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About the Book

In a world that exists in the shadow of our own, the conflict
between the Brethren and the Travellers reaches its devastating
climax. ..

Struggling to protect the legacy of his Traveller father, Gabriel faces
troubling questions and relentless threats from enemies old and
new.

His brother Michael, now firmly allied with the sinister Brethren,
pursues his ambition to wrest power from their leader, whatever it
takes.

And Maya, the Harlequin warrior pledged to protect Gabriel at all
costs, is forced to make a choice that will change her life forever . . .



Contents

About the Book
Title Page
Author’s Note

Prelude
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22



Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45

About the Author
Also by John Twelve Hawks
Copyright



The Golden City

John Twelve Hawks



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Seven years ago, I had a vision that evolved into The Traveler, the
first book of the Fourth Realm Trilogy.

Looking back, I realize that a lifetime of thoughts and experiences
were expressed within this fiction. Both the story and its characters
couldn’t be held within one country or even a particular reality.

The Golden City is the final book of the trilogy, and it seems as if
I’'m leaving a familiar place. I'm sad to be moving on, but I feel that
I have explored every part of the landscape.

Some people have enjoyed reading the books for entertainment,
but others have been inspired to start Web sites and groups that are
beginning to resist the various manifestations of the Vast Machine. I
will continue to support these efforts in any way possible.

This third novel is dedicated to my readers. It’s been a privilege to
communicate with you. I hope that you and those you love are
surrounded by Light.

—John Twelve Hawks



PRELUDE

ALTHOUGH IT WAS clear that no other car was traveling down
Sycamore Lane, Susan Howard switched on her turn signal and
glanced in the rearview mirror before pulling into the driveway.
Susan lived in a two-bedroom cottage with rosebushes bordering the
front walkway. There was a birch tree in the back and a detached
garage that resembled a cowshed, covered with ivy.

The garage was filled with storage boxes and old furniture from
her mother’s house. Whenever Susan arrived home she felt a brief
moment of guilt. I really should clear everything out, she thought. Sell
Mommy’s couch and the dining room chairs or just give them away.
Because of the furniture, she had to keep her car in the driveway.
Whenever it snowed, she spent twenty minutes warming up the car
and chipping the ice off the windshield.

But now it was spring, and the only thing she noticed when she
got out of her car was the sound of cicadas and the smell of wet
grass. Susan gazed up at the night sky, looking for the Big Dipper.
Usually it pleased her that she lived far enough from New York City
to see the constellations, but tonight her eyes focused on the dark,
cold spaces between the stars. They were watching her. She could
feel it. Someone was watching her.

“Stop it,” she said out loud. And the calm tone of her own voice
made her feel better.

Susan pulled a handful of bills and catalogues out of the mailbox,
then unlocked the front door. She heard a familiar yip-yip! and a
cocker spaniel raced out of the kitchen, his nails clicking on the
linoleum. It was wonderful to be greeted by a friend when you came
home, and Charlie really was her little friend. But the dog was
mischievous, too—especially if Susan was late. She walked through



the cottage and made sure that there hadn’t been an accident before
she gave Charlie a treat and let him out into the backyard.

Up until a few months ago, she had followed the same routine:
she would let the dog out, pour herself a glass of Chablis, and then
turn on her computer to answer her e-mail. But she rarely used that
computer anymore, and drinking alcohol made her feel sloppy and
unaware. They were watching her. She was sure they were watching
her. And now she had broken the rules and done something very
dangerous.

SUSAN WAS A computer programmer working for the Evergreen
Foundation Research Center in Westchester County. She was
involved in creating the software interface for the new quantum
computer and had been part of the small group in the observation
gallery when Michael Corrigan had left his body for another world.
The Crossover Project was top secret, but Susan’s team had been
told that their work involved national security and the war on
terror.

Maybe that was true, but it was still strange to spend part of your
workday staring down at a man lying on a table with wires attached
to his brain. For several hours, it had been difficult to detect Mr.
Corrigan’s pulse. Then suddenly he opened his eyes, got off the
table, and shuffled out of the room.

A few weeks later every Foundation employee was called into the
administration building and told about a new program called Norm-
All. The slogan for the program was “A good friend cares about
you.” The cheerful young woman from Human Resources explained
that Norm-All would automatically monitor their physical and
mental health. There was a permission form (which everyone
signed), and then her research team went back to work.

Susan was the only one who took the program’s informational
brochure. She studied it during lunch. Norm-All was something
called a “personal parameter program.” Thousands of people
working for the U.S. Defense Department had been monitored for



five years, and this had established the benchmarks for acceptable
behavior. Each person was given a number—a sort of equation—
that gradually changed as the computer gained more data about
their particular lifestyle. If the number went beyond a certain
parameter of normalcy, then the employee was more likely to have
mental and physical problems.

A few days later infrared cameras appeared in all the buildings.
The cameras automatically scanned everyone’s body and recorded
blood pressure, heart rate, and body temperature. There were
rumors that phone calls at the Foundation Research Center were
evaluated by a computer program that measured the stress level in
your voice and the use of various “trigger” words.

Most of the monitoring was unobtrusive. Norm-All could track the
movement of your car and evaluate the purchases you made with
your bank card. Susan wondered how much weight was given to
certain negative actions; your personal equation would certainly be
damaged by an arrest for drunken driving, but how much did the
number change when you checked out a “negative” book from the
public library?

There were rumors that two people were fired because of
unacceptable Norm-All equations, and several part-timers were not
given full-time jobs. Within a month, her research team stopped
talking about anything controversial. The three acceptable topics of
conversation were shopping, sports, and TV shows. One Friday they
all went to a bar to celebrate a colleague’s birthday; when they
ordered a third round of drinks, a programmer joked, “Well, this is
going to screw up our Norm-All equations!”

Everyone laughed, but there was no discussion about it. They just
resumed their conversation about the new models of hybrid cars,
and that was it.

Susan had spent her life working with computers and knew how
easy it was to trace IP numbers on the Internet. In March, she
stopped using her home computer, bought a used laptop at a swap
meet, and began to access the wireless connection at a local café.
Susan felt like an alcoholic or a drug addict—someone with a
shameful problem she couldn’t control. When she left work and



drove to the café, she felt as if she were entering a bad part of town
with broken streetlights and abandoned buildings. In obscure chat
rooms, people who called themselves Free Runners made allegations
about the Evergreen Foundation. Apparently the Foundation was the
public face of a secret organization called the Tabula that wanted to
destroy freedom. This plan was opposed by an alliance that called
itself the Resistance.

At first, Susan did nothing but read the various discussion threads.
But three days earlier, she had taken the first step and begun to chat
with a few Free Runners based in Poland.

I work for the Evergreen Foundation, she typed. We are about to start
testing a new version of a quantum computer.

Where are you? a person asked.

Are you in danger? asked another. Can we help you?

Susan switched off her notebook computer and immediately left
the café. On the way home, she obeyed the speed limit and waited a
few extra seconds when the stoplight turned green.

SHE PLACED A frozen dinner in the microwave oven and stepped out
into the backyard to find Charlie. The dog had disappeared and she
could see that the door to the garage was half open. That was
unusual. On two occasions, the gardener had forgotten to lock up,
but he didn’t come on Wednesdays. Cautious, she stood in the
doorway, found the switch, and flicked it on. Nothing happened.
And then she heard the dog whimpering in the darkness.

“Charlie?”

A man stepped from the shadows and grabbed her arms. She
fought back, kicking and screaming. Suddenly a light came on and
she saw a second man standing on a kitchen chair. Someone had
loosened the lightbulb and now the man was screwing it back into
the fixture. Susan stopped fighting and gazed up at the person
holding her arms. It was Robert—no, everyone called him Rob—a
big man in his thirties who worked as a guard in the administration
building.



“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Don’t kick me,” Rob told her. He looked like a little boy with
hurt feelings.

The man standing on the chair had a military haircut and slender
body. When he stepped down and approached her, she saw his face.
It was Nathan Boone—head of security for the Evergreen
Foundation.

“Don’t worry, Susan.” Boone had a calm, measured voice. “Your
dog hasn’t been hurt. But we do need to talk to you.”

Rob guided her over to the center of the garage and made her sit
down on the chair. Charlie had been leashed and tied to a support
column. The dog watched as Rob knelt down and placed plastic
restraints around Susan’s ankles and wrists.

Boone took a biscuit out of his nylon jacket and fed it to Charlie.
The dog wagged his tail and waited for more. “Dogs are like
humans,” Boone said. “They value small rewards and clear lines of
authority.”

He untied the leash and offered it to Rob. “Take the dog outside
while I talk to Susan.”

“Yes, sir.”

Boone’s shadow touched her and then glided away as he paced
around the garage. “Do you know who I am?”

“Of course, Mr. Boone.”

“And you know why we’re here.”

“No, 7

“That was not a question, Susan. We’re here because you were
disloyal and because you tried to contact our enemies.”

“Yes,” Susan whispered. It felt like the only true thing she had
ever said in her life.

“Good. Thank you. That saves a lot of time.” Boone glanced to the
right when Rob returned to the garage.

“For the most part, our employees have accepted our system, but
a few people have ignored their commitments and chosen to be
disloyal. I want to understand this phenomenon, Susan. I really do.
I’'ve studied your Norm-All data closely and found nothing unusual
in your profile. Your personal equation was well within the



parameter of acceptable behavior. So what compelled you to violate
the rules and engage in such perversity? You have deliberately
turned away from a system that protects what is good and right.”

Silence. The plastic restraints were so tight that Susan’s ankles
were beginning to hurt.

“I'm just—just stubborn. That’s all.”

“Stubborn?” Boone shook his head as if that wasn’t an adequate
answer.

“Yes, I've always had a core inside me that’s very independent. I
want to make my own decisions without people watching me.”

“We’re watching you for your own good and the good of society.”

“People always say things like that when they’re about to do
something really selfish and bad.”

“You violated our rules, Susan. Your own actions have caused the
appropriate punishment.”

Boone reached up and grabbed a rope that had been tied to the
rafters. He dropped a loop around her neck and tightened it.

“A lonely woman gives into her depression,” Boone murmured
and motioned to Rob. It felt as if the big man were embracing her
like a lover as he picked Susan up and made her stand on the chair.

I can’t die now, she thought. It’s not fair. She had all these thoughts
that would never be expressed, all these dreams that would never
march off into the world. “There’s a movement called the
Resistance,” she said. “People are waking up and seeing what’s
going on.”

Rob glanced over his shoulder and Boone nodded slightly. Yes. He
knew all about the Resistance.

“We’re going to fight you and we’re not going to back down!
Because people want the freedom to choose their own—"

Rob kicked away the chair and Susan swung back and forth. Her
feet were a few inches above the floor. Boone stood beside her like a
concerned friend, checking the noose and the rope. When he was
sure that everything was secure he cut off the restraints with a knife,
picked up the bright yellow fragments, and followed Rob out the
door.



She was still alive, grabbing at the rope as it cut into her
windpipe. And then thoughts flooded through her brain in one final
wave of consciousness. Her mother lying in the hospital bed. A
Valentine box in grade school. The sunset on a beach in Jamaica.
And where was Charlie? Who would take care of Charlie? Was she
already dead? Or had she finally been set free?

No one was watching her anymore.



EARLY IN THE evening, a North Sea storm swept through the German
countryside and drenched Berlin. Raindrops rattled on the glass
panes of the greenhouse and the orangery in Babelsberg Park. The
willow trees around the lake swayed back and forth like underwater
plants while a flock of ducks huddled together on their little island.
In the streets around Potsdamer Platz, the traffic was slow and
halting, the cream-colored taxicabs honking at one another in the
clogged intersections while delivery trucks grumbled like large
shambling creatures.

Windshields were streaked with water and it was difficult to see
the faces of the drivers. The sidewalks in the Mitte district were
empty, and it seemed as if much of Berlin’s population had
disappeared. But the surveillance cameras remained like mute
guardians of the city. They tracked a young woman holding a
newspaper over her head as she darted from an office doorway to a
waiting car. They followed a restaurant deliveryman as he pedaled a
bicycle up the street, a life revealed in a series of grainy black-and-
white images: a desperate face with wet hair plastered to the
forehead, legs moving frantically while a cheap plastic poncho
flapped in the wind.

On Friedrichstrasse, a license-plate scanner mounted on a building
photographed a black Mercedes stopped at a traffic light. The plate
number was recorded and automatically checked against a central
database as Michael Corrigan and Mrs. Brewster sat in the backseat
and waited for the light to turn green. Mrs. Brewster had taken a
tube of lipstick out of her purse and was studying her face in a
compact mirror. This was behavior quite out of character for the
current head of the Brethren’s executive board; unless there was a
party or some other kind of special event, Mrs. Brewster paid



minimal attention to her personal appearance. She was a tweed-and-
practical-shoes sort of woman, whose only gesture to vanity was the
artificial color of her chestnut-brown hair.

“God, I look tired,” she announced. “It’s going to take an effort to
get through dinner with Hazelton and his friends.”

“If you want, I'll do all the talking.”

“That would be wonderful, Michael. But it’s not necessary. There’s
been a change of plans.”

With exaggerated decisiveness, Mrs. Brewster snapped the mirror
shut and dropped it into her purse, then slipped on a pair of
sunglasses. The dark glasses covered her eyes and upper cheekbones
like a half mask.

“Terry Dawson just sent me an e-mail from the research center in
New York,” she said. “They’ve finished building the new version of
the quantum computer, and Dawson has been testing the system. I
want you to be there tomorrow afternoon when the computer
becomes fully operational.”

“Perhaps they could postpone everything for a few days so I could
attend the executive board meeting.”

“The Crossover Project is a good deal more important than any
meeting. The original version of this computer put us in contact
with an advanced civilization that began to supply us with technical
data. Dr. Dawson wants you to be there if the civilization contacts
us again.”

The Mercedes turned another corner. Michael stared at Mrs.
Brewster for a few seconds, but the sunglasses and the dim light
made it difficult to know what she was thinking. Was she telling
him the truth, or was this just a strategy to separate him from the
rest of the Brethren? Her mouth and neck showed some tension, but
there was nothing unusual about that.

“I think it would be easier if we interviewed Dawson with a video
conference camera,” Michael said.

“I want a full assessment of the project, and you can only do that
if you're at the laboratory. Your clothes are packed and waiting at
the hotel. A chartered jet is fueling at Schonefeld Airport.”

“We’ve been meeting people for the last three days. . .”



“Yes. I know. Everything is rather frantic. But the quantum
computer has always been our top priority. After the first computer
was destroyed, we shut down the genetic research program so that
we could increase Dawson’s funding. Kennard Nash was convinced
that this other civilization was eager to send us technological
miracles. Before we spend more money, we need to see if this new
machine actually works.”

Nash’s name ended the conversation. Both Michael and Mrs.
Brewster had watched Nathan Boone kill the head of the Brethren as
he ate lunch on Dark Island. It felt as if Nash were still with them,
sitting in the front seat and frowning like a father displeased with
his children’s activities.

The car stopped in front of the Hotel Adlon, and Mrs. Brewster
said something in German to the driver. Moments later, Michael’s
luggage was carried from the hotel and loaded into the trunk.

“Thanks so much for doing this, Michael. I can’t rely on anyone
else.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll handle it. Get some rest.”

Mrs. Brewster gave him one of her more gracious smiles. Then she
slipped out of the backseat and hurried into the hotel.

As the car pulled away from the curb, Michael used his handheld
computer to access the security system at Wellspring Manor—the
country estate in southern England controlled by the Evergreen
Foundation. Moving the cursor, he clicked through surveillance
videos of the front door, the service entrance, and, yes, there it was:
a black-and-white image of his father’s body lying on a medical
table. Matthew Corrigan looked like a dead man, but sensors
attached to his body detected a sporadic heartbeat.

The Traveler turned his eyes away from the small screen and
gazed out the window. Still there but not there, he thought. An empty
shell.

THE CHARTERED JET stopped in Maine for refueling and customs
inspection, and then continued to the Westchester County Airport,



located in the suburbs north of New York City. A town car was
parked on the tarmac and a member of the security staff stood
beside it like an honor guard. Then it was Yes, Mr. Corrigan. Hope
you had a pleasant flight, Mr. Corrigan, and the car carried him down
a two-lane country road. They glided past stone walls that had once
surrounded apple orchards and dairy cows. These days, the land was
too expensive for farming, and the area was dotted with corporate
headquarters and the renovated farmhouses owned by investment
bankers.

The Evergreen Foundation’s research center was at the end of a
long gravel driveway. Flower beds and pine trees were a pleasant
distraction from the high wall that kept out the rest of the world.
The compound was dominated by four glass-and-steel buildings that
housed the foundation library, genetic laboratory, administrative
center, and computer research facility. At the center of this
quadrangle was the neurological cybernetics building where
Michael had once been attached to the sensors of the quantum
computer.

Michael turned on his handheld computer and checked his daily
schedule. This was one activity that truly gave him pleasure. Every
morning he was sent a schedule that told him what he was going to
do in fifteen-minute segments; the activities and the tight schedule
confirmed that he was an important member of a powerful
organization. When he looked back on his past life in Los Angeles,
there were always hours and sometimes days when nothing was
going on. The empty time made it difficult not to feel weak and
pathetic.

Now that Michael was a Traveler, the schedule helped him stay
focused on the reality in front of him. If he thought about it—really
thought about it—the other realms made the human world appear
false or unreal. But that was a road straight to craziness. His
schedule showed that all his actions had order and meaning. Even
ordinary activities like “lunch” or “sleep” were on the list. His
occasional encounters with prostitutes were placed in the category
of “entertainment.”



“Now what?” Michael asked the driver. “The schedule doesn’t say
where I'm supposed to meet Dr. Dawson.”

The driver looked confused. “I'm sorry, Mr. Corrigan. But no one
gave me any instructions.”

Michael got out of the car and walked up a sloping flagstone path
to the administration center. He still had a Protective Link chip
implanted beneath the skin on the back of his right hand. As he
approached the building, it sensed his arrival, verified his identity,
and confirmed that he had passed through the main gate. The glass
door glided open, and he entered the lobby.

There was no need for a security guard or a receptionist; the
lobby scanners tracked his passage across the room. But when
Michael reached the elevators—nothing happened. Feeling like an
unwelcome guest, he waved his hand at the elevator doors. The
lobby seemed very empty and quiet at that moment, and he
wondered what to do.

Michael heard a sharp click and turned as Nathan Boone emerged
from the side door. The head of security for the Evergreen
Foundation wore a black business suit without a necktie. Boone had
fastened the top button of his white shirt, and this small detail gave
him a severe appearance.

“Good morning, Mr. Corrigan. Welcome back to the research
center.”

“Why can’t I enter the elevator?”

“We had a personnel problem a few days ago, and I restricted
access to the offices. I'll reauthorize your chip this afternoon, but
right now you need to meet with Dr. Dawson.”

They left the lobby together and walked across the compound.
“What kind of problem?” Michael asked.

Boone raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“You mentioned a problem with the staff. As a representative of
the executive board I need to know what’s going on at this facility.”

“An employee named Susan Howard ended her life. She had
problems with depression and contacted the so-called Resistance
using an Internet chat room. We thought it best to change our
security codes.”



Did he kill her? Michael wondered. It bothered him that Boone
could destroy someone without board authorization, but before he
could ask any more questions, they entered the computer building
and Terry Dawson hurried out to greet them. The scientist was an
older man with white hair and a broad, fleshy face. He seemed
nervous about showing the computer to Michael.

“Good morning, Mr. Corrigan. We met several months ago when
General Nash gave you a tour of the research center.”

“Yes. I remember.”

“Nash’s sudden death was a real shock to all of us. He was the
principal force pushing for the quantum computer.”

“The board has decided to rename your building the Kennard
Nash Computer Center,” Michael said. “If the General were still
alive, he would also want to see some results. There have been too
many delays in this project.”

“Of course, Mr. Corrigan. I share your concern.” A door opened
automatically and Dawson led them down a hallway. “I do need to
mention something before we enter the laboratory. Our research
team is divided into two groups with different security clearances.
The technicians and support staff have blue-level access. A much
smaller core group, with red-level access, knows about the messages
we’ve received from our friends.”

“How do you know they’re friends?” Michael asked.

“That was General Nash’s view. He believed that the messages
came from an advanced civilization in one of the different realms.
Anyone who gives us such wuseful technical data should be
considered friendly.”

The three men entered a control room filled with computer
monitors and equipment panels that glowed with red and green
lights. A window looked out on a much larger room where a woman
wearing a hijab and two younger men in lab coats were testing the
quantum computer. The computer itself was visually unimpressive,
a stainless-steel box about the size of an upright piano. Large
electrical cables were attached to the base of this box, and smaller
cables were attached to the side.



“Is this the quantum computer?” Michael asked. “It looks very
different from what I remember.”

“It’s a whole new approach,” Dawson explained. “The old version
used electrons floating in super-cooled helium. This new computer
uses an oscillating electric field to control the spin-up or spin-down
direction of individual electrons. The electrons serve as qubits—the
quantum bits—of our machine.”

“So the technology is different, but it works the same way?”

“Yes. It’s the same principle. An ordinary computer—no matter
how powerful it is—stores and processes information with bits that
exist in either of two states: one or zero. But a qubit can be a one, a
zero, or a superposition of both values at the same time, allowing
for an infinite number of states. This means our machine can
calculate difficult problems a great deal faster than any computer
currently in operation.”

Michael stepped closer to the computer, but he kept his hands
away from the cables. “And how does this lead to messages from
another civilization?”

“Quantum theory tells us that electrons can be multiple places at
the same time. This is the reason why the atoms in a molecule don’t
shatter when they bump into each other. The electrons act as both
particle and wave—they form a sort of cloud that binds atoms
together. Right now, our qubit electrons exist here, inside this
machine, but they also ‘go away’ for a very brief moment.”

“They can’t just disappear,” Michael said. “They have to go
somewhere.”

“We have reason to believe that the electrons enter a parallel
world and then, when observed, return to our particular reality. It’s
clear that our distant friends have designed a much more
sophisticated quantum computer. They capture the particles,
rearrange them into messages, and send them back to us. The
electrons shuttle back and forth between worlds so quickly that we
only detect the result—not the motion itself.”

One of the young men rapped his knuckles on the window.
Dawson nodded and switched on an intercom.



“We’ve done the system check three times,” the technician said.
“Everything is ready to go.”

“Good. We’re going to start up now. Dr. Assad, would you please
come into the control room.”

Dawson switched off the intercom as the young woman with the
headscarf entered the control room. She had a round face and very
dark eyebrows. “I’d like you to meet Dr. Assad. She was born in
Syria, but has spent most of her life here in the States. With Mr.
Boone’s permission, she’s been given a red-level security access.”

Dr. Assad smiled shyly and avoided looking into Michael’s eyes.
“It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Corrigan.”

Everyone sat down and Dr. Dawson starting typing commands.
Boone was the last person to find a chair, but he never relaxed. He
was either watching the people in the room or studying the
computer screen.

For the first hour, they followed an established protocol. Michael
heard an electrical humming noise that started and paused and
started again. Sometimes it was so loud the observation window
began to vibrate. As different levels of the computer were tested, Dr.
Assad spoke with a calm voice.

“The first ten qubits are operative. Now activating group two.”

The computer woke up and became aware of its power. Dawson
explained that the machine was able to learn from its mistakes and
approach complex problems from different angles. During the
second hour, Dr. Assad asked the computer to use Shor’s algorithm
—a sequence of instructions that broke large numbers into smaller
divisors. During the third hour, the machine began to examine the
symmetries of something called an E8, a geometric solid that had
fifty-seven dimensions. After five hours had passed, Dr. Assad’s
monitor screen went blank for a few seconds, and then the
calculations continued without further pause.

“What just happened?” Michael asked.

The two scientists glanced at each other. “It’s what we saw last
time,” Dawson said. “At a certain point, the computer begins
sending substantial amounts of particles off to another realm.”

“So it’s like radio signals sent off into space?”



“Not exactly,” Dawson said. “It takes light-years for radio and
television signals to reach another galaxy. Our computer’s electrons
are going to a place that’s not so distant—a parallel level of reality.”

Around the sixth hour, one of the technicians was sent out to get
dinner. Everyone was munching on chips and sandwiches when the
monitor screen flashed several times. Dr. Assad put down her mug
of coffee and Dawson scooted his office chair over to her
workstation.

“It’s coming,” he said.

“What are you talking about?” Michael asked.

“The messages from our friends. This is what happened before.”

A dark wall of plus symbols flashed onto the screen. Then spaces
appeared between them like holes in a wall. A few minutes later, the
computer began creating geometric patterns. The first ones were flat
like paper snowflakes, but then they gained dimension and
symmetry. Balls, cylinders, and cones floated across the screen as if
they were being pushed by underwater currents.

“There!” Dawson shouted. “Right there! See it?” And everyone
stared at the first number—a three.

More numbers appeared. Groups of them. Michael thought they
were random, but Dr. Assad whispered, “This happened before.
They’re special numbers. All prime.”

The monitor screen showed equations using different symbols,
and then the equations vanished and shapes returned to the screen.
Michael thought the shapes looked like balloons, but then they
became living things: fat, globular cells that divided in two,
reproducing themselves.

Then—Iletters. At least, Dawson said they were letters. At first,
they were geometric scribbles and scrawls that looked like graffiti
scratched on a window. Then these symbols become solid and more
familiar.

“That’s Hebrew,” Dr. Assad whispered. “That’s Arabic .
definitely. Chinese . . . I think. I'm not sure.”

Even Boone looked enchanted. “I see an A and a T,” he said. “And
that one looks like a G.”



The letters arranged themselves in lines. Were they in code or just
random groups? Then spaces appeared between the letters, forming
three-letter, five-letter, and twelve-letter segments. Was that a word?
Michael asked himself. Do I see words? And then words appeared in
different languages.

“That’s the word read in French,” Dr. Assad said with a flat voice.
“And that’s the word see in Polish. I spent a month in Warsaw when
I was—"

“Keep translating,” Michael said.

“Blue. Soft. In German. Those new words look Coptic. English
now. Infinity. Confusion . ..”

The words joined one another, forming phrases that sounded like
surrealistic poetry. Dog take the star road. The random knife with
whiskers.

By the eighth hour, messages were being sent in several
languages, but Michael focused on nine words written in English.

come to us

come to us

COME TO US



WHEN SHE HAD finished her geometry problems, Alice Chen slid off the
bench, grabbed a scone from the bread box, and pushed open the
cooking hut’s heavy door. It was cold and windy on Skellig
Columba, but Alice left her quilted jacket open. Her black braids
swung back and forth as she hurried up the pathway that connected
the three terraces on the northern edge of the island. Two rainwater
catch basins and a garden with parsnips and cabbage were on the
final terrace, and then the pathway disappeared and she was
striding across rocky ground dotted with sorrel and sow thistle.

Alice scrambled up a boulder, kicking off bits of black lichen as if
they were ashes from an ancient fire. When she reached the top, she
turned slowly around and surveyed the island like a guard who had
just climbed up a watchtower. Alice was twelve years old—a small,
serious girl who had once practiced the cello and built forts in the
desert with her friends. Now she was living on an isolated island
with four nuns who thought they were taking care of her—not
realizing that the opposite was true. When Alice was alone, she
could assume her new identity: the Warrior Princess of Skellig
Columba, Guardian of the Poor Claires.

She could smell peat smoke coming from the cooking hut and the
rotting odor of the seaweed hauled up from the shore and used to
fertilize the garden. The cold wind coming off the water touched the
collar of her jacket and made her eyes water. Directly below her
were the chapel and the four convent huts, each one resembling a
stone beehive with slit windows and recessed doors. Looking out at
the ocean, she could see the whitecaps on the waves and a dark line
on the horizon that marked the circumference of her world.

The Poor Claires cooked special treats for Alice, mended her torn
clothes, and poured pots of hot water into a galvanized wash-tub so



that she could enjoy a once-a-week bath. Sister Maura made her
read Shakespeare plays and Irish poetry, and Sister Ruth, the eldest
nun, guided her through a Victorian-era textbook of Euclidian
geometry. Alice slept with the nuns in the dormitory hut. There was
always an oil lamp burning in the room; when Alice woke up in the
middle of the night, she could see the nuns’ heads lying in the
centers of their goose-down pillows.

She knew that these gentle, devout women cared about her—
perhaps they even loved her—but they couldn’t protect her from the
dangers of the world. A few months earlier, Tabula mercenaries had
landed on the island in a helicopter. While Alice and the nuns hid in
a cave, the men broke down the door of the storage hut and killed
Vicki Fraser. Vicki was a very kind person, and it was painful to
think about her death.

Alice believed that everything would have been different if Maya
had been on the island. The Harlequin would have used her sword
and knives and shotgun to destroy all the men on the helicopter. If
Maya had been living at New Harmony when the Tabula arrived,
she would have protected Alice’s mother and the rest of the people
living there. Alice knew that everyone at New Harmony was dead,
but they were still with her. Sometimes, she was doing something
completely ordinary—tying her shoes or mashing her potatoes with
a fork—and then she saw her mother getting dressed or heard her
friend Brian Bates playing his trumpet.

Alice jumped off the boulder, turned away from the convent, and
headed west across the rocky ground. The island had been formed
when two mountain peaks pushed their way out of the water, and
the bluish-gray limestone was riddled with caves and sink-holes.
During her months on Skellig Columba, she had stacked up columns
of rocks; some were signposts for her different pathways around the
island, while others were false clues that might lead a careless
invader off the edge of a cliff.

Her storage spot was a badger-sized hollow hidden inside a patch
of weeds. She kept a rusty butcher knife that she had found in the
storage hut and a paring knife stolen from the convent kitchen
wrapped in a sheet of plastic. Alice thrust the butcher knife beneath



her belt, wearing it like a short sword, and strapped the paring knife
to her forearm with two large rubber bands. There were no trees on
the island, but she had found a walking stick down by the landing
dock, and she used it as a tool to probe mysterious places. Now that
she was armed, she tried to walk like a Harlequin—calm but alert,
never fearful and uncertain.

After hiking for about twenty minutes, she reached the western
end of the island. The constant attack of the waves had cut away
chunks of limestone, and the cliff looked like five gray fingers
reaching into the cold water. Alice walked to the largest of the
fingers and stood near the edge. It was a six-foot jump over a
crevasse to the next section of cliff. If she slipped and fell, it was a
long drop down to the jagged rocks that received the surge of each
new wave.

The gap between the two sections of cliff was wide enough to
make the jump difficult, but not impossible. She had already
imagined what it would feel like if she didn’t reach the other side.
Her arms would flap wildly like a bird that had just been shot. She
would have just enough time to hear the waves and see the rocks
before the darkness reached out and claimed her.

A flock of shearwaters circled overhead, calling to one another
with wavering cries that made her feel lonely. If she looked toward
the center of the island, she could see the cairn that marked Vicki’s
grave. Hollis Wilson had dug a hole and piled up stones like a
madman. He had refused to speak, and the only sound came from
the blade of his shovel as he jabbed it into the rocky ground.

Alice turned and stared out at the empty horizon. She could walk
away, returning to the warmth of the cooking hut, but then she
would never know if she was as brave as Maya. Alice placed her
walking stick near a clump of grass and adjusted the two knives so
that they wouldn’t shift around when she moved quickly. She stood
at the far edge of the cliff and realized that she had only about ten
feet of running space before she had to leap across the gap.

Do it, she told herself. You can’t hesitate. Clenching her fists, she
took a deep breath, and then dashed forward. As she approached
the edge, she stopped suddenly. Her left foot kicked a white pebble



into the gap; it bounced off the walls and disappeared into the
shadows below.

“Coward,” she whispered as she backed away from the edge. “You
are a coward.” Feeling small and weak and twelve years old, she
gazed out at the seabirds riding the air currents up to the heavens.

When she took a few steps back to level ground, she saw a black
shape come over the ridge. It was Sister Maura, red cheeked and
breathing hard. The wind grabbed at her veil and the sleeves of her
dress.

“Alice!” the nun shouted. “I'm not pleased with you. Not pleased
at all. You didn’t finish diagramming your sentences and Sister Ruth
said you didn’t peel the carrots. Back to the hut. No dawdling. You
know the rule—no play until work is done.”

Alice took a few more steps back and concentrated on a patch of
red lichen on the other side of the gap. There must have been
something in the way she held her body that told Sister Maura what
was going to happen.

“Stop!” the nun screamed. “You’ll kill yourself! You’ll—”

But the rest of the words were absorbed by the wind as the
Warrior Princess ran toward the edge.

And jumped.



HOLLIS WILSON CARRIED his new weapon in a guitar case stuffed with
wadded-up newspaper. A few weeks ago, he had asked Winston
Abosa to supply him with a bolt-action rifle capable of hitting a
target at least a hundred yards away. Winston owned a drum shop
in Camden Market and he used his contacts there to purchase a
stolen Lee-Enfield. The original Lee-Enfield rifle was used in World
War I; this No. 4 Mark T with a telescopic sight had been developed
in the 1930s. After Hollis had fired the rifle, he planned to leave it
on the rooftop and walk away.

London police officers usually noticed Hollis when he strolled
down the sidewalk or sat in an underground train. Even when he
wore a business suit and necktie, there was something in the way he
carried himself that seemed a bit too confident—almost defiant. The
guitar case was the perfect camouflage. When Hollis encountered a
police officer near the entrance of the Camden Town Tube station,
the young woman glanced at him for only a second and then turned
away. He was a musician—that’s all—a black man in a shabby
overcoat who was going to play on a street corner.

The rifle shifted inside the case as he passed through the turnstile.
For Hollis, the London Underground always felt less intense than the
New York City subway. The cars were smaller, almost cozy, and the
train made a soft whooshing sound when it entered the station.

Hollis took the Northern Line to Embankment and then switched
over to the Circle Line. He got off at Temple, walked along the river
for a few minutes, then climbed up the stairs to New Bridge Street.
It was about eight o’clock in the evening; most of the suburban
commuters had already left their jobs and hurried home to the
warm light of their televisions. As usual, the drones were still
working—sweeping the street, painting women’s toenails, delivering



take-out food. Their faces showed hunger and exhaustion, a grinding
desire to lie down and sleep. A billboard hanging on the side of a
building showed a young blond woman looking ecstatic as she
spooned a new kind of custard out of a carton. HAPPY TODAY? asked
the billboard, and Hollis smiled to himself. Not happy, he thought.
But I might get some satisfaction.

DURING THE LAST few months, his life had been transformed. He had
left New York, traveled to western Ireland, and buried Vicki Fraser
on Skellig Columba. A week after that, he was in Berlin, scooping up
Mother Blessing and carrying her out of the Tabula’s underground
computer center as alarm bells rang and smoke flowed up the
stairwells. Before the police arrived, he had just enough time to
walk two blocks and hide the body of the dead Harlequin behind a
dumpster. Then he stripped off his bloodstained jacket and went to
find the car they had left near the dance hall on Auguststrasse.

It took him several hours to get back to the body and dump it into
the trunk of the Mercedes-Benz. The Berlin police had blocked off
the area around the computer center and he saw the flashing lights
of fire engines and ambulances. Eventually, a reporter would show
up and receive the official story: MADMAN KILLS SIX—POLICE SEARCH FOR
VENGEFUL EMPLOYEE.

Hollis was out of Berlin before sunrise and stopped at a motorway
service center near Magdeburg. At a little shop in the area, he
bought a road map, a fleece blanket, and a camper’s shovel. Sitting
in the service center’s restaurant, he drank black coffee and ate
bread with jam while the waitress kept yawning. He wanted to fall
asleep in the back of the car, but he had to get out of Germany. The
Tabula search engines were gliding through the Internet, comparing
his photograph to the images picked up by the surveillance cameras.
He needed to get rid of the car and find someplace that was off the
grid.

But the burial was his first objective. Hollis followed the map to a
place called Steinhuder Meer, a nature park northwest of Hanover.



A descriptive plaque in four languages showed a pathway that led to
Dead Moor, a low, boggy area of heather and brown grass. It was a
weekday, not quite noon, and there were only a few cars in the area.
Hollis drove down a dirt road a few kilometers, wrapped Mother
Blessing in the blanket, and carried her across the moor to a cluster
of bushes and dwarf willow trees.

When she was alive, Mother Blessing had radiated a constant rage
that people sensed the moment they encountered her. Lying on her
side in the shallow grave, the Irish Harlequin appeared smaller than
he remembered, less powerful. Her face was covered with the
blanket, and Hollis didn’t want to look at her eyes. When he
shoveled in the wet dirt, he could see two small white hands still
clenched into fists.

Hollis abandoned the car near the Dutch border, took the ferry to
Harwich and then a train to London. When he reached the
apartment hidden behind Winston Abosa’s drum shop, he found
Linden, the French Harlequin, sitting at the kitchen table, reading a
stolen bank manual about money transfers.

“The Traveler has returned.”

“Gabriel? He’s back? What happened?”

“He was captured in the First Realm.” Linden pulled the cork from
a half-filled bottle of Burgundy and poured some wine into a glass.
“Maya rescued him, but she could not return to this world.”

“What are you talking about? Is she okay?”

“Maya is not a Traveler. An ordinary person can only cross over
through one of the few access points around the world. The Ancients
knew where they were. Now most of them are lost.”

“So what happened to her?”

“No one knows. Simon Lumbroso is still at the Mary of Zion
church in Ethiopia.”

Hollis nodded. “That’s where she crossed over.”

“C’est correct. Six days have passed, but Maya has not reappeared
in the sanctuary.”

“Is there a plan to save her?”

“All we can do is wait.” Linden took a sip of wine. “I got your e-
mail about what happened in Berlin. Did you leave Mother



