
        
            
                
            
        

    
	C H A P T E R   O N E

	

	T H E   R I T U A L

	 

	The day’s remaining light seeped through fingertips of an outreached hand. It glared on a tanned face in an infinite barrage of warmth—and the hand, marred with the color of ink, was only a shadowy blot in the light. Eos Bellator sat with his legs hanging off a crumbling rooftop and stared at the sunset in a trance. From his perspective, the sun was almost within his grasp, yet it slipped through his hand and dipped below the horizon.

	“What’re you still doing up here, Eos? It’s almost dark,” asked a cool voice through the desert air. Eos’s sister sat beside him and kicked her legs off the edge of the roof cheerfully.

	A moment passed before the words set into Eos’ daydreaming mind and were comprehended. “Maxima, are you happy here?” He finally asked.

	“This again? Eos, I’ve told—”

	“Yes this again; I’m serious.” 

	Maxima put her hands together and pulled them into her chest. “I have you and Glenn, work to keep me busy, and no one’s scared of us out here. I don’t really have a right to complain, do I?”

	Eos looked to Maxima. Behind her, a small falcon glided across his vision. It beat its wings and flew on. 

	“But are you really happy?” He urged her, gesturing to the horizon. The light glossed his eyes in a passionate orange tone and the wind pulled the loose sleeves of his shirt as if he was being possessed to move.

	Maxima sat with her arms still held close to her body and her shoulders rotated inwards. She shook her head knowing Eos meant every word. “You’re getting restless again. We have each other and we’re lucky they haven’t separated us.” She pulled the top of a desert scarf from around her neck and tucked her chin under it, holding it between her lips. The cool fabric hid a scar where her lip had once been split. It was a raised white line that separated her lower lip into two distinctly colored sections and slashed her top lip with a thin streak.

	Eos continued to watch the falcon move further away; onward to what he expected was an exciting new place where it was free to roam as it pleased. He put a finger to his left cheekbone and touched a small scar of his own. The scar began near his temple and fell down his cheekbone an inch. It ended in an outward curve that faintly resembled a dagger.

	Eos looked to Maxima and then the falcon that was approaching freedom at the edge of the horizon. “There are places I’d like to go. Things that I want to know… and discover,” Eos decided. “I want to know who our parents were! I want to know why we can do things no one else can, and it bothers me to no end not knowing why. It should bother you just as much.”

	 He held up his right arm. It was covered in black—like the ink of a tattoo. It darkened his entire hand and crawled up his forearm in wild crashing waves that branched from one another. This strange mark had always been with him and, on occasion, it caused a wild urge to reach for answers beyond his grasp. Eos knew his sister wanted answers just as much as he did, but neither of them had the means to find what they wanted.

	His voice fell to a strained hush. “I want to know why I have this.” Eos put his strange right arm back down to lean on.

	Maxima turned away and pushed the thoughts out of her mind. The ideas were temptations they didn’t need. “You think I don’t want to know too? But we can’t…we…” Maxima began but shut her eyes and closed off the world. She did it just to convince herself of what had to be done.

	Eos carried on, “The answers aren’t here, Maxima. They’re getting further away the longer we wait.”

	“We have a lot more work to do than usual. I think we should start.”

	“That’s the last thing I want to do.” Eos chucked a chipped piece of stone off the roof.

	Maxima frowned in a way that always swayed Eos when he was being stubborn. “We have to. You said you’d try to get ahead with me tonight. You said.”

	Eos took a slow breath. The chill of the wind took him away from the heat and the sand. “Yeah. Just give me a minute.” He said softly remembering he was the older sibling.

	Maxima knew how to motivate her brother, “You’ve been getting better every day. Let’s see how much we can get done tonight and tomorrow we can go explore the south dunes together.”

	Eos couldn’t keep the corners of his mouth from curling up.

	The empty sensation that had seized him, like he had lost something, subsided. “All right, let’s do it. I’ll survive one more night of work and if I push myself to the limit, maybe we could get the whole week off.” Eos got to his feet, but his words were only caught by long flowing black hair, already disappearing inside the complex.

	It was a large industrial building, resembling an old United States manufacturing plant. It stood tall and proud— far removed from civilization; expanded by many levels on the western wing for Eos and Maxima’s permanent assignment.

	Eos followed Maxima inside the aged building. With a clanking racket of feet thumping metal, he descended the industrial stairs. Reaching the bottom, he saw that Glenn had already checked out for the night. Their guardian was unprepared when he took the siblings on and his way of adapting over the years had been imperfect. He lay peacefully snoring on the couch with empty bottles of whisky on the floor around him. This was his usual state after returning from a night out with his friend, Shaun Dunn.

	On the small kitchenette stove aromas of carrots, potatoes, and rarely acquired beef bathed in gravy diffused through the air until they reached Eos. He sniffed and closed his eyes while imagining the tastes even though he knew they were only rehydrated military supplies. He considered sitting at the dinner table, but Maxima summoned him. Her voice traveled down a long corridor and so he went. 

	Eos entered the complex’s main room. The door slammed shut behind him, causing an echo that bolted throughout the ten-story room like rolling thunder. 

	In front of him towered a monster of a machine that spanned the entire height of the room and descended for a good depth more. It was a spiral of metal; a beast ever twisted. It was a perfectly deformed creature. This was the world’s savior and it gave menacing hope in a deafening whisper.

	“Are you ready Eos?”

	“Ready,” he mused at the challenge of the extraordinary amount of work they were about to undertake, “Let’s get started.” He clenched his fists determinedly.

	Eos slid a leg back into a firm stance and swirled his hands around an imaginary pocket of air. He started slowly, but his intensity increased. Drips of sweat fell from his brow and his hands continued molding some invisible sphere until static filled the air. 

	Faster and faster… eventually the motion reached a climax with a mighty crackling that resulted in a crimson ball of bright energy forming in his hands and he bent it to his will.

	Eos mentally prepared himself for the rest of the job as he toyed with the strong churning light; tossing it from hand to hand and making the vibrant sphere grow in size. He was already beginning to feel a tinge of strain, but his job had just begun! He would see no rest through the entire night.

	When he could contain the energy no more, he released it into the machine with a familiar thrust. The red energy disappeared between the spaces of the spiraling metal shell. The thing creaked and moaned, resisting what it was meant to do.

	On the other side, the energy came out, and Maxima caught it with a grunt. She too toyed with it and eventually injected her own sapphire energy. The energies did not mix; they were marbled in spiraling layers. 

	She pushed forward more hesitantly, though with a great deal more grace than her brother, and released the energy back through the machine. This time it was more than double the size it had been and the intense red was now marbled with blue. 

	Eos had taught himself to control the energy, or program it to some degree with his will. Under normal circumstances the two colors would have exploded violently, but as the wielder of the energy, he reigned in the aggressive nature with proper focus. He had shown Maxima his method, but that was many years ago when they were children. Her prowess rivaled his now.

	The large metal column was soon engulfed in two separate energies that acted as one. It was passed back and forth through the machine, growing in size and power each time. During each pass, it tugged at the twisting structure until a tremendous mechanical groan began. 

	The great machine was set in motion.

	The contraption rotated quickly. A plasma-like sheet of energy encompassed the metal’s surface and was moving with speed and elegance; back and forth like the ebb and flow of the moon manipulating the ocean. The nightly ceremony continued until there was a wave of red and blue that circled around the spiraling metal that seemed to give it life.

	Their exhaustion grew, but so did their determination.  This was the ceremony that consumed Eos and Maxima’s life since they had been able to bend energy to their will… since they had been able to stand… since they had arrived on Earth.

	 

	∞            ∞            ∞

	 

	Glenn awoke to an overwhelming noise coming through the walls. He got up off the bed and felt a ringing through his skull. He stumbled across the room, through the minefield of previously enjoyed bottles, and stroked his beard stubble groggily.

	“I would have had a few less drinks last night if I would’ve known those two brats were going to give me this headache,” he mumbled to himself as he looked over at the dinner table across the room that was still lit by a dim overhead light.

	“Oh, and I see it’s too much trouble to actually eat the food I slaved to make for them,” he rattled on to himself, “The greatest engineer on the continent has been reduced to babysitting and maintenance.”

	He looked over at the small analog clock on his bed side table. It read 2 A.M. Glenn complained about the time as he went down the hallway to check on Eos and Maxima and the tremendous grinding sounds that were causing him such pain. 

	Two thick strands of his strawberry blonde hair refused to stay slicked back with the rest and he brushed them out of his weathered hazel eyes. He pushed open the door. Oh yes, he thought, another great wonder provided by the North American Sector government. The room’s sound-proofing abilities left much to be desired. Though, he knew he was still better off in the military controlled North American Sector than in the Asian and European controlled Sectors.

	As he moved through the doorway, he shouted into the vortex of noise. “Eos, what are you doing? It’s two in the morning,” but Eos wasn’t listening, nor could he hear over constant humming and hideous grinding of the machine working beyond its capacity.

	Glenn glanced at his machine: the source of the racquet. It was layered in an energy veil that looked like lava. His jaw dropped. Without hesitation, he ran in a faltering dash and tackled Eos, breaking Eos’ concentration and bringing the machine to a halt as the energy became motionless. The shroud of blue and red fell towards the floor, but dissipated into nothing just before impact. 

	Glenn’s throbbing head, which he held in his hand, finally had a few peaceful seconds, but Eos didn’t let the silence live long. He stood up completely exhausted and now exasperated. “What was that Glenn? You just interrupted more work than we usually do in a week!”

	“Are you serious?” Glenn exclaimed outraged, “Look at it!” His voice fell to a whimper, “Look at it.”

	Eos stared at the motionless machine. Every inch of metal was now steaming; the entire span of the monster glowed. There were even spots where the metal had liquefied and began to drip.

	Glenn sunk on his knees. “Look at it. You trying to kill my baby? What were you thinking? It can’t handle being used for that long. More importantly I can’t handle that. If I started repairs on it now, I wouldn’t be done for weeks! It’s too hot to touch as it is,” his eyes watered in sorrow exaggerated by his impaired state.

	“I didn’t realize….” Maxima said as she made her way over.

	Eos’ legs were numb and his body weak. He felt hollow. A pain broke through all the excitement and penetrated his conscious. His arm was cursed with the black, twisting pattern. With the mark, came pain. A burning sensation had been growing in his arm and it culminated as the effects of adrenaline faded. With nothing to mask the feeling, his bone felt as if it was being set ablaze. 

	Maxima apologized while avoiding Glenn’s eyes, “We didn’t know Glenn. We’re so sorry. We wanted to get a couple of night’s work done all at once, so we could have time off. We…we never have time off.”

	“Oh, you won’t be doing work tomorrow or even next week,” Glenn thrust his thumb into his chest, “but I sure will.”

	Suddenly, Eos waivered and fell limply to the ground. His head dropped into Glenn’s unready arms as he prevented a collision with the floor.

	Maxima was immediately at Eos’ side. 

	“No, it’s happening again.”

	“What’s happening again?” Glenn gestured frantically to the unconscious body in his lap.

	“He’s passed out like this a few times before, but it’s been happening more often.” Maxima’s words trembled as she realized, “I shouldn’t have asked him to push himself so hard.” She steadied her emotions and held her older brother, cradling his head of dark hair. 

	She then held her hands out over Eos, letting small amounts of energy drip from her fingertips to his body, which absorbed it readily. She had learned this in her desperation when Eos fell two times ago.

	 “Should I do something?” Glenn ran his fingers through his hair.

	“No, I can heal him. Somehow my energy helps. Go get some sleep, Glenn.” 

	“I think I’ll do that. Tomorrow’s gonna be a nightmare.” He staggered back to his bed talking to himself and complaining about the work they had caused him. Despite his self-pity, he worried about Eos …and about having to report the destruction of the North American Sector’s lead power source.

	Shadows consumed the room in a sputtering fight between light and dark as the excessive amount of energy produced triggered a power surge. The lights in the building flickered and ultimately left Maxima tending to Eos in the dark. A soft blue glow illuminated Eos’ bronze skin in an aura of security and healing. 

	This time was worse Maxima thought. Eos was further gone than before. 

	They were left in a sea of darkness held at bay only by Maxima’s sapphire light.
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