantically rub my fingers together 
and hope friction and water alone will make the blood disappear. The water in the sink turns 
red and then pink, but traces of blood stubbornly stay behind. A bar of soap rests on the edge of 
the porcelain sink. Lather squishes between my fingers—twisting and turning, scrubbing and 
rinsing. My skin turns raw from the rubbing, and when the water has lost all its warmth, I turn 
the faucet off. 

Hard to find specks of blood cling to my flesh, but I still see them and feel them. 
Will they ever wipe clean? I don’t think so. 
A silent scream builds deep within me, which so desperately wants to be released it 

practically hurts, but no sound slips past my lips. I’m too tired to scream. 
A square mirror hangs over the sink, but it’s an enemy. I don’t want to see who I’ve 

become, so my gaze stays fixed down toward the sink. Unfortunately, the blood-smeared faucet 
is shiny, stainless, and reflects back an image of myself anyway. I glare deep into my eyes, 
leaning close to the faucet to study them. They look familiar, but as I pierce them more deeply, a 
hollowness appears that has never been there before. It scares me. 

People change. Sometimes they change over the course of a lifetime, and other times 
change happens swiftly because of a single momentous event. I’m not the same person I was 
just a few days ago. Too much has happened, too many lies revealed. Truths, solid and real, 
have crumbled away before me and left behind falsehoods, shadows, and a future as uncertain 
as a prisoner on death row waiting for a pardon. 

The pendant Sicheii gave me flops out from underneath my shirt. It was supposed to 
protect me. I grip it until my knuckles turn white. 

Knock! Knock! Knock! 
“Juliet, we’ve got to talk, Love. We need to come up with a story for the police.” 
Just a few days ago, I was an average girl who looked forward to her sixteenth birthday, 

hoping for a little freedom and a chance to get a driver’s license. 
Being average is a joke. I will never be average. I was never average.... 



 

 
 
A few days earlier... 
Moms invented mornings to torture their daughters. It’s the only thing that makes sense. 

Nothing worth doing needs to start at seven in the morning. Weekends are awesome mostly 
because I can sleep late and linger in bed until eleven or later. Most days, I’d like to sleep until 
afternoon, but Mom never lets me stay in bed past twelve. She thinks I’m wasting my life away. 
Still, this is a school day and sleeping late is not an option. 

“Wake up, sweetheart.” 
The words drift toward me, alien at first until my sleepy brain puts them in the correct 

order and makes sense of them. Realization dawns on me. I stuff my head under my pillow and 
seek safety, hoping to shield myself from this awful affront. 

Mom’s voice turns stormy. “Wake up!” Sweetheart vanishes as she wraps razor-sharp 
barbed wire around her words. 

I moan, roll over, and peek at the alarm clock. The fuzzy orange numbers read 5:30. She has 
to be kidding. The sun’s not even up yet. 

Argh! 
I jam my head back under the pillow and wish I had something larger and soundproof to 

block her out. 
When can I go back to sleep? 



Light floods the room when Mom flips the switch. Suddenly, I remember why she’s waking 
me up. She needs to catch an early flight for business, so she woke me earlier than usual to 
make sure I would be ready to take the bus. 

“Don’t make me take extreme measures.” Her voice sounds serious and rich with tension. It’s 
her no-nonsense voice, the one she uses for work. 

I’ve missed more than my share of school busses over the years, so she’s quick to ratchet up 
her terrorist-like tactics to extreme measures. Usually she starts by ripping off my sheets and 
twice has escalated to putting ice cubes down my shirt. She’s serious, so I groan something 
unintelligible, push my pillow to one side and crack open my eyes, which is practically heroic 
under the circumstances. 

She’s already dressed and hovers beside the bed in a plain white silk blouse, gray slacks 
and hands clutched to her hips. 

I promise to get up, but the words get tangled up with sleep and sound practically 
unrecognizable. Still, it placates her enough that she stalks out of my room after tossing out a 
final warning about me falling back to sleep. 

For a second, sleep pulls at me. I start to doze off when I remember the last ice incident. 
Not pleasant, and Mom’s anxiety over her business trip will only make this one worse. 

I open my eyes with an impressive amount of willpower, stagger to my feet, bump into the 
bedpost, stub my toes hard against the doorframe, see stars, clutch my damaged foot, and hop 
into the bathroom. Luckily, I didn’t break my foot—nothing but a red bruise—so I turn the 
water on in the shower. 

Hair still wet, I search for my school uniform under a pile of clean clothes that never made 
it into the dresser. Despite my best intentions, they never do. 

A light buzzing sound hums in my head as I yank out a fresh Bartens shirt. I do my best to 
ignore the noise. It just started one day. At first, it sounded like static, but since then it has 
grown louder and has begun to sound like voices. I think the voices want to tell me things, 
possibly important messages, but they make no sense. 

It’s annoying. No one else knows about them. Mom would definitely overreact if she found 
out. My plan is to ignore them. It might not be the best plan, but it’s better than seeing Dr. 
Schmidt, our family physician, and being attacked by the Old Spice cloud that hovers around 
him, answering his stupid questions. Hopefully, the voices will either tell me something 
important or go away on their own, so I shake my head and busy myself with getting dressed. 

When I go downstairs, no one specific thing seems out of place, but the air feels heavy, as if 
tension is spinning away from Mom in precise circles. She’s headed out of town for two days to 
a convention in Scottsdale. She works as a lawyer who helps rich people avoid paying taxes. I’m 
sure there’s much more to her job than that, but the details are a blur. She’s great at what she 
does, but spends way too much time at work and should, in my opinion, have more fun and 
find a nice guy. I tried to set her up with a teacher from my old school two years ago, but that 
went nowhere. 

She rests one hand on the black granite island in the kitchen with a mug of hot coffee 
perched in front of her. Her day never starts without two cups, always black. A crossword 
puzzle rests next to her mug. She never has problems with them, but this time she’s only 
finished two thirds of it, and her letters look as if she carved them into the paper with a chisel. 

Her pretty oval face is tense with lines around the edges of her eyes and lips. She twirls her 
long black hair in tight circles, a sure sign she’s worried about something. My internal alarm 
goes to yellow alert. This is the first time she’s leaving me alone. I’m almost sixteen. What could 
happen in a few days? 



“What do you want for breakfast?” Her eyes flicker to the time on the kitchen wall clock. 
“I’ll have some peanut butter and apples.” I start to head for the refrigerator. 
“Sit. I’ll get it for you.” She swings the refrigerator door open and grabs an apple and a jar 

of peanut butter. 
She hasn’t made me breakfast in years. Yellow alert turns orange. I eye her suspiciously 

when she places the plate in front of me. 
More hair twirling and another glance at the clock. Orange turns a light shade of red! 

“Mom, relax. Everything is going to be fine while you’re away. Two days is not a long time. The 
house won’t be destroyed.” 

She smiles thinly. “About that, sweetheart.” She pauses. 
It might be early, but self-preservation kicks in. The return of sweetheart sounds ominous, 

and that pause means trouble. Something is wrong. 
I narrow my eyes. “What did you do? You didn’t hire a college kid like last time.” I cross 

my arms over my chest. “That was a disaster. She had friends over until two in the morning. 
They smoked and ate all the food.” 

“No, Juliet.” She averts her eyes and stares down at her coffee mug as if she’s found a 
miniature boat floating in her morning drink, and it’s the most interesting thing in the world. 

My heart thumps, and my alert turns deep red. 
“Your grandfather is coming over to spend a few days while I’m gone. He’ll be here by the 

time you return from school.” 
My stomach lurches. The buzzing in my head turns into a loud screech that makes me 

wince. “Not Sicheii! The college student would be better.” I rise from my seat. I’m tall for my 
age, but she’s still an inch taller. She glares down at me, ready for the fight, her eyes hot and her 
face flushed with color. 

“I can’t believe you’re doing this to me!” 
“Juliet Wildfire Stone, there’s nothing wrong with your grandfather! You can spend a few 

days alone with him, and it won’t be the end of the world. He loves you and that’s final.” 
I cringe when she uses my full name. A story about an out of control wildfire played on all 

the news stations the day after my birth, so “Wildfire” became my middle name. I shudder to 
think what would have happened if there was a garbage strike. Only a few people even know 
about it. 

“Sicheii’s weird. He’s so....” 
“Native American.” She clutches her hands against her hips. “I don’t understand how this 

happened. You were such good friends when you were younger. He taught you how to rock 
climb and swim. You used to spend so much time together.” 

“That was years ago. Before we moved here and you made me switch to Bartens.” 
“What does Bartens have to do with your grandfather?” She scrunches up her nose and 

squints her eyes, the same look she gets when she tries to help me with my algebra homework. 
Usually I feel sorry for her when she looks like that, but not now. 

“Really, Mom?” I say through clenched teeth. Can she be this clueless? My trouble with 
Sicheii has everything to do with my new exclusive private school. I don’t care if his beliefs are 
old fashioned. Old doesn’t make them wrong. But they pull me in the opposite directions of 
Bartens. He doesn’t care about Ivy League colleges, or fancy vacations, or high paying jobs. Not 
like they do at my new school. Sometimes I feel like a rubber band, pulled in two different 
directions. At some point, the band snaps. 

I can’t explain this to Mom now, especially because I’m pissed, so I take the easy way out. 
“I’m the only one with Native American blood in the whole place. It’s impossible for me to fit 



in. I didn’t want to move here in the first place and leave my old school. Bartens sucks. Home 
schooling would be better.” 

She rolls her eyes in that annoying dismissive way she does that drives me crazy. “We 
moved two years ago, and you’re not the only one with Indian blood at Bartens. Besides, it’s a 
much better school than your last one. There were too many undesirables at your last school.” 

Undesirables is Mom’s code word for my friends. 
“You just need to become more involved. Why don’t you play lacrosse? You’re a terrific 

lacrosse player. The school team could certainly use you.” 
“You don’t get it! I’d be the crazy half-blood Indian girl playing lacrosse. They’d never let 

me hear the end of it. You don’t understand how hard it is for me over there. Everybody is so... 
white and rich.” 

Mom’s face softens. Her skin loses a little of its angry red hue, returning to her natural 
copper color and her brown eyes widen. Under normal circumstances, her eyes are large and 
beautiful, but when she gets all motherly and widens them, they take over her face until it’s 
impossible not to become lost in the rich, coffee colored swirls. I’ll never be as beautiful as she 
is. My nose is longish and pointy, and my eyes aren’t nearly as wide as hers. 

“How many Native American partners do you think there are at Dormit and Will?” 
I turn my back on her. It’s so annoying when she gets like this—all factual and logical and 

right. 
She’s trying to trap me, but I won’t fall for it, so I return to my best argument with my back 

still turned to her. “Why can’t you trust me? I’m old enough to be on my own for two days. I 
don’t need Sicheii doing his weird stuff around here.” Panic strikes. I spin in a tight circle and 
lean against the table with both hands. “He’s not going to pick me up at school, is he?” Air 
sticks in my throat. 

“No, Jules, he’ll just be at the house. None of your friends at school will even know he’s 
here.” She manages a weak smile. 

I can breathe again. “I don’t have any friends at Bartens except Katie.” I look away, my 
head hung low. 

“What about Tiffany and Ashley and what’s her name?” 
My jaw drops. Could it be that she hasn’t listened to a word I’ve said over the past two 

years? “Do you mean Morgan?” 
“Yes, that’s her name. They seem nice.” 
She must be kidding. Bartens teams up each new student with a mentor. In my case, by 

some cosmic stroke of bad luck, they choose Morgan—the super popular, Barbie look alike, 
head cheerleader with a giant trust fund who wants plastic surgery on her perfectly fine nose 
for her sixteenth birthday. She invited me to a party during my first month at school where she 
made it clear that I wasn’t her kind of girl. To her, Native Americans had no place at Bartens. 

No one spoke to me at that party except Katie, which put her on the outs with the popular 
crowd almost immediately. But that wasn’t the worst part. The party had a Native American 
theme, including a viewing of Pocahontas in the giant-sized media room. Pocahontas! I hate that 
movie. It’s the white man’s version of the perfect hot Native American girl. 

I stayed all night and even choked down some of the tepee shaped cake they wheeled in on 
a cart with “welcome” written across it. They weren’t going to get the satisfaction of running 
me off, even if that was the longest night of my life. 

“Mom, those girls are like a pack of super mean spoiled sharks. They’re the last girls I’d be 
friends with.” How could she be so clueless? Besides, it might sound lame, but I was looking 
forward to two days of freedom. I didn’t have any particular plans except for catching up on a 



few television shows and maybe having Troy over. 
Mom’s lips purse in that way she does when she feels sorry for me, and then a horn honks 

from the driveway. “I’m sure you can find other girls who would make better friends at the 
school. You just need to be more outgoing.” She checks the clock on the wall. It’s 6:15, and she 
sighs. “I’ve got to go. We’ll come up with a strategy about Bartens when I come home.” 

She loves strategy sessions. They never work. 
She bends down to kiss me, but I strategically step back out of reach, and she scowls at me 

instead. “Do what your grandfather says. Be respectful.” She walks to the front door where her 
Tumi carry on bag waits. 

“I’ll call you later.” She opens the door. “Love you.” 
She waits for me to say I love her back, but I’m still angry and won’t do it. She shuts the 

door, strolls down the walkway, and slips into the silver sedan that waits for her without 
looking back. The sun is out, and the day promises to be steamy. As the car motors away, my 
anger increases in intensity. 

I’m old enough to take care of myself! Sicheii will be a disaster. He doesn’t need to watch 
after me. 

The edge of my iPhone digs into my leg. I’m dressed in the Bartens uniform—blue slacks 
and a white collared shirt with the stupid logo on the chest, which only makes me angrier. I 
reach into my pocket, remove my phone, and speed-dial Troy. 

By the time the phone rings twice, I’m about to hang up when a sleepy voice answers, 
“Hey.” 

I hesitate, but there’s no backing out now. “Want to cut today? It’s too sunny to go to 
school.” 

“It’s six in the morning.” 
“Pick me up in two hours. We can go to Slippery River and hang out.” 
Troy hates school so he’ll be happy to spend the day at the river. 
“Okay, I’ll pick you up,” he says, his voice still gravelly. 
I hang up and stuff my phone back into my pocket. I’ve never cut school before and 

instantly regret my decision. Still, she should have trusted me. She forced me to do it. I stomp 
my right foot and pain stabs my heel. 

It’s a searing pain in the shape of a small star. 



 

 
 
Troy sees the world in black and white. Sometimes his certainty makes me jealous. My 

world seems filled with grays—some dark and others light, but rarely any certainty. 
Both of his parents are Native American, and he looks the part with caramel skin and long, 

straight, raven-colored hair twisted in a braid that falls past his shoulder blades. He has never 
cut his hair. One time, I waved a pair of scissors at him and threatened to lop off his braid. He 
got angry. He believes long hair is a sign of power and spiritual strength. He’ll never let anyone 
touch his. 

Even though he knows the password to enter our gated community, the security guard 
calls to confirm he’s a wanted guest. He’ll be pissed. He takes slights like that worse than I do, so 
I wait for him on the edge of the driveway and worry our day will start off on a bad note. 

I hear his bike, a 1980 Honda CX motorcycle painted in the original royal blue, before it 
rolls into view. He found it at a junkyard and worked on it for six months until he got it back on 
the road. Now the bike runs better than it did when new, but it’s loud. He likes it that way. 

He pulls the bike three quarters of the way up my driveway, and the tires stick to the hot 
pavement. He kicks down the kickstand, pulls off his helmet, and slides from the seat. Faded 
blue jeans cling to his legs and an extra-large, plain white t-shirt fits tightly against his chest and 
shoulders. Troy is big. He doesn’t have a sculpted physique like you’d find on workout shows, 
but muscles grow on his body like powdered sugar accumulates on funnel cake. 



“Outstanding security guard you’ve got. Does he treat all your guests the same way, or 
only the brown ones?” Fire blazes behind his eyes. 

I smirk in hopes of dousing the flames. “Only the ugly ones with loud bikes.” Troy is 
definitely not ugly, and he knows it. His chiseled jaw and deep set, almond colored eyes give 
him a pensive expression, as if he’s really listening. Girls love him. 

“Right.” His tone is chilly, but the edges of his lips turn up and form the beginning of a 
smile so I know we’re out of the woods. 

My neighbor, Mrs. Jones, pulls back her living room curtains and stares at us through her 
front window. She’s the neighborhood gossip and one nasty drunk. She’s probably fifty years 
old, but looks like a hundred. Too many drinks and too much sun have sucked the joy and life 
from her. Rumor has it she was Miss Arizona twenty-eight years ago. It’s hard to see her in the 
pictures on the web, but it’s possible. I had hoped to sneak out without her knowing, but Troy’s 
bike is too loud and she has a sixth sense for snooping. 

She wasn’t happy when we moved in—a single mother, and even worse, a single Native 
American mother and her teenaged daughter. But for the last two years, we’ve given her 
nothing to gossip about. Now a sharp guilt pang stabs me in the ribs. She’ll tell everyone about 
her truant teenaged neighbor and her wild looking friend. She’ll say she knew we were no good 
all along, that we were trouble, that our kind can’t be trusted. 

I shouldn’t care what she does, but heat flushes my cheeks anyway. 
Troy follows my eyes and glances at Mrs. Jones. Her stare deepens into a glare. She clutches 

a phone in her right hand and a glass that’s probably filled with something a lot stronger than 
orange juice in the other. 

He blows her a kiss, and she flips him the bird. 
Troy smiles. “I like her. She’s a nasty shriveled up person, but at least you know where you 

stand. There’s no phony garbage with her.” 
“Great.” 
“So what gives? It’s not like you to skip school.” 
I manage my best shrug with a backpack strapped on my shoulders. “My mom is out of 

town, so why not have some fun? Why waste such a great day by going to Bartens?” 
“What’s the rest of the story, Jules? You told me last week that your mom was going away 

for a few days. We could have made plans then and avoided the early morning wake-up call.” 
He shoots me a knowing look. This is the problem with best friends. Even though we don’t 
hang out as often as we used to, he still knows me better than anyone else. “What happened?” 

I sigh. “Mom’s got my grandfather staying with me for a few days. She should trust me.” I 
hope to escape with a half-truth. He doesn’t need to know about my problems at school. He’ll 
take them poorly. He’ll say I should be proud of my roots and tell the others to piss off. He 
might even stop by Bartens with some of our other Native American friends just to make a 
point. He could be like that sometimes—full of surprises, a little dangerous. 

“Right,” he says in a tone of voice that tells me he doesn’t really believe me. “I don’t 
understand what the problem is. Your grandfather is cool, way cooler than mine.” 

“Let’s roll.” I step past Troy and toward the bike. “Slippery River is calling us.” 
He tosses me his heavy all black behemoth of a helmet with a plastic face shield. 
I catch it, but keep it at arm’s length. “Where’s the other helmet? I’ll use that one.” I wrinkle 

my nose at the odor. Troy’s spare helmet is small and light and doesn’t have a face guard or the 
sweaty smell. 

“The chin strap snapped on that one.” He smiles. “I need to fix it. This is all I’ve got.” 
“You wear it.” I shove the monster in his direction. “You’re the one who’s driving.” 



He jumps on the bike and melts into the seat. “The way I see it, your grandfather will kill 
me if anything happens to you anyway. At least one of us will survive if we crash.” He starts 
the bike with a kick. The engine roars as he revs it with a sly grin on his face and a glance at 
Mrs. Jones. “Put it on or we can hang out here all day with your neighbor gawking at us. It’s 
your choice.” He beams a smile at me. 

A tickle climbs up my back. Sometimes his smile does that to me. I reluctantly strap on the 
helmet and hop on the back of the bike. 

Troy blows Mrs. Jones another kiss and glides us out of the driveway. We leave the gated 
community behind and travel in the opposite direction of Bartens. I love the rush that comes 
with riding Troy’s bike, so my arms wrap around his waist and a smile slowly sneaks on my 
face. 

Anything is possible on a day like this one. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
Fire roared beneath me even as the ever-thinning air grew colder. The thrusters on my 

boots shuddered. The thermsuit popped and rattled as if it would disintegrate before I tore free 
of Earth’s gravity. 

And if that didn’t kill me, my sister probably would. 
The blue sky darkened. I didn’t dare look down, as turning my head could send me 

careening off course, plummeting toward the surface fifty kilometers below. A blip on my 
heads-up display beeped. I’d pulled away from the assassin-bots, but they were still there, 
watching me rocket toward the cold depths of space. 

Hamilton had said the suit would never hold up if I left Earth in it, but my big brother just 
wanted to keep me from trying. 

“You’d most likely lose control and burn up on reentry,” he said. “Then we’d have to tell 
Mom and Dad why their youngest son is nothing but an ash cloud drifting over the Atlantic.” 

“Then why’s the suit retrofitted with a second-stage booster?” I asked. 
“Because,” my sister Sam said, “someday we might need it in an emergency.” 
Well, if outrunning a half-dozen killer robots wasn’t an emergency, nothing was. 
An alarm sounded in my ear, and initiate second stage scrolled across the visor. 
“Let’s just hope this thing works. Fire second-stage boosters.” For a second nothing 

happened, then just before panic set in, the rockets ignited. 
My head snapped forward when fire roared behind me. For a heartbeat, I wobbled. Then I 

straightened my head, thrust my open hands downward, and stabilized myself. Once more, I 
shot heavenward. Ice that had formed on my suit in the lower atmosphere shattered and fell 
toward Earth. Within moments the sky above had lost nearly all its blue. 

Thirty seconds to engine shutdown. 
I strained against the forces buffeting me. Just a few more seconds. 
The beeping stopped. I was home free. 
Ten seconds to engine shutdown. 
Billions of stars sparkled against the darkness of space. 
Main booster shutdown. 
Silence. 
Switching to navigation thrusters only. 
For a moment I coasted in space, enjoying the view as the Milky Way, with its wide bands 

of blue, red, yellow, and white stars, cut across my vision. I looked toward Earth, the 
shimmering blue horizon receding below me. Green and brown patches, crisscrossed with 
roads, small towns, and cities, covered the southeastern United States. A swirl of clouds 
churned over the Atlantic. The earth was so alive during the twenty-first century—unlike my 
own time, nearly a thousand years in the future. 

Someday it’ll look like this again. 
I winced when a sharp pain tore at my abdomen. The two little black-tufted marmosets, 

rescued from certain extinction and now tucked safely inside my suit, were getting restless. One 
dug its claws into my stomach. 

“All right, all right, calm down! We’ll be there soon.” I looked back toward the heavens and 
up at the giant, cratered moon. “Time to go home.” 

*** 
“Noah, do you have any idea how stupid that was?” Sam glared at me from the doorway. 



“But you’ve got to admit it was really cool.” I lay back on my bed, petting my dog Obadiah, 
waiting for my sister to finish chewing me out. I was twelve, but she treated me like a baby. 

Sam stood with her hands on her hips, trying to look like Mom. They had the same sandy 
blond hair, but Sam always wore hers in a ponytail, otherwise it’d be sticking up everywhere. A 
grease smudge on her cheek matched the stains on her coveralls—definitely not Mom, no 
matter what Sam thought. 

“I’m in charge while Mom and Dad are gone.” She jerked a thumb towards her chest. 
“Earth in the twenty-first century is dangerous enough! I should never have taken you down 
there. Do you know what kind of trouble I’d be in if you got yourself killed? Do you even care?” 

It seemed I might have gone just a bit too far. 
“Just plain stupid, Noah!” She glared, her dark eyes boring into me. 
Everyone in my family had brown eyes, except for me—mine were blue. A freak of nature 

was the way my sister explained it, which is surprising considering my eye color was the least 
of my “deformities.” 

Hamilton came into the room, huffing and puffing—probably ran all the way from the 
magsphere. At fourteen, he already had a hacker’s body, a little soft and pudgy. He looked 
around and wrinkled his nose, which made me smile. Hamilton normally steered clear of my 
room, calling it a putrid Petri dish for staphyl-something and pseudo-something-else. Maybe he 
really was that smart, but he didn’t have to show off all the time by using words nobody 
understood. 

Anyway, there was no better place in the solar system than my room. It might be a mess, 
but it was my mess. 

“So,” Sam said. “Did he damage the suit?” 
Hamilton shook his head. “Of course, the boosters have considerable carbon build-up, and 

the fuel cells are depleted, but the gyro-servos are intact, and there doesn’t appear to be any 
significant wear on the memory polymer skin.” He frowned at me—Sam glares, Hamilton 
frowns. “Your actions were incredibly shortsighted.” 

“So Sam was telling me.” I tried to look serious, but I hadn’t yet shaken off the exhilaration 
of that flight. I glanced at my magchair sitting in the corner. How do they expect me to react, when I 
spend most of my time in that thing? 

I was born without the use of both of my legs—a paraplegic—and the only time I feel free is 
when piloting a ship. I was smiling again—couldn’t help it. Now I could add flying in a 
thermsuit to the list. 

Hamilton and Sam just didn’t get it. 
“You were supposed to signal us when you had the marmosets.” Sam calmed a bit while 

she paced, stepping over piles of clothes. “I could’ve been there in forty minutes to pick you 
up.” 

“I told you, Haon was there. I couldn’t wait.” 
“Did you actually see him?” Her brows scrunched up. 
“Well, no.” My cheeks grew hot. “I was a little distracted by the robots trying to kill me.” 
“Noah....” Sam shook her head. “You wouldn’t remember what he looks like, anyway. You 

were only what, five when you met him?” 
*** 

The Zarc family was the guest of honor on Mars, at a benefit for the Earth 3000 Foundation. 
I played hide and seek with another boy—What’s his name? Stevie?—when I ran right into a 
giant of a man. 

“What have we here?” he said, lifting my chin with his finger. “One of the Zarc children. 



You must be so proud of your papa. He’s an interplanetary hero—off to save the animals.” 
“Yes, sir,” I said. “My daddy’s going to let me have a pet ellerphlant.” 
He loomed over me. “Your daddy has no business messing with the natural order of the 

universe!” 
I shivered as his face nearly touched mine. After all these years, I could still smell his 

breath—like rotten meat. 
“The animals died out for a reason. The Earth was meant to be used for the good of 

mankind, not some zoo for ellerphlants!” 
His face burned so red I was sure he would hit me, so I smashed into his shins with my 

magchair and sped off. 
He’d left by the time I dragged Dad back, but he had to be Haon. I’d heard the stories about 

the man who’d dedicated his life to stopping the ARC project, and I’d built a picture of him in 
my head. This guy fit every detail. 

*** 
“So you have no proof it was Haon you saw?” Sam put her fists on her hips. 
“No,” I said. “But how do you explain the assassin-bots? Only Haon could have that 

technology in the twenty-first century.” 
“It doesn’t prove Haon was there. No one is allowed to travel through time except us.” 
“No one’s allowed. Doesn’t mean he didn’t do it anyway.” 
“He’d be risking life in prison if he did,” Hamilton said, “or worse. He could never return 

to Mars, or Venus—he’d be apprehended the moment he set foot on either planet.” 
Every human born on Venus or Mars had their DNA sequenced and stored in the 

Poligarchy’s computer system. Time travel left trace markers in their DNA, and regular 
searches would flag anyone who didn’t match their saved signature. I, along with the rest of my 
family, would set off all kinds of alarms if we weren’t designated as the only humans allowed 
to time travel. 

“Well, I know what I saw.” I glared at both of them. “And just because it doesn’t make 
sense doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” 

They glanced at each other. Hamilton shrugged, and Sam rolled her eyes. 
“Someday you’ll want me to believe you,” I said, “and I’m not going to. I know what I saw. 

He—” 
“Nothing we can do about it now.” Sam shook her head. “I don’t understand why you 

have to be so stupid.” 
“I’m not the one being stupid—” 
“You need to grow up, Noah.” She turned to leave. 
I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at her. Everything I did lately made her mad. 

Everything anybody did, for that matter. 
Sam whipped around at the door, her ponytail snapping behind her head. “Help Ham get 

the suit cleaned up. Then move your butt down to pod 3794. We have to get the habitat ready.” 
She glared at me once more, then stormed out. 

“Seems our sister’s none too happy.” Hamilton smiled slightly as he watched her leave. 
When she was out of earshot, he turned to me. “I can’t condone what you did, but....” He 
dropped his voice. “How’d the suit handle? Was it incredible?” 

I grinned. “You should’ve seen it when I hit the magthrusters and launched right in front of 
Haon.” 

Hamilton raised his eyebrows. “You really think it was Haon?” 
“I do.” 



A glimmer of excitement sparkled in my brother’s eyes. Haon was bent on destroying the 
ARC project, but some of what he said rang true for Hamilton—political stuff and the proper 
use of Earth. He and Dad got into huge fights about it. 

“Well, he scrambled the assassin bots quick enough,” I said. “I lost them with the second-
stage boosters.” I massaged my neck. “About snapped my head off when the rockets fired, 
though. You should’ve warned me about that.” 

“I told you not to use the thrusters at all.” Hamilton tried for a stern look but didn’t make 
it. “Nevertheless, I’m pleased. The suit exceeded even my best estimates.” He surveyed the 
room. “Were you able to retrieve the marmosets?” 

I pointed to my desk, cluttered with this morning’s homework. A Brief History of Time Travel 
by Nowell Clark was still displayed on my holopad’s screen. Inside a clear box were two tiny 
monkeys about twenty centimeters long, with their signature black-tufted ears. 

“I’m not sure they liked the ride up as much as I did. One of them grabbed onto my 
stomach for dear life.” I lifted my shirt and displayed dozens of red marks peppering my skin. 
“But I rescued them before Haon got there.” 

Hamilton lifted the box from the desk. “We’ll need to get down to the infirmary and give 
them their shots.” One of the monkeys screeched when my brother set the box back down. 

Of course Obadiah jumped off my bed and padded over. His nose twitched as he tried to 
figure out how to get on my desk for a closer look. The marmosets screeched again and started 
hopping around in their box. 

Hamilton laughed when Obadiah turned his pleading hound-dog eyes my way. “I don’t 
think they’re in the mood to play with your dog.” He looked at me for a minute. “Why don’t 
you take the marmosets down, then get something to eat. I’ll refurbish the thermsuit on my 
own. I’m quite certain I don’t want you anywhere near it ever again.” 

He headed for the door, then turned. “The thrusters about snapped your head off, did 
they?” He shook his head. “Why is it I spend all my time designing technological marvels that I 
never get to use?” 

*** 
I reached in and lifted one of the marmosets from the box, careful to avoid its sharp teeth. 
“Come on, little guy, I won’t hurt you.” I held the monkey up. “Umm, sorry... little girl.” I 

could feel her heart racing. “Just a small pinch and you can go back in the box.” 
I held her tight and placed her little rump against the injector. She flinched when the 

machine clicked. 
“See, that wasn’t so bad.” She glared at me. 
With one injection, the machine had given her all the vaccinations she needed, and inserted 

a small tracking device so we’d always be able to find her in the rainforest habitat. 
“Now for your boyfriend.” 
He didn’t take it much better. In fact, he laid a good bite on my arm, and it took a while to 

coax him back into the box afterward. 
When I was little, I’d take it personally when animals bit me, but the more time I spent with 

them, the more I realized how hard what we were doing was on them. These two little monkeys 
were running around the forests of Brazil with no clue their species would be wiped out in a 
couple hundred years. Suddenly I show up, throw a net over them, and haul them off to a room 
on the moon—a room with sterile white walls, the smell of ozone in the artificially produced air, 
the hum of instruments in the infirmary—enough to scare any creature out of its wits. 

Now I viewed my scars as badges of honor. Every bite meant another animal would live. 
Rescuing these creatures, even if they didn’t know they needed rescuing, had become my 



purpose. 
“Come on, you two. Let’s get you a little more comfortable.” I picked up the clear box and 

headed for the rainforest habitat—the one with none of the marmoset’s natural predators. 
“Living here does have its good points.” 

*** 
After seeing the monkeys safely to their new home, I headed to the mess hall. Usually my 

magchair felt like an extension of my body—a mere thought would command it where to move 
and how fast, thanks to the neuro-implant at the base of my skull. Not today; the chair stuttered 
and lumbered around the room as if mirroring my mood. 

Even after spending my entire life in the chair, there were days, like today, when it felt 
alien. Once I finished growing, doctors could fit me with my permanent neuro-prosthetic legs, 
but for now, the magchair would have to do. 

“PB&J please,” I said, and our chef-bot came to life in the corner. “Oh, and a glass of milk.” 
“As you wish, Master Noah.” It always cracked me up to hear the robot’s French accent. 

Whose idea was that, anyway? 
Le Chef 9000 swiveled and passed through swinging doors into the galley. 
I moved to the window overlooking the hydroponic gardens. Dozens of robots sped along 

the hanging plants, tending them and harvesting the fruits and vegetables that fed the hundreds 
of animals on board the ship. I could just hear Mom: “All this food and the only thing you eat is 
peanut butter and jelly.” 

Obadiah came up beside me and sat down, oblivious to the view. 
I reached down and scratched behind his ears. “If there’s food to be found, Obadiah’s 

around.” 
The ARC, or Animal Rescue Cruiser, sat docked in a crater on the far side of the moon in 

the year 2011, so far removed from where my family came from—nearly a thousand years in the 
future—but it was home. In fact, I really knew no other home, since I’d only visited Mars a 
couple of times and didn’t remember much, and I’d never been to Venus. My parents founded 
the ARC project before I was born—its mission: to rescue Earth’s animals from extinction. 

I hoped my parents were okay. Most of the time their missions only lasted a few seconds, at 
least from my perspective—thanks to the quirks of time-travel, even if they’d spent weeks 
wherever they went, they could just come back to the moment they left. 

But this time, something kept them. 
Sam and Hamilton said everything would be fine, but I could tell they didn’t believe their 

own words. The main reason I’d gone on my little thermsuit excursion was that I couldn’t bear 
to sit around wondering where Mom and Dad were for another second. Or in what century, for 
that matter. 

The robot returned with a tray. 
I took the plate with my sandwich and a cold glass of milk. “Thanks, LC.” 
“You are most welcome, Master Noah. Will there be anything else?” 
“This is all I need.” I gave the robot a weak smile. “Three PB&J’s a day keep the doctor 

away.” I scarfed down the sandwich, tossed the crust to Obadiah, and drank my milk. 
I’d stalled long enough. Time to help Sam with the habitat. 

*** 
Magspheres provided the fastest way to get around on a ship the size of a large city. The 

series of tubes that crisscrossed the decks allowed the spheres to travel at extremely high 
speeds, while keeping their passengers safe in gel-padded seats. It annoyed me having to climb 
out of my magchair into the seats, but otherwise I’d probably end up plastered against the wall, 



ceiling, or floor as the sphere screamed down the twisting tunnels. 
I held Obadiah firmly in my lap while we sped along toward deck thirty-seven. When the 

magsphere stopped, the hatch opened and Obadiah jumped down and ran out. I wriggled back 
into my chair and followed. Moments later, I sat in front of pod ninety-four, where a screen next 
to the door displayed “Arctic Habitat - Irish Deer.” Below, the word “Unoccupied” flashed in 
yellow lettering. 

I opened the hatch and was hit with the rich smells of fir and fallen leaves. It reminded me 
of hiking with my dad in the forests of northwest America. 

As massive as the ARC was, it remained a bit confining day after day, so as soon as I 
learned to handle the magchair on my own, Dad took me on excursions to Earth. Down on the 
planet’s richly varied surface with the sky spread out above me, I never felt more alive. Dad 
said that was the reason he became a scientist in the first place—listening to stories growing up 
about what Earth was like before the Cataclysm. 

Sometimes I wondered about the government’s edict that no human could live on Earth 
again. The Poligarchy had decreed that the planet must be saved for the animals we rescued 
from the past, yet it seemed wrong, somehow, to keep people from living on a world so 
perfectly suited for human life. Dad said it had to do with the guilt we felt for our role in the 
destruction of Earth. I wasn’t sure I felt responsible for something that happened hundreds of 
years ago, but I certainly agreed we should do what we could to bring the animals back. 
Besides, questioning the Poligarchy could have terrible repercussions, so Dad had said to just 
avoid the topic. 

I shook my head clear. People a lot smarter than me were working on the problems of the 
solar system. 

The temperature in the arctic habitat dipped near freezing, so I pulled a warm parka off a 
hook just outside the door. I entered the pod and surveyed the room, if it could be called that. 
Already it looked like a pristine, subalpine forestland—I could barely make out the bulkhead 
above, and all the trees and undergrowth blocked out most of the walls. 

An electric Jeep that Dad brought back from one of his excursions to the late twenty-first 
century sat next to the hatch. Obadiah ran in circles, excited to go for a ride. I moved to the 
driver-side door, opened it, and pulled myself from my chair into the seat. Leaving the 
magchair by the hatch, I slammed the door. Obadiah scampered through the window to the seat 
next to me. 

The Jeep, retrofitted with sensors for my neuro-implant, hummed to life as I pressed the 
power button and imagined putting my foot on the accelerator. Of course my lifeless legs didn’t 
move a muscle, but the Jeep lurched forward. It wasn’t made for a twelve-year-old driver, so I 
struggled to see over the dashboard—but hey, if I could pilot spaceships, surely a clunky old car 
would be a snap. 

I didn’t understand why Dad liked these beaters so much. I’d take a star-runner any day. 
Or a thermsuit. 

We bounced through the woods on a dirt road, little more than a game trail. Obadiah kept 
his eyes out for squirrels or chipmunks in the undergrowth, but this was a new habitat. Aside 
from Sam, Obadiah, and me, no living creatures occupied the forest around us. Of course, he 
didn’t know that, so his whole body shook with excitement as he dashed back and forth 
between the open windows. 

I laughed at him. “Life’s pretty great when you haven’t got a clue, Obadiah.” 
His big pink tongue flopped around as he looked at me. 
“What am I saying? You get all the food you want, and you sleep in a warm bed. The most 



you ever have to worry about is whether or not I’ll give you a crust off my PB&J. You’ve got it 
all figured out.” 

Satisfied he’d put me in my place, he licked my face and went back to looking out the 
window. Frozen potholes cracked and splashed as the Jeep trundled along. 

“Locate Sam.” The screen on the dashboard positioning system lit up, and after a few 
seconds, a small red dot appeared with little light rings pulsating around it. 

I whistled. “How’d she get so far already?” 
The Jeep rattled along for a quarter-hour. The heater didn’t work, and it came nowhere 

near the feeling of rocketing through space, but I was having fun. Finally, I spotted Sam 
climbing over a stone ridge. Dozens of robots surrounded her: planters, sculptors, and dozers—
my favorite. 

She swiped her gloved fingers over her wrist-comm, and the robots headed off down the 
trail. 

I brought the Jeep to a stop, looked around, then yelled out the window. “This is amazing!” 
She turned with a scowl on her face. 
“What?” 
“Don’t try to suck up to me now, Noah. What took you so long?” 
“Hey, a kid’s gotta eat.” 
“You can eat when Mom and Dad get home.” She looked around at the forest. “This place 

is a mess. Help me get it cleaned up.” 
“I think it looks great. Mom and Dad’ll love it.” I stayed seated in the Jeep. 
“Get out here and help me pick up these tools.” She bent to retrieve a shovel, then realized I 

wasn’t moving. “Don’t tell me you didn’t bring your chair.” 
Uh oh, here it comes. 
“I asked you to come down here and help! How are you going to do that if you can’t even 

get out of the car?” She stomped over and threw the shovel in the back of the Jeep. “Come on, 
Noah, use your brain.” 

“Don’t you think I know I can’t get out of the car?” I let my voice rise. “Don’t you think 
every day I wish I could just hop down and—” 

“Oh, don’t play the poor-helpless-cripple card.” She finished loading the rest of the tools. 
“You handle yourself just fine, and you knew perfectly well I needed your help. You just use 
your shriveled legs as an excuse.” 

I sat stunned. “I....” 
She was right; I did try to get sympathy for being in a magchair, but she had no idea what it 

was like—always relying on someone else or some piece of technology just to move. 
She saw the look on my face. “I’m sorry, Noah.” Her tone softened further as she looked 

around the habitat. “Do you think the deer will love it?” 
“Of course they’ll love it. It’s just like home, except no wolves or lions to eat them.” 
“Lions don’t live in the same environment as the Irish deer.” She smiled. “They’ll be safe 

here. Nothing, and no one, will harm them.” 
I couldn’t tell by her face what she was thinking. “Sam, you’re not really worried about 

Mom and Dad, are you?” 
“Of course not!” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Noah. I am a little 

worried, but they’ve been late before.” 
She climbed into the passenger seat. “You remember when they went after the blue 

whales? Dad said it would be a piece of cake and they’d be back before we had the habitat done. 
And if we didn’t hurry, he’d stick them in your bathtub.” 



I laughed. “They had to go back four times before they finally got Jada corralled in the 
ship’s hold.” 

“She was one stubborn whale,” Sam said. 
It still didn’t sit right with me. With the whales, my parents hadn’t actually been late 

coming home—they just had to keep going back. Still, knowing I wasn’t the only one who was 
worried made me feel a little better. 



 
CHAPTER 2 

 
The great blue whales swam along a transparent composite wall, oblivious to the tiny 

humans marveling at their grace. 
“I’m always surprised how small Jonah is,” I said. “Well, for a whale.” 
Sam laughed. Her mood had definitely lifted on the ride to the whales. It hadn’t taken 

much prodding to get her to come for a visit—this time, anyway. I never knew if she was going 
to bite my head off or give me a hug. Dad said it was a girl thing—whatever that meant. Far as I 
knew, seventeen-year-old females might as well be aliens. I’d never figure them out. 

“You think Jonah’s small?” she said. “I remember when Mom and Dad brought you home.” 
She looked at me with that look girls get when they see something cute—doe-eyed with goofy 
smiles. “You were the smallest baby I’d ever seen. Grandma and Grandpa were watching Ham 
and me on the ARC while Mom and Dad went to Mars, told me they’d be back with my new 
baby brother in just a few weeks.” 

Sam cocked her head sideways. “You know, now that I think of it, I don’t remember Mom 
even having a big belly. That must’ve been why you were so small—you came early.” She 
slugged me in the arm. “That’s the last time you were early for anything. 

“I remember Mom bringing you to my room.” Sam’s eyes had that far-off look again. “She 
let me take care of you. Ham and even Dad didn’t seem to want to have much to do with you at 
first. Maybe they thought you’d break easily, since your legs didn’t work.” She frowned and 
ruffled my hair. “I got to help give you baths, feed you, even change your diaper.” 

“Can we talk about something else?” I said. 
She laughed. “Sorry, I hadn’t thought about that in so long.” She looked back at the whales 

and smiled. “Jonah is getting so big.” 
I watched Jonah swim along with his mother. The baby whale was over six meters long. 

“How many whales do you think this habitat will hold?” 
Sam glanced away from the calf and his mother after they crested the surface to get some 

air. “Mom would have a better idea than me, but I think somewhere around ten. From what she 
says, our biggest problem with the whales is their food supply. We have to keep the krill 
reproducing at a faster rate than the whales eat it.” 

“I wonder where Abner is,” I said. 
“He can’t be far.” She pressed her face against the transparent wall and put her hands 

around her eyes. “Yup, there he is.” 
The giant whale appeared out of the gloom and joined mother and baby. 
I shook my head. “It boggles my mind sometimes, you know? All these animals, even the 

great blue whale, on one ship.” 
In my opinion, the ARC was humankind’s greatest achievement in the thirty-first century—

or any other century, for that matter. The fact that the ARC could be so large and still travel 
through time still amazed me. The ship had been my parents’ brainchild. Sometimes I wished I 
had their smarts, but then I’d think that would probably make me like Hamilton. 

No thank you. 
I glanced over at Sam. “Do you really think Mom and Dad are okay?” I couldn’t help 

myself—it was hard not to worry about them. 
“They’re fine.” She waved her arm, taking in the whales, the ship, everything. “All of this 

wouldn’t exist without them. A little thing like ten thousand years won’t stand between us.” 
She slugged me in the shoulder again. “Besides, they have to come back so I can tell them about 



your little adventure in the thermsuit. You’re so in trouble.” 
We stood and watched the whales a while longer. Abner, Jada, and Jonah swam so close to 

the glass that all I could see was whale—left and right, up and down. “How much longer is 
their migration?” 

The whales had been swimming for a couple of weeks, while the temperature in the tank 
was incrementally lowered toward the arctic levels of their feeding ground. 

“Just another two or three weeks, then we can really start pumping in the krill. Mom says 
whales—” 

“Sam, Noah, do you copy?” Hamilton’s voice came through our wrist-comms. 
“We hear you,” Sam said. “What’s up?” 
“Get up here right away. Moses is back.” 
Sam looked at me, her face filled with concern. “Moses shouldn’t be here.” She sprinted for 

the nearest magsphere. 
I launched after her. 
The ship’s interior screamed by in a blur as we sped toward the ARC Control Center. 
I glanced at Sam, who chewed on a strand of hair like she always did when anxious. We sat 

in silence while the magsphere negotiated tunnels over hundreds of decks. Both of us were 
thinking the same thing: if Moses was back without our parents, something was wrong. 

I held Obadiah tight in my lap. “It’s okay, boy,” I whispered, pressing my face against his 
furry ear. “They’re fine.” 

Even at full speed, it took nearly fifteen minutes to reach the Control Center. The door 
opened with a whoosh and Sam dashed in. Obadiah jumped down and waited for me to pull 
myself into my magchair. 

When we entered, Hamilton was watching an array of holoscreens on the wall. Three-
dimensional images sprang forward or receded when he moved his hand in front of them. A 
battered, dull-gray robot lay on a console to his left, toddler-sized but shaped like a small plane 
with smooth sloping wings. Barely discernible on the main body’s scorched sides were the 
letters M.O.S.E.S., an acronym for Mobile Oriented Spacetime Energy Signal. A flashing green 
light indicated it was linked with the ship’s on-board computer. The images on the screens were 
downloading from its memory banks. 

“What’s going on, Ham?” My sister moved to the screens and studied the image Hamilton 
waved to the foreground. “Why’s Moses here?” 

“I don’t know for sure.” He turned to a small toolbox and began pulling out various 
implements. “He only arrived twenty minutes ago. Something’s wrong with his memory 
crystal. He’s been through some kind of electrical shock and his system is damaged.” 

He laid another tool next to the robot. 
“Most of the data I’ve retrieved is what I expected. Mom and Dad entered Northern Europe 

in the DUV II, exactly when they wanted to—in 8512 B.C. They set up camp on a remote 
plateau, separated from any people groups, and began their indigenous species survey.” 

He turned and brought a three-dimensional image to the foreground. “Here’s the recording 
of their discovery of the Irish deer.” 

The image on the screen crackled and flickered before clearing up. A deer the size of a 
moose materialized on the floor between us. The buck, with antlers maybe two and a half 
meters across, lifted its head and sniffed the air. Obadiah cocked his head sideways and lifted 
his nose, trying to smell the deer. He backed up and pressed himself against my chair. 

I patted his head. “It’s okay—he won’t hurt you.” 
Mom’s voice filled the room. “We’ve found a bull—a magnificent example. We’re trying to 



tag him so we can track his movements over the next few days. Hopefully he’ll lead us to his 
herd, and we can find our candidates for transport.” She sounded out of breath, but her voice 
quivered with excitement. This was her element. 

Hamilton flicked the image back to the screen and turned toward the robot. “Moses was on 
auxiliary power when he returned. I’ve been downloading what I can from his memory while 
he recharges.” 

He opened a small panel on Moses’s side and flipped a switch. “He should be charged 
enough to let us know why he returned without Mom and Dad, assuming his speech processors 
haven’t been fried.” 

A dull hum filled the room as the robot rose off the console and spun vertically. The 
smooth nose cone split in half, and like a turtle coming out of its shell, an oblong humanoid 
head emerged. 

“Tr—apped,” Moses chirped. “Mis—sion com—promised.” 
Hamilton adjusted a few things in the open panel with a screwdriver. “Routing more 

power to his voice processor.” 
Two apertures on the robot’s face spiraled open. “Your moth—er and father... grave 

danger.” 
Hamilton continued turning screws and moving sliders. 
“Haon located your... parents. Haon is after the deer.” 
Sam’s eyes widened. “What do you mean he was there? That’s impossible!” 
“Now do you believe me?” I’d been right, not that it made me feel any better. 
“Not now, Noah. Moses, how did Haon find them?” 
The robot cocked his head sideways. “I don’t have enough information to suggest a 

hypothesis.” 
Hamilton stepped back. 
Moses continued, his voice processor fully functional. “All indications are it was Haon 

himself. He appeared the moment your parents attempted to snare a doe.” The robot turned 
toward the monitor bank. “Observe.” 

The nine screens went dark, then all of them lit up with a single scene. We moved back 
when a nearly life-sized image of our father, Noah Zarc, Sr., leapt from the screen to the middle 
of the room. Snow piled deep all around him and ice crystals hung in his beard and mustache. 
His brown eyes twinkled beneath bushy eyebrows. His face, just starting to show laugh lines 
around his mouth and eyes, beamed in anticipation. He hid behind a tree and motioned off to 
his left. 

“Hannah, bring her around to your right.” He turned his large frame sideways, obviously 
trying to hide behind the trunk, not too successfully—Dad had put on a few pounds over the 
past couple of years. “That’s right. Easy.” 

A female deer strolled into the scene. She seemed to step from the monitors to the control 
center floor. Dad held a photon-snare and pointed the shimmering energy coil toward the deer. 

“A little closer,” he whispered. 
The deer hesitantly moved a few more steps forward, her nose in the air, sniffing. Snow 

swirled around her. 
Dad got ready to spring with the snare— 
A loud pop filled the room! Obadiah yelped, and I stared in horror at the red spot on the 

doe’s flank. She turned to leap away, but barely took two steps before she stumbled and fell in 
the snow. 

Dad froze. From the whirling white flakes stepped a huge man wrapped in furs, his face 



hidden by a shaggy parka hood. In one hand he held a large rifle, an old twentieth-century 
model with a modern homing scope mounted on top. He walked to the floor in front of us and 
nudged the deer’s head with the toe of his boot. 

“Don’t move, Hannah,” Dad whispered. “He doesn’t know we’re here.” 
The man set his gun on the ground, then reached up a meaty hand and pulled back his 

hood. For a moment, I was surprised how much he looked like my dad—the same shape to his 
nose, the same dark eyes—but the dead deer at his feet made clear this man was nothing like 
my dad. He did, however, look like the man I remembered from years before back on Mars. 

“Haon,” said Dad. 
Moses turned from the monitor-bank. “There is a ninety-eight percent certainty the 

individual was Haon. All recognition signatures, excluding one anomaly in the DNA catalogue, 
match his known parameters. Furthermore, the....” 

Moses trailed off and cocked his head. 
“Furthermore, the....” Again he stopped. For a robot he was doing a pretty good job of 

looking confused. “There is something wrong with my memory banks. There was more 
information, but I am unable to retrieve it.” 

“You’ve suffered some kind of electrical interference,” Hamilton said. “Do you remember 
getting shocked?” 

Moses sat for a moment, the apertures of his eyes opening and closing. “Negative.” 
“What about Mom and Dad?” I looked back and forth between Moses and Hamilton. 

“Where are they?” 
Moses turned toward me. “They... they are trapped in the Ice Age with no way home.” 



 
CHAPTER 3 

 
The control room went silent. We watched Haon hoist the deer on his back and stagger off 

into whiteness. Suddenly the steel room around me seemed cold and lifeless. 
Obadiah knew something was wrong. He jumped onto my magchair, licked my face once, 

and curled up in a ball on my lap. 
“But I don’t understand,” Sam said. “What do you mean they’re trapped in the Ice Age? 

Why send you back? Why didn’t they just get another deer and come back themselves?” 
“That is what they planned,” Moses said. “Your mother returned to the ship to locate Haon 

using the onboard sensors, while your father....” The robot trailed off yet again. “There is 
another gap in my memory.” 

“Run a full diagnostic scan,” Hamilton said. 
“Acknowledged.” The robot turned back toward the screens. “While I am running the scan, 

you can view a recording your father left for you. I believe it is intact.” 
Dad’s image appeared before us—his hair wild and his eyes red. He sat on the snowy 

ground and looked directly at us. 
I shivered. 
“As Moses has probably told you, somehow Haon found us.” The vein on Dad’s temple 

pulsed. “He hijacked our ship....” The image flickered, and I could see the floor through Dad’s 
image. His lips continued moving, but no sound came out. 

“What’s he saying?” I looked at Moses, but he was still running his diagnostic scan. 
“...so I have no... where he....” The sound and the image stabilized. “I’ve decided to send 

Moses after them—if Haon hasn’t jumped yet, the robot should be able to follow.” 
He leaned forward until it seemed like his face was less than a meter from mine. “I know 

this comes as a great shock to you kids. I don’t know how Haon followed us. Perhaps I’ve been 
too careless.” He stopped again and took a deep breath, more distraught than I’d ever seen him. 
“We have to find him. Who knows what he...?” He shook his head. “Just get here as soon as you 
can.” 

Dad’s image flickered out, and the weight of ten thousand years fell between us. 
Hamilton spoke first. “Were you able to follow Haon?” 
We all looked at Moses. 
His eyes spiraled open. “Affirmative. Haon traveled to twelfth-century Europe, to a castle 

in the Scottish highlands.” 
I swiveled toward the door. “Let’s go, then!” 
Hamilton looked at Moses. “Do you have space-time coordinates for Mom and Dad’s 

location?” 
“Affirmative.” A small door on the robot’s chest opened. A tray slid out with two vials 

containing a dark red liquid. “I retrieved DNA samples from both time-streams. One is a 
sample of your father’s blood, the other from a squirrel I captured in Scotland.” 

Hamilton nodded. “So we can return to the exact time and place when you retrieved those 
samples.” 

I threw my hands up. “Why don’t we just go back before Haon got there? Then we can stop 
him from taking the DUV II! We still have the original coordinates Mom and Dad used to go 
after the deer.” 

“It can’t be done,” Hamilton said. “Research has shown time and time again that you can’t 
alter events of the past. Mom and Dad were stranded in the Ice Age. Haon did hijack their ship. 



There’s nothing we can do to stop that.” 
I glared at my brother. “Then what good is time traveling?” 
He looked ready to launch into one of his big long explanations but stopped himself. “Our 

biggest problem, at the moment, is that we don’t have a ship.” 
Sam spun around. “What do you mean we don’t have a ship? We’ve got loads down in the 

hangar!” 
Hamilton’s voice remained calm, of course. “What I should have said is we don’t have a 

ship equipped for the time jump. Since the unfortunate accident when we lost the DUV I over 
southern New Mexico”—I squirmed in my chair under his gaze—”we’ve been operating 
without a backup. Dad planned to move the DUV III to operational status before he made the 
next jump, but then Moses returned with the time-markers for the Irish deer. Dad was too 
excited to wait, so he and Mom agreed to do the final calibrations on the DUV III’s warp 
manifold after they returned.” 

“Then take another ship,” I said. 
“No other ship has a hull built to withstand the strain. Warping spacetime around most 

objects”—Hamilton snapped his fingers—”simply snuffs them out of existence. Only a ship 
built specifically to withstand the extreme forces can make the jump.” 

“But we’ve got ships much bigger than the DUV class. How come they can’t handle it?” I 
grew more irritated. We needed to rescue our parents, and he lectured us on the physics of time 
travel. 

“It’s not entirely about size. It’s more about shape. The DUV class is the only ship we have 
capable of sliding through the time-stream without causing too great a disturbance. It’s no 
coincidence that Moses and the DUV class ships have the same profile. The only other ship built 
to the appropriate specs is the ARC herself.” 

“How long would it take to get the DUV III operational?” Sam said. “I thought it was ready 
to go, except the calibration.” 

Moses said, “Your father was not prepared to trust the reliability of the DUV III’s warp 
manifold. Its jumps could be erratic.” 

“So we take the ARC,” I said. 
“We haven’t moved the ARC in years,” Sam said. “And last time, we had Mom and Dad 

with us.” 
“Nevertheless,” Hamilton said, “I think it’s our most logical choice.” 
“Fine,” Sam said. “We’ll take the ARC. We need to get moving! We’re running out of time.” 
Hamilton let out a big sigh. “Haven’t you been listening? We have all the time in the solar 

system. We could leave in ten years and still reach Mom and Dad at the moment Moses left 
them.” 

Sam’s face grew red and she spoke through clenched teeth. “We aren’t going to take ten 
years!” 

“Of course not.” Hamilton backed away. “How long do you think it’ll take to prepare the 
ARC?” 

“Shouldn’t be more than a couple of days.” She looked at me, her brows knitted together. 
“As long as we all do our part.” 

Hamilton nodded. “I’ll work with Moses to process the DNA samples and establish 
coordinates.” 

“Fine.” Sam turned toward the door. “Noah, you and I need to get the animals secure and 
the ship ready to leave the surface of the moon. I don’t care what Hamilton says—we need to 
hurry.” 



*** 
Sam and I worked all day getting the ARC ready to go. It was hard to focus—I had to go 

over the simplest stuff again and again to get it right. That night, too tired even to get 
undressed, I just collapsed into bed. No matter how tired, though, or how much I tossed and 
turned, I couldn’t get comfortable. Sam and Hamilton seemed to be able to keep it together, to 
brush off what was on all our minds—but not me. 

I thought of a morning when I was seven or eight, Mom seated at her desk looking through 
a microscope while I played with some constructo-cubes on the floor. I loved to play in her 
lab—all the equipment, the whirring of machines—but I really just loved being around her, 
talking to her. 

*** 
“Mom, do you think I’ll ever be like everyone else?” 
She looked up from her work. “Of course not, Noah. You’re—” 
“Special.” I glared at her. “Maybe I don’t want to be special.” 
She got down on the floor and wrapped me in her arms. “Everyone enters this world with 

some kind of handicap. Whether it’s the place they live, the family they’re born into or the 
weakness of their legs, no one has a perfect life.” 

She didn’t sugarcoat the truth. 
“What makes each of us special is how we deal with our circumstances.” She brushed my 

hair out of my face with her hand. “I probably don’t tell you often enough how proud I am of 
you. You handle yourself better than I ever could.” 

I looked into her eyes. There were no tears, just a firm conviction that she would never let 
me go. 

*** 
Now she was gone. 
Being with Dad was never that easy—he was just harder to talk to, and we weren’t really 

close—but he loved me. How could I go on without either of them? 
I woke the next morning with sheets crumpled in my fists. Enough self-pity. No matter what 

Hamilton said, we need to get moving and find Mom and Dad now. I dressed super-fast and went 
looking for Sam. 

*** 
The biggest problem with moving the ship from the moon’s surface was gravity; not the 

gravity holding the ship down—the ARC could easily break free of the moon’s pull—but the 
lack of gravity in space. Even in one-sixth gravity on the moon, the animals could live 
comfortably. It took getting used to, but they adapted remarkably fast. Once we left the moon’s 
surface, though, there would be no gravity at all to hold them down. 

Of course, Dad and the engineers back home thought through that problem when they 
designed the ARC. Each habitat, or pod, was constructed on its own gimbal, which meant it was 
a totally self-contained sphere or cylinder that could be spun independently of the ship, 
generating its own virtual gravity. In addition, during acceleration, all the habitats would 
simply pivot so that down was toward the back of the ship. Depending upon acceleration, this 
was a better imitation of true gravity. 

I didn’t understand how it all worked, but I loved the ride. In space, when we weren’t 
accelerating, only the pods had gravity. It was a blast floating around the ship in zero-G—no 
need for magchairs or thermsuits. I was free as a bird. 

Over the next two days, Sam and I worked together to get all the gimbals unlocked, so we 
could test every habitat. When there were problems with a pod, we would go down and check 



it manually. Most released remotely, as they should, but it was no small task to get the rest in 
order. 

On the morning of the second day, Sam and I worked to release the dire wolf habitat. 
Something had dropped between the outer hatch and the pod’s exterior plate, causing it to jam. 

“How long do you think Mom and Dad can last?” I said. 
Sam shook her head. “Remember what Ham said? We have time on our side. The DNA 

sample Moses retrieved will allow us to pinpoint exactly when and where Mom and Dad are in 
spacetime. So even though for us it’s been two days, for them it’ll only be a few hours at most 
before we show up. Make sense?” 

“I guess so. It’s just hard to get your mind around it.” I thought for a minute. “I still don’t 
get what DNA has to do with anything.” 

Sam stopped cranking the ratchet she was using. “Well, I’m no expert, but the way Ham 
explained it to me was that the earth is constantly bombarded with cosmic rays—radiation that 
travels millions if not billions of miles through space from every direction. That radiation leaves 
markers in the DNA—signatures that, when analyzed, can give the location in spacetime for 
when and where that organism lived. Our DNA is keeping a record of everywhere we’ve ever 
been, and everywhen.” 

“Ah, now it’s perfectly clear.” I laughed. 
Sam laughed too. “Yeah, just thinking about it gives me a headache.” 
“And you and Hamilton are the smart ones. Imagine what it’s like for me to try and wrap 

my mind around it.” 
“I’m sure you do just fine. You only pretend to be slow while you’re pulling the wool over 

Ham’s eyes or mine with some scheme.” She smiled and got back to work on the hatch. 
“You know he hates it when you call him Ham, don’t you? He says he’s no side of pork.” 
She laughed again. “Why do you think I do it?” 

*** 
By mid-afternoon two days after Moses’ return, we had the ARC ready to go. Hamilton 

wanted to wait one hour more for daylight to cover the near side of the earth—less chance of 
being spotted. During the twenty-first century, thousands of telescopes were pointed toward 
the night sky. We would try to keep the moon between Earth and us for as long as possible. Our 
parents always stressed that the most important rule of time travel was not letting yourself be 
seen. 

We strapped ourselves into our seats in the ARC Control Center. I always got excited right 
before a lift-off. So did my stomach, but it would calm down as soon as the engines roared to 
life. 

Sam sat in Dad’s chair between Hamilton and me. She was in charge, with a long checklist 
displayed on the monitor connected to a swivel arm on her seat. Even Mom and Dad didn’t 
know everything it took to get the ARC off the ground. 

Sam tapped her finger on the screen. “Pods ready for departure, Noah?” 
I scrolled down the long row of numbers on my monitor. All had a steady green light. 
“Pods are go.” 
“Power and pressure systems?” 
“Power is nominal. Pressure is holding at a steady one atm.” 
“Ham, do you have a lock on the time-stream for Dad?” 
An image on the screen showed a pulsing beam of light connecting a long line of round 

Earths, like a string of blue pearls moving off into the darkness of space. 
“Northern Europe, 8512 B.C., requiring three hundred and twenty-six jumps.” Hamilton 



looked at Sam. “Warp-processors powered and ready.” 
“Disengage the docking clamps,” Sam said. The screens switched to an external view of the 

ARC. Cameras, mounted on several sides of the crater we called home, showed the ship from 
every angle. “Take us out of here.” 

The tiniest shudder rocked us as the main thrusters fired. 
Sam turned to me, then Hamilton, and gave us a thumbs-up. “Let’s go get Mom and Dad.” 
On screen, our giant ship erupted in flames along its bottom edge. Normally, ships used 

maglifters to launch, creating a magnetic field polar opposite the field of the planet or moon, 
but the ARC was so big it needed conventional rockets to help get it off the ground. The ship, 
shaped somewhat like an enormous snub-winged manta ray, with deck after deck flickering in 
blue light, slowly rose from the moon’s surface. From the outside, with no frame of reference, 
the ARC didn’t look as big as it really was—at more than sixteen kilometers long and eight 
kilometers wingtip to wingtip, larger than most twenty-first-century cities on the planet below 
us. 

Thrusters fired as soon as the ship cleared the rim of the crater, tilting the nose of the ARC 
upward. 

The shipboard computer’s mechanical voice filled the room. “Brace for main engine 
ignition. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Ignition.” 

An enormous ball of fire exploded from the rear of the ship, and the holoscreens flickered 
out for a second. The craft shook and rumbled all around us. The vibration rattled my bones. It 
had been a long time since we last moved the ARC, and I’d forgotten how much force it took to 
get her going. I knew better, but the ship felt as if it would fall apart around us. Poor Obadiah 
was probably a scared, shivering ball of fur in his crate back in my room. 

The screens changed to show the stars above us. The round, cratered horizon of the moon 
was just visible along the bottom edge. For several long minutes the acceleration was so great I 
could barely lift my arms. 

“Reaching moon orbital altitude in ten seconds,” Hamilton said. He peered at his own 
monitor closely. 

“Five seconds.” 
I switched my monitor to the rear view. The moon’s surface fell away at an astonishing 

rate. 
“We’ve reached moon orbital altitude.” 
My body grew light and my stomach lurched as gravity changed to zero-G. A smile crept 

across my face. I couldn’t wait to fly around the corridors of the ship. 
Sam let out a sigh of relief. “How long until we make the first jump?” 
Hamilton overlaid the main screens with the same “string of Earths” image. Over the first 

globe a timer counted down. 
“Three minutes and fourteen seconds. Powering the warp manifold now.” 
I monitored the pods. Peeking in on several species told me none suffered much from the 

acceleration. Most lay down as if they were sleeping. But gradually, when the rate of 
acceleration decreased and apparent gravity returned to the level they were used to, the animals 
started to move about again. 

“How long will the jumps last?” I said. 
“Moses estimated two hours, thirty-seven minutes,” Hamilton said. “Preparing for the first 

jump.” 
The timer ticked down from thirty seconds. The stars shimmered through a purple haze 

that bent the light. 



Twenty seconds. 
Stars rippled while blue-green electrical energy crackled around the ship. 
Ten seconds. 
A loud hum filled the room. Stars melted and blurred together in a fiery conflagration of 

energy. One moment we rocketed toward space, the next moment a view of Earth filled the 
screens. 

The ARC skimmed over the continent of Africa toward the darkness of space. Within 
minutes, the earth disappeared behind us. The next image of Earth in line on the display now 
had a countdown of fourteen minutes, seven seconds until jump. 

Hamilton had tried to explain, several times, how the whole time travel thing worked, but I 
still couldn’t get it. Somehow, while the ARC traveled through space, it created a dense field 
around itself, which warped the fabric of space and time. Hamilton said all we needed to do to 
travel back in time was aim toward a point in space where the earth used to be, or any other 
landmark, then warp present space so it touched past space. Then we could slide through a hole 
between them. 

At one point when I was feeling totally lost, Hamilton took an old handkerchief and a 
needle and thread and tried to explain it again. 

*** 
“This handkerchief represents spacetime.” He drew a dot near one edge. “This is the 

present location of Earth.” He drew a dot on the other edge. “This is a past location. In order for 
us to travel back to the past, we need to bring these two edges closer together.” He folded the 
handkerchief so the two dots touched. 

“The energy needed increases exponentially for the amount of spacetime warped. So we 
usually hop through time in shorter jumps.” He drew several dots between the two. Then he 
took the needle and thread and pushed it through each dot. 

“Once we know when we want to go to and where a specific point in space will be, such as 
the earth at any given time, we can jump from Earth to Earth to Earth all the way back, as far as 
we want.” He pulled the thread tight and brought all the dots together. “Make sense?” 

“Yeah, I think so. Earth’s a big booger in the handkerchief of time.” 
“I give up!” He stormed out of the room. 

*** 
My brother pored over his monitor. 
Maybe I’ll have to quit giving him such a hard time. I laughed out loud, saw the way he and 

Sam looked up at me, and reconsidered. 
Purple and green pulses enveloped the ARC, and we jumped again. Once more Earth 

appeared below us. At first I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was different, but the planet 
would keep changing the farther back in time we went. It would become wilder, less 
developed—and that’s what was different. Earth this time was greener. 

We jumped like this for more than two hours—until our final jump. For several minutes 
after it, the ship fired reverse thrusters and slowed while Hamilton scanned over some charts 
on his screen. 

“What’s wrong?” I said. 
“Earth isn’t where it’s supposed to be.” 
“What?” Sam unbuckled and moved to the window. “Where is it?” 
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” Hamilton snapped the image to the main screen. 

Several planets appeared, as well as a flashing light he pointed at, labeled ARC. 
“We’re here.” He pointed at another image. “And Earth is here.” 



Sam studied the screen. “I can see that.” 
It didn’t really look all that far to me. 
“Computer, please calculate distance to Earth,” he said. 
“Two point eight three million kilometers.” 
“Not as bad as I thought.” Hamilton scratched his chin. “But it still doesn’t make any sense. 

We should have entered this spacetime just outside the orbit of the moon.” He ran through 
more screens, checking and rechecking his numbers. 

“Well, there’s not much we can do about it now,” Sam said. “Let’s get moving. Noah?” 
“I’m on it.” I brought my monitor back and punched up the coordinates for Earth. 
“Computer, take us in.” 
It took three more hours to get to Earth, but somehow it felt much longer. We passed the 

moon and zeroed in on the blue planet. Finally, the ship’s computer prepared to enter Earth’s 
orbit. 

I exhaled loudly. We’d made it. 
“Engage the light-deflecting shields,” Sam said. “No sense panicking the locals by letting 

sun reflect off our hull.” She tilted her head toward me and smiled. “Check on the pods again, 
then meet me in Hangar Bay One. I want to get down there as soon as we can. Hopefully Mom 
and Dad have kept themselves warm.” 

---END OF SNEAK PREVIEW--- 
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WIND CATC HER: 
Lies. Betrayal. Destiny. A choice that changes everything. 
My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I am special. I see visions and hear voices, and I have 

no idea what they mean. 
When someone murders medicine men in my sleepy Arizona town, I can’t help but worry 

my crazy grandfather is involved. He’s a medicine man and more than a just a little eccentric. 
He likes to tell me stories about the Great Wind Spirit and Coyote, but none of it makes any 
sense. I thought I knew the truth, but in order to clear his name I dive into his alien world and 
uncover an ancient secret society formed over two hundred years ago to keep me safe—me! 
And I can’t help but to start to wonder whether there’s some truth to those old stories my 
grandfather has been telling me. 

I just want to be an average sixteen-year-old girl, but apparently I’ve never been average. 
Could never be average. I didn’t know it before, but I’m a Chosen, and those voices I’ve been 
hearing... well, they’re not just “voices.” I’ve started to develop abilities, but they might not be 



enough. A powerful entity called a Seeker is hunting me and he’s close—really close. 
I thought I knew the answers but truth is, I don’t. Betrayed by those I love, I must choose to 

run or risk everything in order to fulfill my destiny. I hope I make the right choice. Don’t you? 
~~~ 

BRINK OF DAWN: 
The second book in the Chosen series picks up where the multiple-award-winning Wind 

Catcher left off, but it can also be read as a stand-alone novel. 
~~~ 
They walk among us as if they’re gods. 
Only we know what they are. 
Only we know to fear them. 
And only we can defeat them. 
~~~ 
My name is Juliet Wildfire Stone, and I barely escaped my sleepy Arizona town alive. A 

Seeker almost murdered me. Lucky for me, I killed him first. I thought that was my test—that 
was my destiny—but it seems as though fate isn’t done with me yet. 

I’m a Chosen, a human-alien hybrid. There are three others like me, each with different 
abilities. I have to find them, and all I have to go on is a weird symbol, and a location—New 
York City. Hopefully my best friend Troy and I can figure out the rest once we get there. 

An alien race is plotting to enslave the world, and only the Chosen can stop them. We’ll 
have to kill their leader before he kills us. We’ll all be tested, our flaws exposed. Each one of us 
will learn what, or who, we really care about, and we’ll have to decide whether to fulfill our 
destiny... or run. 

Those helping us have told me I’m the Alpha and only I can lead the others, but how can I 
trust these people I’ve never met? I don’t know much about my powers or my potential, buy I 
do know one thing—I’ll do anything to stop these aliens. I will not give up. Even if I die trying. 

~~~ 
SCORCHED SOULS: 
Fate and destiny clash in the explosive, heart-pounding conclusion to the award-winning 

Chosen series. 
~~~ 
Survival is not enough: alliances will be formed; loyalties tested; a choice made. 
~~~ 
Juliet Wildfire Stone is not just a Chosen, she’s the Alpha. The fate of Earth may well rest in 

her hands, but when she meets the Prime Elector at last, the mortal enemy at the center of her 
new destiny, he proves not to be what she expected. 

Plunged into a conflict between two ancient foes, one that threatens to rip Earth apart, Juliet 
must navigate her new path, form unlikely alliances, and solve ancient mysteries. She needs to 
set aside her fears, make the tough choices set before her, and become the Alpha Chosen once 
and for all. 

The cost to Juliet does not matter; too much depends on her. She cannot allow Earth to be 
cast into a darkness from which it might never escape. 

Yet she cannot do it alone. Will the other Chosen follow her? Or will the people of Earth be 
enslaved for all time? 
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When her 19-year-old son Jack miraculously recovers from a serious head trauma, Maggie 
is sure her luck has changed. But when she’s abducted by a shadow from her past - a phantom 
with dangerous sapphire eyes - it’s up to Jack and his younger brother Tom to unravel the 
mystery and save their mom from a deadly psychological battle. 

The brothers seek help from their colorful great aunt, who exposes them to a world of 
nefarious family secrets, explosive government conspiracies, and a series of horrific murders. 
Together they must navigate a dark underworld full of political subterfuge and class warfare. 

Yet as they search for their mother, Jack changes—he’s raked by skull splitting headaches 
and weird visions. How exactly did he recover from his coma, and how does this tie into the 
psychopath who’s abducted their mother? 

Will Jack and Tom save Maggie before Cooper reaches his shatter point? Does Jack have 
enough time left? 
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