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PROLOGUE
Rupture Day
This was the day Lis would go to heaven.
The gods had chosen her for a greater purpose. And the time had finally arrived — the big day of her life. A new beginning.
At least, that was what the scientists discussed among themselves over the last few weeks. They spoke in hushed tones from the other side of the glass when they thought she was unconscious, lying on the cold floor after their excruciating experiments.
She was back in her cell, and dinner came late. That was a rare occurrence — the Ark functioned with clockwork precision on most days. The usually comforting metal walls felt suffocating as she paced in the enclosed space, six steps forward, a turn, six back. The fluorescent light hung above like a wrathful god, and the embedded clock over the door ticked the rhythm of her apprehension.
The time was getting closer. She felt it as much in her guts as in the pulsating mark below her shoulder blade. The Ascent, they called it.
It wanted to happen, and it wanted it today.
She rested her shaved head against the small cupboard, the only furniture in her cell besides the thin mattress on the floor. The smell of disinfectant stung her nose.
Everything felt out of her control, but that was nothing new in her life. She had made peace with her captivity years back. Even so, the waiting hurt, the pointless delay of destiny. The scientist talked about stopping it, even using it for their own twisted ends.
Lis didn’t think they knew what they were playing with.
The door slid open and stopped with an agonizing thud in the wall. One of the Ark’s technicians staggered inside, covered in his usual long lab coat and the strange mask that made their breathing sound heavy and distant. Lis noticed the lack of dinner in his gloved hands with resentment.
He took two more shaky steps before collapsing, a wickedly curved knife protruding from his back. His blood smudged the sterile floor tiles with a deep, vibrant red.
Stumbling back, Lis fell and slithered away in shock from the horrid apparition.
A man in stained robes stood in the doorframe — tall, bald, and terrifying. He walked in serenely and took his knife back before turning to the girl curled up in the corner.
“Be not afraid, my child,” he said, his voice a low thunder, deeper than the old machinery rumbling in the sub-basement levels.
Lis pressed against the wall’s cold metal and wished she could crawl into it.
“Who are you?” she asked as the first tears started down her cheeks.
“I’m Brother Vrases. I came to rescue you.” He looked at her, eyes sunken with sadness that didn’t fit his intimidating figure. “And I’m sorry for that.”
Nothing made sense to Lis. With one of her captors dead on the floor and her entire world turned upside down, she clung to the one thing that held promise. “You’ll take me away from here? Outside of the Ark?”
“Yes, we don’t have much time,” he said, glancing at the door. “But first I have to be sure. Show it to me.”
As in a trance, Lis understood immediately what the man wanted — her day was already heavy with it before he came. This was all part of the plan, just bloodier than she had anticipated. Lowering her jumpsuit, she turned toward the wall. On her back — below her shoulder blade — was the mark of the Trickster, five suns orbiting each other in peculiar geometry, crawling below her skin.
It blazed with neon.
The priest’s fingers felt cold as he gently caressed the symbol, and she winced at the unexpected touch. It had been a long time since anybody touched her without pain.
“Let’s go. And don’t look around too much,” Vrases said. They left the corpse in the middle of the cell.
The corridors were emptier than she had ever seen them — no technician hurrying on their way or pushing equipment carts. Lis ran along underneath the cold lights, the priest dictating a hard tempo. She felt hot from the sudden exertion. After a few turns, they entered a laboratory on the far end that she had only ever seen from behind thick glass.
The floor was littered with bodies. At least half a dozen technicians, left where they were slain, collapsed over monitors or crawling toward the doors — their lifeless eyes gleaming behind their strange masks. Spilled blood spread over the linoleum, and Lis covered her eyes, wailing in terror.
This is wrong, all wrong! This was to be a day of wonder and glory, not carnage!
“Be not afraid, my child,” the priest repeated, clutching her wrist. “We are all part of their plan, serving in different ways.”
He glanced at the clock. “We only have three minutes till the evac. And we have to reach the beam station before the other floors notice.”
She tried to back away, but he flung Lis over his shoulder without trouble. She pounded his back with little effect, her fists bruising like she was beating on steel. Her effort died down as they bolted forward with inhuman speed, beating echoes into the deadly silence.
They raced across a side room, hundreds of tubes protruding from the floors and disappearing into the ceiling, filled with at least a dozen different dimmed lights. It smelled of stale oil and rotten eggs.
One of them seemed wrong, separate from the light of the gods, and Lis felt a sense of disconnect just by looking at it. It was not only empty, but full of emptiness. Void and deep, it drew in her gaze like no light she had ever seen.
It was all behind in a blur. They arrived at a shattered door at the end of a long corridor, dangling from broken hinges. A strange glow emerged from it, and as they stepped out Lis saw something she thought she had long forgotten.
The sky.
So full of color, open and endless, it struck her heart with awe and fear after many years confined in her cell.
The four gods who ruled the sky were glorious. They were suns, flaming spheres in different colors, and their light showered the great city below like an endless stream of descending mist. A waterfall of light. It prickled her skin with a long forgotten warmness.
“The gods bless us with their united presence on this crucial day,” the priest said with pride as he stepped out.
Three of them were enormous. The Crimson Father, the Azure Mother, and the Golden Son — they occupied most of the heavens.
She still searched the sky. The fourth one was hard to find, but not for Lis. Her mark flared up and filled her mind with sweet agony, pulling her toward the west. Close to the horizon, barely noticeable in the flood of light, hung her destiny, a small orb of ominousness. It had many names, the Changing One, Ome, the Neon Sun. The people in her village called it Unumugmi, the Trickster. That was a long time ago.
She was suddenly drenched with cold sweat, and her heart fluttered with such strength it threatened to break out of her ribcage. The god called for her, and her body answered to the call.
She mustered her courage and walked toward the railing. The beam station was a balcony on the side of the Ark, reinforced with thick steel beams, barely big enough for half a dozen people. Looking up, Lis could count at least thirty more floors on the enormous metal tower with a few more stations like this one scattered on its exterior.
A stone ring hovered in the air with a control panel below it, covered in strange symbols. The two dead guards on the stone told the story of where the priest had broken into the facility. She found that her tears had run out already.
He put her down and pushed a hooked metal rod with a strong leather strap into her hand. “Tie this to your arm and cling to it as if your life depends on it.”
The air brought the scent of blooming redwood, and as Lis peeked down she saw the rippling mass of the lush green and red jungle. Humid air struck her face, a welcome change after the Ark’s controlled environment. The fall from here to the ground would be at least one hundred feet. With shaking knees, she obeyed without words and fastened the rod tight on her arm while the priest fiddled with the symbols of the panel. Somewhere deep in the building, the first alarm horns shrieked.
A beam of concentrated radiance emerged from far away and hit the ring in the air faster than the fall of a hawk. It hung there, solid light, unbroken and fierce, connecting them to some distant place. The heat of it bathed Lis’s cheeks.
The man shoved her up, and as soon as the metal hook caught the beam she shot out with neck-breaking speed. The hot, rushing wind drowned out her screams, and she clung to the strap with all the might she could muster.
The great city sprawled below her as she flew. They were traveling by this strange means, zipping high in the air from the lonely Ark on the northern hillside toward one of the many skyscrapers in the south. All the mansions and homes below seemed like children’s toys, and the other smaller metal towers were like fingers reaching to grab her.
Lis stole a glance backward — the priest was close behind. She hoped he knew what he was doing.
In the distance to the east, great masses of people shifted through the trampled cornfields near the city. Two armies clashed, one glowing with primary colors and another shrouded by a dark mist, painting the meadows in a mosaic of lights and shadows. The wind carried the faint whispers of faraway explosions and the ferric smell of blood. They were distant, inconsequential. Her mark pulsed. It was not her concern on this important day.
They soared over a mighty river that branched into two before meeting the ocean and a majestic palace of marble and steel, with a lightfall so bright it hurt her eyes. Their destination was one of the upper floors of another enormous skyscraper. Despite its size, it was still dwarfed by the blasphemous height of the Ark that stood on the hillside behind them like a threatening finger raised toward the heavens.
An open window with another hovering ring awaited them, and it drew closer with alarming speed. She closed her eyes.
Her heart missed a beat when her flight broke, and the rod disengaged from the beam. She fell, but strong arms grabbed her before she hit the floor. When she finally dared to look, she stared at a dull gray robe. Her savior, another priest, standing tall and bald, wasn’t as imposing as her rescuer. He was younger with kind features, even spared her a thin smile. Probably still an acolyte.
The priest burst into the beam station behind them and didn’t even miss a step in his stride. The arms let her go, and the acolyte turned with a great bow toward him, thumbs pressing against his forehead.
“Giver of Demise. The others await your arrival. They are in the offering chamber.”
The priest nodded in approval. “Have the girl change into the ceremonial attire and lead her in. I will tend to the final details myself.”
The acolyte shifted nervously. “The armies of the Caged One are getting closer. They clash on the city’s corn.”
“Not our concern. Be not perturbed by the affairs of foolish mortals. We have our orders. We only serve the gods.”
The acolyte bowed again. Without another word, her rescuer left her. She was tired and overwhelmed after the day but still felt hurt. Not even a word said to her.
The other man gently but firmly shepherded her into one of the many rooms in the skyscraper’s belly. Inside, an opulent and royal dress awaited her. The finest jaguar skin, blood-red parrot feathers, and matching ruby jewelry. She looked, puzzled, to the acolyte.
“Please change, miss. The ritual is upon us, and all the details matter. I can’t leave you alone but will turn away,” he assured her.
Lis got dressed. The ruffled feathers tickled her fingertips. Any other day she would feel excited by the chance to wear something other than her usual jumpsuit, especially something this vibrant. However, today her motions were stiff, almost mechanical, and she barely felt anything besides apathy. Her mark burned her skin, but it was more comforting than painful by this point.
When finished, she folded her jumpsuit neatly, as she always did, with her name on the top. “S.17” read the label sewn above the breast. The scientists pronounced it “subject seventeen,” but by looking at it upside down every day she knew the true meaning of the characters. Lis. Her name.
The young man turned and moved to her side, somehow perceiving that she was done. “We have to go.”
He led her through lushly carpeted corridors, illuminated by crystal lamps or the occasional light-line running in the walls. They hurried by oil paintings of foreign lands, and from the floors below laughter reached them. The air was heavy with the mouth-watering smell of freshly baked corn. She was starving. The skyscrapers looked similar from the outside, but this one couldn’t be more different from the sterile metals of the Ark.
They went up a flight of stairs and out onto the roof. Next to a pool of glistering water stood a small sunstone structure. They entered the chamber, where lavishly decorated walls welcomed them — a haphazard collection of ancient relics. Strange wooden masks with jet-black gems. Totem poles that snared with the faces of a hundred jaguars. Two spheres, suspended from strings, orbiting each other. The ceiling of the chamber was an open hole to the sky.
In the middle of it all lay a marble slab, tainted by old blood marks, and a dozen priests in robes as white as the light of the Four. In front of them stood her rescuer and, by the looks of the sacrificial dagger in his hands, her executioner as well.
Lis searched her emotions and found with surprise that she felt no fear. This was all part of the Trickster’s plan, and she would join him on his side soon. The burning of her mark eased as she lay upon the slab, and the priests’ chanting reminded her of a strange lullaby.
Her body flared with neon, rising a few inches from the stone. The peculiar light embraced the other colors, brightening them to the extreme. The priest raised the dagger above his head, ready to strike.
She was at peace, floating over the marble, bathing in the light’s warmth, her destiny finally fulfilled. Lis hadn’t known, but she was ready for this all along. She closed her eyes and waited for her fate.
A terrible roar emerged in the distance, and the heavens convulsed above. The light became wrong, a faded shadow of itself, as all the warmth and life were sucked from it. A terrible pillar of pure emptiness rose in the city, up to the sky, reaching toward the west.
The ground trembled with such force that it buckled even the steel structure of the skyscraper, and the chamber walls to the north and east collapsed. The priests lost their balance and slid toward the edge with panicked screams. A wide rift opened across the jungle, reaching into the city, devouring armies, buildings, and the river in its wake.
“We are already late!” a priest bellowed, clutching a pillar as the building sank deeper, tilting dangerously to one side.
The room grew darker — the only light was the fanatic glow in the eyes of the Giver of Demise as he clung to the altar. The dagger struck, and the luster of neon vanished. Lis dropped back onto the stone slab.
She felt the life leaving her as her blood soaked into the delicate dress. There was no pain in her, just stillness and the cold of the metal. They sank, and the first priest plunged to his death. Her eyes wandered aimlessly over the collapsing room, settling on the sky. Flashes of light moved across it, and she focused on them with her last fleeting effort.
Under the blackened canvas above, between dimmed gods, the stars rained down from the heavens.



ENTR’ACTE
The Bottom of the Well
An eon passed.
All went still. Gods drifted through the sky, still bathing the world with their blasted light in their path. The people struggled, fought, died, and rebuilt.
They always rebuilt like diligent little termites.
Like fat maggots crawling in his flesh.
Deeper than the strangling nets of gloom, deeper than the pillars risen from blight steel, at the bottom of the well, he resided. Caged. Blanketed by the abyss, stretched thin, perilous, and sealed by two ruptured seals.
He screamed into the dark — he cackled into himself, the humor of his situation lost on the walls of his prison. Fate sometimes produced more profound jokes than even gods could arrange.
Many years passed in self-loathing, and many more at the edge of madness. But he collected himself, or at least what was left of him, slowly trickling down, coalescing at the bottom.
It stank of rotten meat and sulfur.
He was planning again. The chessboard in front of him was empty, but not for long. He was trapped, but he wasn’t idle anymore. His essence seeped through the cracks of his unfinished dungeons, crawling up, searching for new pawns.
People still lived in the dark of the veins, carrying his essence in their core. Not optimal, but they would have to do.
He reached out with enthralling tendrils, grabbing for minds, but the spikes held down his power as much as his body. No direct touch on their soul, no taking over the wretched critters. Didn’t matter. He knew the heart of the creatures — he knew their secret desires. He would work with what he had. It wouldn’t be the first time.
He summoned figure after figure, shaping them from his own matter. The board filled in front of him gradually. Excruciatingly slow moves, steps thought through years in advance. He lacked many things, but he had the time. He had all the time in the world.
His major pieces were missing, all five of them. Were they hiding from him, or had they forgotten their ancient oaths? Forgotten who their creator was?
It was infuriating. They had a duty to fulfill.
They had a debt to settle.
One by one, he found them, parading between the humans, strolling the surface world like creatures of the light, a distorted and tasteless mimicry of what they were created to destroy.
They answered his call. Not like they had much choice. He felt their reluctance — he read their treacherous thoughts. He set them on great tasks, the long-term goals eluding their limited understanding.
He tried pushing against the bars of his cell, tendrils tied around pawns marching to their deaths. His last piece betrayed him, and he failed. It was a premature effort and a predictable outcome.
With reluctance, he changed tactics and planned a few more steps. The board was almost finished, but his last piece was still missing. What was a chessboard without its queen?
The preparations took painstakingly long, and even his patience could stretch thin through the millennia. But deliverance was on its way. It would be only partial freedom, but anything was better than this confinement.
He prepared it so it would happen during the long night, hidden from their hateful stares. Ideal conditions.
It was only a hundred days from now.
He could wait a hundred more.



CHAPTER 1
The Heist
It is unbelievable how inconsiderate people can be, Laxerion thought, hanging from the frame of a barred window. He felt his muscles cramp up and his grip loosen. It would be helpful to find some strength in the light, but that never was his forte.
Not like there was much light to begin with. It was the time of the One, and the lonely god in the sky bathed every nook and cranny of the opulent mansion tower in crimson light. A constant flood of faint red mist. It lingered, not disappearing right away into the grounds. The streets were empty, and the next true night was still far away, so all the sensible folk slept the proper sleep of the twilight at home.
Except the nobility of the lavish party he wasn’t invited to. And the guards, of course.
What would they do if they looked up and saw a disowned noble son dangling over them? Laxerion mused. I bet it would be hilarious.
They had stopped right below him as he climbed over the short corner tower near the gardens. It was a crude addition — the stone of the outer wall and guard towers contrasted distastefully with the great metal edifice of eons forgotten. The last standing skyscraper in the city, refurbished for the whims of the nobility.
So Laxerion hugged the window’s bars two stories over the guards’ heads and waited impatiently for them to move over as they chatted.
That was ten minutes ago. It felt like an eternity.
Nobody’s life is that interesting. Beads of sweat wetted his brows. Come on, I have a relic to steal!
They finally resumed their patrol atop the outer wall, and Laxerion landed behind them with a relieved sigh. He stretched his slender limbs and massaged his worn-out muscles. Time to find an entrance. Preferably an abandoned one.
The balcony door a floor below, left ajar for fresh air, was too good to ignore. It was one of the many small terraces filled with plants that dotted the tower. Overripe mangos fought with papaya, nobody keen to harvest them. Laxerion skillfully slipped down the railing on the inner side of the wall and dropped the remaining height, careful not to smudge his fashionably cut suit. He opened the door and tiptoed into the dim room.
It was almost as bright as outside. The Fener family had the money to install light-cisterns and pipes all around their mansion tower. The glowing lines in the walls and ceiling bathed the room with the collected sunlight from the reservoirs, giving the bedchamber a familiar red hue.
He was halfway into the room when the door on the opposite side opened. A maid with hands full of fresh bedsheets entered from the corridor — the deep carpet muffled her steps. His eyes flashed around, but no favorable hiding spot was nearby. Pity. So he stood still and confident, bracing himself for the inevitable surprised scream.
“By the Crimson Father in the heavens, what are you doing here?” she yelled then hesitated, noticing his expensive suit and hair yellow as gold. “Your Primeness.”
Laxerion stepped closer, and he twisted his seal ring behind his back. It was an old design, golden and intricate, with the emblem of his noble house scratched off. Another relic of the past. He smiled as a needle poked the flesh on his palm, dripping blood.
“Keoch Sturad, at your service.” He gave one of his aliases with a bow not too deep. “And, oh well, you know how it is.”
“I... do?” the maid asked with uncertainty in her voice.
Laxerion took a deep breath. The blood from his hidden hand evaporated into thin air. He found his lies in the light.
He was of primeborn status, part of the lucky few who still had a direct connection to the gods. His blond hair showed it was the Golden Son, but he could find his lies in any light of the Three.
It required a sacrifice of blood in proportion to one’s desire to find something in the light. Also, heavy concentration to keep up the effect. If one lost focus on the thing found, it vanished again.
A primeborn origin alone didn’t warrant an ability — everybody had a different affinity and measure of talent. It also required extensive training. That was the reason most finders clustered in the city’s army. However, many of those were mere brutes, people who could find strength, speed, or even endurance in the light.
His father had the money for the best tutors to push him and his brother throughout their childhood, but Laxerion never had the affinity for simple improvement of the flesh. His methods were more elegant.
He found lies.
Yes, there it was. He saw it, bright as three suns. The lie took shape in front of his eyes.
It was all in the tone of that reply, the small hesitance. It was in the flicker of shame in her eyes, in the involuntary movement of her hand, to hide discolored nails behind her back like a bloodied knife. An easy lie, but usually those were the best.
“Yeah, you know how it is with us noble folks and our sensitive noses,” he said with a grin. “And I really needed that smoke of golden-root before going back up there.”
The comfort of the situation’s familiarity was clearly readable from the maid’s face. She allowed herself a little chuckle.
“Oh, of course, Your Primeness!” she said. “Please pardon me for interrupting.”
“Not a problem, already finished.” Laxerion gave a generous nod of acceptance then left the maid to her duties and walked down the corridor to find the elevators.
This level of the skyscraper was as empty as a temple on a festival eve, but then again most guests didn’t arrive through a second-floor balcony door. The air was heavy with the scent of distant censers.
He strolled into the spacious central hall of the building, featuring furniture too luxurious for a lobby like this and grand portraits of presumably important people decorating the walls. The Feners wanted everyone to know that they were swimming in money, even more than usual.
He looked down the two elevator shafts, closed off by sturdy metal gates, and allowed himself a faint whistle. While most of the ancient building was in good shape, the original apparatus that served the vertical movement was damaged when they found it and was changed decades ago. The new machinery was a wonder of this new era, run by giant underground motors and who knew what laws of light. He rang one of the little bells on the wall.
The left side came to life, and a cabin with a surprised operator raised up from the ground floor. It seemed he didn’t expect anybody here.
“Sir?”
“To the top,” Laxerion said as he stepped in.
The servant gave him a curious look.
“Ilawu Tulta. I had an important task from your master.”
“Most certainly,” he said. “If I may inquire —”
“You may not,” Laxerion snapped at him. The operator gave him an apologetic bow and left the matter at that.
The elevator rose, and through glass side panels Laxerion could watch the panorama. The city below him sprawled for miles, divided by a mighty river. It was as a lapdog lay at the feet of its master, witless and obedient.
Finally, they stopped, and he exited with a relieved sigh. He always felt caged in those things, like a jaguar in a circus. Powerful but without control of his situation. He did not tip the operator.
His second trial waited for him in the too empty entrance hall. Most of the guests had arrived before him. Only a few loitered around who needed a quiet moment, and two fatigued guards stood at the door to the party. He approached the doorway with a broad smile, disregarding the men there.
A twist of ring. A deep breath. He found his lies.
“Your invitation card, Your Primeness, please.” The senior officer stepped forward, a tall fellow with orange hair and brows like bushes.
Laxerion feigned confusion as he looked at him.
“I am Claro Cintenia. I should be on your list.”
“We need the card, sir. Rule of the house.”
Meanwhile, the other guard stepped next to him and checked him for hidden weapons, an acceptable formality. He would find none.
The sprouts of his lie started to form, but they were still malleable. He needed to cultivate one into full growth.
“Well, I would with all the pleasures in the world, but your friend on the ground floor already took it from me,” he said, letting some annoyance seep into his voice.
The two guards exchanged uneasy glances. He was onto something, but without further details he needed to push harder. As his arm went cold from the sudden blood loss, he felt the lie take shape.
“Old fella, balding, little rough on the uniform?” Laxerion said while maintaining his glare at the officer. “He said he needed to inspect it further for some reason.”
He saw the man deflate a little.
“That sounds like Jarik. He… can be overeager in his work sometimes. I am sorry, Your Primeness. Please go in. We will deal with it later.”
Laxerion patted him on the shoulder and walked past the man. When he was out of their sight, he took his arm from behind his back and massaged some warmth back into it. At the end of a short corridor, he entered the party.
It had started as a high-society gala night but had devolved to something more to his liking in the last few hours. The alcohol flowed freely, even the illicit types, and the overworked waitresses tried in vain to quench the thirst of the nobility. The drums played fast and low, and the staff cleared the tables from the left part of the enormous penthouse room to make space for dancing. And so the people danced.
It reminded him of the Festival of Lights held in the city’s marketplaces every midsummer, where everyone was equal for the long night. His favorite day of the year. This was more to his taste than he would admit.
He went toward the kitchens and kept to the sides. He didn’t want to give away any sign that he was interested in the exhibition, which occupied the middle of the room. The unassuming wooden mask was below at least three different layers of glass, certainly shatterproof, and was illuminated by hidden floodlights in the floor. It was the Mesudi Mask, the Fener family’s new heirloom and expensive toy. His target for the night.
As he walked beside the vast windows that framed the room, a quite tipsy young lady seized his arm.
“Come, handsome stranger, dance with me!” she said, her breath heavy with avocado wine. She wore a skillfully carved wooden eyepiece, suggesting a panther. It was an imitation of the ancient masks of their ancestors. They had come into fashion again recently. Looking around, he could see at least two dozen other similar pieces in the room.
Laxerion focused his attention back on the girl, who pulled him toward the dance floor. What is her game? He twisted his ring.
It was almost too easy. The black smudge under the eyes, suggesting mascara repaired hastily in the bathroom. The nervous glances toward a table on the other side of the room, the young man sitting there in another woman’s company. This was a waste of his talent.
He let the lie slip away. He could do better on his own.
He pulled the girl closer in an energetic sweep, and before she had a chance to argue he kissed her with passion. Her eyes went wide open, and as they parted she stood tipsy and bedazzled. Laxerion didn’t have to turn to know where the surprised and furious shout came from. As he continued his way to the kitchens, the young man marched in front of him, cheeks red as a baboon’s bottom.
He didn’t give him the chance to voice his disagreement. Instead, Laxerion grabbed the young man’s shoulder and leaned close as he passed by him.
“Listen here! She wants you. You want her. Sometimes it’s that simple. So don’t play games and waste both of your time. Just go and be with her, you fool.” The boy stood frozen in shock as Laxerion walked away.
It left a foul taste in his mouth. This wasn’t one of his best lies. Fortunately, none of them followed him.
He neared the other side of the room. It was evident he was in the right place just by the smell. Ponlu always used too much garlic. Well, it’s better than too little.
As a nearby waitress hurried by, he got her attention. “Let the cook know the meals were splendid. I wish to voice my gratitude directly!”
The waitress nodded, exhausted, and dashed through the door. He walked into the nearby service corridor between the kitchen and storage rooms.
A disheveled head emerged from the kitchen’s side door, bushy eyebrows and a messy beard. He kept his head clean shaved, but his green facial hair showed his second-born status.
“Your Primeness!” He stepped closer, pulling a food cart behind with assorted bite-sized treats. “Let this humble servant show his gratitude for your praise with my best creations!”
Laxerion held back a grin. He glanced toward the ballroom, but everybody was occupied with their revelry.
“You always overdo your part, Ponlu. Haven’t I told you a thousand times that less is more when playing your role?”
Ponlu winked at him. “Ah, Your Primeness, I haven’t the faintest idea what you are talking about!” He gestured toward the bottom of the cart, covered with a clean white sheet. “I assure you, my lord, you will find what you seek beneath these dishes!”
Laxerion rolled his eyes.
“And besides,” the chef continued,“I love overdoing it, lad. At least let me have this flitting bit of joy since you made me work the woks this whole night for your little heist.”
“Our little heist,” Laxerion corrected him. But Ponlu had a point. He got the least enjoyable part of the three of them.
A kitchen boy burst out into the corridor, blasting them with the heat of the cooking fires. He grabbed his friend and pulled him back through the door, babbling about some burned sauce. Ponlu gave Laxerion an exasperated look while disappearing back into the kitchen.
The food on the cart looked delicious, so Laxerion took a handful of little oyster baskets with pineapple relish and shoved a few into his mouth while checking the hidden bottom of the cart. His package was there along with the costume and all the gear he wouldn’t have been able to smuggle into the party. The unassuming canvas bag arrived earlier today with a heaping pile of vegetables and other ingredients.
Security was always laxest with the kitchen deliveries.
After a last glance around, he took it and disappeared into one of the abandoned storage rooms. He locked the door behind him, just for good measure.
---
Small metal spheres rolled into the ballroom in between the surprised nobility. They burst into tiny explosions and filled the air with overwhelming white light. A lot more than would be possible at any time of the Three. It pooled ankle-deep on the floor and flooded out the corridors, down the stairs and elevator shafts.
Surprised screams filled the air, and the blinded and disoriented guests stumbled around, colliding with each other and the furniture.
The Red Phantom stepped out, his face covered with a simple maroon mask, wearing a full-body suit of the same color. Radiance blossomed from his hand like vines as he activated his light-whip. The thin stream of red emerged from the steel handle, lashed out, and curled around one of the crystal chandeliers at the top of the room. He retracted the light, flinging himself into the air, and flew elegantly over the guests and the tables, landing on one of the long ones. Cutlery and dishes flew around his feet as he slid across it and stopped at the edge.
It dripped with style. Of course, nobody had seen it because of the overwhelming brightness.
I need to think these out more. Laxerion thought behind the mask’s dimmed lenses. Next time, dramatic entry first and light-bombs second.
He stepped closer to the exhibition and twisted the whip’s handle. A tiny blade, barely two inches long, sprang out at the back end. It was diamond, the perfect tool to cut reinforced glass. He scratched a circle with it on the first layer. Only five minutes remained of the blinding light before it would evaporate into the air.
The slices of roughly round glass cracked as they fell near his feet. Reaching in, he grabbed the mask, his prey of the night. It had a strangely smooth surface and in the top part an apricot-sized jet-black gem fused into the material. Could be jade, could be something else. Hard to tell. He tossed it into the canvas bag on his back.
The first surprised screams died down, and shocked faces turned toward him. It seemed he had miscalculated the durability of the light. Or the Feners had cleverly hidden funnels in the flooring.
The two guards from the entrance hall burst into the room, swords drawn and running toward him. He ignored the shouts and lassoed the slower one. The whip curled around the soldier’s weapon, sticking to the blade. He retracted the light.
To his credit, the guard didn’t let go of the sword. Just as Laxerion wanted. By the force of the whip, they slid toward each other with remarkable speed, and the guard hit his companion. They rolled on the floor, and Laxerion leaped over them with elegance, using his speed.
He landed boots first into the punch bowl at the following table. It seemed he hadn’t calculated the weight difference between him and the guard. The horrified looks of the guests followed the entire sequence as he tumbled from the table to the ground.
Of course, this is what everybody had to see.
Pushing against the marble flooring, he scrambled to his feet, drenched in fruity-smelling alcohol, and darted toward the entrance corridor. One soldier staggered to his feet to give chase.
The light had almost entirely dissipated by now. Laxerion reached into his bag while running and tossed two more metal balls behind him just for good measure. These were expensive but worth every gold coin. His friends always teased him for over-preparing.
He burst out into the elevator hall, illuminated by the afterburn of the second explosion. A few disconcerted nobles hugged the walls while he aimed at the shafts. With a yank of the whip, he tossed the bewildered operator out of the cage, hopped in, and hit the button to the ground floor. He added a friendly wave as he descended.
The light poured down around him in the elevator shaft like a waterfall of liquid white gold. Laxerion counted the floors, and when he reached the tenth he leaped out from the still-moving box. They would wait for him at the bottom, but this should buy him a few extra minutes.
He ran down the corridor, searching for the arranged room. Which one was that? Fourth from the corner? Or fourteenth?
A maid stepped out only a few yards away and turned toward him, surprised. She was in her forties, a mature beauty with a stern but kind face. Her mouth opened, and Laxerion braced himself for what was coming.
“You haven’t forgotten the room number again, have you, Lax?” she asked.
He gave an apologetic look. “I had a little too much on my mind. Which one?”
“I swear, you boys are lost without me.” She sighed. “Four back on the left side. Rope in the cupboard.”
Lax turned. “Thanks.”
“I will wait five minutes then tear up my clothes, throw myself on the floor, and scream for help. After that, I will point them in the wrong direction, just to be safe. Be far away by then.”
He gave her a charming smile, but she didn’t see it because of the mask. “You are the best, Lammy.”
“Yeah, I know. Now go!” Lamara turned around, trailing braided violet hair, and disappeared toward the other side of the floor.
He dashed into the room and opened the mahogany cupboard near the bed. The “rope” was a bunch of bedsheets tied together with triple knots and a metal hook on one end. It would hold his weight. Or so promised Lamara.
Throwing the windows open, he looked out to the Fener’s lush gardens behind the tower, crawling up the gentle slopes of the mountains. The perfect escape route. He hooked the rope into the frame and tossed the pile of sheets out. They fell with all the grace of a makeshift rope.
Somewhere they must have collided too hard with the outer walls, because the hook came loose and dived down with the rest of it. Lax watched in disbelief as the pack tumbled down and landed in the mud below.
He turned, trying to imitate the voice of Lamara in his head. Who needs two ropes? You always over-prepare for everything. You would have to haul the other one while you fled, or it would raise suspicion.
He opened the nightstand and took out the second rope. This time he held the hook in place while it fell.
A short downslide later, his red boots thudded into fresh mud. The garden side of the estate was abandoned. The twilight was quiet. All the guards had probably been summoned to the ground hall and told to search the floors from there up. He jerked the rope, and the sudden movement dislodged the hook above. He stuffed it next to the relic in his bag.
The scream came from the tenth floor as he darted through the garden. The red outfit helped him to fade into the light outside, and the safe house was only a few miles away. He felt he had already won.
Tasteful fountains stood witness to his escape, and he jumped a neatly trimmed hedge. The flowers opened in all the primary and secondary colors of the gods here. One had to give it to the Feners, they knew how to keep a garden tidy. And how to throw a party. He slowed his pace to a light jog.
As he turned a corner, he found himself face to face with a man ablaze. The fabric of his long dress reflected the light in a unique manner — it remained dazzling white, despite the red illumination. The robe of the clergy, a priest of the Four. He took a step forward, and Lax instinctively took one back.
The pressure came a moment later, as if the air condensed around them. It was strangling. Lax fought to breathe under the unnatural force.
The priest was tall, at least seven feet, his head devoid of any hair, even eyebrows. He wasn’t wearing a mask, but it wouldn’t make a difference with his emotionless face. Lax never knew what they were thinking.
The robed figure extended his hand. Lax squeezed hard on the handle of his whip, prepared for anything. Should I try the ring?
The priest plucked a flower from a nearby bush and rolled it in his fingers.
“I presume the night was a successful one, Laxerion of House Tama.”
Lax froze. He wasn’t ready for anything, it seemed. “Well, you could say that, Your Excellency,” he muttered.
The priest lifted the flower and smelled it deeply with closed eyes. One of Lax’s lenses cracked. It was hard to think under the pressure.
“I also presume that you are a faithful subject of the Four and will not try to sell it to the heretics in the South?”
This was surreal. Should he lie? But he didn’t plan to sell it out of the city anyway.
Should he fight? But the priests were known to be capable of wonders with the light.
Should he run? He couldn’t outrun the light. 
“No, Your Excellency, it will go toward a dealer and after that the highest-bidding noble house within the city,” Lax found himself saying. He felt the sweat stream down his face behind the mask. The blaze of the priest burned an afterimage into his eyes despite his dimmed lenses.
“Good,” the priest said, turning away. His light faded as he walked down a different road through the garden. Somehow, the pressure that Lax felt also went with him. The conversation ended as suddenly as it had started.
What the dozen darkened hells was that?
He heard the guards in the distance and continued his escape with dampened confidence.



CHAPTER 2
The Duke
The Duke breathed in and found his chances in the light. The strings manifested in the air, dozens of them interlacing his surroundings and darting out of the room. There was nothing extraordinary about it — he began each day like this. It was as much a part of him as his yellow suit or his tinted lenses. There was no blood, but it wasn’t required. His reserves were still quite full. He could burn them for a few more twilights.
His hands fluttered above the lines, which were only visible to his eyes. He caressed them with gentle fingers and tried to get a feel of them. Now then, what do we have here? His face crumpled up in a maniacal grin.
This was a great day of opportunity. Finally! First, he put on a puff of perfume to mask the faint stench of rotting flesh. Then he grabbed his cane — a fine piece of imported ivory — and hurried out the door, leaving the penthouse suite behind.
He reached the staircase, a great work of art, spiraling oak, masterfully carved, with a supporting beam in the middle. A glance at his chances — they were marvelous. He should descend with style.
The Duke hooked the curved end of his cane to the beam. He slid down the railing, holding on to his top hat. The hardwood deck of the taproom groaned under the sudden impact as he thumped down, and astonished faces turned toward him. The usual murmur of the place died down.
“I see you are as vigorous today as ever, my lord!” the bartender remarked, pulling a glass closer to mix his favorite. “The usual?”
“You know me too well, Luce.” He stepped closer to the bar and breathed in the aromas. Cheap perfume mixed with spilled wine. The Golden Parrot could have been a fine establishment, but it tried too hard. The trophies and skins on the walls felt more exaggerated than extravagant, and the prices were too high for the common folk but too low for true nobility. He liked the place. It was an environment where he could stand out the most.
“Let the next round be on me!” he bellowed, provoking a small cheer from the crowd. There were too many here for a simple lunch. They were here because of him. Good.
“Again, my lord?” Luce asked.
“Does my tab not cover it?” He had put down a tidy sum when he first lodged here a few weeks back.
“My lord, it covers probably all the drinks on the shelves behind and me too.” Luce chuckled. “It’s just extravagantly generous of you.”
“Oh yes. One could say these people are in my debt.”
“One could,” he agreed.
The Duke felt the debt counted against his own like gleaming coins falling into the pan of a libra. A boulder of weight rolled off his soul, and he breathed a little lighter. There was still a mountain where it came from, but every tiny bit mattered. He had the time.
The Duke took his cocktail from the counter and started out the door. He would not bring back the glass, and they wouldn’t dare to complain. Being a wealthy nobleman had some advantages. I could get used to this.
The people whispered together behind his back.
“Did you see that slide down? Is he wrong in the head?”
“Do you recognize that suit? Can it be from Mixotle? I have never heard of anything like it!”
“He trades in secrets. My uncle swears to it. That’s where the money comes from.”
Oh, the fools, if only they knew. But he didn’t mind the rumors because they served him well. He stepped out onto the street.
The city was bathed in bright-white light around him. It was the time of the Three, and the gods from above poured their light into the mortal realm. Red, blue, and yellow splashing against each other, mixing into the purest color of them all. The streets seemed ablaze.
He felt some strangeness on his skin, like a faint electric hum, so he turned his many eyes toward the sky. There he was, the fourth god, the one who fell. People called it the Gray One these days, if they even called it anything. This mockery of a god had little light, only a faint trickle blending into the others, but it still was moderately irritating. He felt it on his few exposed bits as the stings of tiny needles.
He decided not to let this nuisance break his mood and started down the street through the New Harbor and the squares of the merchants. The wind sighed in between the streets, bringing the smell of salt and fish. It was white noon, the busiest part of the long day, and the place swarmed with traders.
They yelled from the entrances of the shops and from near their carts and stalls, offering the most exotic of spices, the most delicate fabrics, and the latest technological marvels.
Lumo No Se, or Luminocity as the new folks called it, was the most prominent commercial harbor on the west shores of the known world, surrounded by the Endless Ocean. The docks were always packed with ships, and the squares buzzed with people of at least half a dozen nationalities. He felt less outstanding in this place, and he loathed that.
His cane beat a rhythm on the stone road as he walked. Thud, thud, thud. It was the tempo of a swift jig. He glanced at the merchants then at his strings. The chances were too good to skip.
The elderly woman showed him a toothless smile and feigned enthusiasm. Under her wrinkled hands, long thin wooden rods lined up. The impaled fruits still dripped from the hot sugar syrup they were dipped in. It smelled marvelous.
“Mango, dear, papaya, pineapple!” the merchant croaked. “Best in the square, best in town! Dipped in the purest caramel from Yoptizi sugarcane!”
The Duke used one of his disarming smiles. “Well, isn’t it lovely? I will take” — he squeezed the strings — “five skewers of those.” He pointed with his cane.
“Very well, very well!” She started to pack the sweets.
“And all your other goods in a big bag.”
The woman paused with her hand hanging in the air. “All of them, my lord?” She gulped down her initial surprise and did a quick calculation in her head. “That would be at least twelve silver marks.”
The Duke reached out and plucked something from the air. His reserves burned. He held up two axe-shaped golden coins between his fingers. “What would you say we round that up to two full gold axes?”
“I would say, my lord, that I am forever in your debt.”
“Good.” He smiled. As he frolicked away, he was heavier with the sweets but lighter with the woman’s debt.
---
The neighborhood of the Old Harbor felt lethargic. It was in harsh contrast with the previous district — the homes looked shoddy, their roofs patched, the only inner light source the occasional light-bowls. The long dried-out riverbed gave place to a whole shantytown.
People hurried by, staring at the ground and keeping their distance. Except those few in the next alley. They eyed him hungrily as he walked down the street. The Duke had seen them following several times in the past week. Some thugs from the Red Eye clan. Will this be the day?
This was the city’s gutter since the Cataclysm had swallowed half the river and the harbor dried up. Not a lot of ships could dock on land. The old storehouses, big blocks of ancient concrete, were used as warrens. At least the still standing ones.
It reeked of filth and piled up trash. The Duke took care where he put his feet, to avoid smudging his expensive shoes.
A grimy little face appeared beside him, palms raised high, eyes sparking with childlike hope.
“Have you got a coin, mister?” the small boy asked, barely seven. His strings jittered, so he glanced behind his back.
“Really, Jua? Again? And is this the best distraction you have?” He turned, facing the young girl who had tried to slash his purse in the meantime. “Come here. I have brought some gifts with me.” He swayed the candied skewers in the air.
The young girl from behind was around twelve and had hair green as moss. She closed the distance cautiously, hand on her side, at a little knife hidden under the fabric.
At the promise of candy, two more urchins came out of the nearby alley. One of them led a toddler by his hand.
Spotter, legs, bait, and the knife. The whole troupe was here. The Duke traveled many places on this gods’-forsaken world — people changed, cultures, buildings, money varied, but the con used by street urchins stayed effectively the same.
“So what do you want for it?” the girl asked, seemingly the group leader. She was a clever one and had evidently had some unpleasant experiences before. The Duke could sympathize with that.
“Well, if it is free, wouldn’t you say you are in the debt of this nice old gentleman?” he asked with a creepy smile and opened the giant satchel of assorted candy.
The girl hesitated. The boy who had been used as distraction didn’t.
“Sure, mister!” he exclaimed as his little hands dug into the sack. The others didn’t need more encouragement. His mountain of debt crumbled, pebble by pebble.
“And if you try to get something this valuable” — the Duke shook the pouch, and the clinking of gold filled the street — “next time, try it somewhere more discreet. You won’t get far with it otherwise.”
He glanced back. Were they following? Yes, he could glimpse the silhouettes in the half-shade of a ruined home. This should be bait enough.
The girl nodded, still wary, but she split the loot with her friends. They disappeared into the streets as they went, and the Duke continued toward his goal.
When he reached the alley, his chances fluctuated. They plummeted, rose, and then dropped again. Too many variables, time too compact. The threads went thin as the edge of a well-honed sword. This will be the place. He needed more.
He breathed in, concentrated, and found his future in the light. It was taxing. His pulse quickened, and a sizable chunk of his reserves burned up in seconds. The threads thickened, and they hung in the air like ropes. His chances maxed out. If this would be the place, he wanted to be ready.
Could he go around the alley? Possibly. But that wouldn’t mean he would avoid trouble — it would find him later in a less advantageous position. He didn’t question the strings. They were as much his servant as his mistress.
The narrow patch of a street between two of the old warehouses smelled of piss and spilled alcohol. Piles of garbage ruled most of the surface, and on the ground lay some of the strings, cut in half. Those were the futures where he died in this alley. And that would be exceptionally inconvenient.
The footsteps followed him, splattering in the filth. Finally, he stopped at a cleaner spot, took his white top hat, and laid it on a nearby trash mound.
“Well, gentlemen, if you insist.” He didn’t turn. All was still for a moment. “I am free for the next dance.”
A knife slashed the air from behind, aimed low to puncture guts and stomach. The Duke jigged to the side. It had an elegance to it — he avoided the blade by a mere half-inch. It was the movement of someone who had known his dancing partner for ages, staying close but never colliding. The robber stumbled forward.
The other two men approached him from the sides. They were ragged with dirty hair, stubble, and such desperation in their bloodshot eyes as he had seen only occasionally. Their breath reeked of the menthol of prolonged drug use. The first robber found his footing and turned around, closing in with careful steps.
The Duke split his cane in two.
He pulled a sword from the middle — thin, dark, and malignant. Forged from things better left in the past. The men took a step back, their desperation mixing with some doubt. The Duke lunged forward.
It was the advantage of cane swords — they had a better reach than anyone expected. The robber grabbed at his throat, crimson blood streaming through his fingers. He gasped for air, but with a hole in his windpipe, it proved to be arduous. Wheezing filled the alley as he tumbled to the ground.
The other two rushed the Duke. He whirled between them, sword in one hand, cane in the other. The clattering of weapons beat a steady rhythm — he pirouetted, slashed, and waltzed between. The bloodstained stones were his dance floor, the piled trash his audience.
The death rattle of the robbers his crescendo. Standing alone, he bowed to the empty alley. The bodies lay in symmetric order around him, the first still alive. The Duke kneeled near him.
“Seems, my friend, you overshot your mark.” He pressed one finger into the stab wound, closing the hole in the windpipe. The robber winced.
“What are you, a daemon of the dark?” he rattled, finishing the poetry.
The Duke stood and let go of his future. Show was over, and the dance finished — it was the curtain call. The cane sword smote down, and the man on the ground stopped moving. He had earned his fate.
The Duke didn’t hurry as he left. The alarm wouldn’t be raised for another few corpses in the gutter. In these parts, it happened every week.
What a waste, he thought as the delicate aroma of blood hung in the air. But he didn’t dare, not here, not now. Murder was one thing. Inviting the wrath of the clergy was another. So he left the men untouched.
The alley ended in an enormous square in the depths of the slums. A giant granite pool dominated its middle, some of its stones missing and the water murky and green. It was called the Square of Leeches, and while the pool was still there nobody raised them here anymore. Medicine had moved on.
The strings led him down a flight of stairs and through a decayed redwood door. The entire basement consisted of a bar and a few rickety chairs. He avoided the patches of old vomit that spattered the floor as he walked in.
Sitting at the bar, a lonely man watched the last gulp of beer in his glass with sullen eyes.
“Well, what a noble guest in my humble establishment! Please sit, my lord, sit!” the barkeeper said. He hurried to the side of the Duke and took out his least filthy glass from under the counter. “What will it be? Wine?”
The Duke glanced at the chair and remained standing.
“To be honest, I was looking for something stronger.” He deployed one of his disarming smiles.
The bartender stopped and turned curiously to his new guest. “How strong are we talking about here?”
“I will spare you the trouble. We are not speaking about the good stuff from the top shelf. I am talking about the illegal one from under the bar.”
The barkeep raised an eyebrow. “It will cost you, even here.”
The Duke threw silver on the counter. He didn’t count it, just a good handful, at least triple the price.
“Enough?”
“More than enough, my lord.” He quickly picked up the coins and conjured up a bottle from below.
“I want to share it with my friend here.” The other guest looked up in surprise. “Can you put out the sign and leave us some privacy?”
The barkeep weighed the coins in his hand. “Not a problem, my lord. I have some work in the back room anyway.”
He hurried away, and the Duke turned to the man beside him. Hunched shoulders and a gloomy look on his face. He had thirsty eyes. It was tricky to find any sympathy for the worker. So he faked it.
“Would you mind sharing the source of your sorrow?” the Duke asked, leaning closer.
The man shook his head in dismissal. “Can’t talk about it,” he said with a sluggish tongue. He eyed the bottle on the counter.
“Then let me guess. They fired you?”
The man didn’t answer. It wasn’t needed.
“If they let you go, the contract no longer binds you.” It was an easy enough lie.
The silence stretched thin between them. The Duke pushed the bottle closer and watched as the remaining resistance of this wretch of a man broke. It dissolved beneath the pressure of the spirit.
“Who are you?” The worker’s voice wavered.
“Just a humble appreciator of the scientific arts.” He opened the cork. “And your secrets are safe with me.”
He reached out with a shaking hand. “Give it to me.”
The Duke placed his palm on the man’s and guided it toward the alcohol. He grabbed it with fingers that bore down like starved snakes.
“What do you want to know?” he asked as he poured the first glass.
It was complete. The string ended here.
“Let us start with the last thing you worked on.”
“Project Wrath?”
“Yes.”



CHAPTER 3
The Hole
Councilman Selas Tama, general of the reserve armies, read through his speech for the sixteenth time this morning. It was meticulously crafted, cut down to the perfect length and balanced between logical and emotional arguments. The ideal speech to convince the court, finally, the one he needed to become high judge and change the war effort against Texocan with all their blasphemy and hubris.
It didn’t contain a single truth.
That was a necessary evil, a price that he had to pay to sway the crowd to his side. Not like he had any other choice. He couldn’t tell the truth to these fools, no matter how badly he wanted to.
He lost his truth decades ago.
He adapted to it, embraced his disability with meticulously crafted lies and half-truths. Actually, it helped his political career a great deal. It was unnerving how much of a reputation someone could build as a cunning old fox just by the inability to tell a single truth. They kept him in high regard as a master of flowery language and political manipulation. He would use it all to save them from themselves.
Oh, if they only knew what powers they played with. Like ignorant children with their father’s stash of dynamite.
It prevented him from speaking about the dangers of the Texocan’s experiments, about their mining, about… about the dark. He wanted to roar it, shout it into the faces of the crowd of ignorant council members.
He would have to put a different twist on this tale.
Pain stabbed his chest.
The hole pulsed inside, an empty vortex struggling to consume him, to devour the last bits of Selas that remained. He tried to remember a time before it, a time when he last was whole. The feeling of the sunlight on his skin. Or the sweet fragrance of the orchids his wife planted in the windows of his mansion. He failed.
He wiped the streaks of sweat away from his brows and bit deep into his thumb. Blood flowed from the wound and evaporated into thin air. A deep breath. He found confinement in the light, like so many times before. The stirring darkness calmed, the hole dwindled. The power compressed it, pushed it back down. His quickened pulse slowly calmed.
It became harder with each new day — it was a miracle that he had kept it locked away all these years. He felt the passage of time now more than ever. Barely over fifty, he already looked like one of the mummified priests displayed in the necropolis temples. His hair thin, his nails yellow, his skin dry and shrunken. More corpse than man.
Selas closed his eyes and concentrated on his heartbeat. He had to calm himself. What was that woman talking about again?
Oh, right, the new corn tax reforms. They rectified them every half year, which usually meant that the people paid more. It was just hidden behind new, changed names.
“How do you find the proposal, General Selas?” a lanky boy asked from his side, barely twenty. Selas didn’t remember his name.
“Marvelous, I say. How would these priceless government workers put bread on the table without raising the tax?” His unruly beard hid the smirk. At least he could still smirk.
“True words.” The boy nodded, absorbed in his own importance. He heeded no more attention to him.
The vote was swift, and the reforms won seventy-eight against twenty with two abstentions. Another day for democracy. After a round of moderate applause, the chairman rose. He was a portly man, well into his seventies, but still looked years younger than Selas. His dignified beard speared downward like the giant icicles in the deepest caves. Selas couldn’t recall his name or house — everybody only called him the chairman anyway. A powerless figurehead, puppetted around by the many more cunning players of the city’s political circles.
The chairman announced the next item on their agenda. It was Selas’s turn, finally.
His hand shook as he emerged to start his long journey between the rows and up to the podium. Every step felt like a new battle, but he moved forward with all the resolve of a bad-tempered mule. The council’s gaze burned his back. They watched him with pity, the old-timer within this new era, full of youthful faces and fresh ideas. The dirty white of the marble beneath his feet was in harmony with his once gold but now graying locks.
He reached the stairs and began his climb. No thinking, thinking brought only pain. Step by step, one foot after the other. The light dimmed in the hall, and he looked back from the top with sudden rising fear. The dome above them changed, morphed into the strangling gloom tissue of the abyss, with unlight shining through the ruptures. Faces melted in the crowd under the immense pressure, and they stared at him with lipless grins and eyes darker and deeper than the endless wells at the bottom.
It is watching, whispered a high-pitched voice inside him. It is here. The cold embraced him with its glacial grip and squeezed his heart.
This is not real. This is not real. This is not real! He found his wits finally and sank his teeth hard into his palm. The metallic taste of his own blood brought him back to reality. The hole threatened to grow over him, to devour. A deep breath then another. Slow and steady.
Confinement.
It receded, reluctantly, again.
A woman stood near him, concern and pity in her eyes. “Is everything alright, General? We can push the agenda a few sessions if you don’t feel well today.” The always helpful Luster Feu, Master of Commerce. She offered him an arm to hook on to. Selas would love to take it.
He pushed her hand away and trudged up the last few steps to the podium. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” A question, not a truth. “Do you want to stall this for a few more months? No, dear, thank you very much. I can climb the podium with ease and make you all vote on my agenda today.”
She shrugged and walked back to her seat in the front row. “As you wish, old fool,” she muttered loudly enough for him to hear.
Finally arriving up, the polished wood of the stand beneath his hand was a welcome sensation, giving him strength. The hall smelled of bodies forced together in confinement and overused perfume. Selas cleared his throat, scanned the piece of paper in his hands, and turned to the council. He waited till most of the murmur died away.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I think you all know why I am standing before you today,” he began. More an assumption than a truth. And he was sure half of them didn’t even read today’s agenda.
The people quieted and listened. His voice still possessed some old strength. “The tension with Texocan has grown worrisome in the last year, and the conflict is reaching a critical phase now.” It had been in one for months.
“We have the power to act today! Make me high judge, and I will mobilize our troops immediately!” It would drag on for weeks before any direct result. “And I have certitude that you would choose according to your responsibilities. Toward our people, ourselves, and our future.” He wouldn’t bet a single golden axe on that.
Selas took a deep breath. Here come the hard parts.
“Our spies were weeded out from the rival city-state.” He had two left but didn’t hear from them since their letter a month back. “But the last report that got out terrified me.” It was practically the same thing he expected. Nothing new.
His breath ran out, so it was time for a meaningful break. He couldn’t talk about the abducted villages or their industry of pumped-up darkness. He couldn’t tell them about the horrors he read on those pages. The experiments. For the dozen darkened hells, he couldn’t even show them the actual reports. His lost truth sat like a heavy stone on his chest.
He had to put another twist on it, one that was still close to reality but apart enough that he could say it out loud. And one that was believable. “They use new chemicals and toxins to generate an army this continent hasn’t seen yet. Soldiers hung on drugs, who don’t tire, and feel no pain. Beasts without thought or morals. They will use it against us, pillage our plantations, ravage our lands, and break our great city. It is only a matter of time.”
A loud buzz ran through the crowd. “And what evidence do you have for these claims other than some vague reports?” a man asked from the back.
“My son saw the aftermath of the destruction these crazed soldiers can cause.” Val would have to lie about that one. Selas reached up and massaged his nape as a headache started crawling up his spine. 
“So you have some vague reports and a second-hand witness, who is your son,” the man summed it up and sat back with a smug smile.
“Would you really go to war only on these claims?” another face asked from the middle. Selas had difficulty seeing whom — everything was becoming hazy. The pain continued up, nestled in his skull, and wrapped around his head.
“This would cost us a fortune!” someone else yelled. “Not to speak of the loss of soldiers. We would be left defenseless for another invasion!”
“We all will die if we sit here on our asses and do nothing!” Most of these spineless cowards will be on the first boat if things turn sour. His breathing grew heavier by the minute. His insides stirred. No, not again! Why now?
“I say, let’s calm down and find a peaceful solution to all of this,” a feminine voice said from the front rows, but at this point most of the room spoke at once.
“Don’t you understand I am doing this for you?” he shouted into the hazy crowd of fools. “Can’t you imagine things more dreadful than war, more ghastly than lost coin? The consequences of their atrocities will be... they will be...”
He couldn’t say it. His lost truth didn’t let him.
Pain stabbed his feet, and something grabbed his ankles. As he looked down, dead old friends looked back. Their breath was the breath of the abyss, their voices accusing him of old sins. They clung to his legs with long sharp nails, climbing up on his robe. Their eyes empty sockets, endless tunnels into their forsaken souls.
Forgive me. I failed you.
He fell and grabbed the podium with desperation as they pulled him under. The unlight filled the hall once more, and the faces melted together into a grotesque mass, laughed at him, snarled at him like boils on a deep beast’s abdomen. The hole grew, its edges merging with his.
He bit his hand hard. Blood flowed between his teeth, and the taste of iron drenched his tongue.
The fools, the sins, the dead. They all faded into relieving oblivion.



CHAPTER 4
Old Debt
The mood rose to new heights in The Blushing Peacock as Laxerion ordered the third round for the whole taproom. The guests thumped with their legs and mugs, and a company of foreign sailors began a merry shanty in the corner — only the gods knew in what dialect. They probably didn’t even speak proper Lumo, but there was no need. Free alcohol always bonded folks together, even through the barriers of language.
Lax feigned modesty and took the cheers for a few seconds before returning to his table with three full mugs and a broad smile. He distributed the blond corn beer in the crossfire of his friends’ disapproving looks.
“You know, if you intend to squander all of your share, lad, you can always give it to me. I will find a better place for it,” Ponlu said from behind his green beard. It was still sticky from their lunch of fried mango chicken.
“Oh, I bet you would love to hide it in your pillow or under the floorboards, sitting on it for the next twenty years like a smug cayman,” Lax retorted and took a long drink from his mug.
“Besides, it isn’t being squandered.” He gestured around the stuffy saloon. “Gold is merely a pile of shiny cold metal, but their delight is invaluable. When was the last time you saw these people this carefree and happy?”
Lamara shook her head. “They aren’t happy, Lax. They are drunk,” she said and emptied half of her mug in one long swig. Ponlu gave her a little appreciative salute with his own.
“Looks the same to me,” Lax said. “Moreover, it’s my share. I do what I want with it.”
“We know, lad. She only means the best for you. In her own stern ways.” Ponlu patted Lamara’s shoulder with his big hairy bear hands. “Besides, under the floorboards is the worst hiding spot. Total amateur move, first thing anybody searches.”
“So where is your hoard? I can’t remember ever seeing you spend a single coin of it.”
The big man gave him a deceitful smile. “Never ask a lady her age, a cook the freshness of his ingredients, or a responsible man where his money is.”
“If that is what responsibility means, I never wanna grow into it.”
“I don’t think you will,” Lamara spoke up. “If your first twenty years accomplished this little, I don’t think another twenty will do the trick.”
“Okay, you both can get off my spending habits and focus on the moment a little.” He lowered his voice. “We just pulled a big one on the Feners. Who was the last team that dared anything even close to that? The Safebreakers are still on unwanted vacation from Lumo no Se after what happened last time. And we haven’t heard about the Second Sons for so long that I dare to wager they’re enjoying the hospitality of the city’s finest dungeons.”
Lamara furrowed her brow in thought. “The Red Eyes?”
“Don’t make me laugh! They are a bunch of thugs and petty thieves,” Lax said. “What we do is art.”
Ponlu scratched his beard and pulled Lamara closer. She didn’t object. “I guess you’re right, lad. We have reason to celebrate,” he said, but Lax didn’t miss the worried look he shot toward a back table covered in cards and coins. Six men played the Tiger’s Gambit there, and even the third round of free spirits couldn’t penetrate the tense atmosphere around them. “Just don’t get carried away again like last time, eh?”
“If you wanna win big, you have to take some risks here and there,” Lax said.
“You’ve taken enough already for a lifetime, don’t you think?” Lamara pushed the rest of the mango chicken in front of him. “Eat up. You need some meat on those bones. And shouldn’t we discuss the next job?”
“Yeah, have you got any new tips from Little Man?” Ponlu asked.
Lax shook his head as he packed a steaming heap on a tortilla. “He paid the price and closed that shop for a while. Said we should lie low for a few weeks too. The mask kicked up some heavy dust.”
“Bummer,” Lamara said.
“I can live with a few weeks on the beach,” Ponlu said.
“You can live with a few years there, dear.” Lamara stroked his cheek and gave him a small kiss. “It’s like you grow a pair of gills the moment we have a free minute.”
“Oh, but I found this hidden paradise on the shallow islands. We can rent a boat or better yet a ketch! I have already packed our belongings in case you say yes. You wouldn’t have to worry about the slightest thing,” Ponlu said, barely taking enough break for a breath between the sentences. “And I found this wondrous new cocktail recipe! We will even have the fresh coconut for it if we dare the palms!” 
He continued on with vivid hand motions, and Lamara, knowing it was useless trying to stop him when he got passionate about their vacation ideas, nestled in to his arm, smiled, and just listened.
Lax rolled his eyes. Old couples are the worst.
But he too couldn’t resist the smile climbing on his face. It was good to see them like this, happy and relaxed. They earned every last bit of it, especially after the couple took him in years ago after his first botched break-in. Without them, he would probably be rotting in a cell somewhere right now.
He dug into the remainders of their meal. As always, it was exceptional, but that was expected. The chef was an old pupil of Ponlu. Some days he almost felt it was a shame the old cook had changed professions — his dishes could probably be served to the gods. He touched the heavy pouch on his waistband. Some days, but not this one.
As his tablemates planned their romantic getaway on the shores south of the city, Laxerion’s attention fluttered around the room. The cacophony of the crowd mixed with the merry shanty, the alcohol flowed freely thanks to his coins, and the room buzzed with life. This was a rare moment for him, one of the calm ones between the hardships, planning, and danger of the last four years. He should have felt happy and accomplished or at least at peace.
The only feeling inside him was a growing emptiness.
His attention returned to the back table, shrouded by cards and anticipation. The heights of triumph and the lows of defeat called to him. What could be the harm? I will set a limit, wager only a quarter. Before he knew it, he was on his feet.
As he approached the men there, just as though the gods had choreographed it, one of them stood and walked away with the slumped shoulders of a subdued servant. Lax snatched the place, the legs of the chair scratching on the floorboards as he pulled it under himself.
“Gentlemen,” he said and pushed a handful of coin on the table. “Is it open to join?”
Four men looked him up and down with disdain, but the fifth one at the head of the table welcomed him with a toothy grin. He had the most blackened teeth and the most sizable pile of money in front of him as well. “Of course, my friend! Take a load off!” He pointed at the chair already occupied by Lax.
“Thank you, the name is Lax. And you?”
The man gave him a hearty chuckle deep from his belly, which sounded more like the mating call of a high-mountain gorilla. It was fitting considering his size and facial features. The joke, if there was one, was lost on Lax. “Name’s Majak. I advise you remember it.”
“I will try. So what are we playing?”
“At my table, it is always the Tiger’s, strictly with the river variant. I hope you are familiar with it, could get tricky.”
It was one of his favorites, with at least a hundred games under his belt. “Never heard of it, but I am a quick learner,” he said without missing a beat.
The men around the table snorted dubiously, and Majak dealt out the deck made of thin painted wood. “Then learn faster than your pile shrinks.”
Lax took his cards. The familiar rough grain of a well-used deck filled him with anticipation. The faded pictures of the animals greeted him from the wood like old friends.
He got two sloths, a tapir, and a tiger. A painfully average hand. It was perfect. He needed to lose the first few rounds to quell the distrust of the other players — that was the way to win big.
A faded chalk line cut across the cracked table in the middle, imitating the river that separated the jungle in two. Another circle on the right was the mountains, and an old coaster on the left represented the city.
He placed one of his sloths in the jungle on the other side of the river, toward the player in front of him, and put a single coin near it.
“Getting rid of the trash, huh?” the man on his right asked, putting down a peacock into the city with a small column of money.
Two jaguars hopped into the jungle, one devouring his sloth, and an otter landed into the river. The peacock in the city was still alone, but another occupied the mountains. It was Lax’s turn again, and it was time for his first blunder.
He put down his tiger into the city, challenging the peacock, and paid in the six silvers. It raised a few eyebrows around the table. Putting out your ace this early was usually considered a poor move. To crown his stupidity, he discarded his last two cards and drew two new, showing that he had nothing to follow up his hubris.
He glanced down. A toucan and a capybara. Just the trash he needed.
“Are ya sure ya don’t need a warm-up round?” The question raised a round of laughter, and Lax pretended to puff up with hurt pride.
“I know what I’m doing.”
“Sure, ya do,” the man on his right said and challenged the otter in the middle with a river dolphin. Another otter hopped in, raising the pot there to ten silvers. It wasn’t of his concern. He had no cards to put in the waters.
He dealt out the rest of his animals into the jungle, paying in even more coin without the chance of winning. A poison frog cleared his tiger in the city, and the player with the peacock raked in the piles of money with a smile. First round over, and he was already down by nine silver.
He won some here and there in the next few rounds but lost more. The players around the table relaxed, and he felt the game sliding back to its usual course. A newcomer was always a wild card, but once you experienced their playstyle you quickly fell back into old habits. And he needed these people to get comfortable, to bet big again.
A few rounds later, he went last. Four players piled up coins in the mountains, nobody willing to let go of the juice region. Tigers collided with a pair of jaguars, and someone threw in a couple of toucans too. He cleared up the whole mess with another poison frog at the third card play and held his lonely peacock with anticipation. Does anybody else have one?
“It seems great minds think alike,” Majak said, studying him with deep-set eyes and playing in another peacock as his last card.
Lax put down his own peacock with a thinner smile. They split the winnings. Not as much as he hoped for but still a hefty sum. “Just a lucky turn, I guess.”
“Oh, I know another man with lucky turns exactly like this. You two are quite similar. Even playing the same splits.”
“Is that so?” Lax asked and collected the cards.
“Yeah. He taught me all his favorite tricks in Tiger’s. Wouldn’t be able to catch the last turn without.”
Lax shuffled the deck and dealt, but a sunken feeling was collecting deep within him. “Is he a friend of yours?”
Majak leaned closer and showed him another grin, more predatory this time, exhibiting rotten teeth and gums. His breath reeked of cheap booze and golden-root. “I think he is a friend of both of us.”
The cards stopped in Laxerion’s hand.
“Deal, my friend, deal. Don’t let this stop our great game!”
“How did you find me?” Lax dealt out the last of the cards. He even glanced at his hand, but his mind didn’t register what he got.
The men around the table shifted with eager anticipation, and one reached below his shirt. But before they could move, Majak pulled out a dagger and stabbed it into the tabletop with such force that it collapsed the neatly packed piles of coin in front of Lax.
“Patience, guys. I am in the middle of a civilized conversation with our friend here.” He turned back to Lax. “Wasn’t hard. He said to sit in a few bars by the docks, play the gambit, and you would find us faster than we would find you. As a bonus, you will even have coin on you to pay the debt.”
This could mean only one thing. He had no doubts about it anymore. Raito was back in the city.
Lax shook his head in disbelief. “He still believes that I am in his debt?”
“Oh, boy, you are more in his debt than you can imagine. Nobody messes with Raito and lives to tell the tale.” Majak looked him up and down. “Or that was what I thought until I heard about you.”
This is bad. He glanced back at their table, but Ponlu and Lamara didn’t seem to notice the shift in the atmosphere. He needed more time. Stall. “When did he return to the city?”
“A few weeks back, hoped nobody told you the news. I wanted to be the first to burst your bubble. To see your face.” Majak looked like a gourmet who was eager to fully enjoy a great course’s aroma before digging in.
He was a henchman of Raito, that much was clear, but he also looked too eager to do this job. Did I wrong him too? He would have remembered a man like him. “Do I know you?”
Majak shook his head. “Not personally, no. But I understand you are Laxerion Tama?” He pushed the family name hard.
There was no point in denying it at this point. “I am.”
“My grandda died in your family’s blasted mines.” Every last bit of feigned friendliness peeled away from the man’s face.
It was back to the mines again, the curse that had lingered over him since he was a child. The Tama family, the noble house that led the miners of the city to their doom, who disobeyed the laws of the gods and paid the price. But the ultimate price was paid not by his father but by the two hundred workers down with him. Only a handful returned, or so he had heard.
“I broke ties with my family years back and denounced what my father did,” he said softly.
“I know that.”
“I was five at the time. Five, for the gods’ sakes! I had nothing to do with what happened.”
“And I will enjoy this nonetheless.” Majak pulled the dagger from the table.
Like a diver surfacing from deep waters, Lax suddenly found his wits again. This was still a deadly situation, and despite what had happened in the past he needed a way out.
A twist of ring, a few drops of blood, a deep breath.
He forced a small smile back onto his face. “Listen here, my friend, I think we could —” He jerked to the side as the thrown dagger missed him only by inches and lodged into the wooden floor behind. The men rose from the table with chains, pipes, and ironwood knuckles on their hands.
Laxerion danced back and left his winnings on the table. Majak grabbed the top and tossed the whole thing to the side with surprising force, even for his build. Sprawling coins clattered everywhere, and curious eyes turned toward them in the bar. The sailors abruptly finished their shanty.
Two men closed on him from the left, and Lax had to duck under a table to lose them. Another swung a pipe at him, but he grabbed a sturdy mug from a surprised hand and used it as a makeshift shield. The last one of their tablemates was on the ground, collecting the money, and in the sudden fray many other guests joined him.
Majak didn’t care about the fortune on the floor and leaped after him. He was faster than he looked. Lax plunged down to avoid a blow, but another came from below, and it tossed him back with a bloodied nose. That mountain of a man snarled at him and walked closer with all the indulgence of a jaguar stalking its prey.
Lax skidded back and tossed the contents of his mug into his opponent’s eyes, blinding him momentarily with the weak alcohol. There was no chance he would win five against one — he had to reach his friends. He kicked the closest henchman in the gut for good measure and dashed away.
By the time he reached their table, Ponlu and Lamara were up and ready.
“What the nine deep blackened rings of hell is going on? Did you cheat them?” Ponlu demanded and took a defensive position next to him. He was without a weapon, but the bulging bands of muscle on his bare forearms were enough to give Lax’s pursuers a moment of pause. Lamara lingered back behind them, but her hand was below her skirt, where she kept her knives tied to her thighs.
“You know I never cheat,” Lax said as they backed away toward the entrance. “Raito is back.”
“Shit.” Ponlu had a knack for perfectly summarizing how Lax felt at the moment. Shit indeed.
He considered his whip, but the close quarters made it difficult to use. And it was already associated with the Red Phantom across town from their past endeavors. He didn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea. Or, in this case, the right one.
The room grew less crammed as many of the guests fled, but some were still on the ground hunting for coin. And a select few seasoned barflies just leaned back in their chairs and enjoyed the free attraction.
As they inched toward the front door, two of the lackeys blocked the entrance. Lax could hear a commotion from outside. Are there even more of them? Majak closed in on them from the kitchen’s direction with the two others. He got back his dagger from the floorboards.
“Plan?” Lamara asked from behind.
Lax weighed their options. “Ponlu, is there a back door in the kitchen?”
“There is always a back door in the kitchen, lad.”
“Then we break for it,” he decided. “If we all make it, contact each other the usual ways then rendezvous at the safe house.” He glanced back. “And don’t get stabbed, guys. They only want me.”
“We will try,” Ponlu said with a sarcastic smile.
As one, they bolted toward the kitchen. Ponlu crashed with a man and took a pipe to the shoulder like a champ before embracing the thug and taking him to the ground. He had been an amateur wrestler in the city rings in his youth, and the only thing that took him away from becoming a pro was his love for food.
Another of their opponents crouched suddenly and grabbed his leg with a shriek as two of Lamara’s tiny knives bit into his flesh. The other two thugs from the door were too slow — if he could go through Majak, the escape route was free.
Scarlet still dripped from his bloodied nose, and he took a deep breath. The blood evaporated. He found his lies in the light.
If his words didn’t work here, he would adapt to the situation. There were more ways someone could lie than just with words. And if Lax had learned anything from his old masters, it was that the life and death dance of a good fight was composed of layers of lies and hidden truths.
Majak closed in as he was going to open with a wide swing to his face. Yet in the strange angle of his left arm and in the flicker of his eyes toward Lax’s abdomen, he saw his true target. He would drop the knife, changing hands halfway in the motion, and stab him in the stomach with his left. Lax left himself open as if he hadn’t noticed the feint, but his muscles tensed like compressed springs, ready to bolt.
As Majak dropped the knife halfway into the swing, Lax bashed it away from his unclosed grip and grabbed the man’s arm. He twisted around, hurled himself up, and landed a wicked kick in the middle of his temple. Blood sprayed where the blunt force ripped the skin. That should put him out for an hour or two.
He relaxed his grip, ready to let go, but his opponent grabbed him by the wrist. Something was wrong. He was not collapsing. Majak’s head turned slowly, the grin of a reaper on his lips. The blood evaporated from his head where Lax had struck him. Oh no.
“I see you have a trick or two up your sleeve, young Tama.” Still holding him by his wrist, he lifted Lax and smashed him through the bar. Splintering wood dusted the air as the impact knocked the wind out of him. “But your little tricks won’t help you now.”
A tiny knife slashed the air and landed in the man’s chest. Lamara had already incapacitated her injured opponent and came to his rescue.
The blade tore open the shirt. The only problem was that it didn’t lodge into flesh. It penetrated the skin only a fraction of an inch, after which it fell to the ground and clattered away. Majak raised him up again for another smash.
“Halt, in the name of the army!” The shout came from the direction of the door, and the people in the pub froze.
Lax knew this voice, and although it saved his hide he wished he might be smacked around a few more times instead. Majak tossed him onto the ground, and he landed with a grateful groan.
“And who are you supposed to be?” The thug turned to the newcomers.
---
Three men stood in the doorway, wearing the traditional green uniforms of the city’s military, garnished with leopard skin and bright feathers. The one in the middle towered over his companions by a half-head and sported an old-fashioned but well-kept short beard and mustache. His hair was yellow as the Golden Son, and his features were as though they had been carved from a piece of granite.
The soldier on his right stepped forward. “You will address Colonel Val-Gustus with respect and by his rank, you scum.” He was a younger man, barely over twenty with red hair tied behind his back, unusually long for the army. Flint was yearning for action, as always.
“I will address him as I please.” Majak walked to them with his remaining two men. Another was bandaging his bleeding leg on the ground, and the fourth one lay near the sitting and panting Ponlu, unconscious.
“Look at you pretty boys in their new outfits, playing soldier. You are not familiar with these parts of town, are you?” Majak asked. He stopped a few steps away and measured them up and down. “Stay out of our business or you can get hurt.”
“Captain Flint, would you teach this gentleman a lesson?” Val-Gustus asked in an uncharacteristically soft voice. The eager young man sprang into action already, a half-second before the command.
Majak swung one of his meaty fists, but Flint caught it halfway in the air with ease. The big man just grunted and tried to tear it away from the hold. He failed. The fingers of the smaller man gripped him like a bear trap.
“The nine hells?” The veins bulged on his forehead as he pulled his hand to no avail, and more blood evaporated from him. Then Flint started to bend his arm back.
“I see you have some affinity for finding strength in the light. Surprising from a simple brute like you.” As he bent it more, Majak fell to his knees with a startled yelp, his forearm cracking. It was the disturbing sound of slowly fracturing bone. “You could even make a half-decent soldier with a few years of training.”
The thug’s arm curved unnaturally back, and despite his effort and his finding, it snapped with a sickening crack. Majak screeched in agony, and finally the soldier let go of the limp limb.
“We don’t have the time for lowlives like you today, so take your friends and buzz off!”
The debt collectors grabbed their unconscious and injured companions and slumped out the door. Majak, holding his arm pressed close to his chest, shot back one last murderous look before following his men. “This isn’t over,” he muttered under his breath.
Flint stood in stern decorum while they left, melting into a grinning boy only when they were out of sight. “How did I do, sir?”
“I would say decent,” Val-Gustus said, weighing his words. “But why did you let them go?”
“We don’t have the time for an arrest today, sir. You have very important business with your brother!”
Val nodded. “That’s true. And?”
Flint shrugged. The other soldier on the colonel’s left helped him out. He was blue-haired, well into his forties, and a little overweight for his uniform. “And we are newly back in the city and don’t want to clinch with the local forces about authority before the hearing of the colonel,” Tinder said.
The young man scratched his head. “Oh, yeah, the thing you said this morning, not to kick the hornets’ nest and whatnot.”
“Exactly,” Val-Gustus said, patting him on the shoulder. He was a good soldier, a little too eager to prove himself and as airheaded as the balloon figures at the city’s winter carnival, but still one of the best men Val had ever met. He would trust him with his life.
“Make sure nobody disturbs us. And inform the barkeeper how he can press charges against the culprits at the local city guard if he wishes.” He sighed, steeling himself, and walked toward the destroyed bar. “I need to speak with my brother.”
Ponlu respectfully stepped out of his way. “Thank you, Colonel. You might just have saved our hides.”
“I am always happy to help,” he said with dispassion. “But it was only a lucky coincidence.”
Lamara stepped between him and Lax, who was still picking himself up on the floor. “May I ask what your business is with him? Is he in trouble?”
“Isn’t he always?” Val-Gustus asked. “No, I am here only on family matters this time.” Lamara held on for a few more moments before stepping out of the way.
The colonel looked down at Lax, bloodied and tousled, lying on the floor. “Lax.”
“Val.”
“We need to talk.” His eyes flickered to the side, uneasy. “It is about Father.”
---
“I would say I am happy to see you, but to be honest you are the cherry on top of today’s shocking surprises.” Lax sat up, checking his body for broken bones. Nothing serious, a fractured rib or two. Severe pain flared as he tried to stand. Okay, maybe three. “What is the fuss about?”
“Let’s find an empty table. It is house business.”
Lax looked around the bar, unsure. It was like a typhoon had swept the place. “If there is still one standing.”
There was one in the corner. They picked up two of the unbroken chairs, sat down opposite each other, and stared for a long moment. Four long years had rolled by since they last spoke, and the words, like water barred behind a dam, didn’t want to come forth.
Lax broke the silence first. “I see you are back from the front.”
“Don’t call it that. It is just a disputed border. We are not at war.” He rested his eyes for a few moments behind his palm. “At least not yet.”
“So no battle stories?” Lax asked. It was an everyday topic in the city, their not-really-a-war with Texocan.
“Nothing official.” His voice was tired, emptier than Lax remembered. “But I am not here to talk about the border. Father is very ill.”
“Is that all?” Lax asked without the slightest hint of concern. “If so, you could have spared the trip. He is sick every second month.”
“It is serious this time.”
“I will make sure to send some flowers to the funeral.”
Val’s eyes darkened. He was not amused by the remark. “Father wants to talk to his sons and arrange the future of the house. He wrote to me. It seemed urgent.”
“In this case, don’t let me keep you. Go!” Lax waved off his brother.
“It includes you too.”
“Oh, I beg to differ.” The cynicism dripped like venom from his voice. “If I remember correctly, his last words to me were something like…” Lax deepened his voice, caricaturing the old man. “‘If you step out that door, I cut you off from the inheritance and the house name! You are not my son anymore! Did you hear me?’”
Val stared at his brother with sorrow-weighted eyes. “You both said heavy things on that day.” He reached out and clasped Lax’s hand on the table, a rare moment of intimacy from him. It felt more alien than familiar. “And he never went through with it. Not formally.”
“Oh, I am glad to hear that he didn’t disown his son in public. Think about what that would have done to his image.” His brother’s palm scorched his own, pressing it to the rough surface of the table. He freed his hand from the grip.
“Look, Lax, I won’t drag you there in shackles. This only has any meaning if you come willingly.” He stood up but didn’t turn away. “But look inside you. This is probably your last chance to speak with him. Do you really not care? Do you want to live the rest of your life knowing that he wanted you at his deathbed but you didn’t come?”
Lax looked inside, but his innards were only pain and old wounds that should have healed by now. A deep breath, blood evaporating. He wanted to find his lies, to tell himself he didn’t care, that he didn’t want to go. To lie away the pain as he had many times before. To lull himself into the denial he had lived since he left home.
It would be easy. He didn’t need to lie. It was the truth.
The old man doesn’t want me there. He never wanted me.
I don’t want to go.
I am not his son anymore.
His lies failed him today.



CHAPTER 5
A New Arrival
The golden arch of the great city loomed over her as Ilumi stepped through the winged gates from the northeast. Rugged and bewildered but still alive. She’d made it into the city of legends. Into Luminocity.
The journey was a tricky one, one might say, especially after they reached the jungle. Who knew that redwood could grow this hostile? A letter would have to be sent to her people, warning them to avoid the old passageways through the Valley of the Witness before a thorough cleansing.
The wise thing would have been to wait for one of the trading caravans that granted safe passage within their ranks for a few coins or some work. But the usual one hadn’t arrived after the monsoons, and she didn’t have more time to wait.
She made the journey alone as the Operators required. They couldn’t afford the unwanted attention that an entourage of her tribespeople would attract.
Ilumi dragged her saddlebag through the amused guards. Just the essentials — most of her baggage had to be left behind with her llama the night the jaguars came. The mourning of the loyal animal had become a distant shadow as the dehydration overcame it in the past few days. She would later extinguish a candle for the animal’s soul in a necropolis temple if they had them here.
But first, water.
After looking around, she pulled herself toward one of the many sparkling fountains that decorated the spacious plaza. The ornamented sculptures in the middle depicted a scene where the Crimson Father slew a writhing, many-eyed creature in the shape of a lump of snakes. The beast seemed to move in the shadows that the falling waterdrops cast.
She couldn’t care less about the decor. There was fresh water in there!
Ilumi leaned in and drank in big gulps, disregarding the horrid passing looks. These people probably weren’t ever this thirsty. Her dirty golden locks stuck to her neck and shoulders, moist and sticky as cave kelp.
A curl of white hair peeked out, and she hastily tugged it back under the others. Better no one sees that.
Finally, she slumped to the feet of the fountain, full and satisfied. Now she had the state of mind to deal with the other problems. She opened her sack.
The lenses were still there in their little satin bags to prevent any scratching. She sighed in relief. Without them, this journey wouldn’t only be nearly deadly but devastating. These were her life’s work. Ilumi picked them up with gentle care, opening each one to look for damage. There was none.
The invitation from the Royal Astrology and Scientific Institution, R.A.S.I., lay next to them. The blood-red envelope containing her future. 
After clearing her fingers with water and one of the less grimy spots on her skirt, she opened it to collect new strength from its contents. Tightly written lines welcomed her, signed by Doctor Blaze, one of the greatest minds of their century. Ilumi had read as many of her books as she could find. Mostly the decades-old ones that found their way to her tribes with the sparse merchant caravans.
It contained an invitation to be a part of her scientific assessment group. Oh, how she rejoiced when she first read it! It still filled her heart with warmth. Not in her wildest dreams did she suspect the doctor would read any of her theses.
The letter also set out a specific time to appear at the institution. The sixteenth day of the month of the crocodile, an hour before white noon. It was today. She made it with only a few hours to spare.
She put back the envelope now. There was also a little pouch with a few coins. A fortune in her tribe, a meager sum in this city. At least she suspected so by caravan prices, but she would have to ask around to be sure. It was a long time since any one of her people made the journey. After the jungle, she understood why.
The Operators who had visited her in her village calculated the correct amount of funds for her trip to avoid suspicion. They explained that no more money or company could be assigned to her, and she needed to be as unassuming as possible. Ilumi pushed them from her mind for now.
There was a small pouch of powdered hogweed sap for self-defense, and she stuffed it into an inner pocket of her blouse. She hoped she wouldn’t need it, but better to be safe.
The orb lay below all, as a snake would at the bottom of a sack of corn. Its surface didn’t show any sign of wear or damage, naturally. She put it back and felt her guts churn at the touch of it. Later.
Everything essential survived. The clothes and other trivial things were replaceable. With renewed vigor, she stood up — it was time for her next mission. Find something to eat. She immediately regretted the sudden movement and had to cling to the fountain’s rim for a few minutes. Then, this time slower, she started out to search for food.
The smell of freshly baked fish guided her to the stand of a local vendor. With a wide beard and a wider grin, the disheveled fishmonger relieved her of a tidy portion of her coins. She tried to bargain, but the man just shook his head.
“I have seen young ladies in better condition after drinking a whole day and night on the Festival of Lights,” he said with a fatherly smile behind the beard. “So I am already giving this at half the price.”
Ilumi squinted at the man. Is this some local merchant trick? With no experience to tell her, she thanked him and took the golden brown trout on some flimsy plate.
It seemed to be made of waxy paper. In her tribe, a hard-earned treasure, here some cheap material under street food. She sat down, astonished and starving, under a nearby tree.
There was so much of the city. The long rows of buildings, the marvelous sculptures, the square bursting with people. So many people! A dozen different dialects chattered around her as she ravenously tore into her fish. The air brimmed with life and unfamiliar scents. It was intoxicating. The lessons about the city didn’t prepare her for this at all.
Oh, how naive we are, she mused. Her people were hard-working and resourceful, but they were only a handful of isolated tribes, dangerously lagging behind in the latest technological currents. That was one reason the circle of elders had allowed her trip to Luminocity. 
Not like they had much choice. The Operators requested her trip, and when they whistled the elders jumped like well-trained dogs. They gave her a few brief preparatory lessons, but she doubted she was worth more of their precious time. They seemed to constantly be in a hurry, dossier in one hand, pocket watch in the other. And their connection to her tribes was a well-guarded secret.
Meal finished, she stood and wiped off as much of the jungle’s grime from her skirt as possible. She would need to be at least presentable if she hoped to be accepted into a place as prestigious as R.A.S.I. If offered the chance, she would also like to change her outfit. But she wasn’t sure she had the coin for that.
Completely lost between the too high buildings and sprawling streets, Ilumi decided to ask around for directions to the institution. She approached an older woman, who hurried by, dragging a small boy behind.
“Excuse me, can you —”
“I don’t buy anything,” she said and didn’t stop her stride. After giving a quick glance to Ilumi, she added, “And I don’t have any change. Good day.”
Ilumi was taken aback by the barely disguised hostility. “That’s all right. I have my own. I just wanted to ask you for directions to R.A.S.I.”
“Oh.” The woman still seemed suspicious but finally stopped. The small boy peeked up curiously at Ilumi. “That is a long walk from here. Just take the sky-train.”
“The what?” This had to be new. Her tutors didn’t cover it in the preparatory lessons.
She pointed at a winding metal staircase on the other side of the square. It led up toward a platform and a thick metal rail running over the buildings. “The sky-train. Four stops from here. Old Town. You can’t miss it.”
“I would rather walk. My purse isn’t that deep,” Ilumi said.
The woman didn’t wait around for more questions. “It’s just a copper bit for the worker boot. And if you are new, the view is worth it,” she shouted back as she hurried away.
Ilumi looked back, unsure, toward the platform. A set of cabins arrived, gliding under the rail, and people flowed in and out of them.
This might be interesting.
---
It was close to being too interesting. Exhilarating even. After the neck-breaking height of the platform and the crowd of people flowing around her like a tight flock of sheep, she fought her way to one of the hinder cabins. A bored man in a sweaty blue uniform collected her coin, and she stuffed herself in with the people of the city.
They swayed at least fifty feet in the air, and her stomach tightened into a knot, knowing the deadliness of the drop. It was one thing to trust new technologies in theory and another to put your life in their hands.
How is everybody else so calm about this?
There were two rows of seats beside the windows, but finding an empty one was a lost cause. The sitting people guarded their spots like angry dogs, and others, like vultures, lingered nearby on the chance anybody got up.
So Ilumi kept to the middle and clung to one of the many handholds that dangled from the cabin’s metal ceiling. She clutched it extra hard when they departed with a soft rocking motion.
Someone pushed her from the side, and Ilumi would have lost her balance if the wall of people hadn’t held her tightly from every direction. The sour odor of the unwashed bodies mixed with machine oil and some sulfury substance that she couldn’t place. It was barely bearable after so many days in the jungle’s earthy freshness.
A man’s voice boomed overhead, and the sudden sound startled her.
“We are leaving now the Square of Arrivals. Our next stop is the Temple District.”
Where does the voice come from? All she could see were boxes with little holes anchored at the corners of the ceiling. I have never heard of technology like this.
“Ya are a jittery one, aren’t ya?” someone asked. His voice was thick with root smoke and soot.
Ilumi turned toward her left where the voice came from and found herself eye to eye with a young man, at most a few years older than her. He wore stubble, a shabby hat, and a long scar across his face. It started at his left eyebrow, went through his nose, and down to his chin. He was grinning with an assortment of yellow and gray teeth.
“Pardon?”
He pointed up. “Ya were all shaky when the conductor spoke. Hadn’t heard it before from the speaker, did ya?”
Ilumi blushed. “Yeah, this is my first time riding the sky-train. It is a little much.”
“Yeah, it could be.” He tilted his head. “So, ya aren’t around these parts, are ya?”
She shook her head. The people shifted around, readying themselves for the next stop, and she caught a glimpse through a window. The only saving grace of the strange transportation method was the view.
The city below them stretched for miles in every direction. The Square of Arrivals’ low roofs and merchant stands gave space for more grandiose buildings. Temples, built from stone, ancient and solemn.
Tall towers reached toward the sky from between magnificent domes and endless streets. Waves of people stirred and shifted on them like a hive of angry ants. Far away in the north, on the first gentle slopes of the mountains, stood a colossal metal tower, dwarfing the other wonders of the city with its magnificence.
“It is beautiful,” Ilumi breathed.
“Yeah, that’s the Fener’s mansion tower. Only standing true scraper in the city.” He pointed toward the other side. “Hey, if ya liked that, there are more.”
In the distance to the south, she could see remnants of the fabled and uncleared ruins of the old city. The toppled peaks of ancient metal towers, called skyscrapers by the locals, protruded from piles of rubber and accumulated debris. They sprawled haphazardly in every direction, like the outstretched fingers of a dying man.
She heard the bigger part of the bygone buildings were underground, but it was hard to imagine. The visible parts were easily at least fifteen yards in places.
How could there be even more beneath?
“It really is something, isn’t it?” the man asked. “By the way, the name is Silko.”
“Ilumi.”
The ruins dwarfed Luminocity with their size. But technically the entire city was rebuilt on the ancient ruins. Only the parts under them right now were cleared away during the centuries.
At the next stop, the train curved around a similar platform, and Ilumi got a better view of the other cabins. There were two others like hers, people crammed in as tightly as possible in dirty clothes. Some of them flowed in and out, but the mass inside never lessened.
There was more space in the next two after them, and most of the people found a seat for themselves. But those seats cost a whole copper coin, and few used them despite the crowd.
The front cabin was an entirely different world. The people sat around little tables in their spacious, cushioned chairs that seemed more like thrones. Servants in white bustled around them, pouring drinks and offering food on small plates.
“Are ya watching the fancy folks?”
The contrast in attire was evident. While the people around Ilumi wore the familiar rough clothing, resilient against tearing or physical wear, the people in the other cabin had long sleeves, delicate gloves, and laughably short capes decorated with bright feathers. Ilumi was skeptical they could even lift anything in those garbs.
Those must be a nightmare to maintain.
“Who are they?”
“Ah, you know, just the usual. Councilmen, rich merchants, and the nobility.” He spat on the floor, which was an accomplishment regarding their limited space. “A bunch of fat leeches, if ya ask me.”
They were moving again. The train closed in on her destination, and the voice over their heads announced Old Town. She pushed her way toward the door.
“This is my stop,” she said. “It was nice meeting you.”
The man gave her a puzzled look.
They stopped, and the cabins’ doors opened. Except the last three, including the one Ilumi was in.
What?
The people around her didn’t seem bothered by this. Ilumi turned with suddenly risen panic toward her companion.
“What is happening? Why couldn’t we get out?”
He shook his head. “They letting off only the fancy folk here, not the likes of us.”
Ilumi paled. “But I have to get off here. I need to be at R.A.S.I. in a few hours!”
The man shrugged. “Tough luck there. They taking the train into two separate parts. We are going straigh’ to the Old Harbor from here.”
“How far is it from Old Town?”
Silko licked his lips. “A bit of a walk. But they could be tricky if ya aren’t familiar with these parts. Ya would need a guide.” His mouth opened into a predatory grin. “I am always happy to help some young misses in need.”
The proposal left a hollow feeling in her stomach, and she didn’t answer it yet. The man was probably right. If she got lost in the city’s other half, she would never make it in time to the institution.
But do I want to trust someone I just met?
The separation of the cabins finished, and their part of the train went on. Then she spotted something familiar in the distance. The ocean.
It was always visible from the peaks over her village, like a friend you trusted to be there if you needed them. She had spent many afternoons sitting on the higher slopes and marveling at the azure vastness of the horizon.
“So, do ya want a guide?” Silko hurried her. He pretended to stumble closer, pushing against her body. “We can even have a few drinks at my place. It is on the way.”
Ilumi decided she wasn’t interested in his proposal or his too familiar behavior. She put some distance between them as the crowd allowed. “Sorry, but no. I can find my way.”
The scar-faced man forced himself back. “Hey, what’s up? Do we have a problem?” He tried to grab her with one hand.
Ilumi shoved him away, and when he lost his balance she ducked under a set of arms to put some more distance between them in the cabin.
“Your loss, bitch!” he barked after her. It left a sour taste in her mouth.
She pushed against the wall of people, and it finally yielded some in response to her will. Ilumi pressed her face to a smudgy window, guarding her newfound place from the others. She would memorize the route back to Old Town if she must. She concentrated on the maze of streets below.
They trudged closer and closer to the ocean, but the cabins turned left to the south before reaching it. Toward the ruins and the chasm. Toward the vanishing river.
The great Serpent River flowed through the city, rushing from the north. Ilumi thought about searching it out in the jungle — it could have helped her raging thirst. However, it was a well-known fact that many of its shores were infested with alligators. So she decided it was better to keep off it through her journey.
The river bifurcated in the middle of the city. One branch went toward the west and the ocean. The other that they followed to the south plunged down in the distance, vanishing into the Rift. The gaping wound of Luminocity.
Ilumi read about it before, but the Rift’s origin was lost in the legends of the Cataclysm that presumably ruined the great city eons ago. Nowadays, it was walled off and sparsely guarded, not letting the citizens close to its swirling dark depths.
They wouldn’t go that far with the sky-train. Nobody was officially allowed into the ruins or the Rift area. Where the river vanished, its bank continued, now dried up and dusty. The old shipyards of the ruined city weren’t functional in their waterless state, so they became one of the less desired parts of the rebuilt Lumo No Se. The Old Harbor.
Filthy streets penetrated rows of crumbling houses mixed with tents. Not so far in the distance, toward where this district bled into the better parts of the city, gigantic factories belched their thick smoke to the sky.
The cabins came to a halt, and they reached their last stop. The passengers flowed out of the train like llamas escaping their barn after a long winter, and they swept Ilumi with them. She rushed down the steps in a cacophony of people.
The way backward would be a long walk, not much shorter than it would be from the Square of Arrivals. She recalled the streets seen from above and with a sigh set out toward R.A.S.I.
A whole shantytown stood in the dried-out riverbed. Patchy fabrics were strung together with wire and rope, forming makeshift homes. Ilumi wouldn’t want to be around when the monsoon season struck the place.
Half-naked children chased after each other without shoes, and old men played their games in front of their homes, sitting on stools and buckets.
She stepped carefully, dodging the shallowly dug latrines and questionable puddles on the ground. The people she pushed by smelled of smoke, oil, soil, and sweat. First, she feared she would stand out too much, but her tattered garb helped her fit in pretty well. Another concern was her hair. In these parts of the city, only the secondary colors of the gods were visible, people with hair of orange, violet, or green. Her golden locks could have been her traitor if they weren’t grimy and dirty from her long travel. In their current state, it was easy to mistake them for orange.
Not like it mattered much. The people hurried by minding their own business, heads down and eyes on the ground. Many didn’t even notice her as she walked past them.
The place was a stinking maze. The cobblestone streets might have once formed a comprehensible net of passageways between the shabby houses, but it stopped making sense when they filled them with tents. Ilumi desperately tried to call back the mental map she had seen from above. Her only guideline was the giant metal tower in the distance, showing her north.
Arriving at an intersection of two alleyways, the last morsels of her sense of direction crumbled away. While she stood, lamenting her next move, someone approached her from behind. The steps sloshed in the murky puddle that covered a patch of the road.
“Girl says she doesn’t need the help of Silko, but I see ya are lost anyway.”
It was the man who chatted with her the whole ride. Ilumi spun around and found herself face to face with the scar-marked young lout. He held a curved knife in his right hand.
“Ya got some problem with me?” he demanded.
The man was still a few steps away. She could run, but Ilumi didn’t want to risk a chase in a place she didn’t know. Instead, she gulped down her first response, raised her hands non-threateningly, and stepped closer. “No, I have not. I am just not used to strangers being so friendly, that’s all.”
“Well, ya better start being friendlier. Let’s start with your purse.” He licked his lips again. “Or it can be your blouse.” He came closer with hunger in his eyes.
Ilumi reached slowly toward her blouse, and the man’s eyes bulged. Then she pulled out the little pouch filled with powder. The dried hogweed sap. Before he could have reacted, she threw a good handful into his face. 
The man fell to the ground, tearing up, hands grabbing at his eyes. His painful scream echoed in the empty alleyway, and the knife fell to the ground.
Ilumi was by his side with two quick strides and kicked the knife away. She pushed the blinded man, still in pain, onto his stomach and put a knee into his back.
“Was that friendly enough for you?”
“I am blind, ya bitch!”
“Relax. It will go away in half an hour.” He still tried to push himself up, so Ilumi twisted one of his hands behind his back. “Now tell me, which way is it to Old Town?”
“How? I can’t see!”
Ilumi twisted the hand harder. “You seem like a clever guy. Think of something.”
The man reached out with the other arm and pointed a shaky finger toward their left. “Ya see the scraper in the distance? Go that way. Cross the first bridge, then keep the tower to your left. Even a cretin can’t miss it.”
“Thanks.” She pushed herself up from the back of the man and jumped away before he could blindly grab her. “That wasn’t that hard, was it?”
She only got some growling as a response. Silko fumbled around on the ground, searching for his weapon. Ilumi walked to where she had kicked it and picked it up.
I lost mine in the jungle. “I am taking your knife as an apology. Don’t cross my path again.”
The man snarled at her. “Ya will regret this!”
“That is very improbable.”
“Ya don’t know who ya are messing with. To my enemies, I am Scarface of the Red Eyes. You will hear from me again!”
Ilumi raised an eyebrow. Red Eyes? Does he say it because of the blinding powder?
He finally got to his feet, feeling around uncertainly. It was fascinating what taking away sight could do to someone’s confidence.
Ilumi strode away and left him where he was.
---
After a long walk through the Old Harbor and crossing the bridge over the river, Ilumi reached another city district. At least, she supposed it must be a different one. The buildings were taller and well kept, built mainly from stone. The people wore more color, and the streets were clear of suspicious puddles.
While her tattered appearance was nothing special in the Old Harbor, she stood out here from the crowd like a tall weed in the middle of a green pasture.
The city was so vibrant. Two of the gods looked down from the heavens, and their red and blue light mixed into a divine violet. Basalt or, as the locals called it, sunstone was used excessively in these parts, and the downpour of blaze reflected from most surfaces. Trickling down, the light accumulated at the feet of the homes and shops like lingering fog, diffusing slowly into the ground.
A woman stepped out from a nearby building and changed the bowl near the wall. She brought the full one back, and the light collected in it filled the rooms with bright violet illumination. It would glow for hours.
She wasn’t unfamiliar with the material or the possibilities of the gods’ blessing, but seeing it used this extravagantly made her stomach twist. Her people only ever handled it in their most sacred rituals and holidays. Even the Operators knew better than to tamper with the light when visiting her people.
This city was even parts enthralling and wrong.
But who am I to judge? She was in Luminocity precisely because she had tampered with the gods’ light and her heretic experiments with lenses. Yes, all that had helped the Operators plant her into R.A.S.I., but she had no delusions about the elders’ opinion. Once she returned home, she would have to face the consequences.
The institution overshadowed the other imposing buildings of the central plaza, the Square of Sorrows. Its marble pillars were dimmer but somehow more elegant than the surrounding cacophony of light. A restrained beauty, standing alone in this carnival of a city.
She skipped up the heavy steps as measured as she could and suppressed her impulse to take them two at a time. Her heart hammered like the ceremonial drums at the twilight masses, its rhythm quickening to dangerous highs. This was it, the subject of her dreams, the place where people strived not just to follow but to understand the gods. To understand their light.
Behind the massive blackwood gates, the entrance hall was a work of scientific art. On the inside of the building’s dome, small artificial models of the suns sparkled with light. It was a toned-down model, so even the star wounds were visible in between, dark spots, voids that dotted the ceiling.
She had never seen the constellations this clearly, not even with her telescopes. With the overbearing presence of the gods muted, they were unclouded and beautiful, dark gems on a white canvas.
Where do they funnel in light to the mock-up suns? And how do they have yellow, when outside the Golden Son rests below the horizon? she mused then noticed something even more peculiar. The suns moved on the dome.
Their divine dance was accelerated — they glided with elegance across the heavens, dipping below the horizon one by one and emerging anew in the same spots. The light changed accordingly from white to orange, then red, violet, blue, green, and yellow. Then, when all three of them went down, came a brief period of darkness. The sunstone intarsia within the floor and walls burst with a glow, showing intricate patterns and axiomatic formulas.
It was a fleeting moment. Then the endless choreography started anew, and one sun emerged again. She didn’t know how long she stood there in astonishment.
Ilumi couldn’t hold her enthusiasm inside any longer. “Isn’t it marvelous!” she exclaimed to a nearby man who washed the floor, gesturing wildly toward the ceiling.
The janitor spat on the ground and smeared it around with his mop. “It gets old after a few thousand times, miss.” He left her, and Ilumi finally remembered why she was here in the first place.
She followed the signs. There was already a significant crowd in front of the administrative desk. Ilumi stepped into the long waiting line and passed the time by examining the people.
Most of them wore identical clothes, high-buttoned shirts and ankle-length skirts for the women and light-gray suits for the men. They seemed around her age, in their early twenties, and most shuffled nervously in their places. Also, they stared, but Ilumi couldn’t blame them for that. She must be a rare spectacle in her current condition. The line shrank as they slowly finished in front of her, one by one.
“Next!” a bored voice sounded, and Ilumi stepped up to the counter. The administrator glanced at her with the eyes of an overworked pack llama. She passed her letter to the woman, who put it on her desk and didn’t open it. “Purpose of your visit?”
Ilumi squared her shoulders and tried to look important. “R.A.S.I. invited me to join the ranks of its outstanding minds. I have a letter from Dr. Blaze.”
The woman behind the desk raised an eyebrow and finally opened the letter. Her eyes skipped over the tightly written lines. “Ah, you are here for her exam, just like our fourth-year students. Well, it has been a long time since anyone invited an outsider. The test will start in the red-door laboratories in an hour.” She glanced at her attire. “I would recommend wearing something more appropriate, or else you risk them throwing you out.”
Ilumi found herself at a loss for words.
What is this woman trying to imply?
“I don’t understand. The letter invited me to be part of Blaze’s assessment group,” she said at last.
“Yes, that is the examination. After assessing our doctoral candidates, Blaze usually picks one or two of them from around thirty. If she has a good year.”
There were a few moments of uncomfortable silence between them. The woman cleared her throat. “It is a great honor to work with Doctor Blaze. One can’t just waltz in here, expecting a position by default.”
The sunken feeling in Ilumi’s stomach that all of her travels might have been for nothing was strangling. Her llama had given its life for her to be here. She went through hell and back, and she had misunderstood the invitation. Hell, even the Operators misunderstood the invitation.
She gave a curt nod, murmured something that could have been a thank you, and with the same momentum turned around and marched out of the building. The suns shined a blinding violet as she charged through the gates. She would not be defeated here, not after all she had been through.
Her test was in an hour, and she had to find something proper, and hopefully cheap, to wear for it.



CHAPTER 6
The Ruins
The large floor tile sank into the ground below Dawb’s weight, activating the ancient security system. A siren shrieked up, its tune cracked, and a folding metal gate started to descend farther away in the corridor. Fortunately, it was a slow process — the rust had time to build up through the centuries.
Sickly green gas leaked out from hidden holes on the sidewalls, either to poison or stun him. It was probably long spoiled, and the accumulated grime clogged some funnels, but Dawb knew how dangerous it could still be.
This wasn’t his first trap.
In another situation, he would retreat and wait it out. But he crawled through rubble for hours now, and the gods would be damned if he would let that gate cut him away from whatever it protected.
He removed his shirt, tied it around his face, and darted through the corridor. He felt the gas stinging his exposed bits. Hopefully, it wouldn’t get absorbed through the skin.
He unlatched his haphazard shield from his back, a broad and thin piece of junk metal with old leather straps to hold it. The gate was getting dangerously close to the floor, and Dawb threw himself toward it. He wedged his shield between them, jamming the mechanism. It gave a low gurgling sound before stopping, like the death rattle of a drowning rat.
Dawb tested the stability of the metal piece then lowered his small body to the floor and crawled through under the gate. The accumulated grime and dust didn’t benefit his remaining clothes, but he couldn’t get much dirtier at this point.
Leaving his shield behind was hard, but he would return for it later. Abi gifted it to him for his tenth birthday. It was almost three years ago.
It wasn’t his actual birthday. Abi chose the day for him. He had no living relatives and wasn’t important enough for the city’s proper recordkeeping, so the exact date was impossible to pinpoint. Nonetheless, it was his day now, and he held the gift close to his heart. The shield saved his life on multiple occasions.
Dawb felt his pulse quicken. These traps were activated for the first time, meaning other scavengers hadn’t explored this part of the ruins. This might be his lucky day.
It better be worth it. He started his descent hours ago, and it was a long process. One had to have patience and skill to find his way through all the ancient buildings collapsed on each other. The skyscrapers were always the most profitable places to scavenge because they were the deadliest too.
Who knows what else those crazy ancients put in here back then?
An hour before, on one of the twisting corridors, he had already found a not-so-old skeleton after he squeezed through a narrow part. It wasn’t his first, and it wouldn’t be his last. If you grew up in the Old Harbor, you saw a thing or two before turning twelve.
At least these parts are mostly level. It seemed this portion of the ruins rather sank into the ground than buckled. Dawb always had a hard time wrapping his head around upside-down rooms or strangely angled corridors.
Light dripped down in little streams around him as he slinked forward. It was orange, the color of his short hair. The amount that could seep through the cracks wasn’t much, barely enough to illuminate the metal walls overgrown by moss and vines. He couldn’t afford to bring more light with him, so he had to watch his steps.
The corridor opened into a small chamber, deep in the structure’s belly. On waist-height pillars, surrounded by shatterproof glass, stood a dozen fancy urns, some even unbroken. They were covered in the ancient and mysterious language of a bygone era.
For Dawb, they could have been covered in lumino-slang graffiti. It wouldn’t matter. Growing up on the streets, you picked up more relevant skills than reading. Like how to avoid traps.
They might fetch a pretty penny at the right merchant. The only problem was that even if he could break the glass somehow there was no way he could pull those through the narrow rifts he had to crawl through to get in here. He needed something more compact. So instead he closed in on the wall safe in the farthest part of the room.
He rounded a toppled desk that weathered the building’s collapse remarkably well. Not surprising, considering it was one solid block of marble. Beneath his feet, he could still feel some of the softness of a rotted-away lush carpet. This had to be the room of someone important.
The wall safe was damaged, the twisting of the building had crushed the door ajar. He unlatched his trusty crowbar from his belt. According to Abi’s rules, it was the number two friend of scavengers, after one’s shield.
Rule one, come back in one piece.
Rule two, bring back something worth your daily meal.
Rule three, don’t try the skyscrapers. He always thought that rule three was for wimps. Maybe he would bring her down here with him one day, and then she would see. He missed her on these long days anyway.
Time to get to work. Dawb wedged his crowbar into the gap. He had to put his entire weight behind it, and it took a few minutes of hefty tugging, but in the end the safe yielded. The loud thump echoed in the narrow corridors as the door fell from its hinges and hit the floor. Jackpot!
Dawb peaked into the hole and felt his heart sink. It was packed full of rotten paper, stacks upon stacks of it. The neatly bonded pieces weren’t much larger than his palm and bore marks of once colorful pictures. Also, they were utterly worthless.
Why did the ancients put so much care into hiding away their paper? Dawb would never know.
He didn’t let the disappointment take over. The safe was a bust, but there were no signs of scavengers before him, meaning something valuable could be around somewhere untouched. Turning back, Dawb inspected the desk.
He ran his hand over the top. The marble was unnaturally cold to the touch. It was smooth, carved from one piece, and its strata painted in faded rainbow colors. The strange engraving caught his eye.
A human figure in royal clothes, two crowns on his head, and five suns in the sky. The odd part was the monsters underneath. They squirmed and tangled and wormed, a black mass with too many eyes and limbs. In the twilight, they seemed to move from the corner of his eye, but they were immobile when he concentrated on them, only carvings. A shiver ran up his spine, like the hairy legs of a tarantula.
He reached beneath and felt around under the tabletop. There was a barely noticeable protrusion at one side, so small Dawb nearly missed it. He pushed in the knob of stone, and it clicked into place.
The chamber trembled, and the cumulated grime of centuries dusted from the ceiling. Then with an earsplitting sound a piece of the wall slid away, revealing a staircase leading downward.
All that fuss about opening a door? Crazy ancients didn’t have better things to do. Dawb peered down the steps.
Deeper down, darkness rolled on the floor. A thin blanket, not higher than a few inches, creeping up the stairs. As the dim orange light flowed down, the two materials seemed to push on each other, not mixing. Like water and flaming oil floating in separate layers but also burning and eroding each other. He braced himself mentally for the descent.
It is just a stupid superstition. There is nothing to fear in the darkness. No demons will grab my leg. It was always easier said than done. He started down the steps.
The touch of the black substance wasn’t unpleasant, just unfamiliar. He watched his ankles disappear into it, like dipping into chill water on a hot summer day. His skin started to redden from the gas, and Dawb scratched it vigorously.
Is this considered heresy? Good thing the priests weren’t aware of these parts. They would be all over it. It seemed they always were where they expected the dark to surface. He trembled at the thought of the strange men in glowing white robes infiltrating his domain. They always unnerved him.
The walls changed from metal to carved stone blocks as he descended. He heard water ahead. Not surprising, this close to the vanishing river. He placed his feet carefully. Without seeing the actual steps, he guessed where they were.
The staircase ended in a strangely designed chamber made entirely from stone and forming a pentagon. It seemed to mimic something more ancient than the skyscraper that it was built in. A few dislocated stone blocks lay on the ground, half protruding from the darkness. Dawb couldn’t see the floor, but his foot landed with a wet splash as he sneaked in.
There must be a small stream coming in the holes. The faint orange light billowed over the sheet of black that now reached up to his waist. It was darker than twilight.
The walls were covered in engravings of suns. Five in total, one on every side, each a different pattern. Maybe there was more, but he still couldn’t see the floor, and he was more interested in the two obelisks in the middle of the room — white, six feet tall, and imposing. They ruled the room with their presence. And more importantly there were two jet-black gems, cut into the form of scarabs and the size of his thumb, floating in between them. Possibly jade.
Those would be worth something. He stepped closer, trying to get a better look.
Something heavy grazed his leg. He staggered back and barely avoided losing his balance and falling into the inky pool on the bottom. He froze in his movements and scanned the room, but the darkness hid the creature from him. The soft sound of scales grazing on wet stone filled the air.
He took a hesitant step. A head emerged in the middle of the room, between him and the obelisks. The boa tasted the air, its tongue flicking with a dangerous hiss. It was enormous, almost as thick as Dawb’s waist and as blue as the lips of the dead.
Where the hell did it come in? With the water? His feet trembled, like when he had faced his first crazed hobo in the alleys.
His first instinct was to turn back, run up the stairs, and close the door as fast as he could. He nearly did. On the streets, only the smart ones stayed alive. The ones who knew when to avoid a fight and run.
He never was one of the smart ones.
Facing the obelisks, Dawb clenched his fists — he would not go back empty-handed. He took his shirt from his face and jumped forward. The boa pounced, and he caught its head in the fabric, forming a makeshift sack. The monstrous snake writhed in confusion. It wasn’t used to its prey fighting back.
He was by the obelisks with two long jumps. He reached in, and his hand slowed in the air, like pushing through a barrel of tar. His fingers were etching closer to the scarabs. Oh, come on! 
The boa raised its head, thrashing around to escape its flannel prison. Its scaly body brushed his leg again, and when it felt him, it formed a loop around to crush him.
Dawb threw himself in the air, barely escaping the deadly embrace. His fingers finally grabbed the scarabs.
Let’s get out of here!
He rushed past the snake and darted up the stairs as it finally shook off his shirt.
Did it follow? Dawb dared a glance back as he took the steps by two. It slithered right behind him.
He burst into the room with the safe, ran to the desk, and hit the hidden stone button as hard as he could. The grinding of metal on metal was music to his ears.
Then with a screech the mechanism abruptly stopped. Dawb turned in horror to witness as the giant snake pushed through the hole left by the jammed doorway. Its fangs flashed in the dim light, and the curls of its body cut away the corridor that led to the surface.
Dawb backed away toward the wall safe, and the snake followed him, its maw open to swallow. His back hit the wall, and he reached behind himself blindly, grabbing a big handful of old paper. He threw it into the open mouth of the boa.
The hundreds of wafting pieces must have confused its senses, and it hissed at them, biting the air. With all his might, Dawb crouched, grabbed with both hands, and heaved the safe’s metal door from the ground. He hurled it at the snake.
The beast jerked back in pain, and he finally had the opening to bolt past it. His boots splashed echoes on the ancient corridor, and as he reached the security gate he slid beneath and yanked his shield free.
The gate fell to the floor behind him, closing the path. The boa crashed against it, but the old metal held against its weight. It gave him a last hateful glare then slithered back toward the chamber it came from.
Well, I won’t come back to these parts for a time.
The corridor was silent again. Fortunately, the gas had dispersed by now, but his skin still itched like hell. Not like he hadn’t had worse before.
He examined himself. A few bruises here and there but nothing serious. His shirt was gone, but that happened more often down here than one would think. And he bet Abi had a spare one in the Birdnest. She always seemed to have a spare one of anything.
Maybe I will give a scarab to her. It would be an excellent addition to her collection of oddities. Of course, he would have to hear a lesson about risks and avoiding the skyscrapers, but he didn’t mind. Not from her.
Dawb smiled fondly at the prospect of Abi’s excited face as she would examine her new piece with joy. And she deserved every bit. He wouldn’t be alive today if not for her. She was family without blood. A big sister he had never had.
He would sell the other scarab. It would be worth enough.
First an hour of crawling back up. And maybe a scrubbing at one of the public pools.
---
Dawb stormed out from the shop of the grinning merchant, who had missing teeth in his shady face. The pawnshop was on the corner of the Square of Leeches, and in street circles everybody knew the guy would buy anything, no questions.
He could have brought it to one of the more refined establishments, but they asked too many questions. Technically, the sunken buildings still were city property, and their content belonged to the city council. He never had much interest in the technicalities.
His fury was mainly an imitation. He didn’t get as much as he wanted, but it didn’t surprise him. It was like that with these leeches. But if you didn’t seem upset about it, you would get less next time and even less afterward. That was how pawnshops preyed on the weak.
So he feigned frustration. It wasn’t hard. He was already tired and cranky from the climb up. But the four silver pressed warmly against his skin through his pocket as he rounded the enormous pool in the middle of the square with its murky water.
Most of his skin’s redness went away with a good scrubbing. It still itched terribly, but he could live with that. Of course, he used another fountain — everybody knew not to go close to the leech pool. Monsters lived in it.
The older urchins laughed at the younger ones about it. A stupid urban legend that nanas told the young’uns, they said. But Dawb saw the hesitance in their eyes. They avoided that water as much as any of them.
He spent most of his newfound money on essential food. Bread, salt, fruit, cheese, corn. He felt extravagant after his adventure and bought some smoked fish too.
He kept looking behind his back as he closed on Gran-Gran’s home. It was broad daylight with two suns in the sky, but you can never be sure in these parts. He heard the Red Eyes were extra active since they got some new boss.
It was still a few hours before the Azure Mother would join her fellow gods in the sky, so the Crimson Father and the Golden Son painted his destination in a fiery orange hue. The house was as ramshackle from the outside as any of its neighbors. But looks can be deceptive. There were some steps and a door with a bit of window cut in it at the top.
He pulled himself up to it, looking through the slit. A blue pair of eyes looked back.
“Password?” a tiny voice asked.
“I brought food.” It was as good a password as it got.
The door clicked, and he pushed his way into the room. Sitting on a high chair, the small girl on the other side winked at him.
The room was full of urchins. Their laughter filled the place as they chased after each other. Some played with old dolls in one corner or doodled on trash paper. They were children here. They could be children here. A rare opportunity on the streets. But this was a safe haven, and Gran-Gran made sure it stayed that way.
The old lady walked between them, hair white as llama’s milk, and a warm-hearted smile on her face. She had a good word or a laugh for each one of them. It seemed she was preparing for another of her old stories. Gran-Gran sat on a creaky chair, and the others brought cushions around.
The first time Dawb entered the house, he was wary of her. She seemed too kind, with a heart too big for her frail body. But in the years since he witnessed genuine kindness from her on more occasions than he could count. She was like the grandmother the children had never had.
Dawb navigated to the dinner table on the opposite side of the room. He stepped carefully — second-hand toys and old rugs cluttered the floor. There was already some day-old bread and fruit on the table, but not too much. It seemed the others hadn’t been as successful as he today.
That was alright. Today he brought the food, and tomorrow someone else would. The children gathered around him too as he unpacked the content of his sacks. Little hands snatched up food from the table faster than a street rat.
He took an apple for himself, some cheese and bread, and eyed one of the smoked fish but held himself back. He had his share. The rest was for the little ones. “Take your portion and leave for the others. That is how you survive the streets together,” Abi always said. He turned away and walked to the side to listen to the tale.
“Hush, my children, and come around!” Gran-Gran said, and the children gathered around, munching on food. “I have tales from times of old, before even I was a young girl.”
Dawb didn’t know how long ago that was. Even the grownup ones on the street told him that Gran-Gran was already old when they had been children visiting here. Dawb often dreamed of a time when he would be independent, maybe even having a profession to his name. Then he would move here and care for Gran-Gran in her twilight years for all the kindness she had given him.
Unless she lives another hundred years, the gods give it to her.
“Tell us about the night of the jaguars again!” one boy said from the front.
“No, I want to hear about the lightfalls of the old empire!” a small girl chirped, face full of freckles.
“Could you tell us a new one? A tale we haven’t heard yet?” Dawb found himself asking.
Gran-Gran frowned and stared into the distance. “A new one?” she asked, whirling the words around in her mouth like a full-bodied wine. “Well, I can tell you about the Trickster and his brides. That one you haven’t heard yet, have you?”
A forest of little heads shook, signaling that they didn’t. The room grew silent. Dawb sat down on a cushion and started gnawing on his bread.
“The world was young,” Gran-Gran started her story. “The trees reached tall as scrapers, and the rivers flowed as fast as the quickest salmon. Mountains peaked higher than now, up to the sky, up to the gods.”
The dozens of eyes, like hungry little pools, drank up the words.
“And gods there were, four in the sky. They bathed the new world in their radiance. All was good, and all was still.”
Gran-Gran peered into the distance with watery eyes. “But the gods were bored. They craved attention and praise! So they made us, from mud and twig, from stone and vine, from the warmth of their breath.
“And the people praised. How they praised them! Towers emerged from the jungles, first stone, then metal. Sculptures were raised, and festivals were held for the almighty suns above. The gods had seen this, and they were satiated. They rested content, dreaming dreams of worship, awakening only on special occasions for the mortals.
“But not all the gods were placid. One of them desired more, wanted company not only in the human realm but up above the sky on their side.” A low murmur ran through the room.
“It was Unumugmi the Trickster!” a little girl shouted, mentioning the Gray One’s ancient name from other tales.
“That’s right, my dear, and he had his ways. He chose a bride every season, and he lifted them from their mortal coils up into the heavens. They became the neon stars that sprinkled the sky. The thousand brides of a god.”
“But why doesn’t he choose anymore? Had he had enough?” an older boy asked with curious eyes.
“Why did he change? Where did his light go?”
“And there are no neon stars in the sky, only holes,” a lanky girl said from the back. “I saw it. We found a looking glass in the trash a few weeks back and tried it before selling.”
Gran-Gran’s hanging hair cast rifts of shadows on her face. She took her time before carrying on. “No, something emerged from the depths. Dark and malicious and terrible. It reached the sky, it reached toward the...”
Gran-Gran didn’t finish the sentence. The room grew uncomfortably quiet. The old woman startled, then looked across the unsettled faces of her flock of children. This wasn’t the type of story they needed now.
“Well then, have I ever told you about the golden city hidden deep in the jungles?” The mood brightened up as Gran-Gran started a different tale, one of mystery and wonder.
Dawb dozed off as he listened. The long day and the melodic voice of the old lady helped him settle. Before the veil of sleep, his last thought was of Abi, how she would have liked to hear about the golden city and how she would delight in the scarab he kept for her. A fine addition to her collection indeed.
Why isn’t she here yet?



CHAPTER 7
The Test
Ilumi stepped out of the second-hand store on the Grand Bazaar’s corner. She was poorer than ever since she entered the city but at least presentable now. Her new green skirt and matching blouse were the color of the jungle and a size too big, but this was all within the range of her budget. The woman who ran the shop even let her clean herself in the backroom as part of the deal. Ilumi felt she pitied her.
If it takes some pity to get in R.A.S.I., so be it!
Two suns bathed the streets in a downpour of light, tinting the great city to a violet hue, but the Yellow Son should have been already close to rising over the horizon. She glanced toward the calendar and clock in the middle of the square. It seemed nearly all crucial parts of the city had them and the people adjusted their daily routine to them rigorously, a foreign concept in her tribe. Fortunately, there was just enough time to get back if she hurried.
This was her only chance. She should not spoil it by arriving late. She ran through the market, between the tents and carts, cutting through heavy clouds of spice fragrance, exotic and new to her senses. Retracing her steps proved to be a more complicated task than she had thought. As she jogged, the faces of the ever-flowing crowd blended together, and one radiant building was like any other.
The great city proved to be a noisy, disorienting mess. Homesickness flaring, she imagined the endless grasslands and stern peaks of her village.
After some confused minutes, she found herself at a corner, uncertain which direction she had come from.
“Are you lost, miss?” a young boy asked, half her age and without a shirt. His skin was red in patches, as though he was suffering from a bad case of river rash.
“I can help you if you have a coin to spare.” He gave her a toothy grin and pushed a grimy little hand toward her.
Ilumi had heard about street urchins, the poor and forgotten of the great cities, treated like boils on a wealthy woman’s face. Smudged over and ignored. It was a part of her preparatory lessons for the journey, but seeing one with her own eyes was nothing like hearing of them. Back in her tribe, it was unthinkable that the young ones weren’t cared for, even if some tragedy happened with their guardians. But the boy standing in front of her, half-naked, smug grin on his face, didn’t look like he minded his terrible situation at all. Strange city.
She felt inside her pouch and counted two copper bits and a few tin chips. Her last resort after the extravagant spending on her new clothes. Not enough for her journey back if things turned sour, probably not even enough for another night in the city. Everything was so expensive here! The Operators had undershot her budget by wide margins to make it believable. But she couldn’t just walk past the little creature and leave him to his demise. After some hesitation, she pulled out one copper and pushed it into the small outstretched palm.
“Here, and have a medicine man look at that rash. It seems serious,” she said. “Can you tell me how I get back toward the Square of Sorrows?”
The urchin stood stunned and glared at the coin in his hand as if Ilumi had just given him a poisonous snake. After a few moments, he raised one hand tentatively and pointed to a side street to their left. He cast down his eyes, not looking directly at her. Poor thing, he must be terrified.
Ilumi gave him a smile and a hesitant pat on the head. “Thank you. Sorry, little one, I am in a hurry, but I hope we meet again.” She started toward the street but turned back after a few steps. “My name is Ilumi. You can find me at R.A.S.I. later if the gods’ luck is with me today!”
She left the confused boy where he was and ran past the corner toward the institution. The time for her test was fast approaching.
---
After a quick flight of marble stairs, she stepped through the double gates, panting but with two minutes to spare. The entrance hall was bustling with people, even more than she had seen here the first time around. The woman behind the counter pointed toward a back corridor to the right when she approached her. Ilumi tried to calm her nerves as she glided through it toward the northern wing of the gigantic building. Pipes of light illuminated the similar-looking doors, but a small crowd at the end indicated where she needed to be.
It hadn’t started yet. Everybody was waiting before a blood-red metal door that dwarfed the others in the hallway. The group of students shifted nervously as she approached, and they gave her strange glances in their tailored clothes and expensive-looking shoes. The scent of jungle flowers filled the air, despite the lack of foliage in the building. Her hair was still a mess, but the quick cleansing at least helped to unveil her dirty golden locks. She endured the crossfire of questioning looks, smiled back at them, and stood at the back of the line.
“Are you lost, miss?” a girl asked, short and blond as the wildflower on the high peaks. Why is everybody asking me that today?
Ilumi stared back at her in confusion. “Why? Isn’t this the place for Doctor Blaze’s exam?”
“Yes, it should begin any minute now.”
“Then I am exactly where I am supposed to be. Thank the gods that I arrived in time,” Ilumi said.
The students glanced at each other. A dismissive snort came from the front. “It seems the standards of this institution are not what they used to be,” a taller man said, hair red as a campfire, maybe two years her senior. “When my mother in the council finds out that her son had to wait for his exam with the pleb, and not just that but a foreigner... well, let’s just say she will have a word or two about it with the chancellor.” He didn’t even bother to turn toward her while spitting his poison.
Ilumi stared at his back in disbelief. This kind of dishonor would be settled at her tribe with an official duel, a Karok, preferably right on the spot. She wasn’t sure what the laws were regarding it in the city though.
She clutched the blade in her skirt’s pocket but then let it go. Use your words. You know they can hurt more than any knife. She knew she was invited to the test. Were the others too? And he was definitely older than the rest of them.
“Oh, I am sorry for the inconvenience,” she said. “Maybe with some hard work you could have taken this already a few years back? Spare yourself the dishonor, you know?”
The man turned, cheeks flushed scarlet. It seemed she’d hit a nerve there. “You don’t know what you are babbling about, you ignorant, plantation-born —” he started but was silenced when the metal door crunched and slid open behind him. An old woman stood in the doorway, hair short and gray, spectacles on her nose. Behind her was a cramped room with barren metal walls, cold and uninviting.
“I am Doctor Blaze, and you are, I assume, all here for my test.” She looked the group up and down with disdain. “I might have met some of you before but won’t remember it. So if you speak to me, introduce yourself first so I can put you somewhere in this swirling mess inside my head.”
She stepped to the side and waved them into the empty chamber. “Come on in. We don’t have all day. I have places to be.”
The group slowly poured into the room, and Ilumi noticed it wasn’t as empty as it had seemed at first glance. Another woman stood inside, beside the door, hidden from the corridor. She was tall and well built, shoulders bulging below her simple white robes. It was hard to tell her age — her face was too stern to have wrinkles, and she lacked any hair on her head, even eyebrows. She collected the invitations from the students and put the blood-red envelopes in a file. Ilumi gave her the one from her sack. She inspected it and put it away without further questions.
Next to the stone-faced woman was a set of buttons on the wall. When all the applicants had stuffed themselves in, she pushed some, playing an odd sequence that resembled a cheery little tune. The room trembled and started moving.
“Yes, before any of the annoying questions, this is the elevator to my experiment halls and labs. I know you are all very honored and excited to be here. Yes, we go to the uppermost level. I know you have heard a lot about it.” Doctor Blaze waved down a few raised hands. “No, I will not answer questions, not yet. Just enjoy a little suspense, would you?”
Ilumi had never stepped into an elevator, but they were part of her lessons before her journey. A wonder of the great city, a mechanism that can move whole rooms up and down using only the power of compressed light. It was marvelous and blasphemous at the same time. She took a few deep breaths and forced calmness upon herself as the ground trembled beneath her feet.
Don’t look like a bumbling fool. This is another way one understands the gods’ blessing and how to use its power. This is why you are here!
The brightness dimmed in the room. Ilumi scanned the cabin and noticed the pipes running through the ceiling, carrying the light from outside to illuminate the closed space. They depleted fast. Strange fabrications glowed up as a substitute, glass spheres in the corners, with a wire running inside them.
Their light was wrong.
It was hard to put into words, but the light inside the elevator became empty. Shallow. It was without warmth or weight. The air became floaty in a way Ilumi had never felt before, as though some force that was always there, that pushed her down, ceased abruptly. It was a peculiar feeling, and she wasn’t sure she liked it.
“Yes, I can see the questions in your eyes, even when you try really hard not to ask them.” Doctor Blaze sighed. “We are turning off the truelight and using the new scorchlight exclusively in these parts of the building.” She looked across the faces. “Have you encountered it in your studies?”
A few of the students nodded, and Doctor Blaze continued, “I take that as a yes, good.” She raised and cupped her hand, and this new light didn’t linger in her palm like fog or seep through her fingers. As it hit something, it was gone. “Our equipment is susceptible to light pressure, so even a tiny amount of truelight for illumination can throw it off by margins I don’t even want to think about. This doesn’t produce any pressure. Or any we can measure yet.
“It is scavenged technology from the ruins of the ancients, just like our security check-in systems or our control panels. It runs with electricity. We finally figured out how to generate that consistently with light-motors, but if you ask me, the entire thing is a pain in the ass. You have to churn it out constantly, or the energy disappears into thin air! It’s a terrible carrier.”
The metallic screeching indicated that the floor was rising beneath their feet at breakneck speed. Doctor Blaze shook her head. “But still our best option. Before this, we tried gas lamps and even torches. Worked just fine, but oh man it is easy to burn down an entire wing with those smoky nightmares!”
The elevator trembled one last time and stilled. They had arrived at their destination. The metal door opened to a grand hall, circular in shape and at least a hundred feet wide. Above them, a steel dome closed off the sky, and the same strange lamps glowed with their pale light. They hung from random places as if thrown up by some mad giant. And chaos reigned on the floor.
How can this much stuff be in one place?
All around the room, on tables, long benches, and mats on the floor, were the strangest and most varied tools and contraptions Ilumi had ever seen. She knew some of them as expensive and exotic tools, sold by the caravans at her village. Screwdrivers, scalpels, little hammers, and chisels. But most were utterly alien to her — for some, even a rough estimate of function seemed impossible.
The attendees sidled in, leaving the elevator behind. A great metal beast the size of a wagon stood in the middle of the room, dwarfing the other instruments. It was full of cogs, wires, and parts unknown to Ilumi. Wide tubes connected it to the ceiling and floor, stopped by valves at their ends.
“Vatra, wouldn’t you say it is time for the first round for our guests?” Doctor Blaze asked, and the attendees looked around in confusion. She was not speaking to any of them but to the stony-faced woman who stood inside the hall, next to the now-closed metal doors of the elevator. Her hand lay on the long handle of a switch.
“On your mark, Doctor,” she said in a raspy voice.
“Let’s begin.”
She flicked down the switch, sparks bursting out as it clanged into place. The room fell into darkness.
Silence ruled for a few moments before the first horrified shouts. Ilumi couldn’t see a thing, neither her surroundings nor the others — not even her own limbs. No false light remained in the chamber, and the locking of the ceiling panels was seamless. Her pulse quickened, and she felt the panic crawling up her spine.
“Most of you feel the terror of the dark now for the first time. You grew up under the three suns in homes built with light-cisterns or collecting bowls.” Doctor Blaze’s voice was calm and monotonous, as though she were holding one of her lectures. Someone started to cry quietly in the back.
“Even on the uncommon occasions, estimated every three hundred thirteen point six hours on average, when all three suns dive under the horizon simultaneously, the light still lingers. It is stored briefly in the ground, water, and even in the vegetation and fauna. The best example is the basalt or, as many of you may know it, sunstone. It has extraordinary phosphorescent properties. At night, the entire city glows brighter than anything in its surroundings. But I have the utmost confidence that you are already familiar with the basics.”
Ilumi’s breath grew cold, and a great weight burdened her chest. She desperately searched for an escape route as every nerve in her body screamed danger. Get yourself together! This wasn’t the first time she had met with the darkness. The elders of her village ensured that every new generation traversed at one point deep into the mountains’ tunnels, where the light died and the shadows began.
“Humans are one of the strange exceptions. Some process that we don’t understand completely yet consumes the light from our immediate vicinity. That is why we and our clothes don’t have any light right now,” Doctor Blaze said. “It is one mystery that has intrigued me for a long time.”
Ilumi’s heart stilled. There was another time, even further back in her past. Lost in the fog of her remembrance, more a feeling than a memory.
She stopped in her panic, confused, and reached out. Her fingers grabbed at nothing. This wasn’t darkness, not in a way she knew it. It lacked something, just as the scorchlight lacked something compared to the truelight of the gods. This one was hollow, an empty phantom of the real thing. It wasn’t true darkness, merely a lack of light.
How do I know this?
“If you want to work on your thesis project under me, there will be no turning back. Science can be more frightening to the unprepared mind than a few minutes in the dark. It can demand more control than keeping calm without your precious light.”
The banging started slowly but grew with every minute. Some students found the elevator door by touch and desperately tried to pry it open, to crawl back into their own world, where the gods shone down on them and everything made sense.
Ilumi stood, nerves calmed, pulse settled — her heart didn’t want to race with the wild horses anymore. This fake darkness couldn’t hurt her.
“Alright, I think we gave them a good taste of it. Vatra, switch it back on.”
“As you wish, Doctor.”
The lamps buzzed up, light filled the metal hall again, and Ilumi recoiled — Doctor Blaze’s face was mere inches away from hers. On her nose, she wore a strange set of spectacles, a bulky metal frame filled with an assortment of different lenses. She seemed to study her.
Around the room, the students picked themselves up. A few stood nearby, limbs trembling, streaks of sweat dripping down, but their faces were determined and triumphant. The tall boy stood between them with his fiery hair, shaken but adamant.
Some sat around. More lay on the floor in fetal positions and curled up beside the wall or under the nearby tables. The majority of the pupils were at the elevator, still trying to crawl inside or pry open the doors. They even succeeded half an inch.
“I hope this little demonstration didn’t dishearten many of you.” Doctor Blaze removed the strange spectacles and pushed them into one of the many pockets of her white robe. “But I understand if it did. My field is not for everybody. It is demanding and brutal, and you will balance on a thin line between the light and the dark more than you can imagine.”
Blaze took a few steps to the side, and Vatra hurried to her, bringing a cushioned chair. She put it down with gentle care that didn’t fit her brutish build, and the doctor slumped into it with a grateful grunt.
“I won’t judge anyone who leaves now. Many will, as many have each year this test has been held. You will still be free to pursue your academic ambitions and find another mentor. This is not a failure nor an inadequacy of your character. In fact, the other facility members will hold in high regards that you even tried my test.”
Vatra walked back and opened the elevator with a button combination on the wall. The melody sounded a lot less cheerful this time. At the sight of the sliding doors, some students hesitantly shambled into the cabin, shooting back regretful glances. Many more followed them in a few moments, some relieved, some shameful.
By the time the motor whirled up and the mechanism began its journey back down, less than half of the original attendees remained with Doctor Blaze. Ilumi counted them. Fourteen, including me.
The doctor clasped her hands together. “Now that we have separated the corn from the husk, I wholeheartedly welcome everybody at the true test,” she exclaimed. “Please come and take a look at this technological marvel!”
She ushered them toward the middle of the room and gestured at the grand machinery standing there. She was beaming with pride. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
“It is, Doctor Blaze. But what are we looking at?” asked the short girl, who talked with Ilumi before the test. As far as Ilumi knew, she had been quiet for the entire ordeal thus far, but her embrace with the dark seemed to have shaken her up. Maybe this harrowing experience had some formative effects after all.
“It is the next generation of light-motors, my own design and build.” Doctor Blaze walked around it, checking pipes and putting wires straight. “Two hundred and thirty-four percent efficiency upgrade. Easy to change parts. Oh, and the best part! It can recalibrate itself according to the outside light. No more need to stop them in a laborious process and do it by hand every time one of the blasted suns decides to come up or down.”
Ilumi paled at the blasphemy. In her village, it would have resulted in at least a cudgeling. She looked around, but the others, even if they thought this language was disrespectful toward the gods, didn’t show any sign of scorn.
“Just think of the possibilities this will bring.” Doctor Blaze stopped at the end of her circle and turned toward them. “But it isn’t just the most outstanding new machinery of the decade. It is also your entry test.” She pointed at a hollow where a big part of the apparatus seemed missing. “This hole is where my brilliant new calibrator was till this morning. It made it possible to adjust the flow according to the change in the outside light.”
“What happened to it?” someone asked.
“I stripped it away myself. Your test is to start up the engine without it.”
The remaining fourteen applicants, including Ilumi, looked at her, befuddled.
“You can use anything in this room to finish this ordeal. And you have an entire hour. That is, if I have to say, quite generous of me,” Doctor Blaze said, walking back to her seat.
---
An irritated voice broke the stunned silence. “What?” It came from the boy with red hair.
“An hour. Construct anew, replace it, or revolutionize light dynamics. I don’t care. Start the engine. This is the task.”
The annoyance was palpable in the air. “I heard it the first time, Doctor Blaze, but this must be a joke. And a very distasteful one, I have to say.”
“Introduction, my boy. If we are to have a conversation, introduce yourself. That was the rule.”
The boy puffed up. “Yorquin Feu.” He paused with anticipation.
“You say it like I should know who you are supposed to be.”
“My mother holds a major role in the city council.” His words dripped with ego. “She is Master of Commerce.”
“Well, good for her. Does this prevent you from understanding the task at hand?”
Yorquin deflated a little, but he tried to compensate with his stuck-up posture even more. “The task that you suggest is impossible.”
“I didn’t suggest anything, my dear. I simply told you what you have to do.” She checked a time device high on the wall. “You still have fifty-eight minutes and forty seconds left. I recommend using them productively.”
The students stirred as if waking from a long sleep and hastily spread out in the hall. They teamed up in small groups, old friends or associates working together instinctively. Papers crumpled as vigorous hands started creating diagrams and calculations on every available surface. Small debates flared up about the task and died down in an instant. It was a scramble.
Yorquin shot a last disbelieving look at the doctor then joined a group of four, immediately taking charge and tasking out different parts of the problem. He probably has a lot of experience in bossing people around.
Ilumi stood where she was, unable to move, watching the others as her future crumbled around her. She didn’t have any experience with machines like this — neither had she any idea how a calibrator worked or even what one should look like.
It was over. It was all for nothing. What was I thinking?
“What is the matter, dear? Your feet grew roots?” The words startled her out of her misery. It was the first time Blaze had addressed her.
“No.” She wasn’t sure how to put her situation into words. “I just —”
“Introductions, dear, introductions first.”
“Ilumi.”
“And your house?”
“Just Ilumi. I am from the Realta tribes. The ones at the feet of the northern peaks. You sent me a letter of invitation.”
Blaze perked up. “I knew there was something strange about you!” She looked her up and down. “The girl with the lenses. You had some interesting theories regarding light separation, if I remember correctly. It should be somewhere in one of my office drawers.”
So she remembered Ilumi, or at least her work. “I didn’t have any experience with machinery this complex, Doctor. We are decades behind this city in terms of innovation. Maybe a whole century, seeing your work. There are many who are closed-minded in my tribe to the wonders this world can hold.” She paused. “And I am not an engineer. I work with lenses and refraction, not with cogs and screws.”
Doctor Blaze gave her a long, meaningful look. “And you would let that hold you back? Just give up and walk away?”
“What other options are there for me?”
“In that case, the elevator will return in a few moments. I wish you a safe journey home.” Her voice was strangely distant, and Ilumi picked out a hint of resignation. “Not everybody is cut out for this work.”
Blaze turned her attention away, and Ilumi stood in the middle of the hall, while the air filled with the buzz of tools and the distinct smell of machine oil. Surrounded by a racing workshop, she felt more alone than she had during any point of her long journey.
The elevator arrived with a thump, and she reluctantly started toward it. Her feet dragged like lead, and her heart had sunken deeper. So this was it. This is as far as hopes and dreams will bring me.
The metal interior of the elevator was beckoning. You tried but failed. There is no shame in that. Don’t hurt, just step in and go home.
Another step, then one more. It was almost over. Something stirred inside her, warming her chest, and she stopped in the doorway.
No!
What if this is all new and unknown to me? Didn’t I come to this city to learn, to flourish? To complete my mission? She hadn’t tried — she had just given up. That wouldn’t do.
Ilumi marched back toward the light-motor, and Doctor Blaze peeked at her with a smug smile hiding on her lips. Her options were few. She could try to join a group, but she doubted they would let her in. And even if they would, would that impress Doctor Blaze? They had said she would choose one or two of them at most, so the group strategy already felt like a poor start.
She took a closer look at the missing part. A valve at the top closed off the pipe coming in from the ceiling and at the bottom she could see the blades of the motor through a hole. It was more direct than she thought. The only question should be the amount of pressure she needed.
A kind merchant had brought her a book about light pressure theory a few years back after a long time of prodding. It cost her a fortune and wasn’t the most extensive work, but she remembered at least the basics from it. What was the formula to calculate the force per area again?
Ilumi threw a blank roll of paper to the floor beside her feet and crouched. If she would fail, she would at least fail while she tried everything. It was better to go out with a bang than a fizzle. She didn’t need to create a complex new calibrator. The task was only to start the engine. It didn’t need to run in different light conditions for days. She grabbed the valve, glancing at the doctor. Blaze didn’t stop her, so she opened it. A streak of violet light streamed in, dispersing into the air and all over the mechanism with little effect. She closed it back in.
There was another problem. She had no idea how much pressure the blades needed for optimal performance. What did Blaze say again when she announced the task? We can use everything here. Does it include her?
“Doctor Blaze, how much pressure would the engine need in the current red and blue setting?”
The doctor looked around with a meaningful glare. “An excellent question indeed. And the first one in this room, I should say.” The other students stopped their work and pricked up their ears. “It is exactly two hundred and thirty-seven mega tezcals per square inch.”
Ilumi threw up some basic formulas on her paper as the others started to bombard Blaze with questions. I will need some tools. She had an idea.
Opening her saddlebag, Ilumi poured its contents on the table next to her. The doctor gave her a curious look but didn’t say a word. Her lenses were her research, and if she knew anything well enough to make this possible, it was them.
Alright, I can work with this.
---
The clock was ticking down the last five minutes of their hour, and the students shot nervous glances toward it at regular intervals. Most groups deduced they didn’t need to finish the task at hand — they just needed to outperform their peers. After all, this was a test of impossible proportions. Doctor Blaze had probably worked months on that piece of machinery, so she couldn’t think they could finish it in an hour. However, if they showed some promise, a good start or a sketch with calculations, the doctor had to choose the ones with the most merit.
Ilumi thought otherwise.
“Let’s collate our finished work to hand in,” Yorquin said. “And we should arrange a meeting next week to continue on this. I think we are on to something here.” He was louder than he needed to be, displaying his willingness to continue this assignment beyond the boundaries of the exam. Show-off.
Ilumi double-checked her page of scribbled math and vague sketches of lenses and focal points. Next to her were two thick tomes of light-pressure diagrams she’d found conveniently tucked under a gigantic pile of other books in one corner.
She wasn’t sure her design would work, but the time was up. The next part was about actions and not theories. The cobbled-together contraption, made from a slip gauge and a lot of wire and tape, held two of her precious lenses. Let’s calibrate it up.
She hurried to the machine and set her project into the hole under the valve. It fit, thank the gods. She had measured it before, but fast built things had a tendency not to fit where they should. 
The topmost lens was tight under the valve, not letting much of the light scatter around, focusing it directly below. Now I just need to set the distance of the other lens with the gauge and —
“Fascinating.” Ilumi almost dropped everything on the floor as she jumped back. Doctor Blaze had spoken right next to her ear without much regard for personal space. “Don’t mind me, my dear. Just guide me through as you work on it.”
Ilumi gulped down some undesirable response. “Of course, Doctor. As you can see, this top lens mostly fits onto the pipe and focuses the incoming light into a single point below.”
“Good. But with the size of the pipe’s cross-section and the lens’s cut, wouldn’t you think it will be too much? Nearly four thousand mega tezcals per square inch?”
Ilumi glanced back at the doctor, amazed. Is she practiced in lens theory too? And is she this good at calculating in her head, or did she do it in secret when I wasn’t paying attention?
“Yes, Doctor Blaze, three thousand nine hundred twenty-six to be exact.”
Blaze shook her head. “That will break the blades.”
Ilumi found her hands trembling with excitement while calibrating her solution. It felt good bouncing her idea off someone else. Even if it made it harder to work. “Not if we disperse it again below here with a second concave lens.” She set the gauge so that it put the second lens close to the first’s focal point, but also as much onto the intake part of the motor as possible.
It wasn’t a pretty solution, nor was it perfect. She only had a few different cuts at hand, and they weren’t an ideal fit for her calculations. But she didn’t have the time to make new ones, and they were close enough. This should work.
“Wouldn’t the dispersed light hit all around the blade chamber, including the walls and bearings?” the doctor asked.
“It isn’t a perfect solution. I hope you understand, given the limited time.” Ilumi checked her notes. “Is the chamber capable of withstanding approximately a hundred and forty?”
Blaze chuckled. “It would be a lousy one if it couldn’t.”
Ilumi glanced at the clock. Only a single minute remained of their hour. She grabbed the valve. “With your permission, Doctor.”
“Please, I am riveted to see the outcome,” she said but drew back from the engine to a safe distance.
Ilumi checked everything one last time then switched the valve open. Concentrated violet light poured onto the top lens and focused into a blinding streak downward. It was hard to even look at it without eye protection, which she definitely should have been wearing right then. She teared up but didn’t dare to look away.
The light scattered on the second lens, some going haywire all around the room. The seal wasn’t perfect between the intake part and her contraption, but hopefully enough of it went into the chamber below.
Come on, you blasted motor! Start!
It was a low hum at first, but as more and more light pushed into the inner parts, the blades began to turn. Slowly but surely, the motor whirled up.
“Yes!” Ilumi threw up her hands, jumping into the air with a triumphant roar. The scattering light that filled the room reflected off the others’ incredulous faces. A faint smile played on Blaze’s lips, and she opened them to say something to Ilumi.
The light suddenly shifted to pure white, dispelling the former violet hue.
And the light-engine exploded.



CHAPTER 8
Dolls
Dawb stared in stunned disbelief at the copper piece in his palm while the strange lady hurried away. He had begged in this city since he could walk, and the streets had taught him an important lesson. Nobody above you gave a damn about you. If you wanted something, you took it yourself, either by power or wits. The urchins here didn’t have the luxury to wait and expect somebody to pity them. They only had each other. Not counting some miracle exceptions like Gran-Gran, you were on your own.
The coin pulled his hand with unsettling weight as he clenched it. In all his years here, this was the first time somebody had actually given him something. It made his stomach twist.
“What was that, Dawb?” asked a smudgy girl a few years his minor. “I thought you would be bait, but we didn’t even have the chance to snatch anything. You just stood there and let her leave!” Jua was always good at pointing out the obvious, as if it were some great revelation to the others. A shorter boy accompanied her in a too big hat. In the role of legs for his running ability, Kuki, the youngest of their group, was responsible for getting as far away with the loot as possible when things got tight. He nodded in agreement with such vehemence that his hat bobbled back and forth.
The crowd parted around as an older lad in a jacket full of holes jogged to them from the nearest corner. “Have you noticed something I missed? Should we run for it?” he asked, urgency in his voice. Igi was their spotter for the job, and despite his age he preferred to work with them. But Dawb had more experience at the Grand Bazaar, and by tradition the bait could overrule the judgment of the spotter if things went sour.
“No,” Dawb said. “On the contrary.” He took a meaningful pause. “She gave me money.”
“Huh, that’s strange,” Jua said. “How much?”
He released his grip on the coin and showed them. The girl nodded. “A full copper, not bad.”
“Yeah, you could eat a whole week on that.” The older boy scratched his head and leaned back on the nearest wall. His shoulders slumped down in relaxation. “Maybe even two if you know the right places. Have you ever visited the Scarlet Mawe?”
Dawb grimaced at the memory. There were places in this city even he would go only in desperation. “Yeah, and one time was more than enough. The fluxes near squeezed me dry after.”
“Hah! Today’s youth and their wooden bellies. In my days, we ate the week-old rat from the street if needed.”
“Igi, you are, what, three years older than us?”
“How do we split it?” Kuki asked. There was no routine between them for a situation like this. If the pinch were successful, they would divide the loot equally. But what do you do when you get charity? Dawb looked at the others.
“Keep it. You got it, so it’s yours,” Igi said after some contemplation, and Jua spat in agreement. The decision seemed generally agreed upon, but the coin still burned his palm.
The market crowd flowed around them, keeping at least a few feet of distance from the group as a stench buffer. Completely unnecessary — Dawb just washed himself in a fountain half a day ago. Jua started to chew on some old jerky from her skirt pockets. “I guess it is another way to pickpocket someone. Less thrilling, have to say, but a lot more convenient.”
“I never got anything from begging,” Dawb said and felt his cheeks flush with shame. He tossed the coin in one of his many trouser pockets. A good pair of trousers needed at least a dozen, Abi always said.
“It is not as uncommon as you think,” Igi said.
“Have you ever?”
“Well, no, not me,” he admitted. “But I know a bunch of guys who swore they got money before. One of them a full gold axe!”
“I once got half a baked fish!” Kuki chipped in then narrowed his eyes. “But I suspected he was not hungry anymore.”
“And he kind of just threw it on the ground, if I remember correctly,” Jua said.
“Yeah, but it still was nice of him.”
The girl shifted with unease. “We got a bag of sweets the other day from some fancy-ass noble. Yellow as a parrot, but did he give me the creeps.”
“What happened to it?” Dawb asked.
“We took it back to Gran-Gran’s. I’m afraid you missed it while you were ruin diving.”
Igi glanced at the clock in the middle of the square. “Enough of the chit-chat. We still have a few hours before the Muddy Fin serves lunch.” It was a hash house in the harbor that mostly used refuse from the fish market. Still, pretty cheap and tasty if one could endure the smell. “Maybe we can find another dupe. Dawb, you down?”
“Sorry, have to make a detour toward the Birdnest.” He glanced, concerned, into the distance toward the lofty buildings of the Fang district. “Abi wasn’t at Gran-Gran’s as we promised.”
Jua tensed up, the jerky pausing halfway between her skirt and mouth, then she spun around and strolled off without goodbyes. “Works for me. Let’s go, guys!”
Kuki hurried after her, and Igi gave a sympathetic look, seeing Dawb’s befuddlement.
“What is her problem?” he asked.
“Sorry, pal. I think she is jealous of your girlfriend.”
Dawb flushed red. It complemented his rash. “She is not my girlfriend! She is my mentor!”
“Sure thing, pal.”
“Abi is like five years older than me!” he protested.
“Hey, I understand,” Igi said with tease tingling in his eyes. “I like some older women myself too. They know how the butter is made, if you catch my meaning.”
Dawb boxed him in the shoulder and left his grinning friend where he was. Igi and his stupid allusions. Half of his frustration stemmed from not understanding what he meant. The other half from the parts that he did.
He darted through the market with the grace of a nimble street cat, jumping over crates and dashing behind tents where he shouldn’t. He set out toward the Fang district, a half-island in the southwestern part of the city.
The coin still felt like a pound stone in his trousers, but he was adamant about keeping his old oath to himself. He wouldn’t take charity from anyone.
This was merely a debt, he decided.
He would find the strange lady later and pay it back. Buy her a nice meal maybe. But first he had some ladders to climb.
---
As he hurried through the streets, the buildings rose higher, and the surrounding crowd wore better clothes by the mile. This wasn’t the Old Harbor or the Grand Bazaar anymore. The Fang was one of the new, buzzing districts of the ever growing Lumo No Se, and as with anything that was brand new the dirt hadn’t had the time yet to muddy up the shiny parts.
The cleanliness of the streets always made him uneasy. Where did all the waste go? It had to be somewhere.
The shops and outlets changed into trendy cafés and restaurants to satisfy the residents’ needs. Instead of the old wooden pillars that upheld the houses in other parts, here rose the compressed ironwood beams of skyscrapers.
Well, not true scrapers, merely miniature replicas of the old thing. Semi-scrapers, one could say. The only proper standing in the city was the Fener’s tower, which somehow survived the Cataclysm. Nonetheless, the buildings here rose higher than in other parts of Lumo No Se, some towering at a breathtaking twelve stories.
Strange neighborhood, Dawb thought as he walked past a lush public garden. They had so much space for just nothing. He plucked a flower, a red one, and hid it quickly in his pocket. The last thing he wanted was a beating after his encounter with the snake this morning. He grinned at the thought of Abi’s horrified face when he would tell her all about it.
The old and famous noble houses still preferred the Trifled Peaks on the first gentle slopes of the mountain range that hugged Lumo No Se from the north. There had stood their ancient family homes for centuries. Most of them were renovated or built entirely anew many times, like the Feners’ skyscraper, which was renovated from an ancient ruin still standing and turned into a luxurious mansion tower. There were legends on the streets of the riches hoarded there. Those families didn’t move — it was a matter of prestige for them.
But the Trifled Peaks had been packed for decades, and the upstarts found themselves a new home. It wasn’t as affluent yet, but that seemed to change by the day. Was that fountain there last week?
Dawb kept himself to the side of the spacious roads, and where he could he used the narrow passages between the semi-scrapers, left there for garbage cans and staff entrances. He didn’t want to attract any attention. Here the city guard’s patrols nearly touched each other, and they were a lot less lenient with delinquents than he was used to. It wouldn’t be his first beating if they caught him with anything suspicious, and suspicious claims were astonishingly easy to make when you were four thugs against an urchin.
What a stupid place for a secret base. But he couldn’t really blame Abi for that. She had inherited it from her mentor after his disappearance. And moving the whole damn thing would be a waking nightmare.
The light changed, its hue shifting. The risen Yellow Son transformed the violet day into a blinding pure white noon as the three gods reunited in the sky. According to the nearest public calendar, it would be an exceptionally long noon. Almost ten hours.
Dawb loathed this time of the day. The colorless glow only deepened the contrast, separating the pure tones of the gods from the mixed, secondary ones. At no other time was he more conscious of his orange hair and his second-born heritage. He didn’t want to be judged by his colors but by what he would accomplish. Just you wait, city, he thought, one day you will be the one sneaking in alleys and hiding from me!
He reached the ladders at the backside of the Torren tower without trouble. With an exasperated sigh, he started to climb. The journey up was a long one, but he had traversed it hundreds if not thousands of times, and his muscles were hardened to the task by this point. His bag pulled his back with the reassuring weight of the scarab.
She will love it for her collection. Dawb got the urge to giggle at the promise of Abi’s beaming face. He adored her enthusiasm for collecting useless trinkets. It bemused him how one could keep things without a function in such high regard — he could only ever see them as worthless placeholders and garbage.
My shield was a piece of garbage once, as was her crossbow, he reminded himself. Have more respect for the junk.
After climbing almost forty yards, he pulled himself up on a flat rooftop. It was a spacious one, hiding in the intersection of four tall buildings. The cold metal soothed the worn soles of his feet as he walked to the rim and looked out at the horizon. He had been up here many times, but his breath still caught in his chest.
The view was extraordinary. He was close to the edge of the half-island, and there were no more obstructing buildings to the west. The ocean was stunning from up here. Waves rose to the sky as far as the eye could see and broke into harmless froth on the shores of golden sand and secluded bays. The water reflected the pure white of the gods with dazzling radiance, and on that vast infinity of light, dozens of dark sails rose, heading toward distant ports. The Endless Ocean.
He could almost forgive the ladders for the view. Almost. After stretching his fatigued muscles, Dawb turned around. On this hidden plateau in the sky was the Birdnest, a multi-room bunker, cobbled together from as wide a variety of materials as was humanly possible.
Long-faded carpets hung from discarded wooden beams. Stained bedsheets strained between plywood and haphazardly thrown together old furniture. The whole thing was strengthened by strategically placed heaps of bricks and mortar. It must have been a nightmare to haul it all up here.
From the outside, it didn’t look like much, but for Dawb it meant home more than anything in his life.
He sneaked in. If Abi was still asleep at this hour, he wanted to surprise her. It would be an excellent opportunity for payback. Back in the day, she constantly pestered him when he slept in. As he pulled the entrance curtain to the side, a hidden piece of fairy tale unfolded before his eyes.
The inside was dim but not dark, a welcome change after the blinding whiteness of the city. On rows of homemade shelves sat an army of stuffed animals with a few porcelain dolls peppered in between. They were old and discarded with creepy smiles plastered on their pale, cracked faces.
Abi always said that because she didn’t have a chance to play with toys in her youth, now she should have a hundred. It was hard to argue with her logic sometimes. Dawb had never counted all of them but suspected that the number had exceeded that years ago.
Under his steps, deep and dirty carpets sank. They smelled of mildew and meals cooked throughout the years. He peeked into the room to the left, carefully pulling the curtain so as not to make any noise. Abi’s night chamber was just as cluttered as any other room here, her collection of oddities all over the floor and walls, only a spot cleared for her sleeping mat. Her shape was still below the blankets. Perfect.
He let the curtain fall back into place and walked to the workbench next to the doll shelves. He passed two more rooms on his way, full of only the gods knew what. One was for the useful junk and the other for the mildly useful junk. He never could tell the difference, but Abi meticulously sorted everything she found into those categories. He didn’t want to surprise her half-naked, so he took the opportunity and fetched a fresh shirt from a cloth chest.
Near the table was a bucket of water and on the top a small fire bowl, some embers still smoldering under the gray upper crust. He threw in a handful of wood chips from a bag and put on a kettle, bruised but still usable. Next, he rummaged through the drawers, searching for tea.
The unusual product had arrived far away from the north. It shipped along the shoreline a decade ago and chewed itself into the city’s culture like a fat maggot. Dawb had never understood how people could pay gold for it. Gold for a pound of dried leaves! Are they not aware there are leaves everywhere? Just pluck some and dry them yourself, for the love of the gods!
The price had fallen drastically in the last few years due to overabundance and the fat merchants bidding below each other in the lucrative new trade. And after Abi did some work for a shop owner in the New Harbor, he let her have the stale leftovers. It was love at first taste. She still did some chores here and there for him and got the unsaleable remnants.
He finally found the tin can and measured out a moderate heap with a rusty spoon. Abi had taught him the proper way of brewing tea, even tried to share her enthusiasm with him, but to no avail. He tasted only warm, leafy water in the cups. Who drinks that willingly?
After the tea finished steeping, he found a mug and put it on a wooden tray. He searched his sack and found the sandwich he had made back at Gran-Gran’s. It would make a lovely breakfast. And to crown it all, he added the red flower he’d borrowed from the garden. It was Abi’s favorite color, complementing her orange hair perfectly, she always said. This will be the perfect surprise! Breakfast in bed, just like the rich folk have in their mansions and high towers. Then I will top it all off with the scarab!
He sneaked into the night chamber holding the tray, cautious not to wake her and spoil the surprise. Abi usually slept lightly, but now she didn’t even stir. Tray in one hand and with a smile on his face, he pulled the blankets away.
“Come on, sleepyhead. It is already noon!” he exclaimed, but the cheer fled his voice.
Abi lay motionless, her skin white as chalk and cracked like one of her discarded porcelain dolls. Her limbs were frozen in the distorted motions of a drowning man, grasping for a surface that wasn’t there anymore. There were no stains of blood, no scarlet on the mat, nor the blues or browns of bruises from struggle. A veil of gray decay settled on the body, straining it with its lack of color.
But Dawb registered these details only on the surface of his thoughts as he looked where Abi’s eyes once were, and his mind twisted itself into a plunging nightmare. She stared back at him through holes deep and empty, filled with darkness and a pull that threatened to swallow him if he dared to dwell on them any longer.
His mind blocked out any rational thought. Only the raw instinct that shrieked a deep buried intuition of deadly danger remained.
The tray fell to the ground. 
He fled his home in terror.



CHAPTER 9
House Tama
Lax squirmed in the cushioned chair next to his father’s sickbed. He felt as though he had strolled directly into a trap, or rather the open maw of a beast. The archways of the manor’s gate seemed a gaping hole when they arrived after a short carriage ride, and the lone guard closed it behind them with a malignant thump. He would have given all the gold from his purse to be done with this already.
Their father lay motionless and deflated, staring at the ceiling with cloudy eyes. He was intubated, so he didn’t speak a word yet. Lax was thankful for the brief silence. It gave him time to steel himself for what was to come. The heavy smell of sickness lingered in the room, like sour milk and old stew.
His brother sat and waited beside him, calm and poised as ever. Val’s posture was straight, not even touching the backrest. A model soldier. In contrast, the doctor near their father’s bed was stout, short, and sweated like a pig.
“And after he collapsed in the council hall, we took him into the infirmary immediately,” he explained, his hands fumbling with the tube that ran down their father’s throat. “He had highly hampered respiration, which is odd considering we just raised his medication last week.”
This wasn’t a hearing about the doctor’s incompetence, but Lax wasn’t surprised he was nervous. He would have felt the same under the heavy weight of his brother’s stern gaze.
“He never was keen on taking his medicine,” Lax helped him out.
“Oh, yes, that was something we had very strict conversations about. I’m sure he returned to reason, considering his health.”
Strict with my father? Don’t make me laugh.
The doctor finally started to pull out the tube. Its other end was connected to an elaborate metal box beside the bed.
The machinery whirled with the soft noise of a dozen bird wings. Cogs turned, and pumps rose and fell. It was one of the new marvels of medicine — a contraption to push air in and out with a small light-motor even when the patients couldn’t breathe by themselves. It didn’t do their father much, only prolonging his misery.
Stop being so cynical. It is thanks to that machine you can hope to speak to him.
“What happened after?” Val asked, keeping his voice calm.
“Oh, yes, of course, Colonel. Now, where was I?” He stopped for a moment to switch something on the machine. “After he woke up, he immediately asked for pen and paper and wrote down a set of very peculiar instructions. Some didn’t make much sense or were the opposite of what he needed. We wrote it up for delirium and heavy painkillers. But that is why we sent you the message to the front.”
“Border,” Val corrected.
“Yes, of course. It was five days ago. He has floated in and out of sleep since. But it is due to these instructions that I remain by his side to make it possible for him to speak with you now that you have arrived.”
“And you are again?” Lax asked.
The doctor looked back with hurt pride. “I have been your father’s personal doctor for the last twenty years. Doctor Hikari. Did he never mention me?”
“He was always secretive about his health. I hope you understand,” Val said.
The last few inches of the tube came out, and their father’s eyes shot open. They fluttered around the room before finally focusing on the doctor. A coughing fit immediately grabbed him, and he rasped and flailed around in bed.
“Don’t be concerned. This is entirely normal after days of intubation.” The doctor forced a small cup of slimy liquid to the old man’s lips and made him drink. It smelled of herbal bitterness. “Give it a minute or two, and then you can talk. I will leave you to speak about house business freely, but please make it short. In his condition, I will need to put that thing back in the next twenty minutes.”
Their father finally calmed and took the air in long, whistling breaths. He reached out and squeezed the hand of the doctor. “Hikari.” His voice was the creak of an unoiled door hinge.
The doctor gave him a respectful nod and patted his palm. “Everything will be all right, sir. They are here.” He packed up and left.
Silence fell on the room like a smothering blanket. There were so many things Lax wanted to say, but he didn’t know how. Old wounds that waited to be ripped open again.
“Laxerion.” A long pause. “Are you here?”
“Father.”
Selas Tama raised a wrinkled hand with palpable effort and waved him closer. “Come, let me see you. It has been so long. I can’t even recall your face.”
Lax walked to the bed. “It has indeed.”
This was not the man he remembered so vividly, not the unmovable headstrong autocrat of their house. His father’s bones protruded from under yellowed and paper-thin skin, nearly piercing it in places. His once lush golden hair had fallen out in patches and grayed into murky colors where it still connected to his furrowed scalp.
The eyes were the worst part. Once steadfast, always staring into the distance, forever heavy with the troubles of an unforeseeable future. Now they were sunken and hollow without the slightest gleam or glitter, like his inner light had faded together with his withering body.
His father looked him up and down with his empty eyes. “I see you have grown into a man, finally. It was time.”
“And time wasn’t as lenient with you,” he sighed. “What ails you? Can we help?”
“My sickness is mine alone, and I will take it to the grave.” A fit of coughing shook the old man.
“Of course, why would you want to share your problems with your sons?” Anger rose in Lax before the rush of shame for his words swept over it. His father was dying. Could you really not put aside your petty differences, at least for this day?
He took a deep breath. This was a day of making peace, not for old grievances. “If it matters anything to you, I hold no anger for what happened that day. I found my peace and my own way in life,” he began, but Selas silenced him with a flip of his hand.
“You will take over the family business enterprise,” he said. His voice was weakened but still carried some of his old edge.
The words hit Lax like a slap to the face. “What?”
“The family businesses, I always knew they would be yours.” His breath smelled of rot with every word. “Val would need the support of our fortune. This is your duty.”
Lax stared blankly at the withered man between the sheets. “I don’t want it.”
“This is not a question of what you want, boy. You are House Tama, and these are your responsibilities. Act upon them for once.” He wheezed the last words, out of breath.
Val rose behind them, putting a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Now, we are all family here. Let’s —” But Lax shook it off, his eyes fixated on the sick man.
The anger he had smothered for years was building up inside again. “Not exactly what you said last time.”
“Words said in anger. They mean nothing. Can’t even recall them.”
Those words still burned Lax from years back. “I have my own life now, Father. A life that I built, one outside this cursed house. You really don’t even care?” Lax asked.
“Stop playing your little games for once and start doing your duties. Maybe then I will care.” The anguish shone through the tiredness in the old man’s voice. He tried to push himself up into a sitting position but slumped back between the sheets, depleted.
Lax paused. He felt seventeen again, standing in the doorway, ready to leave for good, shouting at the old man on that fateful night. Really, nothing changes. A cynical smile crept up on his face. “I see you are the same as always, Father. Thank you, this simplifies things.”
He stood and leaned closer till his lips were mere inches from his father’s ear. The stink of decay was barely bearable. “I came here for closure. To speak one last time and put things straight before the gods take you. But I only have one last thing left to say. Screw you, you cruel old fool.” His words dripped with long oppressed hatred. “I hope they prepared you a place in the depths of the nine hells.”
He shoved his chair to the side and stormed out of the room.
---
“That could have gone better,” Val said, standing up. He picked up the chair from the floor, put it back next to the bed, and slumped into it. “He is right, you know? You can really be an old fool sometimes.” He patted his father’s hand with tenderness to take the edge off his words.
His father sighed and sank back into the mattress. “There is too much of his mother in him. Of her passion. Of her stubbornness.” He looked up at his eldest son. “You were always more like me. Levelheaded. Dutiful.” Another cough grabbed him, and he could barely finish. “A true soldier.”
Val disagreed but didn’t voice it. The conflict between Lax and his father stemmed from their similarities rather than their differences. They could both be strongheaded buffoons. “The world needs more than soldiers,” he said finally. “Or sons pushed into servitude against their will.”
Selas’s chest rose and fell with effort. “You would fail without the support of our business enterprise. The city needs to see us as strong.”
“You could at least have told him about your plans. About why he needs to do it.”
“This is my burden, and I will carry it alone.” The old man shook his head. “If I shared parts with you, it is because you are stronger than him, and you can bear it.”
“You could have taken it at least slowly. Approaching him before all of this. Making amends, building up again what was lost. If you took the time —”
“I didn’t have the time.” Selas looked out the window over the blooming orchids. His dead wife’s favorite flowers. “What is the state at the border?”
“Worse by the week. They are testing us, provoking, reaching farther each day.”
His father’s face darkened. “We need to put an end to their dealings. Our only hope is a preemptive strike while they are still weak. We need an all-out war with all the city’s might behind it.”
“And war does not bother you? The loss of lives?” Val asked. He studied the old man’s face. “Or is there something that terrifies you more?”
A longer pause. His father’s lips twitched, like he wanted to say something but struggled with an invisible barrier. Finally, he closed his eyes, deflated. “No.”
“You still keep your secrets, even from me.” Val leaned back, his shoulders slumping. “But I know you better than that. Is this threat greater even than Texocan?”
His father didn’t answer, but his eyes hung on him, pleading.
“Then I will carry out your will,” Val said. “Did the council vote you into position?”
Another few moments of uncomfortable silence. “I collapsed before my speech.”
“For the nine layers of hell.” Val knew this was bad news. Another petition could take months to go through the maze of bureaucracy before an opportunity came to put it up for a vote. That was why he hated politics. He could face an enemy assault with only a blade in one hand and a friend by his side. But navigating the waters of never-ending debates, votes, and greasy politicians? It was a different kind of terror.
“You know what you have to do.” His father seemed tired. So fragile and weary. Val had never seen him this empty. Depleted like an overmined vein.
He had a vague understanding of his father’s condition, more guesswork than actual facts. It was connected to the accident in the mines so many years ago. Something ate his father from the inside. He named it the hole in his private hours when he thought nobody was watching.
“Should I call for another doctor? There are specialists in the city from Mixotle.”
“No.” His father sounded resigned. “My ailment won days ago, and I only prolong my suffering with every moment spent fighting against it. These will be my last conscious minutes.”
The emotions churned inside Val like a vortex threatening to tear him apart. He wanted to weep. He wanted to embrace his father, to draw out these last minutes as much as he could.
“We have talked about this,” he said instead, voice reined back and devoid of emotions. “I’m here. Tell me the next step.”
Selas hesitated. “I would ask you to look after your brother, but you have more important tasks than that.”
“He is a big boy, Father. He can take care of himself.”
“I will take your word on that.” He ended with the bitter pill. “You have to take over my position in the council.”
Val thinned his lips. “I am no politician.”
“And you will have to do it anyway and succeed where I failed. There is no other way. I wrote a letter of recommendation for you. It will grant you my title as general.”
Val always knew life was bigger than him. A soldier sometimes needed to be sacrificed for the greater good. If this was his father’s last wish, then he would do his duty, as he always did.
“If I have to finish your plans, I want to do it right.” Val leaned closer and kissed his father’s forehead. A stray teardrop streaked his face. “Tell me everything you can, old fool.”
---
Lax stormed out of the room and trotted along the long corridors of his former home. This was precisely what he had dreaded, why he had never wanted to put a foot back through that door. To his father, he was still a pawn in his big game, a soldier that he could put wherever he wanted, regardless of his will.
Lax didn’t remember having a loving family since his mother died, and even that memory faded like an old photograph. Today was even worse with the betrayed hopes of the past years. Of course, I am foolish enough to still hope. Damn that old bastard!
While he sulked and smoldered along the grand halls, the lack of artwork didn’t elude his notice. Darker spots, where the suns couldn’t bleach the wallpaper, spoke about the absence of paintings. Turning a corner, he couldn’t find the sculpture that depicted a hero of old slaying an abyssal many-eyed beast. It used to be one of his favorites. And now it was gone.
Was the financial situation so grave that they had to sell most of his father’s collection? And if it is, why would I care?
He charged into the kitchen. Not the fancy one between the parlor and the ballroom but the one in the back of the mansion for the servants. He had spent a good part of his childhood playing or hiding in these parts, as far away from his father’s study as possible. He checked the back door, but it was closed. 
I should find something strong to drink. But rummaging through the usual spots in the cupboards and behind the vegetable crates in the pantry bore no fruit today. Either the staff changed their hiding spots, or they were out of booze. Lax slumped into a chair at the head of a long table and pushed his forehead to the coarse surface. He needed to calm down and assess his situation. 
Val hadn’t followed him yet. That was good because he didn’t know what to say to him. They grew apart during their childhood, rooted in a deep resentment of Val’s eagerness to meet his father’s expectations. And the schism four years ago didn’t benefit their relationship either.
There were a multitude of ways he could leave the house even if the back door was locked. He considered taking something with him, just to spite his father, but the family home already seemed like a horde of burglars had stripped it clean.
“Sorry to bother you, young master,” a familiar voice said behind him. Lax looked up. He hadn’t even noticed when the butler sneaked into the room, but the plate he held in one hand smelled marvelous. “I presumed you would need something hearty after the meeting with your father.”
The porridge was yellow as gold and sweetened with candied fruits and palm sugar, his favorite from old times. Lax looked at the familiar face, a ghost of his past.
“Hi, Onaya. Long time no see.” The butler of House Tama was a balding man, lithe as a fox and in his late fifties. The remaining puffs of red hair above his ears gave a cheerful counterpoint to his extremely proper manners. He put down the bowl in front of Lax as though it was the most natural thing in the world that he’d stopped here for supper.
“Would you like some tea with it, young master?” he asked.
“Don’t call me that. I am no more master here than you, old friend. Not any longer.” He grimaced. “And I would love some. But only if you have something strong that goes with it.”
A faint smile danced on the butler’s lips. “I will see what I can manage.”
The steaming food was beckoning, and Lax dug in before he could change his mind. Onaya walked past him into the pantry and conjured up a bottle from gods knew where. It was half-full with promisingly transparent liquid. As he poured a hefty dash into the bottom of Lax’s teacup, he could smell the sweet scent of a well-distilled cachaça.
Steps echoed in the empty corridors, and Lax tensed up. The last thing he wanted today was more of his family. His eyes darted around the room by habit, looking for an exit, but then he forced calmness back on himself.
This was foolish. He had no reason to run. I will close this properly and leave the whole thing behind.
Val emerged through the door, and when he saw them he walked closer and slumped down in a chair. “Hi, Onaya.”
“Young master.”
“Whatever Lax is having smells wonderful. Could you bring some for me too?”
“Already on the way.”
“Thank you.”
His brother studied Lax with baggy eyes. He seemed fatigued, leaden with an unseen weight. “That could have gone better.”
“It went exactly how I imagined it would.”
“Lax —”
But he held up a hand. “Before you say anything, let me be clear. I won’t come back. I won’t take over the family business enterprise or scrape out this failing excuse of a noble house from the pile of dung the old man left it in. He had robbed me enough of my life.” He tossed his spoon back into his bowl with more force than necessary. “And you can’t force me.”
Val seemed hurt by the assumption. “I am not our father, Lax, no matter how much you seem to pair us together. If you want to leave, then leave. I won’t force you into anything you don’t want.”
The silence swelled between them. “So you don’t need my help?”
“I need every bit of help I can get, Lax. The old man had some ambitious plans. And I presume I will find our finances in a mess.” He took the liberty of pouring himself a glass of the cachaça. “But you are my little brother. Your happiness is precious to me. If you decide you are out, I will manage on my own.”
Onaya chose this moment to return with another steaming bowl and put it down in front of his brother’s sour face. Lax leaned back, balancing on the hinder legs of his chair. It was a calming sensation, having his attention occupied by something that simple. The lamps overhead flowed with red, the light streaming in through the cisterns of the mansion. He finished his drink and refilled his glass. “Sorry. Father always brings out the worst in me. It is not fair that I put it against you.”
“It is alright. He makes me feel on edge sometimes too.” Val’s gaze wandered around the room. “I remember times when you hid here under this table, shivering from Father’s fury.” He tossed back the rest of the spirit. “Good to see you don’t need the table anymore, brother.”
Val’s voice was weary, less vibrant than he remembered. These last years in the army left their mark on him more than Lax had first noticed. It made his stomach twist into a nasty knot. This shouldn’t be my problem.
He turned to the butler to divert his thoughts. After delivering the food, he waited at the side of the table, seemingly expecting the questions to come. “How bad is it, Onaya? And don’t sugarcoat it for us, please.”
He took his time, chewing each word before answering. “Things aren’t great around here, young master. But I assume you noticed that already.”
Lax nodded. “How bad?”
“We cut back where we could in the past years. The only remaining staff of the house are three maids, one operating the kitchen, and a single guard at the gates.”
Lax whistled. That was a long throw away from the buzzing house of his childhood with dozens of servants bustling around. “Did the old man also sell most of his art collection?”
“Yes, unfortunately, it came to that.” Onaya cleared his throat. “If I might speak boldly, we only have a few more months sailing on the remains before the creditors pile on us. Your father paid little attention to the business side of the house, even less since you left. The books haven’t been tended to, but you would be a better judge of that, young master.”
“We need more than sailing on the remains,” Val said. “There is a banquet in Father’s plans seven weeks from now. It would cost a fortune.”
“Seems you will have to cancel that in his name,” Lax said.
Val grimaced. “The invitations already went out weeks ago. If we call it off now, we will lose any remaining face that House Tama still has in this city. And for Father’s plans, we will need every last drop.”
Their father and his plans. Lax snorted and poured himself another glass. The distilled sugarcane was strong and started to go to his head. I need to slow down, no matter what happened today. “What are these mysterious plans of our father’s anyway?”
The glass stopped in Val’s hand, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He still didn’t touch his food. “I am not sure.”
“You are not sure?” The laughter burst out of Lax unintentionally, but it was too sardonic to be true. “And you are supposed to continue them?”
“Our father is a good man, Lax, however hard it is for you to believe. But he is... troubled.” Val poured another glass. “I think something broke him, something he can’t speak of. It might connect to what happened to Mother —”
“Don’t you dare bring Mom into this!”
His brother pressed his lips into a thin line. “Whatever it was, I know one thing. There is not much in this world that frightens Father. But when he speaks about his plans, and I look into his eyes, do you know what I see?” 
Val’s gaze was a set of smoldering coals in the red light of the gods. Lax shook his head.
“I see true terror. A terrified old man. There is something to come, something catastrophic we have to avert. And to do so we must stop Texocan before they go too far.”
“And you base this on how he is keeping his true intentions secret from you, looking afraid while doing so?”
“I trust him, even if he can’t trust me with the whole truth. I’m adamant about seeing this through.” He reached out and put a hand on Lax’s. This time, it felt more comforting. “And I could use the help of my brother. Please, come back. I have missed you these past years more than you could imagine.”
Lax was taken aback by the sadness in his voice. “This is not my life, never was,” he muttered.
“Destiny is a flickery thing, and a life is what one makes out of it,” the butler said, pouring them another round of the spirit. “You can leave all of this to ruin or take the old scars and tattoo something beautiful over them.”
Lax’s counterarguments were dwindling away. He grasped the last one. “Not with Father looming over my shoulder.”
Val stood up and gave him a last sorrowful smile. “Last I checked, he won’t be around to keep an eye on you. But if it is too big of a leap, I understand. Why don’t we meet halfway? Give this house, give me a hundred days, then. That much you can bear, can’t you?”
Lax slowly leaned forward and put down all four legs of his chair. The day was too long already, and he felt exhausted. His cracked ribs still throbbed despite the numbness of the alcohol. The soft nautical breeze brought the scent of salt through the open windows.
Can I really do this? After all these years? “I have to think about it.”
“Then I will leave the bottle,” Onaya said then stood and pushed the half-full glass of cachaça toward him. Before he left the room, he turned back. “Your old room is ready, as it has been for years. Spend the night here, young master. You need a good rest.”
They left him alone. The red twilight grew into one of the brief true nights that befell these parts of the world. Lax walked to the window and opened it to get some fresh air. The sudden blast of orchid scent reminded him of his mother.
The city glowed with inner light, the sunstone radiating back what it had drunk up during the day. Even the lesser mediums, like the trees, the dirt, or the river, had a dim glimmer to them. It was a beautiful night.
Shame to waste it on this.
The bottle had been emptied, and the Azure Mother had risen before he came to a decision. Lax stood with all the willingness of a prisoner summoned on the day of his sacrifice. His steps were slow and unsure, as if he would turn back any second.
He walked back to his father’s room to tell the old bastard he would have his way one last time.
But he was too late.



CHAPTER 10
In Shadows
The spider crept through the scattered rocks in the dark, a bundle of fleshy legs squirming on the cold stone. It was one of the smaller ones, barely bigger than Aiana’s two palms outstretched. Thick hairs scraped on the surface with each step of its many legs, creating the faintest of echoes in the dead silent cave.
Aiana didn’t dare to move. She perched on top of her boulder, spear ready in hand, and waited patiently. It was a game of huntress and prey.
The chamber was full of darkness. It was the light kind that didn’t sit heavily on your chest or burden your mind. Border-dark, the elders called it, the thinnest of them all. It was common in the high caverns. The lack of pressure was intoxicating after today’s descent — she felt as if she could fly if she tried. Aiana breathed it in and savored the aroma. It tasted faintly metallic, like broken chains. The perfect dark for the hunt.
The spider got into range. After its last steps, it raised two frontal legs, like antennae, trying the air. It suspected something. She lunged, weapon in front, aiming for the soft abdomen. The darkness swirled around her as she fell through the air. The spear connected.
Aiana raised the writhing creature to her eyes. Its chitin twisted, and as it flailed tiny heads emerged and disappeared on it, like drowning animals trapped under a sheet. Rats, insects, bats. She waited till it stopped moving, pulled it from the steel, and put it in her sack with the others. Tangled hairy legs mixed with the cold dead eyes of blind lizards.
Only small prey today. She didn’t dare to trespass the lower depths this close to her trials.
Her knee in pain, she started toward the closest tunnel — she had scraped it badly on the rocks. The beads of blood ran down to her soft mushroom-skin boots like fretful little bugs. She had to be more careful. However, today’s catch wasn’t half-bad. A few more like this and she could take a day off for more serious practice. Her losing needed some work.
She strode out of the cavern, and the darkness parted. It didn’t bother her — she saw the shape of things perfectly through the canvas of black, just like everybody else living in the Below.
Water splashed beneath her steps in the tunnel. The narrow path sliced through the rock, like veins running through the flesh of a beast. The distant sound of metal on metal clattered through the passageways, probably coming from the remote parts of her colony, from the training grounds. It sounded like the others had started late today. She would have to cross near them toward her home. Her steps wavered at the thought.
She breathed out, sharp and long, almost by second nature. The blood evaporated from her shin as she focused inward, the Below taking a part of her. She lost her doubts in the dark.
Losing one’s mental state or emotions was a straightforward task, one that every huntress novice learned in her first year. It took blood but only a few drops, and as long as you didn’t lose focus the unwanted feelings remained lost. Down here, one didn’t have the luxury of insecurities — it meant death on a hunt.
Of course, nothing remained lost in the dark forever. Sooner or later, her doubts would find her again. But for now her steps were firm, and her eyes pierced the tunnel with resolve. She took out her side knife, a relic from her father, and sliced her palm. Now came the tricky part.
The tunnel ended in a circular cave, with a rift in the middle, twenty feet wide at its narrowest. Beneath, in the depth, a different dark stirred, obscure and malevolent. The passage continued on the other side toward her home.
A heavy exhale, the blood on her hand disappearing, and deep focus. Aiana dashed through the cave, each step a small thunder crack, and jumped. She lost weight in the dark. The ever present pulling grip of the earth loosened on her, and she felt lighter by at least fifty pounds. The air whistled around as she soared over the rift, clearing it with a good fifteen feet to spare.
There was a bridge over it a few yards away, but it was used mainly by the mushroom farmers and the fresh apprentices. It wasn’t forbidden for her, but any self-respecting huntress would rather use her abilities. In the caverns below, there would be no bridges for the weak. Aiana had taken pride in not crossing on it since she was eleven. That was nearly eight years ago.
The clanking of metal on metal grew closer as she entered her people’s home cavern. It was enormous — she couldn’t even see the other side from this opening. Far above, thousands of stalactites hung from the ceiling, small streams of water dripping down from them and nurturing the mushroom fields below. From this, a tiny central lake had formed through the millennia, providing fresh water and some blind fish for the few dozen families who lived here.
As she strolled into the cave, she passed the guardian pump, a runed pillar of eons past, activated and humming with an upbeat buzz. It protruded from the ceiling and disappeared into the rock beneath her feet. Dozens like this were scattered around the colonies of the Below. It was the duty of the local pump masters to check on them every day. They kept the more malicious darkness at bay.
Aiana hastened her steps and tried to make no eye contact as she walked by the training grounds. It was four square holes, eighteen feet deep, twenty wide, the bottoms sprinkled with sand. A small crowd stood at the far side of the leftmost one, intensely watching a fight below. Maybe they won’t spot me.
“Hey, little mole!” The voice was full of venom. “If your mockery of a hunt was successful, why don’t you come and share it with your superiors?”
Of course, Tsaus was here with her entourage.
“I see you started late today,” Aiana said, turning toward them, eyes cold as stone. “It must be nice, being taken care of, not having a worry in the world.”
Tsaus was a well built novice, one year her senior and, it was hard for Aiana to admit, quite good with the spear. What she lacked was the demeanor of a huntress. Where Aiana was quiet and measured, she was brash and hot-headed. They were opposites, and where opposites clashed often only ashes remained.
The girls encircled them, and Tsaus strolled closer. She was a good half-head taller, which Aiana always found unjust.
“Well, why don’t you join us for a bout?” They were so close she could smell the stink of the other girl’s breakfast. Fried mushrooms and bat. “We can even wager the contents of your sack to make it more exciting.”
She made it sound like the usual harassment she gave Aiana, but something was different. Tsaus felt fidgety, more aggressive than usual. Maybe the coming of the trials has made her uneasy too. She had failed last year.
Aiana turned away from her, searching for a way out. She couldn’t afford this today. “Unlike some, I have duties before I can descend to the pits.”
“I haven’t spoken about the pits.” Tsaus grabbed her arm and with the same momentum headbutted her.
The raw instinct of long years spent in training and abuse saved her. At the last moment, she lowered her head and let their brows connect instead of her nose. Aiana slid back from the force, her lost weight still in effect, the impact making her dizzy. The others closed the circle around them.
Blood dripped from the open wound on the other girl’s forehead — it splattered on the stone that drank it up in seconds. She opened her arms wide, imitating a baleful hug.
“Come at me!”
Aiana glanced around for a way to escape, but there was none. The others waited, on the lookout for any weakness, and running would be one. Without a choice, she threw her bag on the stone and grabbed her spear in two hands, using it as a quarterstaff. It was the honorable way, not endangering the other’s life, even if Tsaus wasn’t worthy of it. She lunged forward.
Their weapons met with a thunderous clash, the sound of the strike filling the cavern. Aiana pushed her opponent back with short, deliberate bashes, using the speed of her reduced weight, and waited for the other girl’s loss to take form.
A deeper darkness pooled around them, shallow and curious.
Tsaus held her ground, blocking where she could, taking the other hits to non-vital parts. The blood evaporated from her forehead. There was no grunt nor a yelp of pain from her — it seemed she didn’t even register the blows. This was the battle plan of a lunatic, and unfortunately Aiana wasn’t unfamiliar with it. She had seen it in the pits before. Tsaus lost her pain in the dark.
It was a dangerous tactic, not one of the ancient techniques for hunting the beasts of the deep, but one of the new ones, developed to fight against human opponents. Tsaus shook off the blows and swung in a frenzied counterattack — Aiana had to take a few careful steps back while deflecting the blunt end of the spear.
Painlessness had its advantages and disadvantages. Tsaus was tough and would be hard to take down in this state, but by losing your pain one lost something more, something essential to a huntress. You lost your wariness and were as good as dead down in the abyss without it.
Aiana danced between the strikes, deflecting them with the shaft of her spear. The other girl pressed her closer and closer to the circle’s edge while Aiana waited for an opening in the onslaught. The onlookers cheered as Tsaus pummeled her defenses, sweat flying from her hair, the salty droplets landing on Aiana’s face.
There it was. As her opponent tired, the blows became more sluggish, and the next one came a heartbeat too late. Aiana struck, aiming low across the legs and abdomen, and while the other girl didn’t feel the pain of it she staggered back, balance lost.
Aiana’s weight was still reduced — she seemed to swim through the air as she lunged forward, following the strike with a long overhead slam. Tsaus raised her weapon in defense, but it was in vain. Her spear splintered in the middle as the two met. She stared in disbelief at the broken pieces in her bulky hands.
The waves of satisfaction washed over Aiana. This had been coming for a long time. She won. Without a spear, her opponent had no chance. She raised her weapon to finish the duel between them, but before it could connect she lost her footing. Someone swept her legs under her from behind.
Her initial surprise gave way to panic and fury — interfering with a duel was against the most sacred traditions of her people. Rolling on the ground, she turned to face the impious huntress.
A knee slammed into her temple. Tsaus didn’t bother herself with the fact that the rules of the duel had been broken. Aiana’s mind went blank, and she held her weightlessness only by sheer willpower. She thrust forward blindly but stabbed only the air.
Someone kicked her in the chest, and her weight finally came crushing back. She fell backward and braced her muscles for the impact, but it didn’t come. After a moment of confusion, it came to her with horror why not. She was plunging into one of the pits.
Twisting her midsection, she tried desperately to turn and soften her impact. She hit the ground below like a fallen stalactite, and her shoulder cracked with the sound of broken chitin.
Through the flaring pain, she heard the triumphant laughter of her peers as they congratulated Tsaus on her unjust victory. They walked away and left her down here without helping her or tending to the injuries they had caused. Another blaring offense against their traditions.
At least the cold stone eased her pain, and she lay there, gasping long, exasperated breaths on the damp and rugged surface.
“Well, that could have gone better.” The voice came from the other side of the pit’s bottom, deep and coarse but not unfriendly. A little rough at the edges, just like its bearer.
Aiana looked up from behind tears of pain she didn’t realize were there. The man sat with his back toward the pit’s wall in dirty garb that fluttered around him like dark tides. He had sunken shoulders and eyes that blistered with knowledge. A cunning half-smile danced on his thin lips.
She wasn’t in the mood for Tenebros, but it wasn’t a choice in this situation. Her shoulder was dislocated, maybe broken, and she needed the help of the goofy old man.
“Shoulder,” she groaned at him.
He got up with overplayed hardship and crouched beside her, his fingers searching the joint. “Oh dear, my dear, you have to play a little more careful with your friends.” A twist, a muffled scream, and the joint was back in its place. “There. Isn’t that better?”
She grunted her thanks and rested flat on the stone, wiping the sweat of agony from her forehead.
The old man sat back next to her. “So what was it about this time?”
“You know very well what it was about,” she said. They tormented her because of her Bawal, the sacred taboo her mother broke ages ago. It made them both pariahs in their community.
At least she doesn’t have the capacity to suffer from it like I do. The sinful thought crawled into her brain.
It was a strong stigma — even the elders didn’t speak about it. Tsaus and the others didn’t even know what the Bawal meant, but they hated her because of it nonetheless. By the abyss, even she didn’t know what her mother had done, and oftentimes she found she despised herself too.
“Someday, I will have their respect,” she said through gritted teeth. “The huntress trials are but a few days away. I can bear it for a little longer.”
The trials were held yearly, when the novices could test their resolve and abilities in consecutive challenges. After Aiana succeeded, she would be a full-fledged huntress. Important. Respected. She would finally matter to her community.
“And will they respect you just for that?” the wrinkled figure mused. His tone grew more serious, and his gaze deepened with sudden intensity. “Most of them will become huntresses in a few years, some of them together with you. I bet it won’t change a thing.”
Aiana didn’t have a response to that. All her life, training, and survival led up to this trial. After taking the huntress robes, she could continue to perfect her skills for years. She might try for the rank of stalker after another five or ten.
But do I have another five or ten in me to continue like this?
“You don’t have to wait, you know?” Tenebros said as though he were reading her mind. Her face must have betrayed her inner thoughts. “You are the best of your generation, so you should aim higher. Don’t earn their respect. Demand it now!” He leaned closer, his lips nearly touching her ear. “You are better than them.”
The words had a nice ring to them, a calming presence. She felt them taking their roots in her, clinging to her mind. The old geezer was right. Why should she be content with only becoming a huntress? Why take the others’ torment any longer?
Pushing through the pain, she stood up and moved her shoulder around gently. It hurt like the blistering depths of the abyss but wasn’t broken. If she was lucky, it would be like new for the trials. She turned to the old man to thank him for the help, but he wasn’t there anymore. He probably had climbed out of the pit while she wasn’t paying attention.
Well, he does that sometimes.
Drawing her knife, she opened the wound on her hand again, breathed out, and watched as the blood evaporated. She lost weight to the dark. First, it reduced by half, but she pushed harder until she couldn’t weigh more than a small satchel of rocks. Her hand went cold from the effort. Aiana backed away a few steps then bolted and leaped out from the pit’s depth. She landed soft as a feather. It was an effortless task, even in her condition.
Am I better than them?
The sack and its contents were scattered on the floor, some stolen, some stepped on in spite. When she opened it, there was only the lonely spider on the bottom, her last prey. It had to be enough for today’s dinner. Or maybe her mother would bring home something for a change.
She collected her spear and kicked herself from the ground. Head pounding with new ideas, she soared toward their hut.



CHAPTER 11
Boulevard of Broken Dreams
Lax was sitting by his father’s bed, contemplating the day before. The old man lay before him under multiple layers of soft blankets and a lacy pillow below his head. They moved him into his mother’s old quarters, a place he always held dear. Most of the furniture was covered with cloths against the dust, but otherwise it still was as Lax remembered. Purple tapestry and cushioned seats. There was even a vase of freshly cut flowers on the table.
Over the sickbed hung an old portrait of his mother, looking down on them with her striking violet eyes. She watched her husband’s last days with melancholy from the painting.
Lax massaged his nape. His head was killing him. It was a long time since he drank that much, but at least this time there was a good reason. After finishing the bottle, he went to tell his father to suck some balls and that he would take over the family business.
Neither was he able to tell. His father was in a deep coma.
The doctor said it is improbable that he will ever awake again. Unless the gods blessed them with a miracle. The breathing support machine’s pumps rose and fell with a soft hum beside the bed. It smelled of orchids and sandalwood, covering the stink of decay and death.
He is not dead yet, Lax reminded himself, but he felt the tears accumulating behind his eyes with a painful burn, unable to burst out.
“At least this time, you gave me the satisfaction of the last words,” Lax said and pulled his seat closer to the sickbed. “You missed the best part, Father. I will do your bidding one last time. I will scrape out the house from the hole you dug for it.”
He leaned closer and put a gentle hand on his father’s shoulder. “The only thing I ever needed was for you to ask me. To talk to me instead of commanding. Would that be so hard, you old fool?”
The scrawny old man was motionless. The room turned suffocating around Lax, and he pushed himself away from the bed. He needed to vent his head. His thoughts wandered toward the bottle, but before he left the room he spotted a familiar shape under a cover. His mother’s piano. A classic wood from the workshop of the city’s finest. A long-lost warmth joined the icy fingers that squeezed his soul.
He played many hours on it in his youth, searching for some connection to his mother, one whom he barely remembered. The tragedy happened before he even turned six.
He still had most of the old songs in his head. It always came easily to him — the notes, the melodies, it all made sense. He only needed to find the lie that he could play the music, and it appeared below his hands.
Lax sat down and ran his fingers over the keys, picking up the feeling of them again. Some were out of tune, and he lifted the lid to find cobwebs and dust. He grabbed a rag and cleaned the strings and hammers, tuning them as he went. It was busywork, but he was thankful for it. Anything to occupy his mind right now.
When all was set up, he closed his eyes and pressed middle C. He held the pure note in the air for a long moment, like a promise made in advance. Then he started to play.
The music lifted high, plunged low, fell apart, then came back together again. He didn’t think that he had any sorrow inside of him for the old man. His hands thought otherwise.
He played till his fingers were numb and blistered. He played till the notes came out as tormented fragments of themselves. Lax played out his grief. Wept with his music.
The blood from his fingers rose to the air, vanishing into the blue dawn. He found his lies in the light. Because what else were songs than carefully crafted lies, little fabrications of false beauty, deceptions from the sorrows of this world?
His hands were riddled with pain when he finally finished, but his soul was lighter. He heard something from the entrance.
Onaya stood in the doorway, who knew for how long. A tray packed with food in his hands, his shoulders shaking in silent sobs. “Young master, that was... It felt...”
Lax nodded. He couldn’t find the words either.
“I will have my breakfast in my father’s study,” he said then corrected himself. “In my study. The books are up for a good audit. I need to know how big of a mess I will have to untangle.”
---
It was greater than he feared.
Lax took a bite from his sandwich smeared with avocado and pulled another ledger from the pile next to the mahogany writing desk. He had little appetite at the moment, but the food was excellent, and he knew he would have to eat something or suffer his hangover for the entire day.
The tabletop was covered with reports and financial statements of his house’s business enterprise. Dozens of different facilities, dry docks along the river, factories in the Old Harbor, and above-ground mining sites in the northern mountains. Rows after rows of tidy numbers, profits and expenses, supplies and liabilities.
Something didn’t make sense. The financial situation of his house shouldn’t be this dire. Yes, some businesses weren’t as profitable as before, but together the Tama enterprise should have made a substantial profit.
It somehow vanished into thin air.
And not only that, but through the years his father burdened it with more and more debt to the point that the interest alone ate up what the businesses could make. From loans that we didn’t even need by the books. They were already months behind on the payments, and the treasury was swept empty.
He put back the ledger with a grunt and washed down the sandwich with some citrus water. That should take the edge off the hangover.
Someone was siphoning money out of their operations, and whoever it was did a fine job covering their tracks. It was a black hole. Lax knew he shouldn’t, but he found himself getting excited about this. He was always fond of numbers, so his father put him through financial schooling. Almost through. He left the house before graduation.
That was one of the old man’s few good decisions. The bookkeeping, the statements, the reports — all riddled with hidden truths and little lies. Financial investigation was one of Lax’s strong suits.
He wondered what Ponlu and Lamara were doing at the moment. After what happened in the bar, they probably postponed their vacation. He should contact them today so Lamara wouldn’t worry about him.
Someone knocked, and after Lax called out, Onaya stepped in the room. “Any luck with the books, young master?”
“It is not about luck, old friend. It is a mystery to solve. The money is leaking away somewhere, and I will find it,” Lax said.
“Very good. Do you need anything at the moment?”
He was getting nowhere here. Lax always had a soft spot for the books, but if they had one flaw it was that they made it too easy to smear over details and hide the truth. This case needed more than pushing around some papers.
However, there was a common point hidden in the details. A few strange shipping tickets here, an expensive refurbishing bill there. A lot of paid overtime. And an address that reared up its head again and again. 
Lax put a few selected documents into a file and snatched up a letter he had written in the previous hour. “Yes. I want to visit one of our fine facilities myself.”
“I will send for a carriage, then.”
Lax shook his head and allowed himself a narrow smile, the first since he awakened this morning. “I have a better idea. Is mother’s car still in working condition?”
---
The garage was not a frequently used place in the Tama household. From the thick sheet of dust covering everything, Lax guessed he was the first one disturbing its peace in years.
It was a storage facility for his mother’s inventions, or at least for those that weren’t commercially successful. They stood below the shaded windows, forgotten in the dim light. Silent mementoes of a brilliant mind’s strange spasms.
He spent many hours here in his childhood, sneaking in like others sneaked into their parents’ pantry to snack on sweet corn.
The tables were filled with musical instruments that sounded like someone was flailing a cat. In a corner was a machine that washed clothes but also shredded their edges in the process. A metal piano costing as much as ten wooden ones. And in the middle of the hall stood his mother’s greatest failure and most brilliant invention. She called it the light-car.
Lax was fascinated with the machinery his whole life. It was an idea to replace horse-pulled carriages on the streets of Lumo No Se, a transportation device that used only the light of the gods. Regrettably, his mother was decades ahead of her time.
Nobody was interested in the invention. One thing was its menacing looks, a great metal ball with rotating outer rings to speed and maneuver it. But the production costs were through the roof. Only the most prestigious noble families would have the money to afford it, and even they didn’t want to throw away a fortune on a curiosity like this.
So this was the only model ever produced, a finished prototype to show around. Nearly bankrupted the family at the time, as he heard.
“Are you sure that the charging station is still functional?” Lax asked as Onaya pulled out a thick cable from one of the many cupboards alongside the wall.
“Relatively sure, young master,” he said. “The outer collecting dishes are still intact, and it has few moving parts that could erode away.”
Onaya connected one end of the cable to a protruding valve on the wall. The display window beside it showed the battery was full of pressurized light. He opened a panel on the vehicle’s side and connected the cable to the intake port.
“The only question is how rusted up this piece of old junk is.”
“Don’t talk about her like that — she will hear you!” Lax put a hand protectively on the car.
The butler rolled his eyes. “Yes, young master.”
They waited. A full minute passed.
“Well, at least we tried. I will send for —”
The cable jumped and flared up with sudden intensity as the compressed illumination that collected through the decades finally found a way out. The car jerked to life, and the motor roared up, soft like a kitten’s purr.
“That’s more like it!” Lax strode to the machine and opened up its side with a handle twist. The side door slid out, then up, revealing an interior with four seats in symmetric order. In the middle of the cabin hung another smaller metal ball, positioned on top of a thin rod that emerged from the bottom of the car.
“What are you waiting for? Hop in!” Lax waved his old butler toward the inside.
“With all due respect, young master, I would not step into that thing.”
“Why not?”
“Your mother was a genius inventor, I’ll give that to her,” he began, diplomatic, “but some of her inventions weren’t the most — how do I put it — harmless.”
The car finished charging. It was a remarkably swift process, and Lax detached the cable from the side. “Don’t worry. You probably didn’t know, but I took it on a few joyrides at night in my teenage years.”
“Oh, young master, I knew. Who do you think cleaned up the track marks afterward?”
“But you never told my father?”
“Of course not.”
“I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome, young master. But as I said, I would rather not sit in that thing.”
Lax changed his tone. “Onaya, I need to see one of our warehouses in the New Harbor, and I will have to move fast. There was an attempt on my life yesterday, and I would rather zip by in a sturdy metal ball than slowly waddle there in some flimsy horse carriage.”
Onaya’s face darkened. “I didn’t know that, young master.”
“Now you know. I will need your help. It was years ago I last spoke with any of my house’s employees. They probably wouldn’t even recognize me, but they know you. So you are coming along.”
The butler threw in the towel and climbed inside the light-car with a sigh. “Should we also hire more guards for the estate?”
“That is probably a good idea. We only need to conjure up some money from somewhere.”
“Can we?”
“Our coffers are nearly empty. But I arrived yesterday with a full pouch — that should be enough to sail on for a week or two.”
Onaya nodded. “And after that?”
Lax gave him a reassuring smile. “I hope what we find today will solve that.”
He climbed in after the butler and closed the door behind them. From the outside it wasn’t evident, but the sides of the car, approximately at eye level, were packed with tiny little windows of reinforced glass. Lax would have liked a more unobstructed view, but this was a prototype. It couldn’t be perfect.
The control orb in the middle glowed with a soft inner light, and Lax gently put his fingers on it.
 Just slow and steady. Let’s see how much I remember of this.
With a soft twist of his wrist, the car jerked into motion, its outer layers spinning according to his guidance.
And it slammed into the sidewall of the garage.
Onaya fell into his lap with a shriek. “You said you know how to operate this!”
“We are both a little rusty. Give us some slack.” He pulled back his fingers, even slower this time. The car rolled toward the middle, its outer rings spinning around its horizontal axis. “I’ve got this.”
After a few more minutes of practice, they rolled out of the estate’s gates. He scarcely nicked the columns.
---
“I thought we were heading toward our warehouse, young master,” Onaya said as they pulled to the side of the road.
The passersby gaped at the strange sight of their not-everyday carriage. Lax drove it exceptionally safely at barely half-speed. The last thing he wanted was to run over someone on his first day.
“It will be only a minute. Guard the car,” he said to Onaya.
“I am a butler, not a guard!”
“Then try to look intimidating.” Lax hurried to the nearby door and found they had nearly fixed up the place. The owner of the Blushing Peacock looked at him with a cutting glance from behind the bar.
“Hi, Zon, long time no see,” Lax joked. The man didn’t seem amused. He was a stout man with more hair on his arms than on his balding orange head. His unibrow didn’t help to lighten his expression.
“I have a favor to ask.” Lax fished out a letter from under his shirt. “Could you give this to my friends? They should be coming here today to check.” It was a white envelope with no distinctive markings and contained a written recipe for a mediocre fish stew.
The real message was hidden within the ingredients list, a time and place to meet in one of their safe houses. This was an old system of Ponlu. He loved to hide messages in recipes.
Zon looked down at the envelope on the bar and then back at Lax.
“Look, if it is about what happened yesterday, I can pay for the —”
“It wasn’t you. It was that big scum and his men.” Zon spat on the ground and finally took the envelope. He put it below the counter. “They were after you, boy?”
Lax nodded.
“You are family here. We care about family.”
“I am?” He was a little taken aback. Zon never showed any kind of warmth toward him.
“You have been coming here and spending your coin for years. You spent many. I remember things like that.” Zon gave him a curt nod. “If I see your pursuers again, I will make stew from them myself.”
Lax laughed. “That sounds like something I would try. Thanks, Zon.”
The man waved him away. “Just remember to come back and spend more coin. We need our regulars. And leave a generous tip.”
“I will,” Lax said and hurried out the door.
---
The warehouse stood in one of the forgotten crannies of the New Harbor, wedged between two taller and more imposing buildings. The plaster was peeling off from the walls, and the roof also had seen better days. If Lax didn’t have the exact address from the books, he would never guess it as a House Tama property.
“Is this the place, young master?” Onaya asked.
“It is supposed to be, according to the documents. Have you ever been here with my father?”
The butler shook his head. “Your father kept many secrets, even from me. If this is really one of his warehouses, he has never spoken about it.”
Lax closed the car door. He didn’t see any front entrance, so they circled around the building. “Let’s see if we can find anybody here.”
The only way around the old building was through a narrow alley. It was filled with lumps of weeds protruding from the cracked pavement and suspicious patches on the walls where the drunkards had emptied their bladders.
The other side of the warehouse faced one of the many smaller branches of the great river. This wasn’t the major shipping route, and looking along its breadth Lax didn’t see any active vessels. There was a small pier with a few rowboats rocking in the fast flowing water. A smuggling operation?
From this side, they found a double-winged metal gate. Lax walked up a few mossy steps and banged on it. Long echoes answered from within. After a few minutes, someone pushed a slit to the side, and two bloodshot eyes peeked out at them.
“Password?” came a raspy voice. It sounded more like a death rattle than a question.
It wasn’t what Lax expected. “What?”
The man shook his head behind the door. “No password, no entry.” He started to push the slit back into place.
Onaya stepped closer and put one hand over his heart. “I am the butler of the Tama household, and this is Laxerion Tama, the heir of the family’s business enterprise. You will let us in.”
The man seemed unconcerned by his words. “Good one, but not the best I have heard. My employer didn’t say anyone was coming this week. Now piss off before I call for the city guards.”
Lax rummaged around in his dossier and pulled out a paper with his family’s stamp in the corner. “I have the deed to the building here in my hand.”
The man scratched his neck. “That would be fantastic if I had any means to verify its credibility. Or if I could read.”
This was going nowhere, and Lax had had enough. A twist of the ring behind his back, blood evaporating. He found his lies in the light.
Let’s see what motivates this man.
Lax didn’t have a good look at him, not counting his eyes and a bit of his face. His skin was leathery and parched, hanging on his skull without much motivation to stay on. Also, his voice and those bloodshot eyes. He was an addict, and the substance must be way harder than casual alcohol or root. An expensive habit, so he needed money. A bribe it is, then.
The lie started forming on his lips, but it had a sour taste to it. Lax discarded it. He could do better.
This man worked for his father, and if there were any redeeming qualities of the old man, he knew who to employ. And if this was a hoard of wealth siphoned carefully away from their house’s business side, Selas needed someone here who didn’t get greedy and sell the merchandise to fatten his own purse.
So his father paid him handsomely, or his condition came from some rare ailment, not substance use. Regardless, he must have been loyal to the old man to the grave.
There was no other way in than the password.
What could my father have chosen? It must be something personal, something that he could remember even when his health turned worse.
He thought back to the room with the piano, the pristine condition of his mother’s quarters. He never moved or changed a thing. Was it grief? Guilt? Or some irrational hope?
Lax felt a deeper secret here, the surface of which he had just scratched. His lie took shape before the man could close the slit.
The entire process took only a second. He had the password.
“Shanaya,” Lax whispered through the door.
The man stopped in his motion. “That’s it. But how?”
“My father told me yesterday on his deathbed. I am your new employer. Now, open the door,” he grunted and slammed it with a fist, making a dent. The metal curled around his fingers, and as he pulled back the hand, his knuckles weren’t even bruised.
Where did that come from?
They heard some fumbling from the other side and the rattling of a key ring. Onaya placed a hand gently on Lax’s shoulder.
“Young master?”
Lax shook off his hand. He didn’t know what he felt at the moment, but this wasn’t the time to deal with it. He needed to concentrate and push ahead. “I am fine.”
The two heavy metal wings flung open, revealing the warehouse’s interior.
It was full of wonders.



CHAPTER 12
Trials
The darkness blanketed the room when Aiana awakened, lying motionless on her like a well-fed larva in its hole. It was a calm dark, soft as mushroom silk and thick as yesterday’s leftover porridge. Its edges unruffled and warm to the touch, its unseen tendrils braiding the room. Ambient-dark or, as the old folks called it, dark of the home. It was the perfect darkness to stay in bed.
She hid below her thin blanket for a few more undeserved minutes, concealed from the outside world with all its misery and challenges. This was the day of the trials, and the toils of her life accumulated into this moment. She had trained, practiced, and prepared year after year, and now that it was here Aiana found herself reluctant to face the challenge. Her heart had sunken deep within her with the potential of failure.
A familiar scent pierced the aura of gloom. The sweet fragrance of her mother’s soup. It was ages ago that she last made any. Aiana wanted to hope and see this as a sign that her condition was improving, but in the last few years she had tortured herself with that failed yearning more times than she could count. Despite that, the rare hospitality was a welcome guest in their home, especially on this bleak morning.
Finally, she crawled out of her bedroll and sneaked toward the kitchen, filled with suppressed hope. The tiny room was built to the side of their hut, barely enough space for the two of them to sit. She entered, pushing aside the rags that hung in the doorframe. Her mother crouched with a clay pot by the small cooking pit, her back to her, shoulders narrow and shaky. The embers of the fungal waste below burned without flames.
She stirred the pot with a blank expression and indifference in her every motion. It seemed more instinct than conscious intent. Her thin frame was crooked even for her age, her hair frail and limp. Aiana would say she had seen better days, but those better days were probably before Aiana’s birth, if they ever were. Before the taboo she committed, the Bawal.
The pot smelled delicious nonetheless, and Aiana felt her belly rumble with all the undernourishment of the past week. Her hunts weren’t that successful after her injury in the pit.
“Is that dried algae? And where did you get the shroom and meat?” she asked but expected no answer. Her mother hadn’t spoken a word as far back as she could remember. Aiana walked farther in and noticed the woven basket in the corner of the tiny room, likely a gift left by the other villagers. It was empty, and its contents bubbled cheerfully above the dark fire.
There are still some who care about us.
It felt warm and heavy at the same time. Since she was a newborn, the community had taken care of them with food, housework, and necessities. Aiana always felt it was an unwelcome chore for most, a task that had fallen onto their shoulders rather than something done with love or moral guidance. She had resented it since she was old enough to comprehend the situation.
The basket could be a godspeed for the trials, guilt from the families of last week’s aggressors, or just a random kindness. It didn’t matter. This would be the last that Aiana would have to fall back on. One last meal for the road and she would stand on her own, tall and proud, taking care of herself and her mother.
“From tomorrow, it will be different,” she said as her mother stirred the pot with repetitious motions. “We will have the respect of the tribe again. I will be of title, of importance, that they can no longer ignore. This community needs its new huntresses, and I will be the best of them.”
Even the Bawal might be lifted. She didn’t say it out loud — it would just perturb her mother again. But she could yearn for it.
Hope was a strange prey. Sometimes, you might cling to it in despair as it pulls you down into the abyss, into its feeding pit.
She laid the small corner table with the secondhand bowls they had collected through the years. There was still a long journey ahead of her today, and she would need her strength.
They ate in silence.
---
The solitude of the long, empty tunnels was a welcome guest. She had walked upward for the better part of the day and was closing on her destination. It was customary for the applicants of the same village to travel together for the trials, but it wasn’t a requirement, and Aiana desired peace at the moment. Her only companions for the road were the fungal tendrils that braided the walls.
And the occasional curious black hole.
The little creatures flew around, not bigger than her thumb, and pulsed with darkness deeper than anything in their surroundings — even Aiana couldn’t look through them. They tried to suck on her fingertips, the edge of her shirt, the laces of her boots.
As long as Aiana was bigger than a cave bug, they were completely harmless. Their cheerful devouring attempts only tickled her skin like a thin brush. Yet Aiana had witnessed how fast the little buggers could massacre an entire colony of ants or a swarm of digger-flies. They were horrendous predators, only on a different scale.
The tunnel widened into a cave then a full-blown cavern. It wasn’t the first time Aiana had traveled here, but the size of it was still staggering, buildings and mushroom fields as far as the eye could see, crowds of people hurrying on their way.
This was An-Duru, the main settlement of the Duru tribes, home to thousands of her people. The arena stood in the middle of the cavern, next to the grand market, and surrounded by grandiose buildings two or three stories high. It was an unpractical and lavish architectural choice, suited only to the most important members of their community.
The arena was a temple of strength, a holy place for her people, where events were held, and disputes were decided by skillful fighters. It was also the location of the trials that brought her here today.
She strode through a market street, where people offered their wares from all around the Duru villages. There were lobsters from the underground rivers, steel tools forged by the ever burning fire of the Vents, dried meats from unknown beasts of the deep. The smell of freshly baked fern seed cakes filled the air, and laughing children chased each other between the merchant carpets and bystanders.
The crowd felt unnatural to Aiana — a true huntress had to be accustomed to the loneliness of the depths. Not this. It felt suffocating, as if the waves of people tried to pull her under and wash over her. She hastened her steps, escaping the cramped roads, and marched toward her destination.
The arena and the holy cistern constructed next to each other were among the few true wonders of her people. Built over generations, raised with back-breakingly mined stone, it towered over the huts and lodges of the town. The cistern stretched up and touched the cavern’s roof, sealing its inner secrets.
As she walked closer, she noticed the group of applicants waiting in front of a side entrance. Three dozen girls with a few boys peppered in between. Male hunters were unusual but not unheard of. In her village they didn’t have any among the novices, but she knew of other bigger places where it was an everyday occurrence. It was traditional in the old times that only women became huntresses. They were selected when only six and trained through long years, oftentimes required to attempt nearly impossible tasks. And, no matter how much the old traditions loosened, still few trained the boys. Those who were here made it despite that opposition, earning Aiana’s respect.
She stepped in line, looking around warily, but she didn’t see the other girls from her village. They must still be on the road, or they rose before her and had already arrived. However, she doubted comfortable Tsaus would be capable of that.
Aiana felt the nervousness crawl up her throat, through her mouth, and into her brain. Roughly half of these people would go home today without a chance for advancement. They could train more and try again next year — it was always an option.
Aiana didn’t have another year.
She poked her palm with the tip of her spear, her forever companion wherever she went. A sharp exhale, and the dripping blood evaporated into the darkness. She concentrated on her feelings, on her insecurities. They melted away one by one, leaving nothing behind. Useless things, dragging me down. I am better than that.
She lost her doubts in the dark.
Her shoulders relaxed, her mind emptied. She felt ready to pounce, eager to prove herself. The wait was long and tedious, but after a while an older woman in ceremonial robes emerged and called them one by one. In her hand she held a board, crossing out the names as they walked in. She had long hair, heavy as oil, and a look in her eyes that could turn an armored mole. Finally, Aiana’s name was called.
“Welcome, young novice. Is this your first trial?” Her voice was coarse as pebbles scrubbed together under a boot.
“Yes, Xolot.” Aiana used the appropriate title for young shamans or shaman apprentices, as she suspected the woman was one.
She didn’t correct her. “Name and village?”
“Aiana from the deep village of Mau.”
The Xolot crossed her off. “Go inside and leave all your possessions in the main chamber. You will get them back once the trials are over.” She gestured toward the cistern with her left hand. “After that, cleanse your body and spirit in the holy water. Leave behind your trepidations and sort out your thoughts. Only go further once you feel yourself ready. You understand, yes?”
Aiana gave her a respectful bow and walked inside. She did as she was told and arranged her spear and clothes in a neat pile on one bench. The walls dripped with moisture, and the steam from deeper within beckoned her.
Marching through the next arch gateway, she found herself at the sacred lakes. Water wept in from the ceiling, hot and steamy, and pooled in shallow basins. It was a natural marvel of the cave — the first shamans only deepened the lakes and built the stairs. On hallowed days, it was here for the people to cleanse their minds. Today it was only for the novices.
At least twenty other applicants were in the waters. Most sat in deep meditation, with eyes closed or fixed on the ceiling. Aiana trod in between them, naked and proud. She might be undressed, but she was not ashamed of her body. Her figure was lean and athletic, tense and ready to jump, like a compressed spring. The water felt heavenly on her strained muscles.
She sat in the hot lake and tried to empty her mind, as the Xolot instructed. It was an arduous task, her thoughts wandering back to her mother, her chances, and her life if she failed today. People came and went, and after a while Tsaus arrived with the others of her group. Fortunately, even they didn’t dare to break this place’s holy silence. Not like they spent more than five minutes in the water.
Aiana took a deep breath and sank back inside herself. She let the heat wash over. Her doubts were already lost in the dark — she felt the light tingle of her upheld concentration in the back. Only her fears remained. Her fear of failure. Her fear of not being good enough. Her fear for her mother. She let them dissolve and drift away, one by one. When she opened her eyes again, her mind was blank as a layer of freshly fallen ash.
Climbing out of the basin, she went forth into the next chamber. A young temple servant, a girl barely seven years old, awaited her with a set of fine black mushroom silk clothes. In her little hands was a pair of soft boots to match them. Aiana dressed in ceremonial silence.
After another long corridor, bending around the rim of the fighting ring, she stepped into the room of waiting. Similarly dressed novices sat in anticipation, eager to prove themselves when their turns arrived. A rack of steel spears was by the wall, better than Aiana ever could have afforded in her life. She sidled closer, unsure if she should take one.
One of the others offered her one from the rack with a timid smile. “Here. They told us to give them out to the newcomers.” She was a lanky girl, around her age, her hair short, her eyes wide and eager.
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” She shifted her weight from leg to leg. “It is good to do something while waiting. Helps my nerves.”
The tips of the spears were dipped in resin to dull the edges. The elders wanted new huntresses, not dead ones. Of course, accidents still happened — the trials of a huntress couldn’t be harmless. Those weren’t the rules of the Below. From afar, the unmistakable sounds of battle seeped in, the colliding of spears and the shrieks of injuries. They waited without more words, nerves stretched to their limits.
After a sudden trample of spears and a muffled speech, two new applicants were called. They disappeared behind a gate leading into the arena, on its wings carvings from battles of old. Great armies marched under an oppressive vastness, and tentacled ones raised their appendages toward distant orbs. Aiana clung to her calmness and waited for her turn.
Minutes later, though it felt like hours, they finally called for her and another novice named Kara. She was the lanky girl who gave her the spear. They stood, exchanged a glance, and stepped through the gate with their new weapons.
The arena was built to simulate a deep cave environment, or as similar to it as the workers could create. Boulders lay around, pillars rose, and crevices opened in the ground. At the outer edge of the ring, on long rows of seats, the huntresses and stalkers who had decided to attend the trials watched. They were easy to differentiate by their uniforms. The huntresses wore black silken suits that didn’t impede their movement. The stalkers, who had already slain their abyssal beast, wore the bone and carapace armor crafted from its remains.
Aiana squinted toward the upper row, where a woman with an old scar across her neck sat, all the benches empty near her. It was a strange and respectful distance. Her garments hung around her, long strips of clothes that seemed to squirm and writhe on their bearer. Did they move on their own, or was it just a trick of the dark?
She had never seen a venatrix in person, but she knew they ventured into the abyss deeper and longer than anybody else. Only a handful of them existed across all the tribes, the true masters of the huntress arts.
On a separate pulpit, raised higher than the rows of benches, sat the elders, the leaders of their clan. The five of them looked over the new arrivals with eyes stern as onyx, and their thrones were ornamented with gems. The one sitting in the middle motioned for them to begin.
This is it, thought Aiana as she and Kara turned toward each other, bowed, and clanged together their spears in respect. She squeezed hers, finding calmness in the feel of the cold metal.
“The old gods give you strength, sister,” her opponent muttered under her breath as they parted. She didn’t know what to make of the remark.
They started by circling, slow and reserved, and exchanging a few wary blows. The sound of steel on steel echoed in the arena, and the spectators watched in proper silence. They didn’t want to distract their concentration.
Fighting against another huntress was unlike fighting any other beast. Beasts could be cunning too, but a fellow human, especially a skilled one, could figure out your strengths and abilities and anticipate your next moves. The most essential tool of a huntress was unpredictability — if they could surprise their opponent, they had already won half of the battle. So they danced slow extended circles around each other, and waited for their opponent to reveal their cards first.
Aiana leaped with sudden speed and struck out, her spear thrust toward her opponent’s heart. The lanky girl knocked the weapon to the side but lost her balance and had to recoil backward to regain it again. There was a column to their left, and Aiana spun behind it, while pushing the dull edge of her spear hard into her own palm. Blood dripped from the shallow wound, running down her forearm.
It is time. A long exhale, and the blood evaporated into the darkness. She lost weight in the dark.
Aiana kicked herself from the ground and ran up the column, perching on the widened top. Kara circled it with careful steps, glancing around, searching for her opponent. She made her first mistake. She didn’t look up.
Leaping from the pillar, Aiana held her spear pointing downward, aiming at the other girl. It was time to try what she had practiced in the last few months. She released her concentration.
Her weight came rushing back, found in the dark again. It jerked her down with sudden force, and her fall turned into a deadly plummet. It was tricky — she worked hard to get a feel for the timing. If she found her weight too fast, it would throw off her aim, but wait too long and it would barely have time to have any effect.
Kara glanced up at the last second and didn’t even try to block. She desperately threw herself to the side, avoiding the tip of Aiana’s spear by mere inches.
This would have given a perfect opening to Aiana, but she had more important concerns at the moment. The stone of the ground was closing in. She exhaled and again lost as much weight as she could. The darkness drank up the blood offering like a thirsty beast. The impact with the ground still crunched her knees, and she clenched her teeth in pain.
She had to be wary. Manipulating her weight in midair this way was a double-edged spear. Without care, she could do more harm to herself than to her opponent.
Kara darted back in, not wasting her time, and tried to swipe her legs. Aiana knocked the weapon aside and was surprised by the lack of power behind the blow. It felt like she was fighting an undeveloped child. Looking her opponent up and down, she noticed Kara hadn’t come out unscathed from their last encounter — it had torn a shallow gash on her shoulder. The wound wept blood, and some of it trailed up, vanishing in the dark.
What did she lose? Kara didn’t feel different. Her steps weren’t faster, her posture didn’t change. If anything, her blows were a lot weaker. Aiana easily slammed aside the next few attempts and, striding forward, she stabbed and swiped, driving her opponent back again.
Kara retreated toward the arena’s edge, dancing around a crevice to gain space, and pummeled her with short, powerless blows. They fell harmlessly off her defenses. This was getting ridiculous. Aiana cleared the fissure in the ground with a long jump, closing their distance.
A quick jab and she tore another wound on her opponent’s arm. Nothing deadly, but these could accumulate quickly.
Kara responded with a broad swoop of her weapon, aiming at Aiana’s belly, and she casually raised her spear in defense. The weapons connected, thunder in their wake, and Aiana was cast away with tremendous force. Before she even had time to assess the situation, she flew a dozen yards and hit a pillar hard, cracking its surface. Her innards scrambled, and the impact pushed the air out of her lungs. Everything went blurry for a moment.
What in the abyss was that? She had never heard of a technique like that before, and if she couldn’t figure it out, that could be the end of it. Picking herself up from the floor, she saw Kara closing in with great strides. What did she lose and find again?
Her opponent didn’t wait for her to be ready — that was not the law of the caves. If you were not prepared, you died. Aiana barely had time to defend herself, dodging the spear by throwing herself up in the air again. She felt her aching side. A few fractured ribs at least.
After landing, she kicked hard again, zipping away between the obstacles of the arena, not giving time for her opponent to use her wicked technique again. Glancing back, Aiana saw Kara striking the nearby boulder with her spear, blood trailing up from her skin like worms rising from their holes. What the hell is she doing?
Then it hit her like a sudden falling stalactite. The feeble blows that she had swatted away so easily. They weren’t her opponent’s weakness but part of her battle plan. She quelled her alertness with it and lost the energy of her attack in the dark. Then she found it again at once in one tremendous strike.
It was clever. Losing something physical of yourself, like your weight, was already challenge enough. Losing some external physical factor demanded an iron will and immense concentration. Aiana had experimented with it back in her youth with little success.
This Kara was a true prodigy and if given enough time would store up energy again and roll over her. It could already be too late. Aiana turned, kicking herself off a boulder, and swooped back toward the lanky girl. Her spear pointed in front of her, aiming for the vital points. She didn’t want to give her a chance with her powers again.
With perfect timing, she dropped her concentration at the last moment, and the weight came rushing back, multiplying the power behind her thrust. Kara didn’t dodge. Instead, she held out a hand in defense and caught her blade in her palm.
Aiana felt her momentum falter, and she pressed her weapon forward without effect. The streaks of blood rose on her opponent’s skin, boiling in the air, vanishing into the darkness. She lost the energy of Aiana’s strike.
Pulling on the blunt end of her spear, Kara got closer and punched her hard in the stomach. Aiana fell back, her gut flaring up with pain. As she slipped, the spear jerked with sudden force out of her hand and darted away. Kara must have immediately dropped her concentration, regaining the weapon’s momentum as her enemy hit the ground. The spear disappeared behind a boulder.
Aiana reflexively rolled on the floor, and the next blow missed her by the thread of a hair. The steel weapon dragged a deep imprint on the soft stone of the ground — the resin coating was wearing out. This was getting dangerous.
She lost her weight again and, through intense pain, kept her concentration by the sheer power of will and years of practice. She couldn’t let her weight come crushing back. That would be the end of her in this clash. After feigning a jump to the left, Aiana rolled right, mimicking the fast and unpredictable movements of prey.
Grabbing at the ground, Aiana tossed a handful of the chipped stone at Kara and dashed through the air, dodging the stabs directed at her. Her opponent, blinded for a few moments, dragged behind.
I need my spear. It was last seen skidding behind the boulder on her right. She was there with a daring dive and threw herself to the ground, scanning around. She heard the other girl closing in on her.
Another roll over a crevice. There it is! She jerked out her weapon from the hole and dashed behind another obstacle.
Thumps resonated in the arena from where she last saw Kara, her opponent’s spear hitting the rock, losing its energy, charging up a grand attack again. Aiana needed a plan, and she needed it now. I have one last chance, and it has to work.
Leaping from her cover, she pressed herself harder than ever before, losing nearly everything in the dark. In almost complete weightlessness, she kicked herself from the boulder and flew with immense speed toward her opponent, spear reaching out in the front.
Kara was panting, her ability taking a toll on her already. Blood, as a source of their power, was a dangerous substance. A huntress needed to know when and how much she could spare. This was an extraordinary circumstance, of course. They were in a safe environment and required to show the best of their skills to the judges. The elders watched them with cold, unmoving eyes, taking in their potential.
But even in such circumstances, huntresses needed to be more conservative than Kara. Her blood reserves were already running low — she probably had only a handful of grand strikes in herself. Aiana didn’t want to experience even one more.
As they collided, Kara reached out and grabbed her spear again, just as Aiana expected. She tried to lose its momentum, but it had little to begin with — Aiana didn’t drop her concentration on her lost weight. No mass behind the thrust meant not much energy.
Kara planned to toss the spear with Aiana to the side and strike her down. But she overestimated the force of her pull and staggered back, unable to cancel her motion. This was the opening Aiana was waiting for.
She twisted around her spear and turned her momentum into a downward kick. By dropping her concentration at the last moment, it became heavier than should have been humanly possible with that speed. Her feet connected with her opponent’s temple, following the collapsing Kara to the ground. The rumble of their impact echoed in the enclosed space.
Everything went silent. Aiana cracked her thigh bone in her last reckless maneuver but could still stand. On the other hand, Kara could barely pull herself inches up from the ground. The fact that she was still conscious spoke about her will.
Aiana kicked her opponent’s weapon away, and it clattered between the ruins of their fight. It wasn’t uncommon that the workers had to fix up the arena between the rounds of applicants. She pushed her spear down, stopping it on the back of her enemy’s neck.
“Sister Kara, I ask you to yield.” Aiana’s voice was coarse and wheezing, her insides still a mess from the impact before.
Kara didn’t respond, only panted, fury in her every breath. She tried to stand again. Aiana had to push her back with the spear.
“I ask you one last time, sister. Yield.” She didn’t want to hurt her more than necessary, but she would have to if she wasn’t listening.
Kara paused, her muscles tense, and something dripped down her face that wasn’t blood. One last push from the weapon.
“I yield,” she cried into the arena.
The spears and feet of the audience slammed the ground with an earsplitting thunder, celebrating Aiana’s victory.
Celebrating her.



CHAPTER 13
Soldiers and Statesmen
The rows of soldiers fought and sweated under the diligent watch of the Yellow Son. They marched onward on the sanded plains near the city walls, kicking up pillars of dust. On the mark of their officers, they broke into pairs to perform weapons and hand-to-hand combat exercises.
The dawn was young yet, and with only one sun in the sky there was a welcome chill on the rooftop terrace where Val stood. He was on top of a nearby barracks. No matter how much he liked the tidy order of identical uniforms, he felt the tailors proved their lack of field experience when they came up with the high boots and overcoats of the design. It would be a sauna when they marched into the jungle.
Next to him, Flint flicked a small hand lighter and enkindled a short cane of golden-root. An aggravating minor breach of the soldiers’ code, but Val gave up years back on the punishments.
“I would like to hear your opinion,” he said to his subordinate, gesturing toward the rows of soldiers.
“Pff,” Flint scoffed. It was as good an opinion as he would get out of him on the first try. He took a long puff of his cane, and the bittersweet aroma flaunted in the air between them like a flock of deadly butterflies.
“Flint, I will need more than that from you, and you know it.”
Flint breathed a puff of smoke, which took the shape of a pouncing jaguar as it floated away. An old finding trick of his. Val always wondered how much pointless energy he wasted on mastering it. “Are you requiring a full assessment, sir?”
Val looked up at the sky, searching for patience but also to hide the glint of amusement in his eyes. Flint always put him too much at ease. “Yes, Captain Flint, I require a full assessment. This is an order.”
“Yes, sir!” Flint put out his cane and leaned forward on the railing with a stupid smile on his face. Val never figured out what he found so funny about being given an order.
“So?”
“Do you require the truth from me, sir, no reprisals?”
“As always. What would I do with a bunch of yes-men around me?”
Flint nodded and drummed on the warm wood of the railing. “It is a disaster, sir.”
The statement soured Val’s mood. He didn’t question his captain’s judgment. Flint had an eerie ability to peek behind an appearance and tell someone’s true worth. That was why Val found it incredibly flattering that the young man was adamant about serving only under him. “A disaster, you say?”
“Yes, sir, and that is speaking in moderation. I am in deep despair just by observing their drill.”
“I wouldn’t be able to tell.”
“I am a good actor,” the young man said with a gleam of playfulness. “But I am afraid it is the truth. Our reserve army would be nearly no use in a direct confrontation.”
Val digested the words. “Share your reasoning.”
“Yes, sir.” Flint pointed at a group to their left. They exercised with spears. “We thought the reinforcements they sent us were bad, but look at those greenhorns, sir.”
Val wasn’t trained with the spear and saw nothing wildly wrong about them, so he listened carefully as Flint continued. “No posture, no initiative, no defense stance. Oh, they know the basic forms enough to put up a good mockery of a duel. But in an actual fight, sir, they would be dead before their weapons left their sheaths.” He slapped the new ironwood machete on his belt. It was freshly pressed at the army factories.
“They are spearmen, Flint. No sheaths.”
“Even worse.”
As Val looked more carefully at the soldiers, he began to see what his subordinate meant. Their movements were too smooth — it was the well-oiled parts of a choreography, not a real battle. They knew each other’s motions and reacted accordingly. More theater than battlefield, a show for the concerned citizens and council members.
“What about their finding?”
“Below expectations, sir, if that is possible.”
“Have you got the numbers from the army archives as I asked you?”
Flint rummaged through his field bag. “Yeah, they are here. But I have to say I was happier when I hadn’t seen them.” He pulled out a stack of brownish paper with tight clusters of symbols in tidy columns. Val almost reached out to take the report but held back at the last moment. Flint needed the practice. The captain squinted at the letters like they were some mysterious artifacts of the past.
His brow furrowed as he searched the section he needed. “Potency is one in twenty, sir, which isn’t too bad, but the testings show that only one or two in a hundred could use it to an acceptable degree.” He pointed at a section at the bottom. “If you want to find a real specialist like us, sir, it is almost one in a thousand. A thousand! And that is counting the officers too.”
Val looked out at the rows of soldiers with newfound disdain. It wasn’t their fault, really, more the feckless leadership. Developing one’s abilities took years of excruciating effort, and Lumo No Se had grown complacent over the years. His father always pushed to bring back the harsher regiments regarding the light training, but his petitions didn’t find consistent support.
“That means you will have much to tend to in the following months, Flint.”
He looked up, surprised. “I will, sir?”
This was the main reason Val took him out to the training fields this morning.
“If things go according to plan, I will walk out from this afternoon’s council as a new general and high judge.”
Flint nodded, still unaware of where this was going.
“There would be an empty position for a colonel, and I would need a competent man to lead the reserve troops.” He turned toward Flint. “You would be this man.”
The smile of understanding spread out on the captain’s face like the opening bloom of a wild orchid. “Sir, yes, sir! I would be honored!”
“Me too, old friend. Me too.” He patted the young soldier’s shoulder, and the comfortable silence of companionship descended upon them for a few minutes. In the golden rays of the lonely sun, they stood there, leaning on the railing and watching the troops with blossoming plans for the future.
“I would like a closer look at the men if they will serve under me. Would you join me, sir?” Flint asked.
Val nodded in agreement. It was in his plans too. Still with a beaming grin, Flint cut his forearm with his knife and jumped over the railing. It was a two-story drop, not life-threatening, especially for the talented young captain, but entirely unnecessary. He flared up with strength as he fell, finding it in the light midair, and landed with a satisfying thump below. His impact kicked up the heavy dust of the marching fields. Many of the closest soldiers paused their forms and turned to look at the sight.
Val let out a long sigh and turned to follow his subordinate down the stairs. The heavy boots of his uniform trundled the wooden steps. He could do the drop without much trouble, but a good leader couldn’t waste his time with unwarranted risks and frivolous showing off. No matter how alluring it was.
A few low-ranking officers, mostly clerical workers, walked past him in the barracks’s corridors, saluting hastily after glancing at the rank on his shoulders. Right upper arm pressed near the torso, right hand in a fist on the chest, over the heart. If done properly, it formed the letter V for veneration and victory. The soldiers who scuttled by did a sloppy job of it, not even stopping to straighten themselves. He returned theirs with a sharp one each time.
Flint waited for him outside, eager to go between the troops. Val made a mental note to clarify later whether jumping down from buildings was or was not in the image of an army colonel.
He waved the captain forward. “These will be your men, so it is your lead. I will follow close.”
Flint nodded, turned, and strolled into the middle of the drill. His eyes flicked left and right, measuring posture, skill, and equipment as they went. The men paused and turned after them. A grave mistake in the middle of your exercise, especially when your superiors walked nearby.
But this was a muster and not a scolding. It wasn’t Flint’s command yet. According to his promise, Val followed his subordinate a few dozen steps back. He wanted to give him breathing room — his experience was that Flint always functioned best under minimal surveillance.
Finally, Flint saw something he couldn’t leave uncorrected any longer. He walked up to a man while he was in the middle of a spear form and shook his head. The pair of soldiers froze in confusion, messing up their exercise, and Flint, who didn’t waste a moment, took the weapon out of one’s hand.
“You circle this around like you want to swat a fly.” He flung the spear around his neck and back over his left shoulder. “Here, see? It took only a second, but you left yourself completely open. On a battlefield where your opponent keeps an eye out for mistakes like this, you now lie on the ground, stabbed in the stomach.”
He clasped the weapon with two hands close at the midpoint and threw it around himself again. But this time he grabbed it below his armpit, thrust his left leg forward, and turned into the motion while bringing it back again, stabbing the air next to the other soldier’s face.
It all happened in the fraction of a second, one fluid motion. The surprised private blurted out a small cry and lifted his spear to deflect, but by then Flint had handed back the weapon to his comrade.
Val watched the scene with admiration. Flint got his officer machete with his captain rank, but deep down the simple spear was still his choice of weapon. And he was a devil with it on the battlefield. It moved in his hand like an extended third appendage.
“What is the meaning of this?” The approaching major had a stern look and a rakish mustache. His scalp shined bald, but the remaining halo of blue hair above his ears spoke of his firstborn status. Val knew the man by sight — Major Gaisma, the current brigade leader.
The major glanced toward Val with a moment of hesitation, but he deliberately positioned himself out of salutation distance. After seeing that his superior officer wasn’t considering himself a part of this confrontation, he turned back toward Flint. “How do you dare disturb my troops’ morning drill?”
The captain immediately struck a pose, hand over his heart. “Sir, I was instructing the proper spear forms to these soldiers, sir.”
“Who asked you?”
“Sir. You did, sir. Just a sentence before, sir,” Flint said. Val wasn’t sure if he deliberately misunderstood the question or not.
The major’s face darkened. He waved away the drilling soldiers, who scattered after a brief salute, relieved to be out of shouting range.
“Name and rank, soldier!” The officer stepped closer to intimidate him with his superior build. Flint stood his gaze from a half-head lower.
“Captain Flint, from the third Jaguar Division, sir.” His words spurred out with pride. Probably more than they should.
Gaisma looked him over again with careful eyes and with palpable disdain. “Ah, from the brute forces. A few minor skirmishes on the border, and you feel you can waltz around my troops here in our glorious city and preach to them about their weapon forms.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why you were posted back into Lumo No Se, soldier, but you would find we are running things here with a firmer hand.”
It wasn’t a question from the major, but Flint still answered it. “I was posted back here to be promoted to the rank of colonel and take your position, sir. That is why I wanted first to assess the troops’ abilities.”
The veins bulged out on the officer’s neck, and he marched forward into Flint’s face. Flint didn’t flinch.
“Explain yourself, soldier!” he snapped.
Flint gave him a questioning look. “I just did, sir, but I can try to put it more simply. I will be promoted to colonel in the next few days, sir. I will change you on the head of the reserve armies, sir. I am evaluating the abilities of the army to prepare for that duty, sir.”
The major looked at him skeptically and pursed his lips, still considering the situation.
“Did you find my explanation sufficient, sir?” Flint asked with a bit of a grin.
Gaisma finally found his footing. He knew exactly what to do in a situation where he felt the control slipping from his grip. He shouted. Val had seen this shortsighted behavior dozens of times before, mostly from ex-drill sergeants.
“How dare you, you cocky little bastard, you!” The words sputtered from his mouth like seeds from an overripe melon. “I will have you flailed for this!”
Flint tilted his head in bemusement. “Sir, I told you the truth as you asked, sir. Would you prefer your troops to lie to your face instead, sir?”
The officer reached for the machete on his side. “I will show you where to put your cheery attitude!” Most of the nearby troops had ended their drill by this time and loitered around to see what would come next.
Val suspected this was Flint’s intention all along. If he could bait the other officer to pull his sword, it would be show enough that this was no feud between officer and subordinate anymore. This was, from that point, a Karok. The old duel traditions were vanishing fast from their culture with the advancements of technology and government, but they were legally still there and binding. And he was pretty sure what the outcome would be if it came to blows.
In the army, the only difference was that only one’s superior could initiate one. While he suspected all of this was intentional on Flint’s side, he couldn’t be entirely sure about it. Sometimes the captain was as cunning as a young fox. Other times he just ran headfirst into things to see if he could break through them or not.
“I am not sure what you mean, sir, but I would rather not put anything anywhere you suggest.” Flint went overboard and winked at the major. It was enough to tilt the scale.
The machete came flying out of the sheath, the sun glinting on the firmly pressed ironwood. It was a decorated piece with inlaid golden patterns and, by the look of its edge, had never been used before.
This was the time for Val to step in. Before the major could have decided his first move with weapon in hand, he marched closer and gave both of them a cutting glance.
His officer no longer lingering in the back, Major Gaisma had no other choice but to stop in his motion and give him a proper salutation. So did the captain. Val had an interesting decision ahead of him.
He could stop all of this. He outranked both of them and could order his subordinates to cease even an official Karok. But he wasn’t sure he wanted that. Preparing the city’s troops for a direct confrontation in the coming year was one of the main points in his father’s plans. He couldn’t be sure about his promotion or if he would be able to put his own men in favorable positions in the city’s military.
If he broke off the evolving conflict, all he would have was a disdained officer. However, if he let Flint beat him, he would have a subdued one. That was worth the risk.
“Major. Captain. I see weapons were drawn, and as your superior officer I verify the Karok,” he said and stepped back.
Gaisma looked down at his hand, the realization now blossoming in his eyes of what he had gotten himself into. He would lose substantial face in front of his troops if he yielded this duel. His anger was turned toward the colonel. “You were planning this from the start, weren’t you?”
Val would have a hard time convincing the major about the opposite, so he didn’t try. “If you address me, Major, you will call me colonel or sir,” he said instead. “Prepare yourselves. And we are still in the army. This goes only to first strike.”
Gaisma fumed. On the other hand, Flint didn’t seem disturbed by this turn of events. If anything, he was excited.
The two officers stood twenty feet apart, and the troops gathered in a circle to witness the rare occurrence. Flint drew his weapon from the sheath, another newly pressed battle machete. It was a simple piece without ornamentation and a blood channel running through the middle. A practical weapon for a big-scale battle. He cut his palm with the blade, scarlet blood dripping to the ground, and his opponent followed suit. Then he tossed the weapon aside.
“You giving up already, you coward?” Gaisma asked with a smug grin.
Flint lowered himself into a battle stance. He reached out a hand toward his opponent and waved him closer. “Do your worst.”
“You fool.” The major charged, blade lifted over his head for a powerful downward smite. It was one of the most idiotic things Val had ever witnessed, the stampede of a man who had never been stabbed in the abdomen before. But considering that Flint didn’t have a weapon on him anymore, it could work.
The captain waited for his opponent and didn’t use the opening in his posture. Gaisma reached him, and the blade smote down.
Flint caught it in the air.
His blood billowed up and wisped away in the yellow rays of the Golden Son. He found strength and toughness in the light.
Val had seen many of their comrades finding their strength or toughness. Even he was a competent user of those aspects. Soldiers could break through materials that wouldn’t be possible otherwise or reduce incoming injuries when used correctly. It was highly regarded in the Lumo No Se armies as the two most common and useful abilities one could master.
But he never saw anything close to what Flint was capable of.
The blade stopped in the captain’s hand, hanging in the air between the two contestants. It didn’t draw blood, barely pierced the skin. The major grunted, veins bulging on his forehead, pushing forward. He was an army officer, even if a pampered one. Blood boiled off him. He was able to find some strength in the light himself.
It was to no avail. Flint held the machete, his grip like the unmovable grasp of a redwood tree. Then he twisted his hand and snapped the weapon in two.
A remarkable feat. Compressed ironwood was nearly as hard as the steel of the ancients. The major stumbled back while staring befuddled at his maimed weapon. Then Flint stepped closer and slapped him on the cheek.
It was a slap reinforced by his ability, and the major’s head jerked to the side. The sound of the strike thundered through the training fields, and the troops standing around watched in fascinated horror as Gaisma took a few unbalanced steps backward, holding his reddening face.
Flint turned toward Val. “Does this count as the first strike, Colonel?” he asked, grinning.
But before Val could answer, he caught a glimpse of something that made the blood freeze in his veins. The major pulled a new weapon from under his army overcoat. It was a shiny metal tube, no longer than his forearm with a bulking end as a grip. He raised it toward the captain.
They knew about the new marvel of military technology, but he had never seen one in person. Too much time away on the border. The light-guns were produced in meager amounts, only assigned to a handful of high-ranking officers in the city. Val heard they could pierce a metal breastplate just as easily as a tree trunk. Flint probably saw the panic on Val’s face because he spun around at the last moment.
“Die, you rat!” The major pulled the trigger.
An explosion of light blossomed from the tube, filling the air with pure, blinding white around them. Then a metallic ball shot out so fast it was barely perceptible.
Flint didn’t dodge. He would have a chance if he tried to find speed, but instead he steeled himself and took the ball in the middle of his chest. His blood boiled. It squirted out of his palm wound, leaked from his ears, and vanished at disconcerting speed. The ball hit and tore through his uniform.
The blast’s power pushed him, feet digging long rows into the sand, and he skipped backward but didn’t buckle. He grunted in pain as the bullet plowed against his skin and finding.
Finally, it lost its remaining momentum and fell to the ground. Val let out a breath that he wasn’t aware he was holding.
Flint straightened himself, looked up with darkened eyes, and was beside the surprised major with two quick strides. He found his speed. Grabbing the strange weapon, he tore it from his opponent’s grasp and struck him with it.
Gaisma raised his hand in defense, and the barrel fractured his forearm before splintering into pieces around the officer like the shrapnel of a grenade. He collapsed with a shriek of pain.
“That will be enough!” Val shouted and marched in before more harm could be done. Flint straightened and gave him a firm salute. Major Gaisma was a whimpering sack of pain on the ground.
Val pointed at two of the nearby soldiers. “You two, bring a stretcher and haul this man into the infirmary. All the others, this is still a drill, so back to your places, or I will get you flogged! Dismissed!”
The soldiers scrambled to follow orders. Val looked at his captain and pointed toward the nearby barracks.
Once they were in one of the private rooms, probably the study of some middle-rank officer, Flint gratefully slumped to the ground. He raised his tattered shirt.
His chest was one big hematoma, the skin peeled away in a circle in the middle, and the edges had already turned blue. The blood still swept from the wound, but it was only a faint trickle at this point.
“That was a damn stupid thing to do,” Flint said finally from the rug.
“That you provoked a superior officer into an official duel? That you seriously injured him in the end? Or that you took a bullet to the chest?” Val asked.
“Umm, all three?”
“I agree.” Val leaned back in the cushioned chair behind the desk. They locked the door so they could speak openly. “But it wasn’t anything I didn’t expect from you. We can use this to our advantage.”
“We can?”
“The tale of the duel will take wind fast, and a dishonored officer is easier to discharge. Nonetheless, I suspect you will become a folk hero among the troops after that feat with the light-gun. The position is practically already yours.”
Val opened the top drawer, and as expected there was a hidden bottle of wine in the back with some glasses. Technically insubordination, but he could use some fine wine at the moment to hearten his captain. And his own nerves could use some too.
He poured two glasses, and Flint sat up with a grunt. They clinked them together. Val had to give it to the unnamed officer, he had good taste in drawer wine.
“Say, you didn’t dodge. Did you know you could take the bullet?”
Flint gave him a painful smirk. “I thought it was better to find out sooner than later.”
---
A few hours after the incident, Colonel Val-Gustus Tama stood in front of the city’s council on the pulpit. The Crimson Father joined the Golden Son in the sky, and they painted the great hall orange with their combined radiance.
The crowd shuffled disinterested as the chairman read the letter from Selas. He found it in his study.
The doctor said it would take a miracle for him to awaken. Onaya would take care of him for now or hire a nurse if their family budget let it. Val pushed back the grief that tried to crawl up and focused on the matter at hand. He had already wept for his father, and now was the time for action. He would fulfill his wish, no matter what. His first step was to gain the rank of an army general. The title of his father.
“So I advise you, as I advised you many times before, to promote Colonel Val-Gustus Tama for his efforts and bravery that he showed on the border conflict with Texocan. We need a strong-handed leader now more than ever, and I have the utmost certainty that you would choose according to my advice.” The chairman finished the letter and sat down, allowing the council to question Val. He was an elderly gentleman, short and bony, but had a tightness to himself, like a compressed old spring. His gray hair and beard were still peppered by some patches of blue here and there.
Val straightened himself, erased all emotion from his face, and awaited the inevitable interrogation. The vote would be held right after.
“Why do we need another general? Don’t we already have like three of them?” an indifferent young man asked from the back.
Val answered, his voice patient. “We had three generals, yes. My father, General Selas Tama, was one till yesterday evening. He is no longer in the condition to fulfill his duties.”
The councilman seemed untouched by the news. “So this is some kind of nepotistic succession we are dealing with here?”
Calm and steady. “My father wrote his letter to propose me for the rank not because I am his son but because I am the most capable man for the job. Interview my soldiers if you wish. I have already proven myself in many skirmishes, have great affinity with the light, and rose to the rank of colonel by myself.” He looked around with a cutting glance at the crowd of statesmen. “You will need me in this upcoming conflict.”
Another councilman rose in the back, his tunic hanging tight on his fat body. “So it is the same old story again? We will go to war and need you or we are doomed. I swear, you ambitious soldiers are all the same!”
“Next thing he will ask is that we also give him the high judge position so he can start another pointless war,” someone else said. It inspired a round of laughter.
“Yes. That will be our next agenda. Texocan must be stopped,” Val confirmed, voice cold.
That had an effect on the attendees. At least a dozen people started shouting at him at once, demanding answers to their endless questions. The great hall of the city’s council degraded in front of him into a shrill mess of bickering children.
A headache grasped him slowly but surely, and he felt his frustration penning up.
Why do I need the approval of these arrogant morons? This was precisely why he hated politics so much.
“We need to fill the position again. We need to be ready —” he started, but his voice was lost in the racket. The chairman slammed the pulpit with his mallet, calling out order but to no avail.
Val had had enough.
He bit into his thumb hard, and the familiar metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. He reached out into the orange light and seized it. The air chilled in the room, and the argument died as if it had been cut with a sword. The people looked around like they were freshly awakened from a dream. He found order in the light.
His voice boomed in the dead silent hall. “You are the statesmen of this city, and you will behave like that! If you have questions about my person before the vote, then ask them! If not, you will sit in your place and let the others with more wits talk!”
The light drained his blood fast, and he let go of his finding. Extending it to so many people was taxing, only sustainable for a few moments, even with his talent. But it already had its effect. The crowd sat in shock but finally in order.
The chairman, recovering first, cleared his throat. “Colonel Val-Gustus Tama, I understand your outburst, but you will refrain from using the light in my council hall. This is your first and final warning on that.” He turned toward the council members. “As for the questions, I think we have heard enough. The subject is up for a vote. Will we promote Colonel Val-Gustus Tama to the rank of general?”
Hands rose into the air, first only a reluctant few, but more followed. After the last vote was cast, Val breathed out with relief. He won fifty-three against forty-seven. The official ceremony would be held in the army headquarters in a few days, but from this point he was General Val-Gustus Tama. It had a nice ring to it.
The vote was a close call. Closer than he expected.
And I still need to push my luck for more.
“Thank you, councilmen. I see you have some wisdom. As for our next agenda —”
“I would like to propose a break,” a feminine voice sounded from the front. She had hair red as fire, and when Val looked at her she gave him a slight shake of her head. “Who seconds the motion?” A half-dozen council members rose around her like good little soldiers to oblige.
Val was perplexed. He was in the middle of something important here, and they wanted a break? But he wasn’t familiar with council procedures, and the audience had already started to disperse. With a sigh, he walked down from the podium.
The room next to the hall was filled with tall tables loaded with finger food. Servants buzzed around, hauling great trays with refreshments. The council members broke apart into smaller groups, whispering among each other and shooting the occasional glance toward him.
Val realized he knew not a single person in the room. His father tried introducing him to the city’s political landscape in his youth, but his deployment on the border erased most of that. He started out to find at least the chairman, but he was nowhere to be seen. So he stopped near a tall table with some exotic little sandwiches, helped himself to a serving, and waited patiently.
They had to finish their break sometime, and then he would bring the high judge title to a vote. So he stood alone and watched the crowd.
The lady with the fiery hair excused herself from a nearby table and approached him.
She wore a full dress, long and black, with matching onyx jewelry. Val was always proud of his height, but they were nearly eye to eye, although she had the help of some high heels. Her hair was knotted in a fashionable bun, and only a touch of makeup complemented her features. She probably was older than him, Val guessed, in her thirties or early forties, but that didn’t lessen her radiance. A mature beauty.
“Let me congratulate first our new general,” she said and held out a hand. “Luster Feu, Master of Commerce.”
Val took the hand and breathed a kiss on it as etiquette demanded. “Thank you. Master of Commerce? I must say, I am unfamiliar with the current titles.”
“Not surprising, we have many of them. Every second-grade politician wants one nowadays to feel more special.” She shrugged. “Most of them are meaningless. Some show who can submit proposals in a given field before the council or decide trivial matters not deserving its full attention.”
“So if I have some ideas about new army budgets, it has to go through you first?”
“Army budgets, taxation, commerce right, all through me.” She smiled at him.
Val nodded to himself. That could be helpful. But there was something else that bugged him. “If I am not mistaken, you were the one who proposed a break in the middle of my agenda.”
“Yes, that was me. No need for thanks.”
Val gave her a questioning look. “I didn’t intend to do so. Should I?”
Luster took a sandwich and devoured it in two elegant bites, not a crumb left on her red lips. “You were in the middle of pushing the council for the high judge title.”
“Those were my intentions. They already voted me for general.”
The fiery woman shook her head. “Oh dear, that vote was decided days ago. I know you see us as bumbling idiots, but we are aware of our military situation.” She gestured toward a nearby table, where the young man who put the first two questions against him stood. “Or at least most of us are.”
Val massaged his temple. “So you say it was a matter already decided. What was the point of the whole ordeal, then?”
“Yes, a closed case. You were the only viable choice. The vote was only there to make you sweat.” Her eyes gleamed in the orange light. “But you would have found resistance if you pushed them for more. The council doesn’t like when someone demands things from them — they feel their authority threatened.”
Val gave that a few seconds to settle. “So I will put it up for a vote and lose. An honorable defeat. There is order in that.”
Luster looked at him like someone looking at a moody child. “You are a soldier to the bone, sweetheart, aren’t you?”
Val straightened himself. “What else should I be?”
“Well, you can choose that path, or you can play it smart.” She gestured around in the hall. “You are in dire need of allies and to convince people to stand behind your case. You speak of honor and order, but where is the effort?”
Val let out all his pent-up frustration in a long sigh. “By the gods, I hate politics.”
Luster chuckled at the remark. “I wouldn’t be able to tell.”
He did what he always did when he felt lost. Pause and assess the situation. A few drops of blood evaporated from his palm, hidden by closed fingers. He needed order. He needed things to make sense. Reaching out, he found it in the light as many times before. Now only for himself, an inner order. That was nowhere near as exhausting as the whole hall and only required a few drops of extra blood. His plans, thoughts, and feelings all settled and connected together, like when the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle finally fit.
“So you say you moved for a break to stop me from reaching for more, which would have backfired. That means you are on my side in this?”
“Maybe.” She gave him a mysterious smile. “I think this place could use some fresh blood. And what you did with the light was extraordinary, to say the least.”
“I was rebuked for that.”
“That only made it more intriguing.”
Val needed allies, and this woman was an excellent first option. He couldn’t do all of his father’s plans alone. “You seem to move with ease in these circles. Could you help me to help these morons against their will?”
“I am sure we can arrange something.” She gave him a curious look. “But tell me something first. I caught wind of an interesting rumor about a Karok at the training fields this dawn.”
Has the news spread this quickly?
“You already heard about that?”
“Everybody heard about that. But you don’t seem the type who plans something like this in advance. So tell me this. Was it an intentional political maneuver or just a lucky coincidence?” she asked with eager eyes.
Val smiled. “I am afraid it was mostly a short-tempered subordinate.”
“Ah. Pity.” Luster seemed disappointed by the answer. “And what is your stance on horse races?”



CHAPTER 14
The Casino
It was a bustling night in the Red Lotus Casino, and the slot machines’ cacophony mixed with the crowd’s low murmur. The noise was nearly deafening. But, as a counterpoint, silence ruled at the table numbered thirteen, the guests holding their breath with anticipation.
Every gaze stuck to the small metal ball, popping between the six-colored roulette wheel’s numbers. It skidded over orange thirty-six at the last moment and landed comfortably on a red tile. The disappointment of the crowd was palpable.
“Red seven, congratulations, my lord. You win six to one,” the croupier announced as he collected the coins on the mat into a hefty pile and pushed it toward the Duke. “Again.”
The Duke took the money and arranged it in tiny orderly towers before himself. The casino’s flashing lights reflected off his lenses as he leaned forward with an apologetic smile. “My friends, it seems the gods smile on me today, but I am sure my stroke will break soon. Who is up for another round?”
Some left, some pushed coins furiously onto the table’s fields. The Duke was up last, and after a glance at his chances he chose the second row this time. Another spin, another tense minute, and more guests left the table, angry and broke. The pile in front of him amounted to almost two hundred gold axes.
This is the life. The Duke loved the casinos, and this was one of the remaining fine establishments where he wasn’t banned. Yet. After today, he probably would have to say his goodbyes to the Red Lotus, but the twilight was young, and he was on a streak. By now nearly everybody had left the table, and despite the crowd and lack of other openings, there seemed to be no one willing to take their places.
Only the lady in black remained. She studied him and his winnings from behind lush eyelashes. Her perfect makeup, azure hair in a tidy bun, tailored dress, everything screamed that she was in control, even when losing. She had left a considerable amount thus far on the table, but not so much that it bothered her, or so it looked by her expression. She even gave him a charming smile.
The Duke smiled back. “My lady. It feels only appropriate to introduce myself after this much luck. I am known as the Duke.” He could smell her perfume from two seats away, and it was intoxicating. Rich orchid and a hint of balsam, even he could enjoy a tastefully crafted scent like that. It would easily turn the head of any mortal man.
“Lady R’sal.” Her eyes landed on his top hat, totally out of fashion in the noble crowd. She seemed to have a difficult time deciding what to make of him. “I have heard of you.”
“I hope nothing good.”
“Not in particular, no.” She didn’t miss a beat. “Would you give a lady a chance to win back what she has already lost?” She pointed at the table’s limit displayed on a small panel. Two gold axes and five silver chips. “Maybe somewhere with higher stakes?”
“With great pleasure, my lady, but I am afraid all the other tables are quite full at the moment.”
She gestured to one of the room servants, and the man in a white uniform hurried away toward the hinder part of the casino. “I have some sway in this place. They will open a private table for us in the back.”
Interesting. “In this case, please show the way.” The Duke stood, took his cane from the backrest, and followed Lady R’sal through the crowd — another servant helped to make way for them. As they left table thirteen, the guests standing by swarmed it like hungry sharks would a wounded sailor. Or ferocious beasts a dying priest.
The back part of the casino was even more grandiose, if that was possible. Above, lavish golden chandeliers scattered the light, let in by a multitude of mirrored tunnels in the roof. An army of servants bustled between five marble tables, of which two were empty. A few steps raised this VIP section of the floor, and as a bulwark broke the tide it kept the crowd at bay below.
They sat at one of the empty tables, a luxury for just the two of them. The croupier, a tall fellow with short orange hair and an even shorter beard, welcomed them with iced juices enhanced by some questionably legal spirit. A delicious combination. If there was one industry in this city that knew how to pamper a guest, it was the casinos. They did it in the hope of swindling them out of their hard-earned money, true, but still.
“This is as refreshing as a bathhouse after a long journey,” the Duke said, waving his hand around. “Thank you, my lady, for the opportunity. I was never able to talk my way into the private tables.”
“My pleasure.”
He turned toward the croupier. “So, tell me, my friend, what are the limitations of your table? Fifty gold? A hundred?”
The man behind the wheel cleared his throat. “There are no limitations, my lord.”
“None?”
“None.”
The Duke glanced at Lady R’sal, who didn’t seem to be bothered by this fact. She was as calm and poised as ever.
“By all the light above, I am getting excited.” His smile broadened to a grin. “My lady, would you give me the pleasure?” He gestured toward the board, giving her the chance to start.
She immediately picked up ten of her gold and placed them in strategic positions among the fields. Her style spoke of a seasoned player, not putting all her eggs in one basket and intentionally disrupting the strategy he played at table thirteen.
Good. I didn’t want to win too quickly.
It had been problematic enough, even with his chances, to find his target and get her to play a high-stakes game with him. The casinos were excellent places, much to his taste, but they had a significant drawback. Too many people, too many games of chance, and threads all around, jumbled in a big messy pile, like the tangled web of a great spider.
His threads were hard to follow in this chaos and even harder to manipulate. He would be sweating profoundly if he were a lesser creature. The private table cleared things up a bit. The threads embraced the three of them in an intricate binding, complex and whirling like the stained glass windows of old temples. The Duke grabbed them tight and pulled them closer — he knew exactly what to do next.
He steered his attention back to the game and matched the amount of gold in the remaining places. He glanced at his chances, just barely. These first few games were to lull her into a false sense of security, to let her win some back, and whet her appetite for more.
The ball landed at green fifty-eight, and he lost five gold out of ten in the first game. As expected. The second round was his lead, and he put up a conservative seven gold on the board, concentrating on the individual fields and leaving himself open for a bigger win on the edges. His opponent didn’t miss a beat and boldly put everything in three of the major categories. The ball landed on blue twenty-one, and they came out equal from the round.
The match went on, and fresh drinks arrived, a gift from the house. They chatted less and less as their attention fixed on the game and the spinning ball, skipping between the blades of the great wheel that held so many destinies. After eight more rounds, the Duke was down thirty-four gold. It would be a hefty sum for an average man.
The next ball landed on black zero, and they both lost everything on the board. The croupier collected the coins from the mat with an apologetic smile. It was the tribute, the house winning one roll out of every sixty-one, on average. This was the way they could afford all the luxury that surrounded them. One in sixty-one didn’t seem much for the everyday player, but spin that wheel a thousand times and you would find your coffers laden with gold.
The Duke watched with satisfaction as his coins disappeared into the hands of the tall man. Good.
After fifteen rounds, he was down by seventy-five gold. Not insignificant, but nothing to worry about. It was time to flip things over.
“My lady, it seems I am out of luck for the night,” he said with an exasperated sigh. “It was my pleasure, but maybe it is time to take my leave.”
The panic on her face was there only for a fleeting moment, but he still caught it. “But, my lord, I thought you would give me a chance to win back what I lost against you!”
“Didn’t you already?”
“I am still down a couple dozen, to be honest.” She looked at him with big sad llama eyes. “Could you give me four more rounds before your departure?”
The Duke, already half standing, stopped, hovering over his seat. He looked across the table directly at the columns of gold before her and let greed sit out on his face. He didn’t even have to feign it too much. “Four more I can give. No more, no less.” He sat back down. “Make as much as you can out of it, my lady.”
She looked at the croupier, and the man fetched a piece of pre-written paper from under the table. It only missed a few key elements, and with pen and ink he filled them out skillfully and quick.
“You will be contractually obliged to play the next four rounds, regardless of their outcome. If you agree, please sign here and here, Your Primenesses.” He put it in the middle of the table, and the Duke signed it after his opponent.
Lady R’sal beamed like a well-fed kitten. She immediately changed her strategy and grabbed a hefty part of her winnings, sprawling out fifty gold axes over a multitude of tiles on the board.
Well, it was expected.
Grabbing his chances and focusing, the Duke matched her bet with slow and deliberate motions. He only picked a color and a column on the board — in their intersection the orange twenty-four. It was where the ball would land next.
The tall man wiped away a streak of sweat from his brow before rolling the wheel and dropping in the ball. It danced between the blades, holding more attention than the small chunk of metal ever dared to dream. The spin began to slow.
The Duke jerked his eyes sideways as his chances plummeted without warning. The threads first tensed, then loosened in his hands, and as he looked back the ball was still. It stood at yellow eleven.
“Congratulations, my lady, you win all bets,” the croupier said, whipping his hands into his trousers before redistributing the fortune lying on the table. The Duke’s smile didn’t fade from his lips.
“What luck, my lady! You have to be blessed by the Crimson Father himself!” he remarked, collecting twenty of his remaining coins and putting them on the table where the chances told him to. It left him barely over seventy gold in his pile.
“You exaggerate, my lord. It’s only a lucky turn,” she said. “Even the smallest hook can catch a shark sometimes.”
Strange metaphor from a lady.
Another spin and his chances plummeted at the end, the same as before. He was nearing bankruptcy with frightening speed as the tall fellow put the winnings in front of his opponent with shaky hands.
She got brash and bet seventy-four gold axes the next turn, precisely the amount that remained in front of the Duke. He matched it calmly and didn’t bother to consult the threads this round.
They were cheating, playing together — this much was obvious. There was no other way to win against him. Luckily, her reputation preceded her, so he was prepared. This round, instead of the ball he watched the croupier. His breath had become heavier in the past few minutes, and his skin had turned a sickly greenish color. The trick had to be with his right hand, hanging unassumingly under the table.
Magnets? Probably. Doesn’t matter. It was not the method he had to beat but the man. He should be furious to find someone else tampering with chances. It was his domain, his kingdom. Strangely, he found himself amused. With the trick only applied after the ball had been cast, he could not predict the new outcome.
Oh, he could find his future instead and put an end to all of this farce. But it meant people could surprise even him if he wasn’t prepared. This was truly a new era, full of wonders. He needed to keep his wits sharp.
Another spin, another false outcome. His last coins landed in front of his opponent, and Lady R’sal gave him an apologetic look. It almost felt genuine.
“I am afraid that is the end of our night, my lord. It was my pleasure.” She rose to leave.
“Oh, but my lady, if I count it right, I still have a turn left.”
Her answer was full of pity. “Indeed, but I am afraid you lost your last coins.”
“My last coins on the table.” He reached below his coat and pulled up a heavy bag. It landed with a satisfying thump.
She stared at him with a look someone might give a cornered beast, defeated but still dangerous. Finally, she sat back.
“Well, put out your final wager.” She leaned back, hands in her lap, and put on a calm front. “Croupier, let’s give our guest a good final spin,” she said to the man behind the wheel.
Only a rasping rattle came as a response, and she looked at her accomplice for the first time in the last twenty minutes. She could have seen the symptoms manifest if she hadn’t focused so much on the game. The man barely stood on his feet and stared at them with bloodshot eyes. His hands rested, shaking on the table as he kept himself standing with palpable effort.
“What is wrong with you?” she demanded from the man.
“He was poisoned, of course,” the Duke said, taking a long sip from his drink.
“What? When?”
He opened his bag and, from between the gold, put out six small glass vials onto the table. “It was on one of the coins the house won nine rounds back. I have to say, it is quite a swift one.”
Her blank expression spoke of her inability to grasp the situation. The Duke decided that a bit of help wouldn’t spoil the fun.
“Poisoned. By me,” he explained slowly, like talking to a toddler. “I had to even the playing field a little, you know?”
Her eyes filled with hatred. “You will be executed for this. Heart cut out, laid on top of the temples for the gods’ judgment!”
The Duke waved dismissively. “Hardly. The poison is so volatile it is untraceable after a few minutes. The symptoms are nearly identical with a foudroyant tropical fever.”
He held her stare, voice cold and leisurely as the glacier rivers far in the north. “And if it came to blows, I have some friends in high places in this city. Not sure I can say the same about you, Lady R’sal. Your house doesn’t stand on the firmest ground right now.”
He tapped the table. “The priests might even be more inquisitive about the magnetic machinery built into the table where you have won so much in the last few months.”
She bore his gaze only for a few more seconds before casting down her eyes. “You are a monster.”
“No objections there.”
The lady wrung her hands, half stood up from her chair, then decided to sit back again. “What is the point? What do you even gain if he dies?”
Oh, finally, the crucial question. Just in time. “Our croupier here still has a chance to survive. He only needs to win this for the house.”
The Duke put his bets on the table, the six vials on the six fields representing the colors. Then he lobbed the heavy pouch onto the outer rim of the board. A bet representing black zero. “And I put three thousand on zero.”
In a regular game, it would be a foolish move to gamble that much on a single field, especially on zero. It wasn’t part of the rows or other multiplier areas — it only won if it was spun out exactly. A one in sixty-one chance, a madman’s gambit. His chances didn’t even show black zero. But the game wasn’t about where the ball would land by itself. It was the choice of Lady R’sal’s tall friend.
He turned to the man. “Now, the antidote for the poison is separated into these six vials. Take less than six, and I wouldn’t wager a single copper for your life. Take all of them, and you have a good shot, my friend, to sleep it off in a few days.” He flashed a toothy grin at the croupier. “I would say at least ninety percent.” A side glance at the chances. “Or more like eighty-five,” he corrected himself.
The tall man reached out toward one of the tiny ampoules, but the Duke raised his cane and flashed the top of his sword. The blight steel was dark as a godless night. He shook his head. “If I were you, I would keep my hands where they are until the round is over. Assuming you want to keep them.”
“This is madness! I will be no part of this!” Lady R’sal emerged from her place, but the cane sword came halfway out of its sheath, and she hesitated again.
“My lady, you are contractually bidden to play this round against me. If you don’t oblige, I have the right to defend my honor with a sword.” Karok, an official duel. It was an outdated law of the city, rarely used these days but technically still in place. The Duke loved technically obeying the law. “I wonder if you are even half-decent with any weapon.” He looked her up and down. “Or have any on you.”
“Will you murder me and defend this in court?” she asked, befuddled. “Is this even worth the trouble at this point?”
“I will, and it is,” the Duke answered, and there was no insincerity in his voice. “Now, our friend here seems worse by the minute, so I will ask you one last time. Place. Your. Bet.”
She slumped back into her chair, deflated and defeated. “I don’t have the coin on me for this. Have to write a house check.”
“Be my guest.” The Duke tossed an empty checkbook at her from one of his pockets, and she filled it out with hasty scribbles. After a shaky stamp, she put it on an edge field, representing the three primary colors.
“Now roll, my friend, while you still have time.” The croupier didn’t need much more encouragement. He tossed the metal ball into the wheel as though his life depended on it.
Lady R’sal and the tall man looked at each other for a long moment while the numbers spun. He cast down his eyes and pushed some buttons under the table. The ball stopped with a jolt in one of the fields.
It was black zero.
“How marvelous! The house wins the antidote!” the Duke exclaimed. “And you, my lady, owe me three thousand axes.”
The croupier snatched up the vials, but the Duke shook his finger. “Write it in the book first, my friend. Who knows what some would claim the outcome was if you leave us so swiftly.”
He obliged, wrote it in the scorebook on the table with grim concentration, signed it, and collected the antidote, stuffing the vials in his pockets. He stumbled and had to grip the side of the table.
“I suggest somewhere private and safe. Those can hit you in the head like a mace, and you will need to lie down.” The Duke patted him on the back. “No more than a day or three.”
After the man left the table, the Duke turned toward his opponent, who sat slumped in her place. There was none of her casual elegance from before. “This was exquisite, my lady! I wholeheartedly enjoyed every moment.”
She looked up at him, eyes empty. “I am afraid you are alone in that regard.”
“Probably.” The Duke leaned closer. “So, about the winnings.”
“I can’t pay you three thousand. Not now, not in a year.” Her despair wafted through her perfume. “My house is broke, our businesses taken over by the Feners. I could barely keep us afloat with the winnings from the gambits.”
“I know that,” the Duke said, “but what would you say about a generous loan?”
“No bank will give me three thousand. They know our struggle.”
“I wasn’t talking about some bank. I was talking about me.”
Lady R’sal’s dazed expression was worth more than any gold he won. “What?”
The Duke opened the pouch and poured its contents onto the table. A pile of gold this size turned a few heads toward them, even here.
They weren’t this keen when the lady objected loudly a few minutes ago. The culture of this city was still strange to him, but he appreciated the extra privacy, even in open places like this. Everybody seemed to mind their own business as long as he didn’t start to stab people.
“Take it.” The Duke pointed at the hill of gold. “Put your house back on track, invest it, or spend it on import tea. I don’t care.”
She looked wary. “And the three thousand I owe you?”
“You can pay it back at your leisure.” He grinned at her. “Why the hurry?”
Lady R’sal still hesitated. “And what would this generous loan and these generous terms cost me?”
“Two things.” He held up a finger. “I want you to tell me you are in my debt.”
She looked confused but obeyed. “I am in your debt, my lord.”
An avalanche left his mountain of debt, and he felt lighter than ever before. The satisfaction shook through his nervous system down to the tips of his tentacles with painfully pleasurable tingles, leaving him without words for a moment.
After he composed himself, he held up a second finger. “If I am correct, you hold a position in the scientific ethics committee that approves new research projects.”
She seemed even more perplexed. “Yes, but how does that concern you?”
“There will be a vote in a week, presented by Doctor Blaze.”
“So I was informed.”
“I need you to change your vote.”



CHAPTER 15
Of Gods and Men
Dawb awakened with his head throbbing and the dreadful feeling that something terrible had happened. He sat up in his hidden sleeping spot. The place was familiar — he was up high on the rooftop of the ironwood factories in one of the bending ends of an exhaust port. The whispering wind crooned a soft song of twisting tubes as it escaped beside him.
The cold of the great metal pipe felt heavenly on his temple. He was still groggy, his memories in a firm knot. This wasn’t one of his usual places. Actually, he hadn’t been here since he had to hide from the Red Eye clan years ago.
What am I doing here?
His muscles burned as he lowered himself to the tiled roof, like that day when he and his friends applied for a seasonal job on the docks. After a few days of unloading corn ships, they were wearier than ever. The captain never paid them.
The last hours of the previous day still slipped his mind. Something painful clattered around inside his head like a dull knife.
I was at Gran-Gran’s, wasn’t I?
He could recall the fresh bread and baked fish he bought with the money from his successful ruin dive. After that, he went on with the gang as bait for a few hours.
He felt his pocket. The heavy coin pulled it with an unsettling weight. A debt that still had to be repaid.
Dawb stepped extra carefully on the shingles as he descended toward a service ladder on the backside of the factory. He didn’t want to repeat the last time when he almost fell from the slippery roof. At least it wasn’t wet now.
And after being bait, he went south toward... His memories were still a hazy mess.
What is wrong with me? I wasn’t drinking, was I?
No, he was certain he wasn’t. Mostly certain. Dawb only tried the foul-smelling substance two times, mainly because of the prodding of the older boys, but he regretted both of them. After a few gulps the cheap fruit wine wasn’t so bad, but the headaches and throwing up weren’t worth it.
Dawb reached the ladder and started his four-story descent toward the pavement. He shook his head in bemusement. Who enjoys things like that? And there were so many better ways to spend your coin if you had some. As Abi always said...
His muscles tensed up as his mind blanked itself. The ladder slipped in his grip, and Dawb fell. His shoulder struck the side of the ladder, and he spun in the air like a clipped-wing bird. He grasped desperately after the rungs.
After a few yards of plummeting, his fingers found the cold steel of a handhold. He pulled himself back and hugged the building with a pounding heart.
What was that?
He was thinking about something. He was thinking about spending his money.
He tried it again, thinking about spending his coin. I will buy a whole llama. Nothing. Strange. Maybe it was unrelated. He probably had some unknown ailment or was groggy from the fumes of the factory’s exhaust port.
That must be it.
He continued his climb downward, more careful this time. Despite his strained muscles, it was an easy one, as if he was lighter by a few pounds. He reached over his shoulder and realized with horror that he didn’t have his backpack. He never went anywhere without it.
Where did I leave it? At Gran-Gran’s? But why would he? It had everything inside that was important to him, that he ever owned. And the scarab! His gift to Abi, now he wouldn’t be able to see her face as...
His muscles tensed again, and his brain froze. The railing of the ladder slipped from his fingers, and he gave himself up to the air. This time, he wasn’t able to catch the rungs.
The ground knocked the air out of his lungs, but he didn’t feel the pain yet. His body and mind locked up in self-defense.
One would think that the shield on his back cushioned the impact, but thin pieces of junk metal were infamously bad at that. So he lay there without air and with tears streaking his face. They weren’t there because of the pain.
Why am I crying?
Then, finally, the memories rushed back.
---
Dawb stumbled on the streets of the Fang, toward a place he didn’t want to return to. Although yesterday’s events seemed like a distant nightmare, he knew they had happened. Abi was dead.
Was it even yesterday? He looked up on a nearby calendar and realized with horror that multiple twilights had passed since then. They rushed by him in a half-conscious haze. That explained his ravenous hunger mixed with nausea.
It was hard to breathe — the grief choked him with iron fingers. He slumped down in an alley near a corner cafe and cried again with soundless tears. Just a few yards away, the people drank their beverages, joked and laughed with each other, and enjoyed the early rays of the Azure Mother on this crisp morning. They didn’t have a care in the world.
How could they be so happy? Don’t they know what happened?
They didn’t, and even if they did, nobody would care. Abi was an urchin, even if a self-sufficient one, and people on the streets disappeared every day. Nobody would shed a tear for the trash of the city. They had to mourn their own.
He remembered the day in vivid detail till the moment he pulled the blanket. Those empty eyes still haunted him. Filled with darkness, staring into his soul.
Who or what could have done such a thing?
After that, the following events blended together in his memory. He fled down the ladders at record speed. He ran through the streets, not caring for the guards. He bumped into someone, and someone else shouted, “Thief!” They chased him. He got away.
He cried below a tree. Aimless streets toward the factories. A long sleep.
It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered now. Abi was dead.
Below the ocean of grief, he felt something small stir in his soul, an ember of hatred that grew bigger by the hour. Hatred for a thing like this could happen. Hatred for the uncaring world because his only true friend was dead. And hatred for the one who did this. Cold plans of revenge slowly blossomed inside his heart without a target.
This time he was more careful than in his fleeing days before. If they had chased him, the patrols would be looking for someone with his description. The threat of a beating seemed distant and indifferent, but his instincts were honed during his long years on the streets. Dawb couldn’t just turn them off.
The way up the ladder was longer than ever before. His muscles weary, his soul thin, even the ground below seemed to pull him with extra weight. He dragged himself up the last pegs and over the edge. The quaint sunlit rooftop with their fortress was in deep contrast to his mood.
He tiptoed into the Birdnest as if still afraid to wake Abi. The inside smelled of mildew, spilled tea, the rust of broken things, and of her. The scents of home. There was no death, no rotting decay in the air, like nothing wrong had happened here. How could it be so normal?
He hesitated before entering Abi’s room. If he didn’t go in, he could pretend she was just sleeping. That last time was only a vivid nightmare.
The place was as he left it, the tray on the ground, the tea long seeped into the old carpets. The body on the mat, its eyes staring up, empty and void. Dawb stumbled back.
I can’t face this.
He thought he was strong enough to come back and confront it again. To wrap and bury her somewhere safe, somewhere only they would know. He was wrong.
I just need a moment.
Stumbling back, he slumped on a cushion in the corner of the main room and rested his eyes. He waited for the reality of the situation to settle in, for his knotted-up brain to process the overflowing feeling, so he would be able to move on.
Abi always said, no matter what, that life went on. But she never said how it could go on without her.
That was when he heard the voices. Deep baritones, coming from outside on the rooftop, getting closer. He barely had time to scramble and dive into one of the trash rooms. It was the one for the useful junk.
The next moment, three men stepped inside his domain. They were tall, bald, and wore long robes of brilliant white. Men of the clergy.
How did they find this place?
Dawb hid under an old washing bucket, barely big enough for his scrawny limbs to fit below. He pressed his face to the ground and lifted the side just enough to peek out.
They walked closer, and Dawb noticed more about them. Their faces were blank, but two seemed older with more mature features. The third one was young, barely in his twenties, maybe an acolyte or a freshly anointed priest.
The inside of the Birdnest was dim, but they brought their own illumination. The glow came from the upheld palm of one of the older ones. It was like the light itself coalesced around his hand, bending into a miniature sun. The priest’s eyes were closed, brow furrowed, mouth pressed into a thin line of deep concentration. Dawb named him Grimace.
After opening his eyes, he turned toward his companions and shook his head. “I can find only traces. Something is present but unconnected. The track is cold — it has to be far away by now.” 
They walked into Abi’s room. Dawb felt his heart pounding in his chest with newfound survival instinct. But he needed to know what they were doing here. He crawled, pulling the bucket, and edged closer to the doorframe to get a better look.
“May the gods feast on your soul, sister,” the lightless old one said.
“But will they, Brother? Wouldn’t the process consume it altogether?” the young priest asked, his voice trembling. It had a solemn melody to it, and he was the only one showing any measure of emotion upon seeing Abi’s dead body. Dawb named him Songbird.
“That is bordering on blasphemy, Brother!” Grimace retorted.
“And we don’t know it. It is one of the many mysteries the gods didn’t bless us with within the sacred texts,” the other older priest said and looked at his companion. “So do not speak of blasphemy so easily where you are unsure of its existence.”
He seemed in charge of the group, so Dawb named him Leader.
The other priest stood his gaze for a few moments before looking down. “Yes, Brother.”
“Now, I assume you know what has to happen now,” Leader said, turning to Songbird.
He nodded in response. “We need to burn the evidence.”
“Good, you learn fast. Do it.”
What? The anger raged up inside Dawb again. It was not enough that they strolled through his home, but they wanted to burn his friend’s body before he could say his goodbyes.
He planned to take Abi and bury her in the back of the park, below the pear tree where she found him so many years ago. They couldn’t take that away from him. His anger superseded his fear, and he lifted the bucket to toss it aside. Who do these men think they are? I will grab Abi’s crossbow from the corner and —
The young priest reached out toward the body, and a pyre rose in its place. The flames went up as far as the roof and ignited it with the sleeping mat and carpets. Only a charred spot remained where Abi’s body was a few moments before.
The priests glowed in the sudden burst of light, their cloaks reflecting the blaze back in a brilliant white. They stood there, casually calling down the gods’ flame, emotionless, unknowable, and arcane. 
Dawb whimpered and ducked back, his rage evaporating together with Abi’s corpse. He crawled away, dragging the bucket on the floor.
“Did you hear that?” Grimace asked. The breath stuck inside Dawb, and he remained very still. “Look around, but be careful. Find it in the light, Brother.” The words came dampened through the wooden wall of his hiding place.
He peeked out through a crack and saw a white robe approaching the junk room. Songbird held up his hand as Grimace before, and light ignited inside. He walked past Dawb’s bucket and examined a wheelbarrow with broken handles and a collection of old boxes thrown onto each other. The color of the light changed as he waved his hand over the junk.
Smoke started to seep into the room, and the smell of burned flesh was nauseating.
“Can’t find anything important,” Songbird said and checked something below his loose robes. “And I am running low on juice here.”
“What? Already?” Grimace asked.
“Yes, and I would like to have enough for the trip back to the temple.”
“You will have to learn to use it more in moderation,” Leader added.
“Yes, Brother.”
A few pieces of smoldering wood fell as the framework of the ceiling started to give in to the flames. “Let’s leave, then. The fire is strong. It will finish the work.”
They strode out of the Birdnest in their blazing robes. Dawb could hear them chatting on the roof for a few more seconds before their voices vanished. He waited another ten just to be sure.
When they didn’t return, he tossed away the wash bucket and ran into Abi’s room. It was an inferno. He tried to extinguish the flames with a nearby rug to save something, anything, of his friend’s. The fire bit into his hand, and his eyebrows ignited from the intense heat. The sickening smell of burning hair filled his nostrils. All he achieved with his effort was some nasty burns.
He jerked back from the pain. This was pointless — the place was finished. He had to leave.
Abi’s crossbow was propped near the doorframe with a quiver of a dozen short arrows. The flames didn’t reach it yet. He grabbed it all and put one on the string with malice in his heart. There was only one way down from here, and he would get the bastards on the ladder.
His backpack was near the tea table with the scarab still inside. As he snatched it up, he knocked down the tin of tea. He tossed it into his sack as well. It was Abi’s favorite, so he had to save it. She would need it later.
He wasn’t thinking straight at this point.
Dawb burst out of the flaming Birdnest and ran toward the side of the building, crossbow ready. Aiming it wasn’t hard, at least at short distances. Those lessons with Abi would bore their fruit now.
He reached the rim where the ladder was and pointed it down. He would take out at least two of the damned priests before the third one even realized what was happening. His finger tensed on the trigger.
The ladder was empty. Nobody was climbing down.
Dawb stood, frozen in the moment.
Where did they go? Are they still here?
He spun around and scanned the rooftop, but all he could see was his burning home. Nobody hid in the shadows of the flames.
Then he noticed them. Three small dots in the sky, blazing white robes, flying away.
They are flying away.
How can the gods privilege these vile creatures with divine powers as these?
He slumped down near the roof’s edge, away from the fire. The embers of vengeance grew hotter inside him, threatening to burn his soul. He felt like a coward hiding from the priests, but next time he would be ready. He would hunt them down.
They might have the gods on their side. Then what?
False gods. Gods that let this happen.
Exhaustion grabbed him, and he toppled to his side. He watched in despair as the Birdnest, the only place he ever called home, slowly burned to ashes.
The priests didn’t even look back.



CHAPTER 16
Where a Door Closes
Ilumi was lying in a foreign bed when she awakened. Too soft and squishy. Something obscured the vision of her right eye, and when she reached up she found it was a piece of cloth. Her arm was numb. The air was heavy with the poignant smell of alcohol and bleach. A vile combination. People hurried by in the distance, wearing all white clothes, and the Azure Mother’s blue light shone through a side window into her spacious room.
Where am I?
She reached up to take off the irritating obstruction from her eye.
“I wouldn’t do that. The nurse said you would have to leave it on for at least a few more days,” Doctor Blaze said from the corner while furiously scribbling on a stack of papers.
“Did I go blind in one eye?”
The doctor just snorted. “Hardly, or they wouldn’t trouble themselves with the bandage. But the shrapnel they took out was nearly as big as my little finger.” She lifted her hand and waggled it for demonstration.
Ilumi’s hand dropped back onto the bed. She felt drained.
“You probably want to know what happened?” Blaze asked.
It came back in a rush. The test, her experiment. An explosion. “The engine blew up,” she said.
“No memory loss. That is a good sign.”
Ilumi pushed herself up till she could look over herself. She discovered the other bandages, one over her right arm and a big one across her chest. “I am sorry about your engine, Doctor.”
Blaze just waved the remark away. “If I didn’t want it to blow up, I wouldn’t put it in the hands of a bunch of wannabe greenhorns.”
It was hard to say anything to that. She tried nonetheless. “I thought my method would work.”
“Oh, it worked for a brief time. Around five seconds if I counted them well. However, the shift in the light pushed the pressure up, and your lenses intensified the effect so that the chamber couldn’t hold it.” She shook her head. “This is exactly why I made the calibrator. At least it survived the ordeal in my office.”
According to her bandages, her body should have been in agony, but all she felt was a dull pain. Did they give me something?
“Was anybody else injured?”
Blaze shrugged, showing that she didn’t care. “A few small lacerations here and there, nothing serious. You stood closest to the engine, so you took the brunt of it.”
Collecting her courage, Ilumi gulped and asked the question that had sat on her chest from the moment she became conscious. “Who did you choose after the test, Doctor?”
“That Yorquin boy. He had an authoritative presence and some good ideas for a new calibrator. A very pragmatic approach.”
Ilumi slumped back onto the bed. So that was it. She tried, she lost. She would have to return to her tribe, to the Operators, and live with the shame. They might even throw her in their infamous prison mine.
At least I went out with a bang. She smirked at the thought.
Blaze put aside the papers for a moment and turned toward her. “So are you interested in working with me?”
Ilumi stared back at her. “You just said, Doctor, that you chose Yorquin.”
Blaze waved her hand dismissively. “I chose him as a doctorate candidate, and he would make a fine one. I will oversee his laser research in the next few years and pump a good amount of lab hours out of him. But that is a completely different matter.”
The doctor pulled her chair closer to the bed, scratching the wood flooring. “I speak about working with me as a research assistant on my own projects. Of course, you will start with the menial work, but if you can prove that you can be trusted with more, we can step forward. Maybe I will even invite you into my inner circle.”
Ilumi was still dazed. “Me?”
“You got some spunk, girl. I like that.” Blaze gave her a grin. “I can use some fresh blood.”
“Yes, Doctor! Yes, of course, yes!” The journey wasn’t for nothing after all.
“Great!” Doctor Blaze said and returned to her paperwork.
The world spun around Ilumi, and she didn’t know if it was because of her mission’s unexpected success or her injuries. Probably both. She lay back.
I did it! I got in!
I will have to contact the Operators. The notion dampened her mood a notch, but she shooed away the unwanted thoughts. She would rest first and jump headfirst into her mission after.
Repositioning her head on the pillow, she turned toward Blaze. “What are your research projects, Doctor?”
Blaze didn’t look up from her papers. “Our research projects now. But everything in its own time. I am surprised we could even talk this much. You are uncannily lucid for someone who should be in agony.”
“I think they gave me something for that. All I can feel is some dull pain.”
Blaze raised one eyebrow then got up with a groan and walked to her. She detached a clipboard from the front of the bed and riffled through the pages. “I don’t think they did. I personally asked them not to give you anything of that sort.”
Ilumi paled. “You did?“
“Of course. I wanted you clearheaded when you woke up.” She put back the clipboard and stepped next to Ilumi. She pressed her thumb into the bandages on her chest. “What do you feel if I do this?”
The pain was worse but bearable. “I can tolerate it. Still want to ask you to stop it, Doctor.”
“How would you rate it on a scale of one to ten?”
“A four, maybe?”
Blaze pulled away her hand and stepped back. She studied Ilumi with newfound interest. “You seem to have a very high pain threshold. Maybe we can use that.”
“We... can?”
Blaze sat back in her chair and pulled back the papers in front of her. “We will use anything at our disposal. That is the nature of true science.” She turned a page. “Oh, I nearly forgot. Vatra collected your remaining lenses. They are in the pouch on the nightstand.”
Ilumi jerked her head to the side to look at it. It was a bad idea — it nearly hurt as much as the thumb. But the small blue satin bag filled her with relief she didn’t even realize she needed. “Thank you, Doctor! They mean a lot to me.”
“I extrapolated that much.” Her pencil scraped on the paper with remarkable speed. “Your charred clothes and other belongings were picked up by the trauma crew. The hospital will keep them safe till your departure.”
Ilumi’s eyes grew heavy as sleep was slowly taking her. Before her consciousness faded again, she asked the last question that still prodded her. “What are those papers you’re working on so frantically, Doctor?”
“A report about our little fiasco in the experiment hall,” Blaze snorted. “You wouldn’t believe how much unnecessary paperwork one little explosion can generate.”
---
Ilumi recovered fast. The doctors visiting her daily could only scratch their heads about her unnaturally quick healing. It took only two days till she could take off the eye patch and another five till they removed the bandages from her arm and torso. Her injuries barely left any scars.
This was the most time Ilumi had ever had alone, without a mission or any tasks. The new experience filled her with childlike delight. She felt like that one time when they had sneaked into the hut where they hung the dried fruits in her village. That was the sweetest day of her life. The punishment afterward was harsh, but it was still worth it.
Do they sell sweetened fruit in the city? she mused.
The hospital staff was there if she asked for anything. That was new. She got suspicious first when she asked a nurse where she could get some water, and they brought her a full jug with ice. After that, she pushed this newfound power to its limits.
She was hungry, and they brought her marvels on plates. Others in the facility referred to it as hospital food, so she saved the name in her memory as praise to give later.
She asked for books, and they brought her nine. Nine books! A small library. Not all were terribly interesting, but between the stories of young maidens and roguish men she found a thin summary of recently published scientific achievements. Ilumi jumped into it headfirst with dedication to make sense of the strange diagrams and all the math that for some reason also included letters. The city scientists seemed to love their letter math.
She also asked for paper and pen, and they brought them to her without question. They even got her a clipboard. Luxuries she couldn’t afford before were just thrown at her. She was convinced that this was how queens should feel in their palaces.
After asking for them, they also gave her belongings back. The clothes were goners, but her saddlebag was intact, with the orb still lying at its bottom. She didn’t dare to contact the Operators yet — the hospital was too open a space for that type of activity. Ilumi needed to wait with that duty till she could find a private room.
On the day of her discharge, Blaze and her assistant, the stony woman from the test, waited for her at the receptionist’s desk.
“Do you remember Vatra?” the doctor asked.
“Yes, Doctor.” Ilumi turned toward her. “It is nice to meet officially. I am Ilumi. It will be nice working with you.” She gave a little formal bow, as much as her aching chest let her. It still hurt after sudden motions.
Vatra looked her up and down, her face devoid of any pleasant emotion. Finally, Blaze broke the silence.
“Give our new associate a proper tour of our facilities and the labs.” She motioned them out of the infirmary. “Meet me in the pressure lab at four o’clock, red.”
“Yes, Doctor,” Vatra said with little enthusiasm. After they parted with Blaze, she turned to Ilumi. “First rule. You only come after me. No wandering away on your own. Understand?”
Ilumi nodded sheepishly and followed Vatra as she guided her through the institution.
---
They met at least a hundred facility members whom Blaze deemed necessary before arriving at the labs. Ilumi’s head was already spinning with the names, rooms, and regulations she had learned in the span of a few hours. She had no idea that R.A.S.I. was this extensive. They had countless rooms all with diverse functions.
How can someone remember all of this?
They probably couldn’t. And especially not Doctor Blaze, according to her previous interactions with her. Vatra also carried around a stack of notes and read the names and places beforehand, constantly checking exactly where and with whom they would be.
That seems handy.
The red-doored lift stopped at floor three, and they walked down a corridor. The lab they arrived in was one of Blaze’s own. All the more prestigious facility members got their own to do their research and didn’t need to share it with others. Most had one or two if they were vital to the institution.
Blaze had seven. And another dozen workshops.
They stood in number five, filled with glass tubes coming in from the ceiling, long shiny cylinders near one wall, and a great metal sphere hanging by cables in the middle of it all. Scorchlight emitted from several ceiling appliances, hanging weightless in the air.
Ilumi had no idea what any of these were supposed to do.
“What do you think?” Blaze asked, looking up from her work. She was already here when they arrived, working on something with a young lab assistant. He gave them a shy smile, and Ilumi reluctantly admitted how handsome he was with his square glasses, slender figure, and short blue hair.
“Remarkable laboratory, Doctor. Could you give me more in-depth information about what the machinery does?”
Blaze waved for the young man, who jumped to her command. “No, I am in the middle of some calculations. But Aasang can.”
He sidled closer and hesitantly extended a hand. “Hi, I am Aasang, one of Blaze’s assistants. Nice to meet you.”
It was the most awkward handshake Ilumi had ever experienced. She felt her cheeks flush. “Ilumi. A new assistant of Blaze too.”
“The same Ilumi who blew up the experiment hall?” he asked with widened eyes. “You are already a legend among the scientists!”
Ilumi felt her cheeks turning even hotter. That explained the strange glances she got from the other facility members.
Blaze saved the situation. “No chit-chat. Only science in my laboratory.”
Aasang flinched and motioned them toward the cylinders near the wall. “These are light centrifuges and filters. Still a developing field of research. We found it easier to work with an intentional mixture of the three colors in many applications than a randomized one.”
He sighed. “Unfortunately, making a separate hue isn’t as easy as opening the collection disks with only one sun in the sky. Because of the lingering effect, the light would still be a mixture, even if a higher purity one.”
Ilumi peaked into one of them through a glass opening at the side. Different rough layers topped each other. Gravel, sand, tree bark, and even water. “I assume the materials absorb the aspects at different rates?”
Aasang nodded with a hint of praise. “You assume right, but the right material combinations for purification are still hard to find. We are at ninety-eight point three percent purity nowadays, an outstanding achievement but one that still needs improvement. We prognosticate that at least ninety-nine percent purity will be required for our experiments to work.”
“Have you tried the separation process with lenses before?”
He waved the idea away. “Lenses are not capable of separating light. They only focus or scatter it according to their curvature.”
Ilumi’s voice became faster as she explained, her heart racing, “I have a theory of a specific type of lens that can not only bend the light but also separate it into its colors. I call it a prism.”
Blaze raised an eyebrow at her desk. It seemed she still listened while doing her work. “I remember you writing about it in the work you sent in. Have you got your notes on the subject with you?”
Ilumi gave an apologetic look. “I lost them during my trip through the jungle. I had to leave behind many of my possessions when my pack animal was eaten.”
“But did you make a working prototype?” she asked, unfazed.
“Not yet. But if I can get the proper equipment, I am confident I can figure out the rest.”
Blaze nodded. “It seems you have your first personal project, then. A fitting one. That would be a great simplification of the separation processes if it works.” She gestured for them to continue, and Aasang motioned them toward the sphere in the middle of the room. “Let me show you why we need that high purity in the first place.”
The device hung in the air, suspended on cables. A thick metal outer shell and reinforced glass windows. Aasang pushed something on a panel with flashing buttons, and light flowed into the machine through pipes. It mixed into a strange off-color of white. As it hit the inner chamber, the young scientist checked a pressure reading on a side panel and motioned her closer.
The light condensed into a pool at the bottom.
It was more fluid light than Ilumi ever saw in one place. Trapped by the sealed chamber and immense pressure, it had no option but to accumulate together.
“This is our current project, a light-compressor,” he said. “Our working theory is that with the right mixing ratio we can create a stable fluid light.” Ilumi opened her mouth to ask a million questions, but before she could Aasang released some pressure, making the liquid convulse. It splashed around in the chamber, boiling and condensing again, shaking the entire system. The older assistant started a stopwatch, watching the light with keen eyes as it evaporated again. Finally, the chamber fell still.
“Only twelve seconds. As you see, liquid light is unstable without the pressure. My current job is to find a combination of the three primary colors that can take the liquidation process and remain so after.” He peeked at Blaze. “I assume you will be assigned to this task with me. That is why the doctor wanted me to show you this.”
“You assume right,” Blaze said without looking up.
“Is it that big of a task?” Ilumi asked. “I mean, how many combinations could there be?”
Aasang chuckled before showing her the calibration panel. “As you can see, we have red, blue, and yellow here, all scaling from one to a thousand.” He turned little disks that changed the numbers on the display screen. “I am confident you can calculate how many combinations that means if you are employed here.”
Ilumi furrowed her brow. “That is a billion different options.”
“Correct. And building up the pressure requires at least ten minutes with the current equipment for a test.”
A quick head calculation and Ilumi paled. “That is nineteen thousand years of continuous testing!”
“Yes, give or take a few decades.”
“An impossible task.”
“Well, not exactly.” He smiled and revealed a logbook full of dates, combination proportions, and outcomes. He filled in the last field with the data of the one he showed her a few minutes ago. It was a thick tome and almost full. “We can extrapolate from previous results if we are getting closer to the desired outcome.”
“How many tests have you done thus far?”
“Around thirty thousand,” he said casually.
“But that is years of work!”
“Yes, it is. And I feel I am getting close to something. Would love to share my theories with you. Maybe all we need is a new perspective.”
“I will try my best, but I have never even heard of a chamber like this. How does it even work?” Ilumi’s head was already spinning with possibilities and ideas. So many applications!
“It is quite similar to the ones they process ironwood with — I just added a few interesting tweaks.” He saw the blank look on Ilumi’s face. “You don’t know how ironwood is processed, do you?” he asked.
Ilumi shook her head. “I have heard stories about it, but didn’t have the chance to witness it myself. I only arrived in the city a few hours before the exam,” she said in an apologetic tone. “I haven’t even seen compressed ironwood yet, but it sounds like a fascinating material.”
Blaze gave her a questioning look and finally got up from her work. She joined them in the middle of the room. “What do you think the machinery in this room is composed of?” she asked.
“Steel, of course. Or some other appropriate alloy of it.” She felt herself turning uncertain. Touching the chamber’s surface, it was cold and metallic but slightly rough. “Isn’t it?”
“It is all ironwood, dear. How did you ever imagine it to be steel?”
“In my tribe —” she began but then stopped. It wasn’t her people who used or manufactured the steel equipment. It was the Operators. And she was forbidden to talk about them under any circumstances. Think fast! “We have some artifacts, dug up from the ground, on display at the temple. Steel. I just assumed you can work it in the city.”
“Pity, but no. At least not on this scale. We have found methods to repurpose things from the sunken skyscrapers, maybe even reform them a little, but nobody has worked steel efficiently since the ancients. It is a lack of concentrated heat. We couldn’t recreate the inferno they originally used to cast these things.” Blaze gave an encouraging grin and patted her shoulders. “But one of my assistants is working on a project that might change that — we only need to figure out the proper additives. But back to the topic.” She gestured around. “If even the material is new to you, I wouldn’t get much use of you in the lab. You need a firmer grasp of the basics. Firsthand experience.”
“I will get back to my work, Doctor,” Aasang said, awkwardly excusing himself and walking back toward his worktable.
The panic shivered up Ilumi’s spine. “Doctor, I —”
“That is why I will send you with Vatra to the factories in a few days. You can learn about it and witness how it is made in person.”
Blaze looked meaningfully at her assistant. “Yes, Doctor,” Vatra said with little enthusiasm.
“Thank you, Doctor!” Ilumi said. “I know I am critically behind in some fields, but I promise you that I’m a quick learner.”
“And a very resourceful one, I have to say. Your stunt with those lenses was priceless. Oh, if you had seen the faces the others made after.” The doctor gave them a grin. “Where did you get those lenses, by the way? They were nicely cut, spotless job. I might propose a change of supplier for the institution. Ours are rubbish.”
“I didn’t buy them, Doctor. Those are my work.”
“Oh, I wasn’t aware your people had the technology. Did you not bring any of your apparatuses for creating more?”
“No, Doctor, but I don’t require much. Crystal, a few different sizes of chisels, and hammers. Polishing paste. And a quiet worktable somewhere if not too much trouble.”
Blaze gave her a blank look. “You did those lenses by hand?”
“Yes, Doctor.”
“With chisels?” The skepticism was palpable in her voice.
“Yes, among other things.”
“How?”
“It took a great deal of time, Doctor. Those in the bag you saved are the fruits of months of work alone.”
Blaze shook her head. “Damn, girl, we need to get you a proper workshop. Just imagine what you would be capable of with appropriate equipment.” She still looked like she didn’t believe what she had just heard. “Vatra, make it happen!”
“Yes, Doctor.”
“Thank you, that would be great!” A proper workshop, just for her, was something she had always dreamed of.
“Just the best for my new assistant. By the way, I want to start seeing results now that you are out of your hospital bed.”
“What results, Doctor?”
“This prism of yours seems like a good starting point. After you get the proper equipment for your work, showing a prototype should not take more than a few weeks.”
It was a laughably slim time frame. “A few weeks, Doctor?”
“Besides your work here on your other duties, of course. I demand a lot from my employees. Hope it is not a bar too high for you to jump.”
If I’ve gotten this far, I won’t give up, no matter how high the demands are!
But before Ilumi could answer, a young woman in uniform rushed into the lab and to Blaze. She opened her side bag, rummaged around, and pressed a note into Blaze’s hand. “Sorry to bother you, Doctor, but you have an important notification from the ethics committee.”
Blazed waved her away, and the courier hurried out with a relieved sigh. Ilumi didn’t dare to bother the doctor while she scanned the lines with a deepening scowl.
“Oh, those monkeys!” she yelled. “Vatra, they rescheduled the hearing about the project again. It begins in five. Grab the documentation and come after me.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
“I am sick to death with their little power games. Could they be more obvious?” The doctor hurried out the door as fast as her elderly frame let her.
Vatra dashed out the door to a nearby office and furiously collected files upon files, most marked with a W on the front. She was frighteningly efficient. After her stack grew to a good foot in height, she grabbed it and hurried after the doctor.
Ilumi, remembering her instructions, followed her. Vatra said to stick with her and not meander in the institution alone. Aasang shot a puzzled look after Ilumi but didn’t stop her. Their hastened steps echoed in the long corridors and Vatra, if she noticed Ilumi was there, didn’t bother to acknowledge her presence.
They went through a pair of sliding doors, and the security stationed there only gave them a cursory glance. Afterward, they arrived in a smaller room with five well-dressed people sitting in a half-circle. Blaze stood in the middle, somewhat winded but with a straight back.
“I am glad you could make it, Doctor. We were about to terminate our session when you arrived,” an elderly gentleman said, sitting in the middle of the group. He had intense eyes like a jaguar’s and vibrantly blue hair, only streaked with a few lines of gray.
Blaze gritted her teeth, but her voice was calm when she answered. “Of course. I would never miss a session of the ethics committee. Especially not one this important. Project W will be a game changer.”
“Before we get too far ahead, let us open our session formally.” He gestured to a scribe in the corner, who Ilumi had just noticed. It seemed they would have a record of the event. “Lord Geriben Fener, present.“
“Lady R’sal, present,” the woman on his left said, a young lady with golden hair. Her expression was solemn, staring at the desk in front of her.
“Doctor Birquit, present.“He was a man in his thirties, wearing an all white lab coat, and showed the most direct hostility toward Blaze. Old rivals, maybe?
“Heb is here, folks,” a fiery-haired man announced, leaning back in his chair with a grin.
Lord Geriben sighed and turned to the scribe. “Please note that he is officially General Hebroxon from House Okunko.”
“Where is the mystery in that?” Heb asked.
“Luster Feu, also present.” The other older noblewoman matched the general in hair color, and her fingers glistered with gemmed rings.
“Doctor Blaze is here as proposer,” the doctor said.
“Vatra.”
Lord Geriben stood up. “So we should open our meeting. Our topic for today is —”
“Umm, sorry, I am also here.” Every eye turned toward Ilumi as Vatra stepped to the side, and they noticed her for the first time in the shadow of the large woman. “Ilumi.”
“Is she part of your entourage, Doctor?” Luster asked.
Blaze hesitated. First, she looked at her with questioning eyes before putting on a confident face and turning back toward the committee.
“Yes, she is my new assistant.”
“A new assistant, Doctor? Again?” Birquit asked with a sneer. “You are going through them like they are a package of chewing gum.”
“It wasn’t planned. She kind of exploded into my life.” Blaze looked back at Vatra. “Leave the paperwork and wait outside in the corridor with our new employee. This will only take a minute.”
Vatra putdown her armful of dossiers before the committee and ushered Ilumi out. Unfortunately, she closed the door tight behind them, not leaving a chance for her to eavesdrop. Ilumi’s mind raced with a plethora of new information and a dozen further questions.
What is Project W? Some secret project or some personal research with questionable ethics? She thought of asking Vatra, but the countenance of the stony woman made her rethink that approach. She was already glaring daggers at her for coming along to the hearing.
Fortunately, they didn’t need to wait long. The door slammed open, and Lady R’sal stormed out of the room and down the corridor, impervious to the halting shouts. The others piled out the door too, the doctor walking in a haze, trailed closely by Lord Geriben. His furious hiss was clearly audible even for Ilumi. “I don’t know how you got to her, but —”
Blaze interrupted his angry monologue. “I didn’t. Maybe you should reevaluate your connections, Gerri.” Before he could continue, Blaze motioned toward her assistants. “Not here. We will talk later. Am I safe to assume your proposal is void?”
He gave Blaze a predatory smile. “Oh, on the contrary. You haven’t heard the end of it yet. Ladies.” He gave a curt nod toward Ilumi and hurried after R’sal.
Blaze checked a clock on her wrist. Even she seemed strangely perplexed by the outcome but did everything in her power to appear nonchalant as they walked back toward the labs. Ilumi tried to help Vatra collect the paperwork from the room, but she shot her a hostile glance. So she hurried after Blaze instead.
“What happened in there, Doctor?” Ilumi asked when she finally caught up to her.
“They greenlit a project I didn’t expect.”
“But why? What is Project W?”
Blaze gave her a sly smile. “Everything in its own time, my child.”



CHAPTER 17
Into the Rabbit Hole
The rat scurried along the top of the garbage heaps, its whiskers trying the air for food. It stopped beside a discarded cupboard, raising on its hind legs. A bit of rotting fish dangled from under a sack, too good of a bite to ignore. It opened its mouth for a taste.
The arrow slammed into its abdomen, sweeping it away and pinning it to the nearby brick wall. The rat twitched and scratched against the wooden shaft, a futile effort before the blood loss drained its life.
Dawb took his arrow back from the rodent. His aim was getting better. After cleaning the tip on a rag, he put it back into his quiver. A dozen arrows, all sturdy wood, carved by him and Abi. He only needed three. With a grim expression, he loosened the stolen coat on his back and hid the weapon below the fabric. It wouldn’t be wise to walk around brandishing it in front of the city guards.
He threw the carcass behind the piles — its pals would shortly find and devour it.
Dawb knew what he had to do and whom he stood against. He wouldn’t shiver in fear the next time he met the blasted priests. But it was three against one, not the best chances. He needed a team. And a trap.
Dawb searched the streets for his friends. The usual corners of the Grand Bazaar and New Harbor where they worked were abandoned. He had hoped to spot them at the pawnshops but had no luck.
They weren’t at Gran-Gran’s either, and when he asked the others there they said they hadn’t seen them for a few days, but last time they said they had some big plans. Gran-Gran watched him with worried eyes and grabbed his shoulder when he turned to leave. The coat slipped to the side, revealing the top of the crossbow. Dawb shook away the hand.
The old woman let him go with sad eyes and headed back toward the younglings. It wasn’t the style of Gran-Gran to meddle in their street affairs. She gave them a safe haven but left their lives to them.
He hastened his steps, frequently glancing behind his back and keeping to the shallow shadows of the nearby buildings. He prayed the others were safe but didn’t know to whom or what he wanted to address his prayers.
In the end, the lack of other options and his grumbling stomach pulled him toward the Muddy Fin. He remembered their plan to meet there days ago — a plan that he missed. Maybe he would have luck with it now. The hash house stood on one of the less desirable parts of the New Harbor’s waterside and was always easy to find. The smell helped the search.
Opening the door, he trudged into a great hall filled with long tables and battered benches. It was early for lunch, but the place was chock-full already. Long rows of people stood in line to reach the canteen, where a battalion of cooks poured out different sea dishes. 
And although they all smelled the same to Dawb, everybody had their favorites. It wasn’t rare that fistfights broke out for the last portion of one particular fish slop. But the cooks always broke them up quickly with their heavy woks — not to mention a well-placed rolling pin strike or two.
His stomach was still curled in a smoldering ball of hatred and desperation. But deep down Dawb knew he would need his strength to act out his revenge. So he got in line and trudged forward, asking for an extra large scoop on his plate when it was his turn. Then he paid with the coin he got from the nice lady and pocketed the change. It would feed him for a few more days.
He slumped over his food and ate it with determined spoonfuls — the faster it was down his throat, the better. It tasted like nothing, as if the world had lost its flavor with Abi gone. His stomach churned in warning with an unwanted memory. The smell of Abi’s burning flesh.
His shoulders shook. He wept over the fish stew, and the crowd pulled away from him on the benches.
---
In the end, he found the gang only by chance while going through endless circles in the Grand Bazaar.
His friends were pulling a Three-card Monte on a corner surrounded by a small crowd, and Dawb let out a sigh with all his pent-up fears. Igi saw him — he was in the role of spotter — and enthusiastically waved him closer. Dawb hauled himself toward him while keeping an eye on the people. Abi’s crossbow pressed tightly to his back under the coat.
“Where have you been? You almost missed the greatest con of the month!” Igi said while chewing on some of Jua’s jerky.
“I searched the whole city for you.” Dawb sounded both tired and hurt. He felt the tears again and couldn’t look his friend in the eye.
“Well, you wouldn’t have had to if you had met us at the Muddy Fin six days ago as we planned. Want some jerky?”
“No. I just ate.”
“More for me. Up for being bait?” He pushed him toward the table.
“No, Igi, wait —” But before he could protest more, he was sitting in front of Jua, who flashed a broad theatrical smile.
“Young gentleman! Do you want to try your luck at my table too? I say you all will milk me dry before the end of the hour!”
Dawb leaned closer. “Jua, please stop this. I have something important —”
“A whole silver?” she asked, amusement creeping into her voice. From her hands spun out a shiny coin, positioned as if Dawb dropped it on the table. It was a remarkably authentic replica, probably easy to miss from the crowd. “You better watch these cards, young man!”
She raised the three thin wooden slips and showed them around for everybody to see. One tiger and two sloths. “Find the predator, and you double your money! But watch carefully — if you choose a sloth, you lose!”
Dawb searched for an answer. He was sure he knew what he wanted to say when he found his friends, but his thoughts would not form properly on his tongue. How could he tell all the horrors that had happened since yesterday? It all seemed a hazy nightmare.
“Jua, I need your help,” he finally squeezed out in a faint whisper.
“Yeah, you disappear, spend days with Abi, and after coming back it is only me, me, me!” Jua hissed, his voice full of suppressed hurt. “You will wait if you want something and won’t ruin our game.”
She juggled the cards in the air, making sure everybody caught where the tiger was. “Glue your eyes to the table!” she yelled and shuffled. Dawb glimpsed Kuki in the crowd, exercising his purse-cutting and pickpocketing skills. Another con inside a con.
Jua threw the cards around, intentionally signaling the moment of the double throw, where she changed sloth to tiger. Some dupes with inflated egos would probably try their chances next.
It was too much.
This was too normal, their everyday swindle, but the world wasn’t normal anymore. It never would be again. There were monsters in it now.
“Abi is dead.”
The words burst out from him like sewage from behind a blockage. Jua fell motionless, the cards falling from her hand.
“By the gods! Dawb, I am sorry!”
“Show is over!” Igi shouted from the edge of the crowd. “Family emergency, sick mother. We are packing up!” He hurried to them between the disappointed yells of the people. “You aren’t messing with us, right?” Igi’s voice was a low rumble now, and his juvenile manners disappeared. “This is no joking matter.”
Dawb finally lifted his tormented eyes. “Do I look like I’m joking around, Igi?” The other boy pulled away, fleeing his intensity. “I need your help. They have to pay for this.”
“Who has to pay? What happened?” Jua asked.
“Not here!” Igi hissed, glancing around. “We are getting too much heat. Pack quickly. We’ll find a safe space and talk more.”
They filed the foldable table, clothes, and banners into an old suitcase and were out of the streets before anybody started checking their pockets. Kuki took a roundabout way and joined them a few streets later. Only after they were deep in an alley and out of earshot did they turn back to Dawb.
“What happened?”
“Those blasted priests happened! They murdered her during the last true night. In her sleep! She —” Dawb choked, memories of void eyes flashing before him. He couldn’t finish the sentence.
Igi’s face darkened. “Are you sure it was them? Those are some serious accusations, Dawb, and you are playing with fire if you go after the clergy. They are miracle workers.”
He responded with manic laughter that echoed in between the filthy walls. It was good they were off of the streets. “Oh, Igi. Believe me, I know. You have no idea. They even came back to burn the body. They burned her! And the Birdnest too. I heard them speaking about not leaving any evidence behind.”
Dawb trembled, the hidden crossbow on his back clattering against his shield. Jua carefully came closer and put a soft hand on his. “Hey, it’s gonna be alright. We’re here. What can we do, Dawb?”
His eyes watered. Don’t cry. Don’t let them see your tears.
“We need to take revenge. We need to show them they can’t take our own like this!” His voice grew dangerously loud, and the others glanced back toward the alley entrance. “You didn’t see her. She was... There was no color, all just gray... and her eyes... her eyes...”
Don’t think of it. Don’t think of those void eyes! He pushed the picture from his head.
“Dawb, calm down. We need to carefully think this through,” Igi said, his voice low. “What you suggest —”
“I don’t suggest anything, Igi. I saw it! Even heard the bastards!”
“OK, calm down. I don’t mean to —”
“Can we check on Zun?” Kuki asked. They almost forgot the quiet little boy was there with them. When every eye turned toward him, he awkwardly pulled the side of his oversized hat. “I haven’t seen her since the last true night. Maybe something happened to her too.”
“And why didn’t you say anything earlier?” Igi asked.
The boy shrugged. “I didn’t think much of it. She isn’t really an urchin. Her father works odd jobs, leaving her alone sometimes for days. But she didn’t reply when I threw stones at her window this morning or the one before. And after what Dawb said...”
They fell silent. A gust of wind swept over the alley, throwing trash around and bringing the smell of something dead. Like a herald of what would come.
“Where do they live?” Jua asked.
“Near the factories. Old storehouse apartment.”
Dawb furrowed his brow. Igi and Jua looked at each other, then turned toward him. “Dawb? It’s your call.”
He didn’t hesitate. “After what happened, we need to look out for our own. Now more than ever.” He gave them a joyless smile. “Maybe we could even catch the bastards in the act.”
---
The way toward Zun’s apartment led them through the many zigzagging alleys that intertwined the edge of the Old Harbor. The factories belched their acrid smoke to the sky. Despite that, many lived nearby. The giant monstrosities always needed fresh people to throw at the cogs.
It was a back-breaking job but an honest one. Dawb didn’t envy the ones in those positions, but he could respect their choice. It meant less freedom and a life of hard labor but a secure way to put food on the table. Starvation could be a great motivator.
The streets felt different. Bleak yet dangerous. Now that his confusion and despair gave place to a slow-burning rage, he looked for bright cloaks in every corner and shadow. His hand occasionally twitched toward the crossbow hidden on his back.
The morning was a crisp blue — the light blurring the piles of rotting garbage that filled the roadside ditches. Angry clouds of flies buzzed, obscuring the god with their heretical mass. The smell was neither pleasant nor anything new.
The alleys were empty, except for the occasional hobo slumped against a wall or the children playing in the mud. All the able-bodied adults were already out on the cornfields or next to the factories’ assembly lines and would arrive home late in the day. Dawb checked a nearby worker calendar pinned to a wall. It would be a long one, ending in a golden twilight.
Kuki led them to a dilapidated ancient storehouse that was turned into homes for the workers. The entrance was only a rectangular hole, and they went through a crumbling corridor and up a few flights of stairs. The small boy paused in front of a flimsy third-floor door. He hesitated, so Dawb took the initiative and knocked. It came out harder than he had intended — the banging echoing in the silent building.
“Are you sure she’s here?” Dawb asked.
“She is usually home when her Papa is at work. I tried her window twice already, but she didn’t answer.”
Igi tried the door, which opened under his hand but jammed after a few inches. Something was blocking it from the inside. “Why didn’t you come up and knock?”
Kuki seemed even smaller under the scrutiny. “I hadn’t thought much of it. Not until I heard what happened to Abi.”
Dawb winced painfully at the name, the wounds still fresh. “Let’s put our backs to it, Igi.” He pulled back, leaped, and slammed shoulder-first into the door with his friend. The wood yielded, and they stumbled inside.
He slipped on a pool of something and fell on a pile of rags. His head slammed into a hard and brittle object in the bundle.
“What the hell?” Igi was also getting up from the floor, his hands covered with thick crimson.
Jua pushed into the room next to Igi with a horrified look, slipped, and almost fell on him. “Dawb! Are you alright?” Her voice was heavy with concern.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked as he pushed himself up.
“Oh. Dude. You are covered in blood,” Igi said.
Dawb looked at himself. His shirt, pants, and even his hands were red as a fresh slice of raw meat. He reached up and felt the sticky wetness all over his face and hair. The pool he slipped in was a patch of blood near the door.
But whose blood is it?
He finally looked down at the bundle of rags he fell on. A cracked skull grinned back at him, its eyes deep darkness. He threw himself back with a scream.
“Hey now, calm down!” Igi stepped closer to catch him, then he saw the corpse himself. “Shit. Kuki, stay in the corridor.”
But it was too late. The small boy stood in the doorframe, eyes wide, his breath rapid. He was transfixed by the carcass. It probably used to be an older man, or so it seemed by the remnants of a patchy beard. Those void eyes were hauntingly like Abi’s.
With Abi, there was no blood. Where did it come from?
Looking toward the other end of the room, Dawb found the answer. An arm hung from the frame of a ratty chair, torn off and discarded by some inhuman force. It was missing from the corpse. A rusty knife was on the floor nearby.
“Something tore off his blasted arm and drained him!” Igi was already near Dawb, helping him up. “What the hell is going on here?”
Dawb looked up at them. “Do you believe me now?”
“Is this what happened to Abi?” Jua asked with a tiny voice.
“Yes.” Dawb looked around in the blood-covered room. “No. Well, mostly. There wasn’t blood.” Only gray death.
Kuki came into the room, and Igi made a last futile effort to cover his eyes from the massacre, but he pushed the older boy’s hands away. “Do you hear that?”
They fell silent. The crying was more audible now that they had stopped stumbling and talking. It was muffled and came from the other room.
“It must be Zun!” Kuki yelled and leaped toward the sound.
“Wait!” Igi tried to grab his arm, but he was too quick. “Damn it!” They ran after him.
The other room was a mess. Things were thrown around in the cramped space and a cupboard had toppled on its side, its contents spilled everywhere. It was hard to tell if it had happened recently or if this was the natural state of the apartment.
The small boy was by the single bed at the other wall, next to the lone window. “It’s coming from here!” He crouched and looked below. “Help me push it!”
Igi hesitated for a second. “Kuki, we should go. Who knows what did this?” But Dawb pressed past him and threw his back into the task.
“Shit,” Igi said, and he helped them too.
The bed scratched away on the cheap flooring, revealing a poorly hidden trapdoor. Dawb tore it open by the rusty hinge.
“Zun!” Kuki kneeled beside the hole. The small girl was curled up in a fetal position, barely fitting between the bottles and bundles of dried roots. She was sobbing inconsolably, and when they tried to help her out of the hatch she kicked and bit at them.
“Hey, calm down! We’re friends!” Jua yelled after a painful bite.
“Zun, what happened here?” Kuki asked, but he got only wails in response.
Igi, with his natural spotter instincts, was by the window and checking the street while they tried to console the small girl. He furrowed his brow. “Guys, I think we have company.” He turned back from the window and ducked down. “You said there were priests at Abi’s, Dawb?”
“Yeah. Why?”
Igi crawled closer. “They are here.”
Dawb was at the window before the others could stop him. There they were, standing on the street beside the trash-filled trenches. Bald and tall and blazing in their damned robes. One of them held up a hand, burning with a small sun. Few were out on the streets when Dawb’s group came through, but the priests’ presence cleared them completely. Not a single soul was in sight.
They are the same three. Dawb would have recognized them anywhere after what happened at the Birdnest. His hand reached back, sliding on the grip of the crossbow.
Igi grabbed his arm and pulled him back from plain sight. “What the nine hells are you doing?” he hissed. “Wanna get us all killed here?”
“They have to pay, Igi.” Dawb’s voice was eerily calm. “And they are right here.”
“They are coming into the building,” Jua reported, who hunkered near the window in the meantime. “We can’t go back down the stairs.”
Dawb tried to stand, but Igi pulled him back. His friend’s eyes were angry and pleading. “Dude, I know you are mad. Hell, if I can even imagine what you must feel right now. But this is not the place and time.” He gestured with his head toward Zun and the others. “Are you willing to risk their lives to get revenge?”
This gave Dawb pause. He knew his thoughts were not clear, and he had to cool down. You are dead if you get emotional on the streets and do something stupid.
In times like these, the better course of action was to rely on someone he trusted. He let his grip on the crossbow loosen. “You are right. We should escape through the window.”
Igi nodded. He stood and looked around the room. “Jua, make a rope from the sheets ’cause we will need it in a moment! Kuki, help her.” He turned back toward Dawb. “I carry Zun. You block the door again with the body or anything you can find. Close it if you can.” He glanced toward Dawb’s cloak. “And just in case, get your crossbow ready. But that will be a last resort.”
The others jumped to do their tasks. Dawb grabbed Igi’s hand. “And after this?” he asked.
“We will get the sons of bitches, of course. But we need a plan first. We need intel, and we need to set a trap.” Igi looked him directly in the eyes. “It will be the long game, but the smart one. Can you do that?”
Dawb slowly nodded, and Igi gave him a reassuring shoulder squeeze. He went to haul the body against the door.
By the time the priests broke it down, the gang was out, on the move, and hidden in the garbage of the ditches. Igi muffled the soft cries of the little girl with a smudgy hand as they crawled away.
The apartment went up in flames minutes later behind them, just like the Birdnest.



CHAPTER 18
Wood Press and Treachery
Ilumi kneeled on the soft mat of her new living room and steadied herself before opening her bag. The quarters assigned to her were a pleasant surprise after Doctor Blaze described them as nothing special. They were anything but ordinary with their spacious rooms, grand windows, and lush carpets.
There is running water here, for the gods’ sakes!
She had dreaded this moment since the beginning of her journey. The Operators sent her here with a mission, and she knew the price of disobedience. They would grow restless if they didn’t hear from her any longer, and send other agents into the city. They could already be here.
Still, it was nice to forget about all that for a time. She spent these last few days in wonderful bliss, working on the stable formula with Aasang and setting up her own workshop on the first floor. A masquerade of the calm before the storm.
She took a deep breath and opened the bag. At the bottom, left and ignored, was the orb. Ilumi lifted it with gentle care. Not like she could damage it. It was old-tech, or at least as close to it as the Foundation could replicate. Sturdy, glossy, and near indestructible. It fit smoothly into her palm with little weight.
The next part was tricky, but they had made her practice it time and time again before letting her take the journey. Only a month had passed since then, but it seemed ages ago, like looking through a crude glass window into an old life.
Ilumi took a deep breath then another, calming herself, sinking back. A strange feeling of vertigo grabbed her, like many times before, but she pushed through it. Another breath, even deeper than the ones before. She held it, filled it with her essence. It brewed inside, like a cauldron of stew over a campfire.
When she finally let it go, her breath puffed out in a shimmer. She filled it with neon. The color in the room grew more intense, bursting with an inner glow. It was a faint change, barely noticeable by the naked eye. Ilumi couldn’t generate much of the strange light.
The orb drank it all up through invisible little funnels, and the room returned to normal. It lifted out of her hand, hung in the air, and spun slowly. The voice came a moment later.
“Thank you for reaching out to the Foundation. Please stand by. One of our Operators will be with you shortly.”
Soft ethereal music played from the orb, its calming purpose lost on Ilumi’s antsy nerves. She sat on the floor before the device and tapped her fingers on the carpet to the tune.
“Finally!” a voice boomed into the room, making Ilumi jump. “Is your location secure?”
“Yes, Operator,” Ilumi answered.
“Your passphrase?” the voice demanded from the orb.
“The vernal bloom of the orchids grants you life eternal.”
The voice went silent for a few moments while checking her validity. The Operators were always stern, demanding, and aloof with her. Ilumi had a hard time liking anything of their world, but the passphrases were always close to her heart. Their melodic, half-poetic nature made them feel like strange little smudges of color on an otherwise spotless white fabric.
“Checks out,” the voice came back. It sounded feminine, but the device’s distortion made it hard to tell. They were hundreds of miles apart. “We were waiting on a report days back. What is your status?”
Ilumi weighed her words before answering. “I infiltrated the facility with success. However, not in the way originally intended.”
“Infiltration confirmed. Elaborate.”
“The letter was only an invitation to a test that Blaze held for the doctorate students. I failed it spectacularly but got a position at the institution nonetheless.”
“What is the position you could get in? Cleaning service?”
The guess was only mildly insulting. “As Doctor Blaze’s assistant.”
Another long pause from the other side. “Surprisingly well done, agent. Consider yourself commended.”
Ilumi nodded but in vain. The orb could only transmit her voice, no images of her surroundings. “I am awaiting further instructions.”
“A moment. I have to get someone with higher clearance for this.”
The tune returned, and Ilumi waited, tapping the floor with nervous fingers and glancing periodically toward the door. The music probably was intended as soothing, but it only heightened her anguish.
The sound from the orb cracked, and a masculine voice boomed through, clearer this time. Ilumi recognized it as the one from so many months before who came into her village. All the elders threw themselves at his feet to please him with what meager luxuries they could offer. He was probably someone important, even among the Operators.
“Chief Executive Operator Tronx speaking. Is it you, little bird?”
Ilumi winced hearing the nickname he gave to her. “Yes.”
“They briefed me and said you got a higher position at R.A.S.I. than we had hoped for and direct access to the doctor. Is that correct?”
Ilumi nodded again, only to herself. “Yes, as her assistant.”
“Interesting.” The voice purred through the device, pleased. “This could bring some new possibilities to the table. Fill me in.”
Ilumi told him about her misguided journey through the jungle, the exploding catastrophe of her test, hospital days, the committee meeting, and her work with Aasang on light filtration and pressurization. Tronx was strangely silent after she finished.
“Your orders, Operator?”
“Hmm. No premature actions for now. Avoid detection. That is most important at the moment. And hide the orb somewhere safe. I hope you didn’t roam about with it in your sack.”
“Of course not,” she lied.
“Also, I need to know more about Project W. It is already a miracle you got within earshot of that — they guard any information behind three locks. The doctor lets only a trusted few in on it, and you are the first of our agents to get this close.” A brief silence. “I want you on that project.”
“I am not sure how to achieve that, Operator. I just arrived and am new to her employment. There is no way I —”
“Become one of those trusted few!” the voice yelled at her harshly from the device. “Blaze is not a woman of human connections. If she trusts anything, it is ability and results. Show her something grand, and you will be in.”
Ilumi just stared at the orb. Nothing is enough for these people?
“I couldn’t help but notice the lack of enthusiasm for your work. You know your options. Play scientist in the city or work underground in the mines. The choice is yours.”
Ilumi suddenly was drenched in a cold sweat. She unconsciously fiddled with her single streak of white hair, hidden under golden locks. “Please, no! I was under the threshold.”
“Your level is under it currently, not worthy of the Crater. But that could change — I can lower the threshold and mark you as dangerous. It’s in my power.”
“I understand. I will do everything I can to get involved in the project.”
“Good. Do your best in your position and report back on your progress. We expect to hear from you every three days. Understood?”
“Yes, Operator,” Ilumi said with a heavy weight on her chest.
“And, little bird, don’t try anything stupid in desperation. You might feel you are far away, but we have more presence in the city than you can imagine. More knives too.” Tronx’s voice sank dangerously low.
Ilumi paled at the suggestion. “I would never, Operator!”
“Good. Little birds are more useful alive. Sing your pretty songs, and we will get along just fine. Operator out.” The device stopped spinning and sank back on the carpet. Ilumi stared at it, her emotions stirring like a wild mountain storm.
Suddenly, the door rattled as someone tried to burst into the room. Good that she locked it before. Ilumi jumped and grabbed the orb. “Just a minute!”
She was by the bed with two long strides and weighed her options for a hiding spot. The bag was too obvious. She shouldn’t have kept it there until now. And if they suspected her, it would be the first thing they searched. Under the carpet? No good. In her bedding?
She smacked her head. Can you be more creative? Think!
Looking up, Ilumi noticed the grand bulbs of the scorchlight device hanging from the ceiling. This wasn’t a laboratory, but they were in the west wing, and the facility was pragmatic with its choices. Only scorchlight in all the rooms within its borders.
Ilumi stretched, but the lamp was too high up. The lock to her room gave a strange sequence of clicking as some lunatic tried to open it in every direction, seemingly simultaneously.
In a last-ditch effort, she climbed to her bed and jumped — the device held only by the tips of her fingers. She tossed it up as the door opened, and the orb fell into a bulb. Ilumi landed in a crouch in front of the doorframe.
Vatra looked at her with curious eyes from the corridor. Ilumi slowly raised herself, holding her gaze, then crouched again. “Sorry, I was in the middle of my morning exercise.”
The stony woman didn’t move, and her face was unreadable. Ilumi glanced at her hands but saw no key. How did she open the door?
Finally, she shrugged her buff shoulders. “The doctor sent me to escort you through one of the ironwood factories.”
“Oh, yeah, I remember. Do you want to come in? Something to drink?”
Vatra’s eyes flickered around the room, scanning the furnishings. Finally, she shook her head. “No, I will be here when you are ready.” She stepped to the side and turned toward the corridor, but didn’t close the door.
Ilumi took some moments to finish her awkward exercise. Then she straightened her dress and put her trusty knife into the leg of her boot before joining Vatra.
---
The ride on the cable train was an entirely different experience from the first time. The carts of the middle section were spacious, clean, and well ventilated. There were no stale odors of old oil or crammed human bodies. Vatra bought the tickets with the institution’s funds — it seemed Doctor Blaze gave her a free hand for the trip’s finances. She even bought breakfast.
Ilumi nibbled gratefully on the tuna salad in a corn tortilla. It was delicious. She didn’t even realize how hungry she had been until her first bite. Creating neon always made her ravenous.
“So,” she tried again, mouth half-full, “his factory we are going to?”
Vatra sat beside her, her back straight, face inscrutable. “It is a wood press. They make things from ironwood.”
That wasn’t much of a reply. “Which are?”
“Logged near the city. The tall, silvery ones.”
Ilumi was familiar with the trees. They were beautiful when monsoon season came and their leaves turned gold. But the wood itself was of poor quality, nearly useless. Porous and light, it broke quickly under the slightest bit of strain.
“I know what ironwood is, Vatra. But what are they doing with it in the factories?”
Her companion shrugged. “You will see soon enough. It is better to experience it than to explain it.” It seemed this conversation was already closing in on her monthly word quota.
Ilumi sighed and sank her teeth back into her food.
After they departed the train, they walked through the edge of the slums. It was only a short distance — the stop was strategically put here for the masses working the factories. The vicinity of the place reawakened some tension in her, and Ilumi caught herself glancing over her shoulder.
Calm down. There is nothing to fear. You are not alone and lost this time.
The factory foreman welcomed them with appropriate courtesy. He was informed via letter the day before their arrival, and it was hard to say no to the institution. The man was a short and stout fellow with a bushy beard, blue as the ocean’s waves at the time of the Azure Mother.
“I am managing many of the local plants. What would you like to see, young misses?” he asked them, getting raised eyebrows from Vatra. His voice was warm, like the honey of the mountains.
“I am interested in the wood pressurizing processes.” Ilumi took out a fresh notepad. “How do you make precise parts and machinery using only wood?”
“Ah, well, young lady, you came to the right place. Let’s start our journey in the warehouse, where we select the finest logs to be part of our manufacturing processes. You would be surprised how many steps it takes to produce something as sturdy as ironwood parts. And I haven’t even told you about the kiln!” He led the way, his steps fast and vigorous, and Ilumi hurried after. Vatra followed them a few steps back, as emotionless as ever. More a chaperon than a guest.
The next few hours were filled with grand halls and time consuming procedures. The wood that arrived at the factory from nearby logging sites was first stripped then scrubbed and washed thoroughly. After, a team checked for insects and small holes. It was rare that anything wanted to eat the light, silvery, and spongy inner parts, but any deformity could ruin a complete piece later.
Burly factory workers pushed the inspected and clean logs on wheeled carts into the carpentry workshops, where they were carved according to precise instructions. The workers here made oversized screws, boxes, levers, and cogs. Even a few army sabers. Anything that was ordered from the factory.
Their companion spoke at length throughout the entire procedure, describing the techniques and tools. Ilumi’s heart fluttered. It was astonishing to see things only known from books applied here in practice.
After another inspection round and thorough cleaning, the items were stacked on carts and continued their journey. They finally arrived at the factory’s most inner chamber. The air smelled of ozone. Tall people in white lab coats changed the hunchbacked carrier workers, and a humongous metal chamber stood in the middle of a grand hall. It was big enough to engulf two wagons, gleamed like metal, and was dotted by a few inspection windows. At least half a hundred pipes protruded from it, running along the wall and connecting it to a dozen different control panels. This was the place where they transformed the wood into a metal substitute.
The workers pushed a cart of oversized cogs into the middle of the open chamber. They were the size of a cartwheel, neatly stacked on piled-up trays. They closed the door with several latches.
“Please put these on.” The stout man handed them two pairs of safety glasses. They barely had time to raise them to their eyes when beams of light burst out the control windows, filling the room with eye-watering brightness. It was a subtly off shade of orange.
“We are working with different light combinations, depending on the raw materials’ quality and the final product’s hardness requirements!” The foreman had to shout over the hissing and rattling from the chamber. “Cogs can take a lot, so we can make them almost as hard as steel!”
After a few moments, the light dissipated, and the workers opened the chamber again. They wore bulky gloves when they pulled out the cart. It was red hot from the procedure.
And the cogs on the trays were the size of Ilumi’s palm.
“How could light alone do that?” Ilumi asked, astonished.
“Half the trick is the immense pressure we can build up in the chamber. But the other half resides in the material.” They put on gloves, and the foreman picked up a giant cog from another cart and handed it to her. Ilumi took it, expecting it to yank her hands downward. It barely weighed anything.
“Ironwood is extremely porous. It is essentially a big sponge growing into the shape of a tree. But the fibers have an interesting structure to keep the plant standing — they hook into each other like barbed wire. If you can push them together hard enough, they stay that way till the end of times.”
As for demonstration, he took two of the freshly pressed cogs and hit them together. They clanked with a metallic sound.
“Isn’t it great?” he asked proudly.
“It is wonderful!” Ilumi exclaimed with a broad smile at the ingenuity of the process.
“Yeah, fascinating,” Vatra spoke for the first time since they arrived. “But we have a tight schedule here. If you have questions, ask them now.”
Ilumi didn’t even know where to start.
---
After another half-hour session of bombarding the poor man with a wide variety of inquiries, they finally said their goodbyes and headed out of the factory.
Ilumi’s head still spun with all the new knowledge and the possibilities that it carried. She filled her notebook to the brim with descriptions, sketches, and the new ideas that stemmed from them.
“So,” Ilumi said, “about that tight schedule, are we planning something else for the day?”
Vatra shrugged and scanned their surroundings with an emotionless expression, but Ilumi would have sworn a faint smile glinted on her lips. “No, nothing else. I will chaperon you back to the institution. Didn’t want to stay longer than needed.”
It baffled Ilumi. “But you are working at R.A.S.I. How can things like these bore you?”
Vatra stared at her till Ilumi turned away, blushing and clutching her notebook to her chest. They walked in uncomfortable silence.
The inhabitants of the district kept their distance from them, shooting uncertain glances toward Vatra. She towered a good head over everybody, and while she didn’t wear any weapons, her shaven head and stern face were enough to avoid confrontation. Despite this, Ilumi still caught a few unbidden stares.
They reached a place of narrow alleyways and piled up garbage. The worst part of the city was the smell. Urine, spoiled food, and the ever billowing smoke of the factories mixing into a noxious fume. It lingered strongest in tight spaces like these.
“It is hard to get my head around it.”
Ilumi jumped at the sound when Vatra spoke. Her companion was silent so long she caught her off guard. “Around what?” she asked.
“All this technical jargon.” Her voice was distant. “I never got a proper education. My parents were simple farmers.”
That made little sense. “But you are working at R.A.S.I.! By the gods, you are working with Doctor Blaze, one of the greatest minds of our generation!”
“As a secretary, mostly. And sometimes as muscle. I think she mostly keeps me around because I repel the unwanted, bothersome students.”
They went around a corner and crossed a meager market with a few poky stalls offering week-old vegetables. The merchants made some unenthusiastic attempts to sell them something, but they backed away under Vatra’s glare.
“How did you even meet? Did you see an advertisement from her in the local paper? Bodyguard wanted, tall and intimidating?”
Ilumi again caught the faintest of smiles on Vatra’s lips. “That would have been interesting. But no. I was a subject in one of her experiments.”
Ilumi perked up. Test subject?
“I did not know that the institution ran human experiments! Was it for the army? Do you have affinity with the light?”
Vatra’s eyes darkened. “Not exactly. It...” She trailed off, staring into the distance. Then she shook herself, like surfacing from deep water. “It is none of your business. Let’s move on. I want to catch the next train.”
She hastened her steps, leading the way, and Ilumi hurried after her. The story intrigued her, but the grim expression on her companion’s face advised against prying more. They marched in silence.
At the next intersection, Vatra spun around, scanning the alley behind them. Ilumi turned, the fear of hooligans rising in her again, but the street was empty, not counting the mounds of garbage.
“Is everything alright?” Ilumi asked.
Vatra’s eyes were darting, first to the sides, up, then back down again. She crept back and around her, putting herself between Ilumi and the empty street.
“Something just crossed my mind.” She became tense as a compressed spring. “I have another task before going back. You should go on without me. I will catch up in a few minutes.”
“I can wait here. Or accompany you while doing your task —”
“No.” Vatra’s voice was ice cold, and something about her made the hair on Ilumi’s back stand up. “Go. I will meet you at the station.”
Without another word, Vatra darted. Her leaps splashed in the murky water, and her legs blurred. Ilumi had seen shepherds in her village who could run neck and neck with their cattle, but Vatra would beat them handily. She slew around a corner, kicking up filth and muck, then disappeared from Ilumi’s view.
The afternoon chill was setting in, and Ilumi pulled her overcoat tighter. Looking around, the tall walls of the narrow alley suddenly seemed like looming cliffs over her. She noticed her crammed surroundings for the first time. Coming with Vatra made her careless. If things turned dangerous again, she would have few options for escape.
Collecting her courage, she turned and strode toward the station, trying to look like someone who belonged on these streets.
People leave you alone if you walk with a purpose, right?
Ilumi regretted coming in her new boots. It was an extravagant spending from her first wage already, and now the sludge and litter splashed all over them. As she passed, a bum looked up with watery eyes and gave her a toothless grin.
Something sloshed behind her, a new pair of boots joining in the muck. She didn’t look back but hastened her steps. The station was only a couple hundred yards away. A few more turns and she would be out of the slums.
Two young men leaned against a broken railing at the next intersection. They wore leather, and their hair was so grimy that it was hard to make out the original purple of it. One of them smoked a thin bit of root.
They shuffled when they saw her, stepping away from the railing, and strolled into the middle of the road. One flashed a switchblade in his hand, and the other pulled out a long pipe.
Ilumi turned, but a painfully familiar face looked back at her from behind. He wore a jagged scar and a smug grin. “Did ya miss me, bitch?”
He brandished a new knife, long and wicked.
Without an escape route, Ilumi slowly drew her knife from the leg of her boot. She had no delusions about her abilities — the three of them would overpower her in a heartbeat. Her only option was to surprise Silko, get past him, and run as fast as she could. Maybe she would find Vatra before they catch up to her.
Her muscles tensed, ready to bolt. The men raised their weapons. Then something hit the ground a few inches from Scarface’s feet.
It was a crossbow bolt.



CHAPTER 19
New Roles
The warehouse was a beautiful, expensive, and flamboyant mess. Room after room, hall after hall, the most exotic and lavish piles of articles Lax had ever seen, and he had seen a few things both during his wealthy youth and thieving days.
There were pallets of raw steel cut from the skyscraper ruins. Big bins filled with tea and herbs from distant shores. Miles of wires from different metals. Even crystal rods from the singing caves of the northern mountains packed neatly in cornhusk.
He didn’t expect to find this. Lax thought this would be... He wasn’t sure.
An illegal art collection? A rare wine cellar? A private brothel?
Definitely not the maddened hoard of a merchant king.
Sib, who let them in, was a stout little guy with an indeterminate age. He showed them around with pride and enthusiasm that was hard to square with his earlier attitude.
“Here is the room for the exotic fish species. I have to feed the little bastards every day. Oh, and here is the room where we keep the tubes.”
“Tubes?” Onaya asked. He was as shocked as Lax. He just hid it better.
“I call them tubes because they look like them. Couldn’t figure out what they were. They arrived one day, loaded in here and never touched again.”
Lax peeked into the cluttered room. Metal canisters no longer than his forearm stood in neat rows of ten, placed inside wooden holders. The poignant smell of acidic fluids hung in the air. They reminded him of some of his mother’s early light-batteries.
“And you say you took care of all this for my father over the past seventeen years?”
“Almost seventeen. The anniversary is only a few days away.” He scratched his nose. “And it wasn’t this big at the start, you know? Just some curiosities that arrived here and there and were usually moved instantly by Lord Selas. But in the past few years, more flowed in, and less and less was taken out. Till we got to this.” He gestured around with his hands.
Lax shook his head. He couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but of one thing he was sure. There was a fortune here, lying in the unlikely items. He just needed to find the right buyer for them.
“I will have to have a look at your ledgers. Assess the inventory,” he said.
Sib scratched his head. He did that often. “I would love to show you them, but the thing is that your father wasn’t big on ledgers here.”
“Well, I will take what you have.”
The stout man looked uncomfortable. “I have nothing.”
“Not a single record of what came in those doors and what went out?” Lax had feared this.
“No, your father liked to keep it all in his head. Less questions if anybody stumbled upon this place, you know?”
“Fewer,” Onaya corrected him.
Lax massaged his nape. If he ever hoped to sell any of this, he had to make an inventory. And he didn’t have the next year free on his calendar.
“What do you plan, young master?” Onaya asked.
Lax sighed. “I might know someone who could organize all this mess into neat books.”
“That’s great news!”
“Yeah, I just have to figure out how to persuade her.”
---
Later that day, after returning to the mansion, Lax pulled open a window on the first floor and climbed out toward the gardens. He didn’t want any of the servants to see him leaving. Raito was after him, and he spent too much time away from his family’s home to know who he could trust.
Except maybe Onaya.
The old butler was with his family since he could remember and served his father through many challenging years. He trusted him, but there was a deeper lie within him that Lax felt but couldn’t put his finger on yet.
Something he withholds from me.
The lie hid behind his gestures, deliberate actions, and the unspoken words between his sentences. Lax had felt it since yesterday evening and would eventually get to the bottom of it. But there hid no malice in the lie, only old wounds too painful to reopen. He understood how hard those could be, so he left the matter at that for now.
A pair of new guards stood by the estate’s gate, scanning the streets. Lax’s opened purse gave them enough funds to pay them for a few weeks, but he didn’t hold any illusions. If Raito decided to come for him, they would be a distraction at best. A few precious minutes for him to escape.
He threw a stone toward the eastern side, and when the guards turned to investigate, Lax quickly clambered over the basalt wall surrounding the estate’s gardens and hurried away with a tightened cloak. He found himself on the well-kept streets of the Trifled Peaks. Rose bushes perfumed the air with their intoxicating scents, and the stone-block road was immaculate, as if swept daily. It probably was.
The pedestrians were few and apart — most of the district’s inhabitants preferred the horse-pulled carriages. Lax yanked his cloak over his golden locks and kept to the thin shadows near the wall. It was the time of the Two, the gods bathing them in sickening green. The multiple light sources in the sky meant not much shade down here in the mortal realm.
The safe house was a good hour’s walk away, but Lax didn’t mind. The modest exercise helped him to clear his mind and put things straight.
As he approached the shorter building of the Grand Bazaar, he took a sharp left turn between two rows of shops, pressing against the wall and peeking back out to the street. Nobody followed him. He waited a few more minutes just to be safe.
His target was a loft over one of the spice merchants, and after a flight of stairs he stood before its door. He rapped it in a distinctive pattern, two short and fast, one heavy, another two short.
The door opened, and Ponlu peeked out at him. “Were you followed?”
Lax snorted. “You know I am more careful than that. Let me in. I have some interesting news.”
Ponlu stepped aside, and as soon as Lax was inside the room he embraced him in a bear hug. It crunched his bones in all the best places.
“I am glad you are in one piece, lad.”
Lamara sat on a couch at the other end of the small room, but as Lax came in she stood up and wrung her hands. “You could have contacted us quicker. We were worried about you.”
Lax suppressed a smile and tried to look abashed. “Sorry, had a lot on my plate.” He looked over his companions. “And we really need to talk. Things are getting crazy.”
Ponlu nodded. “Raito is back. That’s bad news.” He scratched his green beard. “We must find a way to appease or get rid of him again. And I don’t know which one would be more difficult.”
Lax slumped down onto the couch. “Yeah, and things didn’t get simpler since we last met. My father is in a coma and will probably never awake.”
Ponlu’s eyes darkened. He took a few unsure steps toward Lax and put a big bear hand on his shoulder. “Damn, lad, I know you weren’t exactly on speaking terms, but I am sorry.”
“How are you?” Lamara asked with an examining look. “Do you need more time? We can deal with the Raito thing on our own.”
“Honestly, I don’t know how I feel about it.” He raised his eyes toward the ceiling and closed them. “And no, you can’t. This is my burden, and I need to deal with it myself.”
Ponlu pondered that for a moment then rose and walked to a nearby cabinet. “Something to drink?”
“Yeah, that would be great. And in other news, I inherited my house’s business empire.”
Lamara raised an eyebrow. “Congratulations?”
“Thanks. But the whole enterprise is a money pit, deep in debt and close to collapse.”
“Ouch,” Ponlu said while fighting with an unruly cork. “The old man got a last stab in, eh?”
“You can say that.” Lax took the liberty to lie on the couch. His friend returned with three heavy glasses and poured some clear liquid into them. It burned Lax’s throat with the intensity of all three suns.
Just what I needed right now.
Lamara examined him from above her drink. “So you have a plan.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lax, I’m sorry about your father. I truly am,” she said. “But I know you, and the only times you afford yourself to be this melodramatic is when you have already figured out what to do next. What is the plan?”
Lax sloshed the drink around in his glass. “OK, I might have a vague idea of what we should do next.”
“Good,” Lamara said. “You are playing for time because you don’t want to ask something. What do you need us to do?”
“Damn, you know me,” Lax said with a head shake. “I might have stumbled upon a hidden stash of merchandise inside one of my father’s secret warehouses.”
“That sounds like good news,” Ponlu said. He had already poured himself a second glass. “What’s the catch?”
“To put it mildly, it’s a mess. We can sell bits of it like this, but can never be sure what the whole thing is worth or what will go missing in the process. And bit by bit would take months, maybe even years. We don’t have the time.”
Lamara grimaced. “So you want me to put your mess in order? Like every damn time.”
Lax looked at her with big llama eyes. “Does it make it better if I say please?”
---
“I hate this,” Lamara said as she clutched the handholds of the light-car.
Lax took a sharp turn with the control orb, and they skidded on the stone-paved road between two chariots. The coachmen held up their pinky fingers, their curses lost in the wind as they sped up again. “Yeah, sorry about that. I am a little rusty with the controls.”
“I don’t know about that, Lammy. This is awesome!” Ponlu grinned out one of the narrow observation windows, the air from the vents ruffling his beard. “It is like sailing, but on land!”
“More like a metal coffin. At least they wouldn’t need to put us in one when we crash.” Lamara was white as a freshly limed wall. “And it is so flamboyant. I thought we didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention.”
“I moved back into my family’s mansion, Lammy, and though it is guarded they know where to find me. Not that hard to track me from there.” Lax twisted the orb and jerked the car to the left. They scratched the fencing next to the road. “And if Raito’s men find me in the city, I would prefer a fast, sturdy metal ball over a wooden carriage.”
“We could sneak around. Or set up a place of operation somewhere else and put a double in the mansion in your place.” Lamara was clearly fighting to keep her breakfast.
“Too much hassle, not enough time.” The car jerked to a stop, and they slammed to the front side. “We are here!”
The door opened, and Ponlu helped Lamara down the steps. They stood behind the warehouse.
After a few long gasps of air, Lamara looked the building up and down. “This is the place? I expected something less dilapidated.”
“Wait till you see it from the inside.”
“I can barely hold myself back,” she said.
They walked up the tattered stairs, and Lax banged on the metal door three times. The slit threw open. “Password?”
“Still Shanaya, Sib. Let us in,” Lax said.
The door slid to the side, and the warehouse opened up in front of their eyes like a dragon’s cave full of its horde.
“Sweet Azure Mother in the heavens, what was your father doing here?” Lamara asked.
Lax motioned her inside. “Hell if I know. Lammy, this is the secret stash of my old man. Stash, this is Lammy. You will have a lot of time to get to know each other.”
Sib waddled closer and offered an arm for her, which she reluctantly accepted. “This way, my lady. Let me show you the tube room!”
Lamara looked back. “Oh, don’t you dare leave me alone with all this!”
“Sib will help. He has more insight into the items stored here than any of us do,” Lax said. “And I need Ponlu for step two. We have a date.”
Ponlu raised a bushy eyebrow. “With whom?”
“We need to find a way to pay back Raito, but he would murder me on sight. We need a middleman.” Lax gulped before finishing. “We are taking Little Man to dinner.”



CHAPTER 20
Twists of Fate
Aiana raised her weapon in glory and enjoyed the thunder of the crowd. It slowly faded as the elders spoke among each other, and everyone awaited their judgment. She was exhausted but elated.
The crowd finally silenced as the old man on the middle throne raised his hand.
“Novice Aiana, from the deep village of Mau. The circle of elders has accepted your mastery. You may choose your hunt.”
Aiana sighed in relief. Even when someone won their battle, they couldn’t be sure the elders would find them ready for the next step. This was as much about showcasing will and wit as it was about demonstrating fighting ability. The steel spear and silken clothes were also hers now, an entire fortune. She earned them with her victory today.
The elder continued. “Novice Kara, from the deep village of Tua. Your effort was reviewed and praised, but your mastery has not been accepted yet. You can train yourself and try again in next year’s trials.”
The girl under Aiana sank lower to the ground. “I accept the judgment,” she muttered.
Another round of applause came from the huntresses’ spears in the audience, but it died down suddenly when a figure in long strips of ripped cloak rose in the last rows.
“You are fools.” The venatrix’s voice was smooth and swift, like a fast flowing underground stream, ready to pull you under. She spoke to the elders. “Both of them are raw talents. She deserves her hunt.”
The elders looked perplexed. Their authority was rarely contested. “Venatrix Cikati, you are a guest of high priority at this event. But you are just that — merely a guest. These decisions are the concern of the inner circle only.”
“You never saw the storm that rages in the depths beneath your feet.” The venatrix shrugged and sat back on the bench. “I said my piece. Do as you please with it. But you are making fools of yourselves by not letting both try themselves in the abyss.” She looked the man in the middle up and down.
Murmurs ran among the crowd, and the elders looked like children who had bitten into an especially bitter worm.
Aiana lowered her spear and reached down to help her enemy up. Kara accepted the hand reluctantly. She was still a little unsteady on her feet. “Some nice kick that was.”
“Thanks.”
“Next time, I will be ready for it.” She had a smug smile, but the dried streaks of tears under her eyes didn’t escape Aiana’s notice.
“Hope there is no need for a next time.”
The elders huddled together to speak in private and shot an occasional hostile glance toward the upper benches. They finally came to a conclusion.
“Thank you, Cikati, for your invaluable input,” the one in the middle started again, his words masking reined-in emotions below the surface. “Taking it into consideration, novice Kara, you may try your skills in the depths. The abyss will be the ultimate judge of your mastery.” He motioned toward a set of rock plates. “Let the old gods of the Above help you choose your prey.”
In front of the elders, on their raised section, were three rows of rectangular stone tablets with faces toward the ground. They represented the beasts of the deep, their final trial. They had demonstrated their skills to the elders — now the last step was to hunt down a challenging prey, showing their capability in the depths. After that, the huntress title and all its prestige was theirs.
Kara, squirming but happy, hobbled up the steps. She limped on her right leg but did everything in her power to hide it. Stopping in front of the first row of stones, she thought for a long moment, then flipped the third one. Its impact echoed in the chamber. A sketch of a beast with a thousand legs and long claws looked back from it.
“Trial of the huntress. You have three days to come back with the mandibles of an adult deep centipede,” the elder proclaimed then turned toward Aiana. “Now, you might choose your prey, my sister.”
The crowd cheered with their spears in anticipation, and she noticed, to her surprise, Tenebros in the front row. The old man didn’t have a weapon with him, but he clapped enthusiastically. His dirty robe was in deep contrast with the elegant silk of the huntresses around him, but it seemed nobody gave much attention to the unusual spectator.
Aiana stepped up the stairs, her side still aching but her insides bursting with joy. This was her opportunity to finally hunt down her first real prey and bring back its proof to finish her trial. She knew she was capable — she had already hunted huntress-level beasts in the depths on more than one occasion.
It was a dangerous task and not entirely legal. Those prey were the privilege of the huntresses. But her family needed the food, and too many times all the easy game got picked up by the novices around their village. A centipede or an armored scarab wouldn’t be any trouble. She was pretty sure she could take on even a fire lizard.
She stopped before the row of huntress stones, trying to get a feeling from them. Which one to choose?
Her doubts were still lost in the dark, and her pride flared up with her victory. In her mind, she had already granted herself the huntress title.
“But why be content with the lowest rank?” a little voice inside asked from the edge of her consciousness. “Aren’t you better than that?” She looked at the cheerful Kara at her side. “Aren’t you better than her?”
She stopped before touching the fourth stone in the row and looked around, like awakening from a dream. Tenebros sat even closer now, watching her, his eyes boring into hers. I bested her. I was better than her. I deserve more. She squinted at the other rows, still unmoved today. It was custom to put them out together, but nobody expected a fresh novice to take on the beast challenges of stalkers and ventarices. It was there more for show, to motivate them to try again and hunt for more in a few years or decades, depending on their skills.
Her hand bolted without further thought, turning the first stone in the second row. A monstrosity looked back, many long legs and many eyes. It was terrifying. A true beast of the abyss. Aiana smiled, obsessed.
The trample of spears died down, and the crowd watched her in dead silence. Not even the elders moved. Only the sound of a single pair of clapping hands remained.
---
The spacious hut on the outskirts of town stood alone, built on the shore of an underground stream. A small side garden was next to it, filled with strange mushrooms that grew in tidy rows. There was a bin by the entrance, and Aiana left her newly won spear in it, as the tradition dictated. One didn’t step into the realm of a shaman armed. The low murmur of the water’s flow calmed Aiana’s nerves. She took a minute to take it all in before she pushed the somber skins hanging in the entrance and edged in.
Despite the hut’s size, the interior was cramped. Cluttered with old relics, huntress offerings, and religious ceremony tools. The air tasted of ash and spice. A heavy cloud of smoke hung by the rafters, seeping from an unseen censer. It obscured the details and smoothed the edges, hiding things from Aiana’s dark-piercing eyes. It was another minor darkness, a counterpoint to the greater one that was always present.
She sidled in and pushed beside a pile of old tomes and an ancient silk folk weave on the wall, depicting an old legend of her people from times beyond memory. In the middle of it stood a figure, showing their back to her, with a snaked spear in its right hand and a hundred defeated beasts lying around. The other hand was raised over their head, and in it was something both beautiful and horrific. A strange smudge, a distinct spot, a place on the fabric where the darkness seemed to retreat, leaving behind something else. A different kind of black, nearly gray, an empty space not filled by anything. It made the hair on the back of Aiana’s neck stand up.
“Ah, the story of the Lightbringer. A tale as old as time.” The old shaman croaked, almost lost in the hut’s clutter. She was a woman with deep wrinkles and baggy robes on her shaky limbs. “Are you chasing such fancies?”
“Tlaloc.” Aiana used the formal title of the shaman, as the old ways demanded. “It’s a legend that inspired me from my childhood. To bring back the light, whatever it might be. To unify the Below under one might.”
“Don’t focus so much on dubious tales, my child. I heard your plate is already full without it.” She examined her with eyes too big and deep for her wizened features. “You made quite the spectacle at your trial. The hunt of a stalker for your first — the hunt for one of the greater ones.”
“The elders sent me. I was told to come for guidance.” She gave a little respectful bow. “I am here.”
The shaman waved a bony hand toward the stack of pillows near her low table and — after Aiana hesitantly sat — she poured them both a cup of steaming tea. It stung her tongue with herbal bitterness.
“From my garden. The best of this year’s mushroom harvest,” she told her with pride, so Aiana didn’t share her opinion about the taste. She sat with cup in hand, waiting for the shaman’s wisdom.
“Guidance, you say.” The crone waved her hand dismissively in the air, her nails as long as the claws of a giant bat. “They want me to dissuade you from your decision, those cowards. I won’t do such a thing.”
“You won’t?”
The air hung heavy between them. “No, I remember the old ways. No trials, no categories. Just us against whatever the depths threw our way. We grew complacent.”
The shaman creaked and stood, walking to a cabinet at the back and pulling out a deep bronze plate. “I am no huntress, my sister. I have no judgment on your abilities.” She walked back and put the bowl in the middle of the table. “Your future is yours to choose. If you feel ready for the task, then don’t let me keep you from wandering the depths.”
Aiana stared at her, confused. This wasn’t what she expected from the conversation. “And your guidance, Tlaloc?”
“Try not to die down there.”
“I don’t want to be disrespectful, Tlaloc, but that is not much advice.”
The shaman pulled a thin knife and cut her thumb, the blood dripping into the vessel between them. She handed the blade to Aiana, and after a quick tap with the edge their blood mixed. “No, but the elders asked me to give some, so I did. Now we are done with their request so that we can concentrate on more pressing matters.”
Aiana suspiciously peeked into the plate, where the tiny pool of blood writhed. “Such as?”
“Let us peer into your future, my child.” The shaman breathed, and the blood boiled, evaporating into the dark. The hut around them disappeared.
Aiana immediately crouched into a defensive position, her eyes wide, shooting around, searching for the shaman. She was nowhere to be seen.
The walls of nothing broke around her like a shattered mirror, and Aiana looked down shimmering corridors, crooked and endless. A thousand versions of her, all different, plastered the empty space around. To her right, Aiana saw herself as she stood, spear held high, blood dripping from its tip, triumphant over a laid-out terror on the ground. Twitching tendrils tried to escape her wrath.
“It is you, my child. The futures you hold, the things that can be.” The old crone’s voice boomed, filling the silence of the void. To her left, Aiana saw herself poisoned and bleeding to death. Betrayed and alone. A whole nest feasted on her flesh. “Some outcomes might be hard to thwart, and some will seem to evade your search, despite your greatest effort.”
Below her, she rested in a strange bed, injuries bandaged, surrounded by friends. Even lower than that, the corridor turned, and she saw her skeleton picked clean. Next to that, she was like a doll, dangling from the ceiling and yanked around on strings.
“Why are you showing me these visions?” she screamed into the twisting nothingness.
“I want to show you, my child, that your fates are endless. You march down your future like it is a narrow shaft, taking you straight down with no chance to diverge. That’s not true.”
She fought and won and died, laughed and cried, loved and slayed and bled all around, in a multitude of destinies. It was a whirlpool that threatened to pull her down into the murky depths. Aiana stood in the middle and covered her eyes, mouth opened in a silent scream.
“Don’t be a slave to fate, my child, as so many are. Be its master. The walls are in your head. Don’t let them hold you.”
There came a sudden tranquility, and her future settled around her. She stood, still shaken, in the middle of it all. It was like the eye of a storm, a false calmness before it raged forth. She dared to look again, and she quivered at the final vision.
The figure stood tall, their back toward her, in one hand a snaked spear stretched to the side, and the other holding a sphere up high. Something Aiana didn’t understand smoothed the details, hurting her eyes. The darkness receded from the figure, leaving only a strange grayness. But even that couldn’t stand in the figure’s immediate vicinity. There, something else filled the air like a halo around them. Powerful and heavy. Divine and... beautiful.
She woke with a start, lying on the floor, her back on cold stone. The shaman stood startled, leaning on the table, their teacups knocked over. Hot liquid pooled around Aiana’s left hand, and she pushed herself up with panic. The old woman’s too big eyes were pinned on her.
“What did you see, my child?”



CHAPTER 21
Racing Bets
A hundred hoofs trundled on the sanded ring like the rhythmic beat of an entire legion in an arduous march. The horses’ kicked-up dust rose toward the two gods in the sky. A downpour of violet light glistered on the beads of sweat that covered the half-naked racers balancing on the backs of mighty beasts.
Val-Gustus, general of the reserve armies, raised a damp cloth over his nose to breathe through. It was a good tip from Luster, who had done the same.
The only thing louder than the horses was the crowd. Thousands of people stood near the ring on the cheap spots, shouting encouragements or profanities. The air was heavy with the smells of grilled corn and the unmistakable stench of humans stuffed too close together. The more refined viewers sat on heightened platforms under shade-giving parasols and enjoyed chilled drinks while occasionally glancing toward the race. Even a few pavilions were elevated around the ring’s edge, undoubtedly for the wealthiest and most influential guests.
The horses burst through the goal line, and everybody quieted for a moment before the announcer declared the winner. It was a close call between three participants, and the decision kicked up nearly as much dust as the racers. The air filled with shouts of disappointment, triumph, and murderous intent.
“I’m still not sure why we have to meet him here,” Val said, looking around at the unruly crowd. He wore his parade uniform as instructed by Luster and could not bypass the inquiring glances of the city’s people. He was familiar with attention, but strictly within the boundaries of the army or his own squad. This casual spotlight made him uneasy.
Luster gave him one of her charming smiles. “We already went through this. The racing ring is one of the few places you can catch him off guard.”
“We should have asked for a proper audience at his estate.”
Luster shook her head. “He would accept, set a date far in the future, then call it off at the last moment. And repeat that a few more times till you get the message.”
With a sudden thunder, two of the horses collided and crashed into the low wall of the ring, splintering wood and limbs. The painful neigh of the maimed animals filled the air, mixing with cries of help from their jockeys. The crowd went into a frenzy, everybody pushing closer, wanting to catch a glimpse of the tragedy. The other racers went on like nothing had happened.
Val jolted toward the accident, but Luster held him back. “We have more important business today, dear. You can’t lose yourself in every mundane detail.”
His every nerve screamed for him to move, but he restrained himself. She was right, of course. This wasn’t the time and place for him to be the hero.
Let the ring’s medic team handle the situation.
“Shouldn’t there be a priest who stops the match whenever something like that happens? I thought they must oversee all gambling events and competitions by law to ensure their fairness.”
Luster caressed his arm, calming him. “By law, they would have, but there are few priests these days and many events. With a generous donation to the temples, the owners can arrange for them not to show up.”
“What? But that will create a hotbed of cheating and corruption!”
“The people don’t care, my dear. And they can manage themselves. I am sure our mighty priests have more important tasks.”
It left a foul taste in his mouth. But the crowd dissipated, and the medics arrived to help the injured. He let Luster pull him away.
Val shifted nervously in his stiff jacket and trousers. They were as impeccable as they were colorful, completed with a halo of parrot feathers. “I always feel ridiculous in parade uniform. Like some prized bull carried around for a show.”
She patted his hand. “Oh, but you are on show here, dear.” She took his arm and led him toward a pavilion farther back from the dust and the noise. “Fresh back from the war, new title, and the young head of one of the prestigious houses. And no wife! Many would like to catch a glimpse of you.”
Val sighed but didn’t correct her. He had grown tired of correcting people over the past few days, but she was wrong on at least two points.
The war was still not official. But the enemy grew bolder by the week, with skirmishes and minor confrontations on the borders. There was more conflict and death in the past month than in the previous years. He too heard the recent stories and read the reports. It seemed that people’s minds shifted faster toward war than the wheels of bureaucracy could turn.
And he inherited the head title of House Tama only in name. His father was still alive, slumbering in a deep coma. He visited yesterday and was welcomed by a new set of soldiers at the gate and an apologetic butler who told him that his brother was out on important tasks. Apparently, he broke out one of their mother’s silly inventions to roll around and barely was seen around the mansion.
Val sat by his father’s bed like it was some neglected duty and informed him of all the fresh developments. It felt pointless, but he left with a lighter soul and a clearer mind.
Lax managed the business half of their house by his father’s will and plan, and he didn’t envy him for that. Val never was keen on counting coins, and measured his wealth more in personal growth than money. But even he realized that their once grand house was not in a rosy situation. Bookkeeping wasn’t his forte, but he could look at the profits at the end of the reports.
Or, well, the lack of them. He shivered, remembering the grave numbers. Hopefully, Lax would be able to do something about that.
“You’ve got that look on your face again,” Luster said, playfully poking him.
Val shook himself and turned to his companion. “What look?”
“Like you carry all the world’s problems on your shoulders, dear. Staring into the distance, always toward some greater task or duty.”
“Sorry.” He felt less present these days with so much on his mind. “Bad habits from the army. So you were saying?”
Luster pouted at him. She didn’t like to repeat herself, but with a deep breath she started over. “I was saying that it is all nice and dandy if you manage to get your title from the council with my help, dear. But what after that?”
Val paused for a second in their stride, halting her too. “I will declare an official war and mobilize our troops. You have no idea about the new reports from the border. They are burning down plantation villages. They —”
“How many troops do you plan to mobilize?”
It took him back a notch. “All of them. All three legions the city could muster, minus some troops left behind to defend the city.” A quick calculation in his head. “Around thirty thousand soldiers.”
Luster seemed still unfazed by his ideas. “Alright. And how many of them have you direct control of?”
Val still didn’t understand her point. “As high judge, I will have direct control over the other generals and the council in war matters. So all of them.”
“You will have a big pile of steaming llama dung if you don’t have the council’s support in your decision.” The language didn’t suit her but strangely made her more intriguing. “Your father hadn’t got direct control of our legions for years, and you inherited what with his title? The reserve armies?”
“The other generals had to oblige to the high judge’s command!” Val said, confused.
Luster gave him a questioning look. “You are not good at these things, are you?”
They stood still for a few more moments, him feeling smaller and smaller under her gaze. Finally, Val broke their silence. “So when are we getting the support of the generals?”
Luster laughed at the proposal and pulled him onward. “Truly a soldier. You meet a problem, you cut through it.” She seemed fond of his ineptitude in politics. “No, my dear, we are starting with a smaller fish. You will still need the council’s support to get your title.”
“The one that will give me no power?”
“The one you will need to exert your power with laws behind it,” she reminded him. “The masquerade needs to be kept up.”
Val sighed again and followed her. “Do I need to personally lick the boots of all one hundred council members just to save this city?”
Luster grimaced at the proposal. “Bootlicking doesn’t fit a leader. I would say some aggressive persuasion would be more to form.” She gestured toward the group of people they were headed toward. “And a hundred would be a drag, my dear. Fortunately, you only need the kingpins. The rest will follow after.”
Val focused on the man lying on a divan in the pavilion’s shade. He was surrounded by a few other council members and an enormous flock of other politicians and lesser businessmen.
How can someone be this fat? He fills the whole divan alone.
His tunic stretched over his round body like an overstuffed army tent. His striking blue hair was kept in long locks, dangling a few inches over the ground. Val recalled the man from when he made his speech a few days back. He was the one who had some witty comments about ambitious soldiers while straining the bench rows of the council hall.
Luster saw his disdain. “Councilman Prigio of House Jalu is a cornerstone of city politics. He runs almost all the casinos and gambling dens in Lumo No Se, and with an income so substantial many lesser houses flock below his monetary guidance.”
“Couldn’t we start with someone else? Someone less... slimy?”
“You are making assumptions without knowing the man.”
She was right, but Val found it hard to look at the man and not see a great blue snail.
Luster sighed. “Okay, fine, he is slimy. However, this is a good starting point if you want to progress in your political career.”
Val steeled himself. It was time to stop whining and move forward with his father’s plan. He should be thankful he had someone like Luster for guidance. Without the lady, it would probably take twice the effort, if not three-fold.
He forced a small smile onto his face. “Do you have some pointers?”
“Oh, so you are finally keen on my advice!”
“Yes, I am.” He glanced sideways at her. “You are enjoying this, aren’t you?”
She smirked at him. “Oh, definitely!”
“I knew it. So, some pointers?”
Luster pondered it for a few moments. “He is a man of materialistic gains, so you would have a hard time on that front. You can try to convince him about the negative commercial effect of the war, but you have to paint a pretty bleak picture of the future. Otherwise, he would only see opportunity where you see danger.”
Val’s eyes darkened behind the smile. “Are we sure he is a good starting point?”
“He is also a gambler,” Luster continued. “So, you might have a chance with that approach. But he only plays in outstanding bets, or so I heard. You might need to gamble more than you are comfortable with.”
Val let out a dry, humorless laugh. “We are speaking about the survival of our city here. I am already gambling in higher bets than he can imagine.” He started stretching. “Okay, let’s do this.”
“You don’t need more pointers?” Luster asked.
“Nah, I am good. It is good to keep in the head only as much as you can handle at once. And I already feel like the new recruits in front of their commissar.”
“Good luck, then.”
Val raised an eyebrow. “You are not coming?”
“If you want their respect, you must do this alone.” She grimaced. “Otherwise, they would interpret it as me pushing you around.”
Val patted her hand. “Well, you do a little.”
“Just in the most helpful ways.” Luster smiled and went on to another group of politicians, doing who knew what.
Probably politician stuff.
Val walked into the middle of the group, exchanging pleasantries and introducing himself formally to the statesmen. He bore their beguiling charade. Most had already seen him and might even have insulted him on the podium. But Lumo No Se had rigid social traditions that were hard to bend.
He smiled, nodded in response to the dozens of new names he wouldn’t be able to remember in a few days, and shook a lot of hands. He closed on his target, but Prigio nestled in the thick of the conversations, his divan flocked by an entourage of opportunists, creating a human wall. Val didn’t want to make an obtrusive first impression, so he walked to the side, watched the race, and waited for his turn.
“Beautiful animals, aren’t they?” Val turned in surprise — he didn’t even hear the newcomer arriving. He was almost as tall as him, fiery haired, with a neatly trimmed short beard. His clothes were made from simple material but were spotless, and substantial muscles bulged under them.
“Yes, they are,” Val agreed. He was right that the horses were sublime. Well fed, lean, and muscled, trailing braided manes. They were probably bred only for this single purpose and were a good foot taller than the few war horses Val had met. He extended a hand toward the newcomer. “Val-Gustus Tama, new general of the reserve armies.”
“A well-sounding title.” The man smirked behind his beard and shook his hand. “How is it serving you?”
Val didn’t know what to make of the question. “Well enough.” He glanced toward the statesman on the divan and deflated a little. “Except I am standing at a racing ring and waiting to speak with this blubber of a man to do my duty. And it will be the same for the foreseeable future.” He gave the man an exhausted smile. “So not that well.”
He followed his gaze toward Prigio. “Oh, him. You can catch him off guard when he goes on a dessert break. It shouldn’t be much longer. He needs his sweets at hourly intervals.”
“Don’t want to offend him for a start. I can wait for my turn.”
The man looked at him like he was some rare two-headed parrot. “General, this is not the army. You couldn’t expect people to be reasonable.” He patted him on the shoulder with his broad palms. “You gotta take what you want with these bastards.”
Val looked at him with a questioning look.
The fiery-haired man gestured toward the divan. “It is time. He sent away his entourage. Go, General!”
Val started out but turned back after a few steps. “I didn’t catch your name.”
“Oh, you can call me Heb. That is what everybody seems to land on.”
Val nodded and walked up the podium stairs toward the man on the divan. Prigio was in the process of consuming a whole platter of chocolate-filled fried tortillas and looked up at his coming with a nasty expression. It was a fleeting moment, after which he plastered his face with the fakest smile Val had ever seen.
“Oh, General, good thing you came! I meant to arrange a meeting with you in the following weeks anyway.” He had a high and floaty nasal voice, like someone who once enraged a musician and got a flute upheaved deep into his nostrils. A gust of wind billowed his hanging robes. He smelled of sweet wine and sour sweat — a nauseating combination.
“The pleasure is mine,” Val said and reached out a hand, but Prigio held up chocolate-covered fingers as an excuse. “This is a fine establishment, and the horses are beautiful. Your management?”
“Kind words, but regrettably no. It is managed by House Kaso. All I was involved in was the seed capital.”
“A fine establishment nonetheless. Are you betting on the round?”
The man snorted, puffing up some of the powdered cocoa all over his tunic. “What would be the point otherwise? I put a hefty sum on number seven.” He took one glass of orange-colored liquid from a nearby table and finished half of it in one gulp. Val turned his attention from this one-man feast toward the ring.
From up here, the view was magnificent. This podium was one of the best places to observe the entire racetrack. The participants entered the last round with heavy hoofbeats, the horses foaming from the mouth. Their jockeys emerged from their seated positions almost standing on the muscular backs with their free hands brandishing whips.
In the army, an officer had to be able to distinguish faulty from serviceable equipment, and horses, however sparsely used in jungle warfare, were considered some of those resources. His trained eyes followed the animals, evaluating their remaining strength and looking for signs of weakness.
“A fair bet,” Val said. “But I am afraid your horse will not come in the lead. Third place at most, maybe even lower.”
The statesman gave him a curious look before turning back toward the race. “I can tell when someone is bluffing. They have a full round left. Nobody can tell that at this point.”
“Then, Mister Prigio, let’s watch and see.”
The horses reached the home stretch, and the crowd rose, excited to see better. For a few more moments, number seven galloped neck and neck with three others. But the majestic animal reached the end of its strength around a hundred yards from the goal and lagged behind before it could cross the line.
In an intense last spurt, number seven came in sixth place in the middle of the field. Councilmember Prigio took a ticket from his table with sticky fingers and shredded it in silence.
When he turned back to Val, he was all smiles and forced pleasantries again. But he also seemed genuinely curious. “You have a good eye for horses, General. Can I offer you a drink?”
Val considered it for a moment. It would be rude to reject the offer. “Only something nonalcoholic. I’m on duty.”
Prigio raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think we have that, but I will order something tame.” He waved to a servant boy, who jumped and hurried away to the buffet table. “Can you do that again? With the horses?”
“I might, but I am here on more urgent matters.”
The boy returned with a tall glass full of mixed fruit wine. It even had an ice cube to make it more lavish. Val tasted it, only drinking a few sips. It was delicious. He felt his nerves relax a little.
Prigio watched him, his eyes indolent but sharp. “I assume you want to speak with me about state matters?”
Val let out a deep sigh and deflated a little. “You assume right. I hate to stand here, beverage in my hand, and exchange pleasantries while our city is in grave danger.”
“Is it now?”
“You know what I mean. We are edging closer and closer to war, and if it finds us unprepared, we will be like straws in the storm.” It felt good to talk about it, leaving behind the social rounds and coming to the blunt truth. “And it is not enough if we are prepared. We need to take the initiative and strike first! The enemy is working on weapons that could turn this city upside down with the flicker of a thumb. You haven’t seen the things they are capable of yet. On the border, they —”
“Are you a betting man, General?”
It startled Val and made his prepared speech jumble together in his head. “What?”
“A betting man, General. I propose a gamble.” He turned and gave Val a sly smile. “So I won’t have to hear your war ramblings any longer.”
The sweet drink in his hand barely masked the sour aftertaste this man left in his mouth. “And what would that accomplish?”
“Ah, don’t be so gloomy. Haven’t you tried enjoying yourself from time to time? It could do wonders for your nerves.”
The remark only earned a stare from Val.
“And besides, you need my votes, General. I control eighteen of the total hundred in the city council. You might be interested in those.”
Val considered the proposal. “How does that even work? And how can I be sure your accomplices will vote according to my will?”
Prigio reached below his tremendous robes and pulled up a handful of golden tickets. Each had a name on it, an empty space for instructions, and his house insignia. “You write on these what you want. Each has a council member’s name, and you hand it to them before a session.”
“Is it that simple?”
The man chuckled. “This is common currency among the higher echelons, General. You better get used to it.”
Val considered the offer. “Are we betting on the next round of racers?”
“You can be damn sure we are.” He held up two of the golden tickets. “Are you in?”
“And what do I wager against that?”
“I want your uniform,” the stout man said with a grin.
Val’s eyes darkened. It was an outrageous offer. He would not sacrifice his dignity just to get along with these politicians. Luster was mistaken about this starting point. They needed to find better. Red-faced, he was about to turn and march away when they heard a voice from behind.
“Ah, Prigio, as sly as ever. However, I think it might be a size too small for you. Are you sure you don’t want an army tent instead?”
Prigio let out an exasperated sigh. The man from before walked up to them, trailing red hair, confident and smiling.
“Heb, why are you here?” Prigio massaged his temple with his sticky hand, smearing chocolate everywhere.
“Wanted to see what you try to pump from our dear friend here.”
“You two know each other?”
Heb nodded to Val. “Briefly, but the man has good taste in horses. And is one of our city’s new generals. Your offer is outrageous at best.”
In that, Val could agree.
“Those clothes are worth at least five votes, in my opinion.”
What?
Prigio considered this. “This is invaluable currency. I can make three.”
Heb smirked at him. “Make it four, and the undergarment can stay.”
“Deal,” Prigio replied. Then both of them turned to Val expectantly.
These were still humiliating conditions, and Val felt his blood boil from only looking at Prigio’s smug face. But these were unprecedented times. He needed to win over the council and get the votes for his election. Would I really put my own feelings in front of the greater good?
He lamented it for a few more moments, not wanting to seem too eager. “You are on, councilman. Hope you won’t regret it.”
Heb slapped him on the back. “Now that’s the spirit!”
Prigio raised a sagging arm and ordered another round of drinks for them. It somewhat helped Val’s sour mood.
The contestants lined up for the display, where the horses walked the first round. It was a chance for the crowd to see the beasts before they raced and choose their favorites. And to place their bets.
Val’s eyes glided over a few, watching for muscle structure and signs that the horses were well rested. He needed one that was lean and mean but had enough stamina to hold its speed for all three race rounds.
He hesitated a few moments between number four and seventeen before landing on the latter. It was a tall, long-legged beast with an especially skinny jockey on its sinewy back.
“Who is choosing first?” Val asked.
“Be my guest, General.”
“Then number seventeen seems good to me.”
Councilman Prigio gave a faint whistle. “Nice choice! You put me in quite a conundrum.” He squinted at the horses. “Number five for me, then.” He waved to a nearby servant who diligently scribbled down their bets.
Val raised an eyebrow. Prigio chose a hulking beast bulging with muscle — its jockey was dwarfed on his mighty back. But it was not built for speed. It might have a chance in a long day’s march but not in the short burst of the racing ring.
“Very well,” Val said then turned to Heb. “Are you not joining in?”
Meanwhile, he meandered to the nearby railing, a few yards away, just outside of the pavilion’s shade. “I don’t think there is anything that Prigio wants from me. Isn’t that right?”
There only came an agreeing grunt from the man on the divan. He had already started another platter of sweets. A servant approached the man with a stack of papers, and Val joined Heb to have a better look at the race. The horses had finished their walk and were lined up inside a row of wooden booths. The thunder of a great drum marked the start, the doors opened, and they burst forward.
“Who are you, exactly?” Val asked, but his companion just shook his head, smiling.
“You are not asking the right questions, my friend.”
Val furrowed his brow. “Why did you help me with the bet?”
“That’s a better one.” He shrugged. “Honestly, I just wanted to see you pumping the fat bastard out of his votes.”
Val glanced back toward the divan, but Prigio was preoccupied with the stack of paper the servant had brought. If he had heard the remark, he didn’t comment on it.
“Are you enemies?”
“I wouldn’t say. We get along well enough most of the time.” His gaze was fixed on the ring. “It would be a pleasant change of pace though.”
Val also turned his attention toward the competition, the horses galloping their first round. His contestant ran neck and neck with Prigio’s, but the signs were already there. Number five was too broad, too muscularly built for its shorter legs. By the second round, it lagged behind a good five yards with no chance to catch up.
The serving boy brought the third round of drinks and collected the empty glasses. This time it was not only delicious but fizzy too. The small bubbles popped with a satisfying tang on his tongue. Val misjudged the field — his horse only reached second place. But it beat number five by a good ten.
“Congratulations, General.” If there were any hard feelings on Prigio’s side, he disguised them well. “You really have a good eye for horses.”
“Told you,” Heb said.
Prigio pretended to not notice him. He spoke directly to Val instead and held up another four tickets. “Would you like to make it more interesting? Double or nothing?”
Val started to walk back toward the divan but felt giddy for a moment and had to prop himself on the railing. The place swirled around and needed a few moments to settle.
Was something in my drink?
No, he was just not accustomed to the alcohol. The masterfully crafted cocktails disguised the strong flavor with their fruit content, making him careless. He had drunk too much.
His tongue felt sluggish in his mouth when he replied. “Let’s cut to the chase, councilman. Make it all in!”
Prigio gave him a self-confident grin. “And what do you have, General, that would equal my bet?” He pondered for a few moments. “There is your title, but I am afraid I can’t legally procure it from you. There are your family’s businesses, but as far as I’ve heard they are not as profitable as they once were.”
“And they were given to my brother,” Val said. “I can’t wager what is not mine.”
“I am aware of that,” Prigio said, guilefully stroking his many chins. “And I don’t suppose you have a great pile of gold lying around somewhere? Or a warehouse packed full of values?” Val shook his head. “Then that brings us to the last article. Your family mansion.”
The blood ran out from Val’s face. One did not wager his ancient family home. “You are out of your mind!”
“I guess that grave danger of yours isn’t that grave after all,” Prigio said, sagging back on his divan. “Pity.”
How dare he! Val wanted to punch the fat slug in the face, but that would accomplish nothing. If he had been in the army...
But that was right. He wasn’t in the army anymore. This was a new battleground, one he wasn’t familiar with. There weren’t forests, hills, or uneven footing, but higher stakes, hidden agendas, and more greed than he had ever imagined was humanly possible.
He was a general, and this was a war. Not with weapons but with money and allies, with votes and business contacts. He had to take risks if he wanted to even the battlefield.
The other man’s judgment was terrible in horses. He could beat him.
Val held Prigio’s gaze. “You are on, Councilman.” It provoked an appreciative whistle from Heb.
“Wonderful!” Prigio rubbed his hands together. “Let’s watch the next display.”
A new batch of horses lined up again and trotted around the ring. Prigio pounced on one like a hungry boa. “Six!”
Val grimaced. It was a much better choice than the last round, one of the best from the group. He had to find a slightly better option.
Ten? Long-legged, but a little skinny.
Eighteen? Good muscle structure, but it yanks its head occasionally to the side, indicating a wild nature.
Nine? It favors one leg more, showing a prior injury.
“Number one,” Val said. It was as good as he would get, matching the strength of the other horse but with a few extra inches of height and a more professional-looking jockey.
“Then the game is on.” Prigio waved to one of his servants, who scribbled the details down hastily. “Would you be our witness, Heb?”
“With pleasure.” The fiery man leaned against one of the pavilion’s legs. Val didn’t know what to make of the look in his eyes.
The starting drum boomed, and he turned back toward the race. The door of the wooden boxes where the horses were waiting shot open, and the contestants burst out to the ring. All but one.
The box of number one was still closed.
The others didn’t wait around and galloped forward. Val’s choice kicked around in its box, left behind, confused, and eager to run. Race servants hurried to the booth and fumbled with the lock.
The color slowly seeped away from Val’s face as he watched in disbelief.
They finally opened the door, and the angry jockey and his beast shot out. It was futile. The field had already left them behind by almost half a ring. There was no chance to catch up.
Val whirled toward Prigio. “What’s the meaning of this?”
He just shrugged with a sly smile. “Some technical mishap. It happens from time to time, nothing to do about it.” His smug face told it all. This was no coincidence. Some of his entourage from the nearby table pointed in Val’s direction, whispering together.
The round before where Prigio chose the worst horse. The drinks with alcohol. It was all bait, maybe even Heb. Val turned to glare at the fiery man, but he just leaned back, looking at him expectantly, waiting for his next step.
The contestants trotted on, almost finishing their first round. Number one was not even halfway there.
“Outrageous!” More and more of the nearby crowd turned toward them like they were some grand spectacle, even more interesting than the race. Look at the dupe who was fooled. Isn’t it entertaining?
“As I said, the round is on. Nothing to do about it,” Prigio repeated while a serving boy pushed in a cart with a cake on top. He started to divide it up into great slices.
“There should be a priest to ensure things like this don’t happen!”
Prigio’s voice was muffled by his first bites. “They couldn’t make it. Important church business.”
Val wasn’t right before. The city wasn’t like a battlefield. It was guerrilla warfare — a jungle with thick underbrush and full of pitfalls.
His blood thumped in his head, blurring his vision. The crowd shifted and snickered around them. Were they laughing at him? The horses’ hoofbeats were like the distant sound of war drums, foreshadowing his doom.
He couldn’t wait around for things to be as they should. He couldn’t expect others to keep up the law and would have to do it himself.
I will fix this. I will fix this entire city.
Val was by the serving boy with a leap and swooped the knife out of his hand. He turned toward Prigio.
The statesman paled as Val closed in on him with the blade, slithering back on his divan. He shifted too much of his massive weight to one side, toppling the whole thing and falling to the ground.
Val loomed over him like a bird of prey over a terrified fat rabbit. Then he raised the knife and cut open his own palm.
Scarlet blood spurted out, flowing down his hand and dribbling into Prigio’s wide-open eyes. He raised his wound toward the sky.
A deep breath. He would fix this.
Val found order in the light.
The illumination shifted in the racing rings, bending around the horses. They slowed down, then stopped, lining up after the first round. Number one caught up to them, forming a new starting line. The crowd quieted like under a spell.
“The race will start over!” Val announced with a booming voice into the silence. A halo of light glimmered around his extended hand, the blood rising from his wound, vanishing into the air. A faint tendril connected him to the sky.
His life was sucked from him faster than ever before, and he broke his finding. The blood loss got to him together with the alcohol, making him lightheaded. Vertigo grabbed him, and he hit the floor hard, panting and drenched in sweat.
The horses tensed and then jolted forward, starting their second round. Number one and six ran neck and neck in the front.
“What have you done?” Prigio demanded, pushing himself up off the ground. Val was too exhausted to answer him.
“Oh, hush, you bastard,” Heb said, walking to the toppled man. He grabbed Prigio together with the divan and took a deep breath. His muscles bulged on his neck as he heaved them back into their original position. “All he did was spoil your machinations, just as an official priest would have if they were here. You can’t be fuming about that now, can you?”
Their chosen horses reached the home stretch, still galloping on the front. It would be a close call. 
Heb squatted beside Val and started binding his hand with a large napkin. “Easy now, you lost a lot of blood.” He smiled. “But nicely done.”
“Who are you? What game do you play?” Val was exhausted.
“Why, one can’t help a fellow general just out of the kindness of his heart?”
Fellow general?
The contestants rushed over the finish line. It was a close call again, and everyone awaited the announcer with held-back breath.
“And the winner is... number one!” he finally proclaimed with a shaky voice.
Prigio shrieked in fury. Val leaned back on the floor and closed his eyes. It was one battle won.



CHAPTER 22
Hunter and Hunted
The darkness bore down on Aiana like a thick layer of suffocating sludge. Swirling and treacherous, its tides rose high, and its holes sank deep, full of hostility and bitterness. The current of emotions easily washed away the unaware or inexperienced. It was Malevolence-dark, a dark of the deep. Not a good dark for the hunt.
The local pump must be inactive. I need to find it.
She sneaked through the narrow twists of the tunnel, stalking from wall to wall, peeking out at every intersection, a shade prowling in the shadows. Her hair was tied in a tight knot behind her narrow face, not giving her prey an opportunity to seize her. She clenched her steel spear, the token of her success in the first round of the trials. But the true challenge was still ahead.
The shaman’s visions still hung over her, no matter how much she tried to vent them from her head during her long descent. The last picture of the figure standing with their back to her, holding up something divine. It was hard to believe her future could hold that image. Was that me?
She shooed the idea away as she reached a shaft, boring down straight into the earth. She jumped and plummeted under, falling with breakneck speed. It was one of the lucky aspects of her talent — with weight manipulation she could plunge directly down and not depend on the ancient elevators.
Her mushroom-skin bag pressed tightly against her back, scraping the shaft’s narrow walls. Only the essentials, some dried rations, water, a knife, and a length of rope. Every gram of unnecessary weight could bring your doom in the earth’s deep veins.
The bottom drew closer quickly, and she exhaled. Her blood boiled from a shallow wound on her leg. She lost weight at the last moment to soften the power of her landing and thumped down in a crouch.
Aiana went on. Beneath her carefully placed steps, the flesh of the tunnels trembled and distorted — one of the many living corridors that wove through the underworld. Its pulsation had a kind of rhythm to it, a silent song of the deep that Aiana found calming. Not like she needed it. Her nerves were as calm as ever. She had already lost her doubts hours before.
The tides of dark rose again, blurring the potential dangers from her eyes. It didn’t obscure her sight, merely smoothed out the edges and made her mind omit particular details. It eventually would make her reckless, and in the depths reckless meant dead. The flesh beneath her feet transitioned to stone as she neared the end of the tunnel, opening to a cave.
Enormous boulders littered the unusually open space like they were thrown around by careless, gigantic toddlers. From the ceiling, water oozed and fell in little droplets, imitating the fabled rains of the Above. They died in whispering echoes hitting the ground.
Her hand caressed the unmistakable markings on the stone, long scrapes with sharp edges. It is here.
Aiana put down her bag and undid the strappings of her overcoat. It would be in the way while she stalked her prey. The air was freezing in these caverns, but she could bear a little cold. The pressure of the darkness heightened around her as she slinked between the boulders.
A long exhale, her blood curled up, and she lost her weight in the dark again. It drank up the blood like a thirsty beast, caged for too long. She was giving little at first, just enough to lighten her steps to sneak without sound.
The manipulation now came to her more easily, a lot less laborious than in the home caves. The old huntresses always told her that the thicker the dark, the more eager it was to swallow up your offering. With an inactive pump here, it coalesced into dangerous densities.
She neared the center, looking for the ancient device. Despite the haze and the thumping malice outside her skull, it was unmistakable. The great pillar, forged from a single piece of unknown metal, pierced the cavern from the ceiling to the ground, possibly continuing its journey deep down into the heart of the abyss.
The strange hieroglyphs that covered its surface were mesmerizing. Their meaning long lost to the past, only the activation method remained. They were passed down by her people from generation to generation. Aiana glanced around, searching for danger, then crossed the distance. She was ready to jump, anticipating a trap.
Nothing sprang on her as she reached it. Her hand confidently danced on the cold symbols, the order drilled into the head of any young novice by their seniors. A low hum awakened under her fingers, and as she touched the last mark the surrounding air vibrated with the column. It drank up a good portion of her still dripping blood.
The pressure vanished from her mind, and Aiana took a relieved breath. The cave brightened to a softer shade of black, almost licorice. The darkness retreated for now, crawling back into the underworld. Its nasty parts at least. Without the oppressing force, the air felt empty. Crisp. Her senses returned to normal.
There was a sudden clatter of gravel, and Aiana spun around. She crouched into a defensive position, spear held long and high, ready for an incoming attack.
The scrawny lizard, the size of her forearm, looked back with blind eyes from the side of the closest boulder, unimpressed by the weapon. It flicked its tongue at her and dashed away between the smaller stones.
Her nerves were getting the better of her. She braced her back against the cold towering stone, using the chill as an anchor, and focused on her breath. The many noises of the cavern, all jumbled together, slowly separated in her mind. The dripping of the water. The low hum of the pump. Her shallow breath. Skittering small prey.
How can something this big move with so little sound?
The everyday noises settled into the back of her mind. With a bit of effort, and a small offering of blood, she lost them one by one. The cave fell into complete silence, at least in her mind.
There! The faintest graze of chitin on stone coming from the other side of a boulder.
With silent steps, she circled it, weapon ready. Behind it opened a larger clearing, covered only by fine dust and scattered pebbles. She sneaked forward, pricking her ears and watching her surroundings. Nothing hid behind the nearby larger stones, nor on top of them.
She heard it again on the edge of audibility. This time its direction was more straightforward. It came from above. The sudden realization sent chills up her spine.
Her muscles knew what to do more quickly than her mind, and Aiana instinctively threw herself to the side. The plummeting mass of writhing limbs impacted behind, shaking the whole cavern with its force.
Her prey, and her hunter, made its appearance.
The giant, spider-like creature studied her with an eerie calmness. Its dozen frontal eyes were deep wells opening to an endless void, and thick hair covered its eight legs and abdomen like a forest of angry spikes. It was an Arachne of the deep — ancient, patient, prideful.
It closed in with a sudden pounce, and Aiana danced away, keeping her spear between them. The spider didn’t commit yet, only tested the waters. Hopefully, it didn’t have much experience with her kind yet, and Aiana was about to use that against it.
She spun and with two long strides leaped over the next boulder, her muscles propelling her lessened weight with extraordinary speed. Landing in a roll, she immediately jumped to the left, avoiding the fangs of her pursuer by mere inches. The massive beast slid for a fraction of a second after landing, pulled by its inner momentum. That was the opening she needed.
I got you!
Aiana struck with a backhand slash, cleaving into one of the frontal legs and gashing the thick chitin carapace. The Arachne withdrew a few steps and held up his leg before its many eyes. Blood dripped from it, viscous like tar, tainting the ground in angry patches. The creature stood still. Then, lowering its legs, it gave Aiana a deep bow.
Confused, Aiana stood there a few moments then warily returned the gesture. When you hunt in the deep, you subject yourself to its customs.
Did it not expect to get hurt in this hunt?
The spider rose and waited, giving her the courtesy of the next move. She took the initiative and lunged forward, spear held close, looking for an opening. The beast whirled away, and she followed, a deadly dance of hunters in the dark. Despite her lessened weight and superior speed, her strikes slipped on the hard shell, only causing scratches.
After experiencing the ineffectiveness of her weapon, the Arachne changed tactics and came at her with fangs held high. They were as thick as her arms and reeked of poison. Aiana dodged, but the spider followed without slowing. It tried to sweep her away with its size and sheer mass.
She rolled, hitting a nearby boulder. In a continuous motion, she kicked at the ground, flying upward on its side. With one hand, she grabbed the top, pulling herself up, and blindly struck backward with the other. But the spider wasn’t where she expected this time.
Instead of following her up, it went right through the boulder, crushing the massive stone with its weight. Aiana lost her footing and fell through the scattering rock and rising dust. She twisted herself to the side, listening only to her instincts again. Her eyes, which otherwise pierced the darkness with perfect sight, were blinded by the dust cloud of the crash.
She hit something hard, crouched, and spun her spear around. Its sharp tip only scraped stone. Another dodge to the left — she couldn’t be sure if the cloud handicapped the spider the same way as her.
I have to get out of this. She concentrated, and the darkness sucked more of her blood like a hungry beast. More weight was lost, and she kicked herself from the cold stone, soaring up high toward the ceiling. The obstructing dust cleared after a few yards, and Aiana could see her surroundings again.
She didn’t see her prey. The Arachne was hiding or still shrouded by the dust. Her flight turned as gravity took hold of her, and she dropped back on top of the highest boulder. The blood throbbed in her ears, mixing with the sound of the clattering stone pieces. It was impossible to find the sounds of her prey.
Now was the time for the most challenging part of a huntress’s task. The waiting. She perched on top of her rock, weapon ready, and concentrated on her breathing and flickering heartbeat. She reined them with the sheer power of her will till they calmed to an acceptable rate.
The dust slowly settled in the cavern, and the racket fell silent. To her astonishment, the spider sat in the middle of it all, covered in fine stone powder, searching for her with uncertain motions. From up here, she could see its hairy abdomen rise and fall, the chitin weaker at the back regions.
This is my chance!
She kicked herself from the top and plummeted toward her target, spear pointing down. She let go of her lost weight, which came rushing back — the extra pounds jerking her down with sudden force. The Arachne looked in another direction, unaware of its doom descending from above. A single strike and it would be over.
Aiana became aware of the faces a fraction of a second too late. They gazed from the spider’s abdomen, dead eyes pinned at her, following her every movement. Human faces. Protruding from under the chitin, mouths open in a silent scream. The Arachne had already taken victims from her people, huntresses with greater skill than her. It wasn’t unaware of her presence. It was luring her.
The enormous body suddenly shifted and revealed the hole in the ground below its abdomen. That wasn’t there earlier during their fight. The seeping blood from the spider’s leg trailed up and vanished into the dark. Did it lose the ground? How is it capable of a feat like that?
She twisted herself to turn her plummet, but her found weight dragged her down. There wasn’t enough time to lose it in the dark again. She soared past the spider and crashed into the wall of the opening under it.
Something snapped inside her, and the air left her lungs. All her weight and doubts found her again.
Stupid, stupid, stupid! she thought, furious for falling for the obvious bait.
She bounced off the rocky surface, spun in the air, and landed hard on the floor below. Her spear fell beside her, between the old bones that littered the ground.
Human bones, she realized with sudden horror. This was a feeding pit.
Crawling away in a hazy panic, Aiana left an angry trail of blood behind. A deep gash throbbed agonizingly on her side. The pit reeked of rotting meat and viscera, and the damp feeling of the ground was disconcerting. As she scrambled, her left hand touched the sticky strings of a spider web. A trap within a trap.
The Arachne descended with all the grace of an apex predator that had already won. The smooth silken thread that held its mass glistered with triumph in the dark. It landed in the middle of the lair and turned toward its prey — its eyes seemed almost sad that it had ended this quickly. Almost.
Aiana tried to escape the prison of the web as the beast approached, but it didn’t yield. She snatched her spear from between the bones and held it up in desperate defense. The spider brushed it aside with a kick of its frontal legs, out of her hand. Without her speed, it was a mere nuisance for it now.
Towering above her, the Arachne flashed its fangs, its intent to kill. She could feel it in its gaze. The hunt was over, and they both knew it. She lost.
In her last moments of terror, something had left her. Her blood boiled from her clothes and wound, from the stone below her, steaming the surrounding air. The looming Arachne froze in confusion. Its mandibles scraped the air, eyes darting around in a frenzy.
Aiana lost herself in the dark.
It put an immense strain on her body, and her mind twisted under the tremendous concentration. In a last-ditch effort, she grabbed her discarded spear with fingers that weren’t there. She thrusted upward, severing one of the fangs, which fell to the stone with a sickening thump.
The spider shrieked, a glass-shattering high note from a dozen mouths, a sound she was unaware the beast was capable of. It would have ruptured her eardrums if they were there. The Arachne flailed around in agony and confusion, backing away.
Her consciousness faded. The last thing she felt was the warm fluid from the spider’s wound. It soaked her face and dripped through her at the same time.



CHAPTER 23
In the Jungle
Mosquitos filled the air. They were the large kind that flew around in great clouds and were a nightmare to get rid of. Their sting left a boil bigger than a man’s thumb and itched for days. The only effective defense against the little monsters was the oil.
Razu was drenched in the stuff, smelling like eucalyptus, his skin glistering in the blaze of the three suns. It kept the insects away but made the humid heat of the jungle even less bearable.
Still better than latrine duty.
He lifted his heavy axe while finding strength in the light. His wound was on his thigh, blood seeping slowly, and with each heave a small amount was licked up by the suns’ rays, disappearing into the air. It would be easy to quadruple his strength, making the task barely an inconvenience, but he would run out of juice in less than fifteen minutes. They were on lumber duty till the Azure Mother dipped below the horizon, another four or five hours at least. So he used his blood sparingly.
The axe smote down, severing writhing branches and stalks. The redwood reacted to the new threat and retreated into the low bushes that dotted the undergrowth. It did this with the speed of a three-legged sloth still drowsy from its afternoon nap.
Razu straightened the bandana that held his golden locks and kept sweat from seeping into his eyes. He followed the stalks with calm steps and chopped at them again and again. The axe head weighed at least six pounds, but with his found strength it barely felt like half of that. Finally, the plant ceased moving. It wasn’t dead, just out of options without its stalks.
“Got another,” he said to Sikatu, who cleaved the plants on the other side of the narrow passage they worked on. “Thirty-eight to thirty-two. You better speed up.”
He only got a grunt as a reply. Sikatu lifted his own axe with noticeably more effort and hacked at the stalks on his side of the road. It seemed like he was fighting a nest of lethargic snakes. One tried to grab his ankle, but he kicked it away and severed it from the rest of the stalk.
“Blasted redwood,” he mumbled and finished his plant. He drenched it in oil from a goatskin and fumbled with his flint and steel.
After a few moments of chafing sounds and curses, he turned to Razu. “Can I borrow yours? This thing barely works in this damp hell.”
Razu oiled his own plant then reached for his equipment, but his hand stopped halfway. He masked a grin then pushed at his wound for a few more drops of blood.
A deep breath, he held it in, eyes closed, and concentrated on the two stumps. He never did two at once before. The blood curved up from his leg, evaporating into the air. He found fire in the light.
The plants burst into flames, stumps blackening, the oil accelerating the process he had started. It took more blood from him than the strength for the axe. Finding something outside yourself was always more demanding than some internal quality. He turned toward his friend with a grin.
“Yes, very impressive,” Sikatu said, rolling his eyes. “Now move your fiery ass along and spare your finding. Don’t wanna cut down the rest on my own.”
“Hey, I am not the one who is squandering blood to repel bugs.” His tone was mocking, but he always found it ingenious that Sikatu somehow managed to find an odor in the light that kept the mosquitos away. He would have traded half his soul not to be oiled up all day.
They continued with their task, and the remnants of the plants smoldered behind them. Keeping the passages traversable was the base of all jungle trade and warfare. The only method to get rid of redwood for good was to burn the stumps. Any other way and the little bastards would grow their appendages back in a few weeks.
The heat was unbearable. But it was just another day on the border, the most active military zone in a half thousand miles. Chopping redwood, clearing paths, standing guard at crossroads for days, just for the locals to feel safe. All this while drenched in oil or moisture, either his own sweat or the jungle’s humidity. Not exactly what he imagined when he enlisted.
It was only a few years back but seemed like another life. He was eighteen then, full of hope and heroic ideas, and talented in his finding. Where else to wield it more for the glory of the gods than on the battlefield? His nana stuffed his head full of stories of heroes old, of battles and adventures lost behind the curtains of time. The actual thing wasn’t nearly as exhilarating.
This is boring. Plain, simple, stupid boring. Even learning to be a cobbler like Da would have been better.
They stopped their work after another few hours to sip from their flasks and catch their breath. The Azure Mother was closing on the horizon but not quite there yet. Sikatu offered him half a cane of golden-root, and he took it. A welcome surprise.
“I was still in your debt from the last one,” he explained.
Razu never kept a log of these things, but he was sure there was a neat list in his friend’s head. He shared when the need arose and was always happy to get free stuff later.
Sikatu tried his flint and steel again with little success. It was hard to get as much as a faint spark from the thing in this humidity. He turned toward Razu with an exasperated sigh and held out his half-root. “Could you?”
Razu grinned. “I thought I needed to use my strength sparingly.”
“Yeah, but not with the essential tasks.” He shook the cane.
A deep breath, blood vaporizing. The ends of their roots ignited with gentle flames, just enough to get them going. They puffed the calming smoke, sharing a moment of quiet and peace.
Well, as quiet as the jungle gets.
There was always a horde of background noises, insects chirping, gorillas calling out in the distance, the wind between the trees. And the ever crawling redwood. After a few years of duty, one got used to it.
A flock of sharp-beaked and colorful birds took to the air with startled cries to their left.
His machete was in his hand in a moment, closely followed by his shield from his back. Razu glanced to the side. His friend followed suit almost as fast as he did. One could never be too cautious this close to Texocan.
Something rustled the leaves close to them, maybe three dozen steps away. The sound was from an area they hadn’t cleared yet.
Razu closed in on the source of the disturbance, and with a muffled curse Sikatu followed him. They unconsciously organized themselves into a fighting pair stance, one designed to watch your partner’s blind spots and give coverage for his back. Years of duty together did that to a man.
A head emerged from the bushes, lower than they expected. A girl, barely over ten summers. Unruly orange locks full of leaves and small branches trailed her smudged face. Her clothes were simple and torn, and she bled from a few shallow cuts. Her eyes were cast down as she stumbled forward. It seemed she didn’t even notice them.
“Hey, are you alright?” Razu asked, but he kept his distance from the girl. They had seen war tactics from the enemy more depraved than using young farmhands for an ambush.
The girl obliviously moved along, jerking her limbs from time to time when the sluggish tendrils of the redwood tried to catch her.
“She is bleeding,” Razu said to his friend.
“Yeah, but she isn’t responding. Maybe in shock.” Sikatu concentrated for a moment, finding volume in the light. It was a tricky feat he brought along from his days as a drill sergeant. When he addressed the girl again, his voice boomed multitudes louder than would be humanly possible. “Stop where you are and identify yourself! We are with the Lumo No Se military. If you are in danger or need assistance, state it!”
The girl winced at the loud demand. She stopped in her tracks and slowly lifted her face, looking at them for the first time.
Black tears stroked her cheeks, vanishing in the air before they could drip down. There were dark wells where her eyes should have been, devouring the light of the gods with their depths.
“What the seven darkened hells?” Sikatu drew closer to his friend, weapon ready.
The girl opened her mouth, but only tar-colored phlegm spouted out. She hunched forward and vomited, blackening the grass. After a minute of shaking, she tried again.
“Are you still there?” Her voice was desperate, filled with heart-smothering sadness. “Please, you must help us! They attacked our village!”



CHAPTER 24
Acquaintances
Dawb cocked his crossbow and slammed another arrow into the groove. He didn’t miss the first shot on purpose, but the Red Eyes didn’t need to know that. It would be adequate for a warning.
“Get away from her, you scum!” he shouted, raising his weapon again.
The strange lady with golden hair backed away toward the nearest wall, leaving him a clear shot if the Red Eyes tried anything. She was wearing much nicer clothes, like some decent city folk. That made Dawb question his decision for a moment, but he shooed away the thought and concentrated on the thugs.
Igi lined up beside him and reached below his jacket, trying to look tough. The little girl pressed against his back made it tricky. “Dawb, what are we doing?” he hissed.
“That is the lady who gave me money.”
“That was nice of her, but we have our hands full right now if you didn’t notice.” He gestured back with his head, and Dawb glanced at the alarmed faces of Kuki and Jua. They weren’t ready for a fight.
The two younger men lined up behind the one with a scarred face, brandishing their knives and pipes. “Do ya think ya tough?” asked the one on the left with baggy pants and a few missing teeth. He smashed a nearby rusty railing with his pipe, shattering it to pieces.
“Yeah.” The group leader with that gnarly scar finally found his tongue after the initial surprise. “This is clan business, and a bunch of dirty runts like ya have nothing to do with it. Now skedaddle before I tear ya a new butthole!”
There was a bit of uncertainty in his voice, probably because Dawb was still covered in dried blood.
“You will leave her alone, or I will shoot you.” Dawb’s voice was cold as ice, and he felt an eerie calmness descending on him. He failed Abi, but he could still save this strange lady. And they couldn’t stop him.
“As if ya can cause any damage with that piece of junk!” the other younger thug said on the right, laughing. He was barely older than Igi. “Were ya dumpster diving behind a toy shop?”
“Dawb?” Jua asked from behind.
He pulled the trigger.
His hands shook with the thrill, and his aim was off. The arrow missed Scarface by a good five feet to his left. Fortunately, loose pants was standing there, and he got it right in the shoulder. His painful scream filled the alley as he sank to his knees.
“You little —” Scarface bolted with his knife, but Dawb reloaded his crossbow with cold efficiency. Scarface wasn’t even halfway toward them when he looked down the raised barrel. His stride broke, and he stopped with an arm defensively raised in front of his face.
“The next one will go in between your eyes.” Dawb held the young man’s gaze. “This is your last chance.”
He was still standing undecided when the young thug pulled his injured friend from the ground behind him. It seemed he lost his courage when they faced actual resistance. “Come on, Silko. Let’s leave. We will get them later.”
“It’s Scarface, ya maggot. How many times do I have to tell ya?” The leader of the group was fuming, but he slowly backed away from Dawb and his weapon. “And I make the calls here.”
“Then ya can get shot alone. I am taking Sleazy to a healer.” Silko watched in disbelief as his minions slinked away, baggy pants supported by his friend. His eyes showed anger, but now Dawb could see something else beside it. Fear.
“This isn’t over, ya bitch,” he snarled at the strange lady. After giving one last hateful gaze toward Dawb and the crossbow, he bolted and ran after his posse in a zigzag pattern.
Dawb could have taken the shot. He considered it, but it was one thing to scare off some Red Eyes and another to put an arrow in one’s back. It didn’t feel right. And he didn’t want to bring down the wrath of the entire clan.
The lady beside the wall slowly slid down to the ground, smearing her nice clothes with grime. It didn’t seem to bother her. She also pocketed her knife.
Her name was Ilumi, Dawb remembered. He probably shouldn’t call her “strange lady” to her face.
“Thanks,” she muttered. “That was a close one.”
“The blasted gangs are getting bolder by the week,” Igi said, pointing at the dual suns in the sky. “Robbery at broad two-light! They must have thought you had a fat purse.”
The lady pressed her lips into a thin line. “I’m afraid it was more than that. That scar-faced man and I have something of a history.”
“You shouldn’t wander about these parts alone,” Dawb said while hiding his crossbow under the old coat again.
“Yeah, I didn’t plan it like this, but my companion...” she trailed off and took a closer look at him. “You are that boy from the market! Oh my gods, you are covered in blood!”
Dawb’s heart missed a beat, and a sudden warmth crawled up his spine. So she remembers me. He suppressed the feeling. There shouldn’t be any warmth inside him, not when Abi was dead. His eyes cooled, and he only nodded in acknowledgment. “Yeah. Not mine.”
“Oh. Alright.” She looked puzzled at Igi, but he just shrugged, so she let it drop. “How can I ever thank you guys?”
He wasn’t sure how to answer that. The change from the coin still pulled his pocket with that strange weight. Shouldn’t I be the one who repays her? But how can one compare coin to life?
Finally, Igi broke the uncomfortable silence. “You can buy lunch. I’m starving.”
---
They huddled together over a small wooden table at one of the corner hash houses of the Grand Bazaar. Igi ordered a round of corn wraps with buffalo meat, sweet paprika, and some fatty sauce sticking the whole thing together.
Ilumi paid for it gratefully. It felt like nothing with her current wages. It was strange to remember that her only possessions a week ago were some copper coins and the clothes on her back.
They were only a few streets away from the factories and the narrow alleyways of the Old Harbor, but the differences were palpable. There was no piling trash, clogged gutters, or men you wouldn’t want to get close to. Instead, little shops dotted the broad avenues, and merchants offered wares or services from the entrances.
She took a bite out of her wrap and had to admit that it was delicious. The kids also devoured theirs with the intensity of starving travelers who were lost in the jungle for weeks. All of them except the little girl, who sat sunken into herself on one of the too tall chairs.
“Is everything alright with your friend?” she asked, and Igi looked up from his meal.
“I don’t know,” he answered with a half-full mouth. “We think something terrible happened with her family. In their apartment —”
“It is not her business,” Dawb snapped, giving Igi a stare, and the bigger boy hushed up. He continued more gently, turning toward Ilumi. “We had some problems, but what happens on the streets stays on the streets. Could be dangerous. Can’t involve you. We will handle it ourselves.”
Dawb had time to wash on the way here, so they didn’t pull unwanted attention. Ilumi looked the boy over. So young, yet so serious. His rash had fortunately receded, and he wore an old shirt now. His expression differed from when they first met, like he had aged years in these few days.
“Guys, you saved my life! If there is any way, I want to help. Is it connected with the gangs you mentioned? Is it why you carry a crossbow?”
Dawb shook his head. “No. The gangs are trouble enough, but this is something new. You really don’t want to be involved.” He gave her a smile, but it was faint and without heart. “The streets will grow more dangerous from now on.”
Ilumi wanted to protest, but she saw the determination in the kids’ eyes. And the distance too. They didn’t yet trust her enough to share their troubles. If she wanted to help, first she needed to get closer to them. And she had to find the time for it in addition to her new duties at the institution.
I can manage that and much more. These are still children, for the gods’ sakes! They should be cared for.
“Then what about another dinner a week from now? You name the place, I will buy.”
Dawb looked like he would reject the offer, but the others perked up, and Igi poked him in the side. Finally, his eyes dropped as he gave in. “Fine, thanks. There is a small chicken shop near the corner where we first met. Will you find it?”
Ilumi smiled. “I will manage. I’m getting used to this labyrinth of a city.” She checked a nearby calendar hung high on the side of a tall building. “My lunch break starts an hour before white noon that day. Let’s meet fifteen minutes after that.”
“I always wanted to try their wings, but they charge a pretty penny,” Igi said. The others nodded, and the conversation flowed to more mundane topics. Kuki tried to give a few torn-off bites to the small girl, and she chewed them without enthusiasm.
The downpour of light trickled down warmly on their skin, and Ilumi leaned back on the dingy chair, closing her eyes and enjoying the unexpected moment of peace. She didn’t realize until this point how lonely she had felt in this big city.
The others quieted suddenly, and when she opened her eyes, a long shadow extended over her and the table. Ilumi spun around, expecting the worst, but only Vatra stood behind her. She wore an unreadable expression.
“Ah, Vatra!” She almost forgot about her companion…and didn’t really forgive her for leaving her alone in the alleyways. “These are my friends. They helped me out of a tight situation.”
Vatra looked over the group around the table, and they eyed her cautiously. “We need to go. The doctor waits for us,” she said finally.
Ilumi finished her wrap in two big bites and stood, smoothing over her skirt. She gave a last smile to the kids. “Work calls me. But I will be there next time, as we agreed.”
Vatra turned silently and strolled toward the nearest sky-train station. Ilumi hurried after her.
---
The group couldn’t come up with any better idea, so they left Zun with Gran-Gran. The worried old lady tucked the young girl under at least three layers of blankets and put on some soup for later. She asked them about her condition and what they thought she could do to make her feel better but not about the circumstances they found her in or what had happened to her.
Gran-Gran was like that, caring and full of love, but she didn’t meddle with their affairs. What happened on the streets stayed on the streets. The problems stopped at the door of her safe haven.
Dawb was restless. He periodically reached under his coat to check if the crossbow was still there and counted the arrows with his fingers. One was missing from the dozen, which he left in the shoulder of the thug. But eleven was still more than enough for the three blasted priests.
“You said you know someone who would have intel on them? Something about their weakness?” Dawb asked, and Igi slowly nodded.
“Yeah, I might know a guy. I will go find him, but it will take some time. Let’s meet at the Muddy Fin same time tomorrow.”
Dawb got up from his pillow. “I’m coming with you.”
“You can’t. He spooks easily. Dabbles in some questionable shit. Can’t bring someone who he’s never met.”
Dawb didn’t let go of his gaze. Igi twitched uncomfortably under the scrutiny. “Look, do you want to get the bastards or not? I still don’t know what could do that to Zun’s father, but they came after, and I agree it is shady as shit. I want them out of our streets for good too. And maybe we should capture one of them to ask him some questions.”
Dawb sat back on his pillow. “Yeah. Tomorrow you said?”
“Shouldn’t take more than that. And Dawb…” Igi looked toward Jua and Kuki, who sat beside Zun’s bed, talking to her in a low, comforting tone. “We should leave the others out of this. Could be dangerous.”
He slowly nodded. “I will wait for you there.”
---
Night came, and Gran-Gran’s house quieted, the children finding themselves a comfortable spot and sleeping like little angels. It wasn’t true night — they wouldn’t get another one of those for a while, so the red twilight filled that role for this cycle.
The old lady walked between the small bodies with noiseless steps and surprising agility for her age. So many years that even she didn’t keep count of the exact number. She felt every one of them, pulling her down, sitting on her joints. But the little ones gave her purpose, so she didn’t yield to the rust of time.
Everybody slept except the young girl who had freshly arrived at her shelter. She stirred and twisted under the blankets, her heart pounding like an old war drum. Gran-Gran walked over to her and put a calming hand on her forehead. Her little spine arched for a moment, then she sank back on the bed.
The others did well to bring you here.
“What’s the matter, dear? Bad dreams?” Gran-Gran asked and sat on the floor beside her with creaky knees.
The small eyes hung on her, unmoving and frightened. The old lady caressed her cheeks. “What about a lullaby to help your mind quiet?”
The silence swelled between them. She started crooning an old song when the small head slowly shook. “No.” Her voice was soft like the whisker of a mouse. “There is already one inside my head. No place for two.”
“Oh, did the others sing one to you? How sweet.”
“No. It did.”
Gran-Gran furrowed her brow. “Who?”
“Through the bed. Through the trapdoor.” Zun pulled her blanket halfway over her head. “Do you want to hear?”
The old lady gave her a matronal smile. “If it helps put your little mind at ease, of course.”
The little girl stared at the ceiling, still as a corpse. When she finally sang, her voice was the high-pitched squeal of an untuned violin.
Hush now,
the monster is satisfied.
Small chow,
trembling and hollow-eyed,
filled with
delicious liquids of life.
I will come
back for you, little plum,
when the darkness hides,
and shadows are rife.
The red light faded in the room, and a single darkened teardrop trickled down Zun’s cheek.



CHAPTER 25
The Burden of Ignorance
It was late twilight when Ilumi and Vatra returned to the institution’s living quarters, and Vatra left her there without saying much. Ilumi’s effort to press her guardian for more information on why she abandoned her in the alleys proved futile. The stony woman spent the ride backward staring out the window, like she was scanning the streets below for some unseeable threat.
Ilumi was more preoccupied with the visible ones. She tried to inform Vatra of the danger she had left her in, but her chaperone was more distant and emotionless than ever.
That twilight, Ilumi tossed and turned in her bed, unsuccessfully trying to fall asleep. Her mind replayed the events with the gang again and again. She didn’t want to think about what would have happened if Dawb and his friends hadn’t shown up. She might be dead.
Or worse.
Better to avoid those parts of town for a while.
Fortunately, her brief exchange with the small boy turned out to be the starting point of a budding friendship. Or at least a strange one. She hoped the urchins were alright and safe somewhere, not meddling with the dangers they mentioned last time. But their next meeting was still a week away, and she needed to demolish the walls of distrust between them first.
Ilumi pushed the thoughts away for now and tried to get at least some sleep before the next day’s work.
The yellow twilight didn’t help with that. Strangely, they made three distinct sets of colored bulbs for the scorchlight to mimic the exterior colors. The institution probably thought it would help the staff with timekeeping, considering how separated they were inside here from the bustling city outside.
Yellow was her least favorite. She always slept worst in it, packed with vigor and energy — but the next true night was still a few twilights away. Maybe she could speak with maintenance and ask them to remove the coloring from her room.
However, that would leave me with the empty white light, like sleeping at noon. A permanent blue, then?
A faint silhouette showed through the closest lamp bulb, the orb lying dormant, waiting, watching. Like a predator in the bushes. At least, that was how she liked to think about it — giving it a personality and agency made her inevitable betrayal more bearable.
When sleep finally found her, it was restless.
---
A few days later, Ilumi accompanied Vatra to her workshop — the stony woman looming over her like a silent guardian. It seemed Blaze made sure her bodyguard kept an eye on her assistants inside her domain, ensuring they did not wander into offices and labs they didn’t belong in. But they were strangely free to walk the city outside the institution in their free time.
Not counting that Ilumi could have sworn she saw someone following her the last time. It might have been just paranoia.
Her sky-train of thoughts was interrupted when they suddenly stopped before an unknown door.
“What are we doing here?” Ilumi asked.
“Need a refill.” Vatra marched inside, and Ilumi hurried after her. It was a long room, and she spotted two individuals in white lab coats, their faces hidden by protective masks. The plate beside the door read “Laser Testing Range,” and a few complimentary safety goggles waited for them on a high table. Ilumi snatched one up by second instinct and put it on. There was usually a reason people put these out.
Just in time. A bolt of red lightning crossed the room toward a thick metal plate on the other end, set up in front of a char-mark-dotted wall. It left a painful afterimage, even through the goggles.
“That’s more like it!” one of the figures shouted, partially deafened by the boom. She was unmistakably Blaze. “How much?”
“It measured three hundred and ninety-nine before frying the equipment!” the other figure shouted back. He was taller, and his hair nearly as bright red as the afterimage of the bolt. Strangely familiar to Ilumi, but she had difficulty placing him anywhere with the mask on. “So I would say a nice improvement!”
“We have to make sure it reaches a thousand!” Blaze said. “Order new measuring equipment and tell the acquisition department not to cut corners with this one!” Then she noticed Ilumi and Vatra, who stood patiently behind them. “Came for a zap?”
Vatra’s face gave away only the slightest signs of discomfort, which probably meant internal agony for her. “Sorry to bother you, Doctor. I was running low after yesterday and thought —”
“Right, right, I got some. Come, it must be here somewhere.” They walked away toward a side table where a wheelbarrow’s worth of Blaze’s stuff occupied the surface.
Ilumi stepped closer to the laser equipment, cupboard-sized machinery of glass and ironwood. The other assistant showed his back to her, setting something on the control panel. “This is remarkable! Is ironwood even capable of conducting electricity?”
“Unbelievable,” he muttered, not turning around.
Ilumi stepped closer. “Sorry? What do you mean?”
“I said it is unbelievable the nerve of some people. Not only did you blow up the experiment hall, you singed my best jacket! Despite that, here you are, waltzing around like nothing happened. Like you belong here!”
He turned around and raised his mask. Ilumi let out a deep sigh.
It was Yorquin from the test they took seemingly half a life ago. But in reality, it couldn’t be more than a week or two. The days blurred together inside R.A.S.I.
Figures. Blaze said something about overlooking his laser experiments.
Ilumi straightened up. She wouldn’t let this arrogant prick speak down to her. “I will let you know I do belong here. I am in Blaze’s employment as her new assistant.”
Yorquin shook his head. “Bright minds always falter first. If she is at the stage where she hires you, I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes in naked the next day.”
The picture evoked a sly smile from Ilumi, and she paused then sighed. Maybe they got off on the wrong foot. It didn’t help either that he was a self-important prick, but Ilumi could have also done better. It was time to set things straight.
“Look. We are gonna bump into each other if we both work under Blaze. I want to be on good terms —”
“Well, I don’t,” he said, pulling himself closer to Ilumi. His hand clutched her forearm with surprising force, and his face pushed so close to hers that she could smell the spices from his breakfast.
“I will tell you this only once. Get the hell out of my way! I didn’t work my ass off over the past years and create this…” — he pointed at the laser — “…for someone to stroll in and steal everything from me. Little assistants like you expire every month when Blaze eventually gets bored of them, but I will stay and make my mark. If someone will prove themselves to Blaze, it will be me!”
Ilumi tore herself from his clutch and took a few cautious steps back. “I don’t want to take your place,” she muttered, massaging her forearm.
Yorquin gave her a hostile glare. “Then we are speaking the same language. Play your little science games. Be happy you are not living in a hut somewhere in the wild. And. Stay. Out. Of. My. Way.”
His menacing grimace gave way to a more pleasant smile as Blaze and Vatra walked back toward them. The stony woman was adjusting something under her cloak, and the doctor seemed to be in a good mood, eyes flashing with scientific excitement.
“My boy, give this baby another spin, would you? I was thinking of a double charge. We will estimate the potency from the melting imprint on the targets.”
“Coming right up, Doctor!” he said and left Ilumi there without more words. He kneeled back beside his stupid machine. It didn’t even seem so cool anymore.
Vatra ushered her out the door as the doctor yelled after them. “Have a lucrative day! Hope it will stem at least one invention as grand as this!”
---
Ilumi’s workshop was so marvelous that it was almost enough to forget about Yorquin.
She had worked here for a few days now, but it was still hard to believe this was all hers. More spacious than most homes in her tribe and gleamed radiantly clean. The wall holders were stocked with an array of tools so varied that Ilumi could use a different one each day, and she still wouldn’t run out of them for an entire year.
She ran her fingers along the workbench’s deep mahogany grain. It was more a piece of art than workshop equipment. She took out a crate from below the table and put out its contents carefully. Time for work.
“How are you settling in?” someone asked, and Ilumi spun around, surprised. Aasang stood in the doorway with his shy half-smile. This was the first time they met outside the pressure labs.
“Hi! What are you doing here?“
He shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant and failing miserably at it. But in an adorable way. “Had an hour of free time, so I thought I would check on my new workmate. So how is it?“
“Everything is fantastic,” Ilumi said. “It is well equipped. And enormous. And overly luxurious for a new research assistant like me.”
“She promised you a new workshop, didn’t she? The doctor doesn’t blow smoke. If she says something, she means it.” He walked into the room and peeped curiously over her shoulder. “I see you made some progress.”
On the table was an array of crystals in different sizes and shapes. They splattered the room with faint rainbows. One was nearly as big as a cartwheel with an intricate inner structure. It took her almost a week to get right, even with her new fantastic tools. Beside it was a set of tubes and holders, molded from rubber, that she had ordered from one of the city’s factories and adjusted herself.
Ilumi blushed. “I am actually ready for some tests with it.”
“That’s great! Do you need a helping hand?”
“I would love one. Wasn’t aware how much crystal could weigh in this size. It is not really portable by hand.”
Aasang chuckled. “Few things are in our profession. Where do you need this to be?”
Ilumi pulled out a handful of schematics she had drawn over the past few days. It showed the prism connected with the rubber tubes in a peculiar way over the filtration tanks. “My theory is if we can narrow the intake channels to four and a half inches and fix this over the tanks — bypassing the material filtration — we should be able to separate out pure aspects of light. With that, the stability should increase tenfold.”
He stepped beside her, scanning the papers as she pointed out the different parts. His eyes showed a strange intensity as he got lost in the schematics. Finally, he nodded. “That would be a great step forward with the pressurization. We should test right away if the purity increases.”
“Is there a way to test it?”
Aasang nodded. “I had a few close calls where the liquidation was successful for almost a minute. We can see if it elongates the stability or reduces it. That should show an increase or decrease in purity.”
Ilumi’s heart pumped faster. “Then what are we waiting for?” She motioned him to the other side of the table and grabbed the giant crystal. “Let’s lift this together.”
---
Hours later, the piece was fixed above the filtration tanks in the pressure laboratory, connected with rubber tubes to the light intake ports on the ceiling. Ilumi and Aasang slumped back on the writing desk’s chairs, panting and drenched in sweat.
Engineering is more work than it seems.
They shared a lunch box from the cafeteria, enjoying minutes of chummy silence while eating. Ilumi leaned on him, and his broad shoulder proved to be a surprisingly comfortable makeshift pillow. He was stronger than that long lab coat let show.
He paused between spoonfuls of avocado, furrowing his brow in a winsome manner. “I’m glad you turned up here,” he said finally with his half-smile that she found more and more charming as time passed.
Ilumi poked him in the side playfully. “And why is that so?”
“The past years have felt like a constant trudge through murky water up to my waist, slowly inching forward. But these past weeks felt more like flying above the drudgery, booming forward.”
She chuckled. “Well, things happen to blow up around me.”
“Hope this one won’t. I am quite attached to my face. Some even may say it is handsome.”
“I can see why they say it.”
He blushed while turning away. Ilumi never saw a man blush before. It was endearing. Aasang tried to mask it with a nervous cough that turned out so convincing that he started choking on his food. Ilumi tapped his back, concerned, but couldn’t push the grin from her face. His heaving finally ceased, and he stood up, all red-faced and embarrassed.
“Are you ready to run this test?” he asked.
“Sure.” Ilumi gulped down the last bit of sauced tortilla and was on her feet while Aasang checked all the joints again for leakage. When he found none, he gave a thumbs up and brought his notebook to the control panel.
“There was an attempt five months back that was almost stable in room pressure. Every attempt since then has been extrapolated from that minor success.” He tracked the notes with his fingers, tightly written rows of scribble, barely legible. Men and their handwriting. “Fifty-six seconds while lowering pressure. We will have a better purity if we can beat that with your prism filtering.”
“I will do the light,” Ilumi said, pulling open the valves over her contraption. White light flowed in a great wave, splashing against the prism and pouring through it, breaking into half a dozen aspects. The carefully calculated piping below separated the emerging pure-colored lights into three different tanks: crimson, azure, and gold. The other secondary colors were dumped into the building’s light sewage system.
The tanks slowly filled, their color gleaming true. Ilumi grinned. Of course, she did smaller-scale tests in her workshop before, so she knew it would work, but it was always heartwarming to see one’s contraption in action while actually doing what it was supposed to.
“Wouldn’t you be sad if this proves to work and you won’t need to run more tests?” she said with a grin.
“Nope. Did enough of them.” Aasang dialed in his settings and pulled the lever.
Pumps whirled up, and the overhanging contraption shook. The light rushed through the pipes, splashing into the chamber under immense pressure. It condensed to the bottom into a liquid pool of pure white.
“Seems good thus far,” Aasang said after sufficient buildup. “I will start to release the pressure now.”
Ilumi stood mesmerized by the procedure. She had seen it dozens of times by now and was versed in the basics of light pressurization, but it honestly still seemed like magic.
As the pressure lessened, the glowing liquid collected into a ball, then rose in the air and hung in the middle of the chamber. Then it rippled, its color fading into a sickish gray.
“Uh, is that normal?” Ilumi asked while Aasang took a cautious step back.
It pinged an eerie sound, resonating through the ironwood like the melody of a hundred violins. A distant siren song calling to her.
The chamber trembled.
“No, that has never happened before. What could —” His answer was cut short by the rapid distortions of the liquid light. It contorted, twisted, then bloated up, pushing against the inner walls.
Ilumi and Aasang bolted as one, jumping behind the writing desk a few yards away. “Down!” he shouted, tipping the table to create a shield between them and the chamber.
After a few seconds, the noise finally ceased, and they cautiously peeked out. The chamber was still — its liquid content disappeared. The room was a mess, all of Aasang’s notes sprawled on the ground.
He gulped. “That was exhilarating.”
Ilumi gave him a fainthearted chuckle. “I did say things tend to blow up around me.”
“I’m glad you were wrong about that. But this was a strange test.” He checked the wall clock. “And not too long. Ten seconds at best.”
Ilumi’s mood soured. “Well, that’s substantially worse than your old experiment.”
Aasang awkwardly patted her shoulder then jerked back his hand as if he had changed his mind. He blushed. “Don’t worry. If the purity wasn’t the best, at least we got some interesting new results. Who knows what could have caused it in your filtration?” He smiled his passionate half-smile. “It opens up a whole new branch of experiments.”
Ilumi smiled back, but hers felt dishonest. It meant her idea was faulty — it only made things worse. There was still some impurity that the prism missed.
She had a lot of work ahead of her.



CHAPTER 26
Tourist
“Ladies and gentlemen, please don’t lag behind! We have many more wonders to see!” their tour guide exclaimed, a young, attractive woman with green hair. She was masquerading in the hilarious work uniform of the institution — all white lab coat, safety goggles, and rubber gloves. R.A.S.I. clearly wanted to paint a picture in the public’s mind as the lead establishment for science and progression. A flattering caricature.
The crowd rolled forward, and the Duke moved through it with a massive grin. He loved playing tourist. And in his extravagant clothing, he was probably almost as much an attraction for his peers as the exhibition.
This was an infiltration mission, and it would have helped if he had left his ostentatious garb at his penthouse, possibly changing into something more fitting for the setting. He could have changed faces too so there would be no way to identify him later. He shooed these ideas away.
Where would be the fun in that?
“In this hall, we will see new inventions from all the six city-states of the known world!” Their guide smirked before continuing. “Well, except Texocan, of course. They are not keen on sharing their technological advancements with our glorious city in recent years. But there are resonant crystals from Yoptizi, a recording machine from Mixotle, and the famous light-telegraph from Huexota!”
Little tables and interactive displays filled the room, and the group dispersed between them. The Duke strolled through the exhibition, his cane beating a slow rhythm. The people made space for him like birds for a cayman.
Oh, the humans and their new toys.
Their guide made a last announcement. “We’ll spend fifteen minutes here, and after that we will go forward to our biggest attraction, the R.A.S.I. exhibition. I can say without modesty that our in-house minds surpass other similar institutions by decades. We always were the leading torch in a night of scientific darkness!”
She didn’t lie. That was without modesty.
He walked by the mentioned resonant crystals, which played a faint melody under the barrage of dripping water. Their song was strangely soothing.
Most of the inventions bored him. There weren’t many new things under the suns, as people created the same devices and discovered the same processes again and again. But the recording machine intrigued him.
He stopped before the table, proudly advertising the device’s origin as Mixotle. A flat disc of hardened resin, a metal pin on a handle, and a wooden cone. It didn’t look much. The sign next to it instructed the onlookers to place the pin on the disc and push the button. The Duke did so, and it started to spin.
Noises emerged from the cone, quiet and incomprehensible. The Duke almost moved on, but then he recognized the first words. The names of gods. It was a recorded prayer.
He turned back, giddy with excitement, and listened carefully. The voice was distorted, probably a young male, and the dialect was strange to his ears. It had been a long time since he visited Mixotle. The Animals always creeped him out.
The Duke thought the humans couldn’t surprise him anymore with their new gadgets. He was wrong.
“Something to your liking, my lord?” the tour guide asked from behind.
The Duke turned with a manic grin on his face. “It is marvelous!” He strangled a burst of laughter. “Just imagine, they had the power to build great metal monoliths to the sky, harden the light, and burn entire jungles but never thought to record someone’s voice. So obvious yet so frivolous.”
The guide frowned, but her cheery demeanor returned in a moment. “You mean the ancients! Yes, as far as the records go they didn’t have the technology. Not like that says much. We estimate we only know a tiny fraction of what they were capable of.” She bobbed her head. “Are you a researcher on the topic?”
“Just an amateur enthusiast, my lady.”
“Well, if you like the device, copies of it are available in the gift shop!” She gave him another smile. “They are not cheap, but I suspect it wouldn’t be a problem for you, my lord!”
She suspects right.
The group went on to the next exhibition hall, where the most recent discoveries were on display from the institution itself. Of course, these weren’t the important ones. The current tension with Texocan made the city cautious about exhibiting its newest pieces of tech for fear that they could be used against them in an upcoming conflict. These were, at best, some novelty inventions and props.
He scanned the room for opportunities, occasionally glancing at his chances. A grand display of some industrial laser constantly burned a smoking spot on a moving wooden board. Scale models of elevators and new sky-trains drove along the walls and ceiling. And, of course, there were the inevitable pieces of new light-motors and gadgets on high tables, some running on piped-in light.
The Duke sighed. It would be nice to linger some more, but work awaited.
He hooked the end of his cane to the leg of a table, and while walking by he broke the sturdy wood with a pull. The table wobbled, struggling with the weight of the bulky light-motor on top. Finally, it toppled with a thunderous crash, breaking the paving beneath and drawing all the attention in the room. He positioned it just in front of the emergency exit.
While their host was calling for help and every eye was off him, he adjusted the levers on the laser and turned it toward the other room. The beam connected with the crystals, and they shrieked with an agonizingly high-pitched noise. Their glow intensified, and they started to shake uncontrollably, vibrating off their table. After a few moments of absorbing the beam’s energy, they finally fell and exploded, filling the exhibition hall with flames in all the colors of the gods.
The ensuing chaos was splendid. The Duke played the terrified nobleman and was by the fire alarm system before anybody had the chance. In his enthusiastic panic, he broke off the lever with one smooth pull.
Sirens blared, and water poured down on them from funnels in the ceiling. If only they knew these flames could float on liquids. Smoke started to fill the halls. The emergency exit was conveniently blocked by the toppled mass of the light-motor.
The Duke was in front of the panicked crowd, arriving at the other exit door leading toward the inner parts of the building. He breathed in, finding pressure in the light. His reserves burned.
With mock panic, he jerked the doors but to no avail. He even made a show of it. “They are locked! We are trapped in here, and we are all gonna die!”
The people went into a frenzy, pushing him aside and trying the door. He let them. The wings adhered together harder than a stingy man clung to his coin.
Security arrived to smother the flames in the other room with blankets. The crowd turned, trying their luck in that way.
The Duke let go of his finding, glanced around one last time, and slipped out the now open door after being sure nobody was watching him.
The corridor was dead silent. Everybody was evacuating or near the other exhibition hall’s entrance to help with the firefighting. The Duke dashed through the private part of the institution. He’d memorized the layout beforehand.
When he arrived at the lift door with a numerical security lock, he pulled the strings closer and found his future in the light. His reserves flared, and his fingers danced on the numbers without a second thought, entering the passcode. The system barely had time to disengage the lock before he was already through the door and going up.
He let go of his future. It took too much of his reserves to keep it up for long. Floor three chimed on the display, and he hurried out.
His first hurdle came when he closed in on the pressure laboratory. A young lab assistant walked out from one of the side doors, his nose deep in his notes. He glanced up, his eyes widening in surprise behind square glasses.
The Duke glanced at the strings, disapproving. His chances of running into someone were low but not zero.
He was on top of the young man before he could scream, his hand plastering the opening mouth. With a smooth motion, he swirled them both into a nearby broom closet, closing the door behind them.
A few moments of crunching ensued, the door shaking, and when the Duke emerged he was bulging.
There was no corpse left behind to be found later.
The Duke trudged the remaining distance, arriving at the door of his destination. A swift burning of his reserve and the laboratory opened up before him. Scattered notes on ironwood tables, reservoirs for the piped-in light, and a tremendous pressurizing chamber in the middle.
He burped up something unpleasantly hard and rummaged around in his mouth, grabbing the pair of glasses. The Duke put them on the table beside a stack of papers and returned his focus on the matter at hand.
Not much time remained before they would notice his absence. With a leap, he was by the machine that mixed the light and grabbed the console.
It had been a long time since he had worked with an apparatus this complex, but the ratios were in his hand by instinct. Nine hundred eighty-seven parts. Six hundred ten parts. Three hundred seventy-seven parts.
These numbers were sacred, written on the very fabric of the gods’ beings. It didn’t matter which quantity went with which color — the combined result was stable as long as the ratio was kept between them. Now all they needed to do was put it in the pressure chamber.
The light’s purity left much to be desired, but that was a problem for another day.
The Duke exited the laboratory and closed the door behind himself. He glanced at his chances. Only minutes remained if he wanted to keep up the ruse.
His enlarged mass made moving laborious, but he waddled back toward the fires nonetheless. The staff had hopefully gotten control of it by now. Smoke crept up the elevator shaft, and the acrid smell of burning rubber filled the corridors.
He reached another side door of the exhibition hall and found passage in the light. His reserves burned, and the door unlocked. He held to the strings and waited for the right moment to slip back in.
His chances peaked, and he pushed through the door. The exhibition hall was in shambles, with burned carpets, toppled display tables, and the sparking embers of exploded crystals embedded into the walls.
With much displeasure, he quickly smeared his yellow suit with soot and stomped on his top hat a few times. He considered cracking his glasses, but even he had his limits. There was a fine line between looking tousled and looking grubby.
The Duke stumbled through the hall and into the nearby entrance corridor, where medical staff were tending to a group of distraught visitors. It seemed the stampede had caused most of the harm. Other than that, there were only a few mild cases of burns and smoke poisoning.
Their tour guide hurried to him with anguish on her smudgy features. “My lord! Are you alright? We couldn’t find you anywhere in the chaos!”
The Duke distorted his face in fury. “A table toppled on my leg, and I nearly choked on the blasted smoke! But worst of all, you left me behind to wail in vain!”
“I didn’t hear, my lord! We were searching for you, but there was so much chaos, and the smoke —”
The Duke held up a palm, and it silenced the distressed guide. “I will forgive your negligence on one condition.”
“Yes, my lord?”
“Point me in the direction of the gift shop.”
With a puzzled look, the woman raised a hand and pointed toward a side corridor farther back. The Duke gave her a last curt nod and waddled down the blackened hall.
First, he would buy himself a replica of the voice recording machine.
Then we would find a quiet spot and throw up the bones.



CHAPTER 27
Unearned Praise
The following day began with a rush.
Ilumi was out on her lunch break and finally found a place that sold candied fruit. It was even sweeter than she remembered. She bought a big bag to share with Aasang, who stayed behind to finish his last calculations — there was no point in trying to pry him from his work when he got into it this deeply.
People were crowding in the grand hall when she returned, and the staff informed her of a fire while she was out. Fortunately, it only affected the exhibition halls of R.A.S.I. and didn’t reach the lab areas. No tourists suffered lasting injuries.
Ilumi went up to the labs using her new security card. She just got it yesterday — it seemed Blaze finally started to trust her somewhat. It opened the red-doored lift, the pressure lab, and her workshop without her needing to know the constantly changing passcodes.
The strange lamps buzzed above. It was always a peculiar experience to return from the gods’ outside downpour to this place’s sterile and scorchlight-lit interiors. Like walking into an ethereal alternate dimension.
Aasang was nowhere to be found. His unfinished notes from this morning still lay on a table beside his glasses. It was a worrying sign — who knew how far he could go without them?
She waited while munching on the fruit. It cost a fortune by her old standards but next to nothing with her current wages. Strange how fast people could adapt to new luxuries.
When her lab partner didn’t show up for the afternoon, she decided to try to make sense of his left-behind notes and do some work alone. Ilumi wasn’t terribly worried about the young man — he probably had something come up, or Blaze occupied his time with a new assignment. She needed to make copies to show to the Operators later anyway, and this was a perfect opportunity. Still, the task daunted her.
I can figure this out alone. How hard can it be?
It turned out it could be remarkably hard. And time consuming. Aasang didn’t keep the most pristine documentation about his experiments, and his notes were barely scribbles. He probably didn’t expect anybody to read them without him. It took Ilumi an embarrassingly long time even to figure out what the symbols meant in his math.
She took out a new stack of paper and began copying Aasang’s files. After a few hours, she was pretty confident she knew what approaches he had already ruled out and where his next course led with the mixing. He was working with logarithmic sequencing between the different types of light, and although the math was beyond her she understood enough to find the next set.
Like a kid playing with her father’s bow, happy to identify where the arrow goes.
The orange morning turned into white noon, and the valves burst with light. It slowly seeped through the different filtering materials, refilling the holding chambers with the gods’ colors. Crimson, Azure, and Gold.
Somewhere between them had to be the secret of a stable formula that could withstand the pressure release and stay as a liquid. An immense power source if they succeeded. She wished she could figure out what her prism had missed that made the light behave in such peculiar ways, but she had no idea.
Where could Aasang be? At this rate, he will miss the entire afternoon.
A sudden beeping outside the lab’s entrance disturbed her thoughts, and the door slid open. Vatra strolled into the room, her broad shoulders covering the corridor. She glanced around, suspicious.
“Good morning,” Ilumi said then looked at the white light seeping through the pipes. “Or noon, I guess. How can I help you?”
The stony woman stepped aside and revealed a man with fire-red hair. He gave Ilumi a joyless smile.
“You remember Yorquin, right?” Vatra asked. “He will be your lab partner on the project until we find Aasang. Doctor’s instructions.”
“Oh, you have to be kidding me!” Ilumi glared at the smug face of the young man.
Yorquin snickered in the doorway. “Believe me, I am no more thrilled about this than you. But we have to wait a few days for the new laser measuring equipment, and this is the only one of Blaze’s labs with an opening.”
Ilumi turned to Vatra. “Why do we have an opening? And what do you mean, until you find him? What happened to Aasang?”
Vatra seemed uncomfortable but did everything in her power to remain cold. “We... are not sure. Still searching. He vanished somewhere during lunch, and nobody has seen him since. His quarters are untouched.” She shrugged but seemed on edge, positioning herself so that she could watch both the lab and the corridor.
“Probably jumped ship and joined some private research team. Might have stolen your data and sold it to the highest bidder as well,” Yorquin said. After seeing Ilumi’s questioning look and Vatra’s stern glare, he raised his hands defensively. “Hey, don’t tell me you didn’t consider the same!”
“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Ilumi said. Other research groups in Luminocity besides R.A.S.I.?
“Of course you don’t, because you’re an out-of-place tribal bumpkin. You can be glad I didn’t sue you because of the incident on our test! Honestly, I don’t know what Blaze sees in you.”
Ilumi looked him over with an icy stare. “I can say the same.”
“When you two finish your childish insults, you might as well get to work. After her meetings, the doctor might step in this evening and check today’s results, whether Aasang is here or not,” Vatra said while exiting the laboratory. She closed the door behind herself.
Ilumi and Yorquin held each other’s hateful gaze for a few more moments. Finally, she broke their silence. “I can show you where Aasang and I finished last time and our current trajectory with the mixing.”
He snorted then stormed by her toward the station. “I think I can figure it out alone faster, thank you very much. I hope you didn’t irreversibly damage the equipment with your tinkering today.”
Ilumi’s mind raced for some spiteful comeback, but she suppressed the urge. There was no point spending the entire afternoon on pointless arguments. So she returned to her desk, quickly hid her copies inside one of the hefty tomes she was reading, and tried to continue Aasang’s math toward their next set of trials.
Yorquin furrowed his brow and stepped closer to the pressure chamber, his hands searching for the dials. “Strange,” he muttered, probably only to himself. Ilumi perked up and — despite her better judgment — went to investigate his puzzlement.
His hand stopped short of the control knobs, and she glanced at the previous setting. It was a combination she hadn’t seen on the list. Nine hundred eighty-seven red. Six hundred ten blue. Three hundred seventy-seven yellow.
The setting didn’t follow any previous logic she saw in Aasang’s notes, but she felt a sudden ping of reluctance to overwrite them. They were strangely familiar, like an old lullaby your mother sang to you in your cradle. You didn’t remember the words, but the tune could still rekindle something in you many years later.
Where have I seen this before?
“Did you run this already?” Yorquin asked, some spite seeping away from his voice as his inner scientist took the reins.
Ilumi shook her head. “No, I didn’t run anything alone today.”
“Typical. You had all day but only dangled your feet and counted your imaginary butterflies, I assume.”
Yeah, still a jerk.
“I will let you know I calculated our next approach for hours. Aasang’s notes are not easy to work with.”
He shrugged. “Probably would have taken me five minutes.” He squinted at the dials then pulled his hand back and left them untouched. He yanked a lever. “Let’s run this, just in case.”
Ilumi looked at the so familiar but also so wrong numbers again. “I don’t see the point.”
“You would if you had any scientific curiosity. Go and make yourself useful in the meantime. Sweep the floor or something.”
Ilumi left that remark without an answer and strode back toward her desk. If they had to work together, the best course would be to ignore Yorquin for the next few days until he could return to his stupid laser experiments. She hoped one of them would blow up in his face.
She tried to focus on her math, which was hard with the man in the room. Every fiber of her being wanted to leave him here and find a peaceful place, but if she wanted to prevail in the institution she had to stand her ground against bullies like Yorquin. So she wrote up the next few combinations in a notepad and waited for the opportunity to approach the chamber’s controls when his rerun ended.
After twenty minutes, Yorquin pulled the pressure release lever and stood nearby with a stopwatch to observe the evaporation time. Ilumi pushed past him and occupied the control panel to dial in the next one when this dissipated.
“What do you think you are doing?” he asked, glancing between her and the inspection window.
“Dialing in the next one. I have a lead where Aasang was heading and want to try some settings to see which holds longest.”
“Like hell you are! Do you think you can barge in here, blow up some stuff, and somehow squirm yourself into Blaze’s trust? Do you know how long I studied, what I had to put up with to be here? And I have to bear that you just strolled in and work in the same lab as me! Know your place, girl! Go home before you embarrass yourself further.”
Ilumi’s mind raced for some spiteful comeback when her attention was drawn elsewhere. The decompression process finished in the middle chamber, and the emergency release didn’t flush the light from the system. The control panel blinked a faint green, as if it itself was unsure of the outcome and its proper signaling.
Ilumi ignored Yorquin and stepped closer with awe. She spotted something eye-wateringly shiny at the bottom of the chamber, like a pool of fluid white, its surface still as a windless night. She staggered for protective eyewear.
“What the blazing suns?” Yorquin breathed behind her shoulder, his eyes wide open with wonder, the constant snarl gone from his face, leaving it smooth. The new look befitted him.
“How long?” she asked.
He glanced down at his stopwatch. “Over four minutes. That is quadruple anything we have ever gotten thus far!”
Ilumi reached out toward the glass.
Then the light rippled and burst into a vortex, evaporating and vibrating the chamber’s reinforced walls with tremendous force. Fortunately, it was designed for this punishment, so they didn’t repeat the fiasco at their test.
When the last remnants sublimed, they exchanged a glance, the weight of the discovery sitting hard on their chests.
Yorquin broke their silence. “We should probably find Blaze.”
---
White shone through the observation windows as the pool of semi-stable fluid light rippled and evaporated, shaking the ironwood chamber. However breathtaking the phenomenon was, Ilumi watched Blaze’s face more closely than the experiment. The out-bursting lights scattered off the doctor’s protective lenses and glinted off her toothy grin below. It was a little uncanny seeing her this enthusiastic.
Then again, this is a massive step in the right direction.
Ilumi and Yorquin repeated the process for the fifth time with Blaze, proving that the original wasn’t a fluke. She was available remarkably quickly when they mentioned what they had found. Vatra remained outside the laboratory, standing guard against who knows what.
Maybe jealous colleagues.
“Well, that settles it,” Blaze said, removing her goggles as the last remnants evaporated. Ilumi followed suit a few moments later. “We repeated it enough times that we can deem it consistent. Remarkable work, Yorquin! Of course, I can only praise myself. It was a fantastic decision to put you on the project.”
Classic Blaze. Ilumi’s cheeks flushed hot. It was rare to gain such praise from the doctor. She wished it weren’t directed at this prick.
Yorquin stepped forward and cleared his throat. “With all due respect, Doctor, I must correct you. I only ran the last left in trial. This is not my accomplishment, merely a lucky coincidence.”
Blaze just nodded and pressed her naked eyes to the dim observation window. She watched keenly for any minor detail.
Ilumi leaned closer to Yorquin. “Why don’t you want the recognition? It isn’t very like —”
He snickered then puffed up in a comfortably familiar way. “It isn’t like me? Well, I will let you know I don’t need fame from others’ accomplishments. I have and will have plenty to my name with my work, thank you very much.”
Even through his pompous posing, Ilumi spotted a glimmer of a straight backbone — a quality that if she hadn’t witnessed firsthand she would have thought impossible for the young man to possess. Maybe she was too quick to judge Yorquin after only a few unpleasant encounters. Perhaps he had at least one redeeming quality.
The doctor finally found the willpower to tear her gaze from the experiment’s aftereffects. She walked back toward the room’s desk and scanned through Aasang’s open notebooks on the top. Her eyebrows rose higher by the minute, and when she finished she lifted her eyes to them. They gleamed with one question. “Did you find this combination in his notes? These are a mess.”
“We don’t know, Doctor,” Ilumi said. “They would need a thorough inspection. But it was left in the machine when I returned. And...” She trailed off. It was hard to explain. “Something seemed familiar about it.”
Blaze tilted her head. “Familiar?”
“It is hard to tell, Doctor. Maybe something I read in one of my books? Or it could have been in the notes, and we missed it. But I have encountered those numbers somewhere before.”
The doctor sat down in the chair next to the table with creaky legs and wove her fingers together under her chin. “So he might have run these settings before disappearing, but we don’t know for sure. Troubling. Nonetheless, Yorquin, you did well to rerun them. Otherwise, this would have been lost for us, maybe for years. So the praise is well earned.”
Yorquin straightened himself, a faint smile playing on his lips. He didn’t push back against the accolade anymore.
Ilumi leaned on the chamber, her back aching from the many hours spent on her feet. This day had already stretched too long, and she was weary. This entire thing felt strange, like some intentional setup.
Who put those numbers in, and how did they know we would run them? And where did Aasang go?
“We still have many hurdles to jump, mainly the slow perfection of the filtration devices. But that is why we have our little prodigy here! How is that prism going, girl?”
Ilumi massaged her eyes. “In theory, it should work fine, but I encountered some unexpected problems. There seems to be an impurity that the material filtration gets out better than my prism method. And the two don’t combine well because they are both optimized to a white intake. Still working out the wrinkles with that.”
Blaze nodded. “It is the nature of any new scientific field. There are always unexpected setbacks. Hope we can still count on results from you in a few weeks. I would be very disappointed if not.”
Ilumi lowered her head. “Yes, Doctor.”
Blaze stood. “Well, the work in here is in excellent hands with Yorquin.” She grinned. “In the meantime, I might have some interesting new lab work for you.”



CHAPTER 28
Creeping Malice
Razu bolted through the thicket of the jungle with found speed. The underbrush was treacherous with hidden pits and writhing tendrils. A recoiling branch struck his face, scattering humidity into his eyes. These parts of the jungle weren’t well used and hadn’t been cleared for centuries. He raised his machete and cut another redwood vine that got too close and grabbed after his leg.
His friend followed closely, shooting up another mark with his slingshot. The hand-sized ball zapped over the treeline, breaking apart and leaving a tall column of reddish dust behind that sparkled brightly in the downpour of light. Red for needing reinforcements. There were only the two of them against an attacking force.
They had to leave the girl behind. With her vision lost, she couldn’t lead them back, and the unnecessary weight would slow them down. In the case of a Texocan assault, every minute counted. Maybe they were already too late. Razu had sent up a green marking for rescue, where they stashed her near the road.
Her dark tears still haunted him. What could cause such an injury? She wasn’t in the condition to tell them. As a silver lining, the girl left behind a blackened path to follow. It was miraculous that the redwood didn’t get her before they met — maybe even it didn’t want to touch the dark streaks. Razu rubbed his thumb, warding away evil spirits.
The blood throbbed in his ears and curled up from the shallow cut on his forearm, vanishing into the air. He had to be cautious not to use too much of his power before arriving. Who knows what they would face.
“Slow down,” Sikatu grunted from behind. “We are getting close.”
His friend was right — the woods had thinned around them. Razu let go of his finding and returned to the pace of the surrounding world. The wind brought the smell of smoke, spilled blood, and something else he couldn’t put a finger on. They crouched, crawling closer, hidden by the bushes.
Under the rustling leaves, his hand found something hot, and he jerked it back in pain. Sweeping away the charred bits, he found the smoldering remains of a wooden shield embedded deep into the soil. It wore the eye of the Tsala clan, a tributary of Lumo No Se. As they closed on their target, more and more debris came in their way, and scorched patches dotted the undergrowth.
“What the blasted suns?” Sikatu whispered, uncertainty creeping into his voice.
They reached the edge of a clearing where the girl’s village was supposed to stand, surrounded by mango trees. This was one of the plantations of Lumo No Se, a strategic means to feed their people who couldn’t be sustained only by the city’s corn.
Most of it was missing.
The border between the jungle and the glade was too smooth, a half-circle cut with meticulous accuracy. The earth beyond was blackened and barren in a great ring, bearing no signs of life.
A blast circle, Razu realized with rising horror. Then he spotted the bodies.
Farther away lay a dozen charred figures in robes between the remnants of flattened huts, the closest ones staring at the sky with unblinking eyes. None of them were moving.
Razu bolted toward them, but Sikatu grabbed his shoulder before his foot landed on the darkened earth. “Let’s move around. I have a bad feeling about this.”
He nodded. His friend was always better at keeping a cool head in situations like these. When they reached the first body, Razu kneeled beside it, searching for a pulse. It was a young maiden in singed robes, the fear and pain frozen on her face, contorting her otherwise beautiful features. Black tears smudged her cheeks, pooling on the ground and mixing with her blood.
There were no signs of life. All he could do was close the darkened eyes. What killed these people? It didn’t seem the fire or blast affected them that drastically, but there was something more malicious at play here that turned their eyes. He crouched next to another villager.
“We should go. There is something wrong here.” The discomfort was palpable in Sikatu’s voice. “We have seen enough. Let’s report this and meet with the backup. Maybe we can catch up to the bastards.”
Razu checked the pulse of a dead boy. He was young, had barely seen ten summers. “I want to be sure first.” He couldn’t live with himself if he left someone behind who still could be helped.
His hand jumped as the body moved, and he inched closer with hope. He leaned on the chest with an ear, listening for a heartbeat. Something stirred underneath the boy’s clothes. It bit his cheek.
He jerked backward and grabbed his face, ripping the mass of squirming legs away. It was a rove beetle, almost the size of his palm, mandibles big enough to tear an adult man’s flesh. He squeezed it with disgust, crushing the insect. Dozens more crawled from under the shirt, exposing the grayed flesh beneath.
“This is insane!” he yelled as he scrambled away. “These seem like week-old remains, but they couldn’t be dead for more than a few hours!”
The scream ripped his attention from the corpse, and he looked back in horror as black tendrils pulled away Sikatu. They were as thick as his arm and emerged from the darkened ring of earth. His friend lifted into the air, sharp thorns biting into the flesh on his calf, the vines drinking his blood.
Razu raised his machete with an enraged cry and cleaved into the thick part of the tendrils. It had little effect. They were strangely familiar, like the redwood they cleared in the last many blasted months but without leaves and more vicious. Also, fast as the nine hells. They slithered forward, crawling toward his feet, and he jumped back from them.
The blood boiled from his leg wound. A deep breath. He found strength in the light.
The two-handed axe came from his back in a flash, severing the overextended vines. His friend cried for help with his limbs in bondage, and Razu pounced back toward the malicious creature. The heavy ironwood head bit into the fleshy vegetal tentacles, and they yielded under the sharp edge and his doubled force.
Sikatu tried to rip himself free, but he was in bad shape — the thing embracing him in a tight gasp, forcing out the air from his lungs. Without breath, he had no chance for a finding. It would already be hard to concentrate hanging upside down.
The tendrils crawled inside his mouth and nose, filling them up and threatening to choke him. He gurgled in horror. If Razu was to do anything about that, he needed to do it fast.
Another deep breath. More blood. His injuries burned as he found speed in the light, also hanging on to his strength.
The axe became a flash of steel in his hands, severing vines left and right. The ones left weren’t enough to hold his friend in the air, and Sikatu fell onto the cutaway remains. He started to pass out from the lack of air.
Razu was by his side with the speed of a falling hawk, and his fingers tore into the foul creature with the ferocity of jaguar claws. He yanked the thickest one from his friend’s mouth.
A splatter of blood hit Razu’s eyes. The sides of the tendril sprouted thorns while inside Sikatu’s mouth and throat, tearing them up during their exit. The thing writhed in his hand, trying to dig into the flesh of his arm. It pulsed with malice, dark and purple, filled with the life-giving liquid.
He tore it into pieces and discarded the remains. Others shot out from underground, aiming for his ankles, and he leaped into the air. The axe flashed, and they fell, cut in half.
One found his thigh and yanked him back. He tried to roll it out, but the vine unbalanced him, and his legs rolled under his body. The crash knocked the air out of his lungs, and his vision darkened.
The tendrils crawled all over Sikatu — the only thing still visible were his pleading eyes. Terror glinted in them. Other tentacles crawled toward Razu, threatening to embrace him as well.
He kept hold of his axe, but the angle was awkward to wield it lying on his side. His machete was discarded outside the darkened ring, knocked off him by the previous impact. The tendrils reached him.
With a sharp inhale, he finally found his breath and let go of his strength and speed. His blood boiled from his wounds. Razu found fire in the light.
The vines ignited, writhing back in primal agony. The one on his thigh burned away, scorching his short pants. The blood loss from his findings started to get to him. Razu clambered away from the tendrils, away from the dark earth. Anywhere but in this blasted ring.
He slumped on the fresh grass, panting and collecting his strength. The tendrils didn’t follow far out of the blackened patch. Pushing himself up, he stared at Sikatu and those terrified eyes under the mass of the beast. Another vine crawled over it, and he lost his gaze. The tendrils were eating him alive. There were few more terrible fates than that.
Razu wouldn’t let him suffer.
Soldiers often needed to make the grimmest decisions on the battlefield. He reached out toward his friend, collecting himself. A deep breath, then another, building up the heat inside his chest. He found fire in the light once more, thinning his remaining blood. Goodbye, my friend.
The pile of corrupted plants went up in an inferno, filling the air with a sickening smell of putrid rot and roasted flesh. It was hard to decide which one was worse. Razu leaned forward and vomited on the grass.
A painful chuckle came, and he looked up toward the burning pile with terror. But it couldn’t be his smoldering friend. It came from the other direction, from the dead village. He pushed himself up and started out toward it with shaky knees.
The soldier lay with his back toward a toppled wall in a pool of his own blood. He was older, a face covered with stubble, and eyes almost as dark as his long hair. The scythe that protruded from his stomach was nasty business — you didn’t recover from an injury like that. It meant a slow death.
However, he still emitted a painful laugh. “You Lumono dogs. Got what you deserved,” he said with a heavy accent.
He was from Texocan, that much was clear from his dark hair, without any connection to the gods. It seemed they left behind their injured.
“Did you kill these people?” Razu demanded.
The injured man pushed himself farther up into a sitting position and grabbed his satchel. He spilled its contents on the ground. The metallic ball that emerged was the shade of charcoal and had a roughened texture, with a few blinking lights.
“We did. And they left a gift behind with me, in case you military hounds came snooping around.” He pushed two side buttons, and the ball hissed, radiating a darkened glow that seemed to drink up the surrounding light. “Die, you rat!” he finished with a smug smile and closed his eyes.
Razu pounced, but he was too far away. He tried to find speed in the light again, but his blood was thin, his strength drained, barely standing on his feet. The ball clicked, and he readied himself to die here, not far away from Sikatu. There were worse places than that.
The explosion he expected didn’t come. The enemy soldier opened his eyes with confusion, fiddling with the device. “Piece of shit! Can’t those technicians make a proper fucking bomb?” He raised a hand to smash it on the wall.
Razu’s machete pierced his skull before he had the chance. The soldier slumped to his side, half his head slouching down, exposing his brain. The device rolled on the grass and fell silent.
His friend dead and his strength drained beyond its limits, Razu lay on his back, too tired to stand. He shot up a last flare to inform the troops of his position.
Purple for grave danger.



CHAPTER 29
Finding Love
Stinky heaved another bag to the cart, wiped his hands on his filthy vest, and scratched his green beard. The fine powder sifted through the heavy sacks and smeared everything, making him gritty and smelling of menthol. At least it hid his characteristic body odor.
If only there was a way to pocket a few pounds. But the dose was not enough to scrap together. He spent the last few hours looking for a hole or a small tear where the stuff leaked more readily, but the bags were sewn tight. He could make one with his pocket knife, but he wasn’t that brave. In his profession, men lost their hands for less.
“This is llama shit!” Silko whined again beside him while pretending to do the job. He couldn’t blame him. Stinky was still hungover from last night’s revelry and also had little motivation for the work. “Why do we have to do this? There is enough fresh blood around for loading the drugs.”
Stinky nodded. This wasn’t a task for someone like the young man. He had to mess up big to be grouped together with Stinky. “Ya got on the wrong side of someone, didn’t ya, lad?”
“I messed up once!” He grabbed another sack and heaved it on top of the massive pile with fury. Stinky watched eagerly for a tear, but no luck there. “This is below me!”
Silko was right, of course. He should have been out on the streets patrolling their territory, extorting money or fighting the rival gangs. He even had a face for it with that gnarly scar.
He insisted on being called Scarface. The name befitted him, but it didn’t stick well. In the underworld, no one chose their own nickname. He could be touchy about it. However, he rose fast in the ranks, and with unprecedented vigor and brutality he had already gathered a reputation within the Red Eyes.
Silko fumed. Still, an order was an order. Stinky felt generous enough to share some of his immense knowledge with the young man. “Ya better lie low and do what the boss says. The big dog is back in town, didn’t ya hear? We are facing new leadership.” He frowned. “New old leadership.”
“Raito? I don’t give two shits.” He laughed, short and hysterical. “He thinks he is some big shot with thick blood but left the city years back with his tail between his legs. And now he believes he can just waltz back here and order everyone around. The old man will find out how times have changed.”
Stinky shuffled uncomfortably and looked around in their narrow patch of street behind the old warehouses. “Hush, ya moron! I don’t want no trouble.”
Silko turned with a wicked knife appearing in his hand like he was waiting for the opportunity. “What did ya call me?”
He backed down immediately. “Meant no offense, Silko. But ya better be careful! Who knows who is listening? In the alleys, even the trash has ears.”
There was an intense gleam in the other man’s eyes, and Stinky realized that he had messed up. He just created an outlet for the young man’s pent-up rage and frustration. Silko was by him with two long strides, grabbed him by his filthy vest, and flung him at the nearest wall. His head smacked onto the cold stone, and blood ran down his neck.
“I asked ya a question! What did ya call me?”
“Sorry. Meant Scarface,” he whimpered. Silko boxed him in the belly with the butt of his knife, and the air ran out of his lungs. The grip loosened, and he slipped to the ground.
“I believe ya, Stinky. Ya know what ya’r big problem is? Always babbling around, talking like ya are some big shot too.” The cold metal touched the side of his head. “As an apology, I will accept an ear. Ya can choose which one.”
He tried to crawl away, but a booted foot to his face kicked him back against the wall. “What would it be? If ya don’t choose, I can take both.”
“Please. No. Wouldn’t do it again, I swear to me mum!”
“Time’s up, Stinky.” He raised the blade.
“Gentlemen.” The voice wasn’t loud but somehow filled the alley with its deep baritone. “My invitation must have been lost in the mail. What is the occasion?”
Stinky raised his bloody eyes toward the sound. A tall man sat on the garbage a few yards away from them. His well-tailored black suit contrasted sharply with his white hair, touching his shoulders in sumptuous curves. As he stood, the light shifted away from him like giving space to one’s superior. Despite the lack of any visible weapon in his gloved hands, a gloom of cold despair perspired all over Stinky’s body.
“Shit,” Silko said, pulling back his knife from Stinky’s ear. “Raito, I didn’t see ya there.”
The newcomer tilted his head. “Now you are insulting me. That would mean you said all those nasty things behind my back.” He hopped down from the piles of trash and sauntered toward them. It was the leisurely walk of a predator catching up to trapped prey. With a tug, he removed the glove from his right hand.
The young man paled and backed away from Stinky to put some distance between him and the boss. He looked down at the blade in his hand, probably deliberating if he was safer with or without it.
Raito cut one finger on a sharp bracelet hidden below his suit’s sleeve. A single drop of blood. He crouched down and smeared it on Stinky’s forehead.
“Say, my friend. Do you love me?” he asked Stinky with a gleeful chuckle.
Despite the cold stone below him and his throbbing injuries, a wave of heat washed over Stinky, filling him with fervor and billowing out his innards. Raito was life — he was the light. This man was not only his boss but his god. His Providence.
Stinky loved many things in his life. Booze, money, women, booze again, but it all dwarfed in the all encompassing bliss he felt right now. He would do anything for the man. “Yes!” he breathed with all his soul.
The smile on Raito’s face was angelic. “Then rise, my neophyte, and leave behind your pain.”
Broken ribs should have stabbed with sudden agony, but there was none as Stinky jumped to his feet, graceful as a street cat. His wounds pulsed only with pleasure. Silko backed away in the alley, still holding the knife before him. His face was pale now, the scar mark a crimson divider.
“Raise your palm,” Raito ordered, and Stinky offered it to him. The boss smeared it with another drop of blood. He pointed toward the retreating young man. “Now grab him for me.”
Stinky bolted with speed he wasn’t aware his bulbous body was capable of. All his joints protested the sudden strain with sweet pleasure. Silko screamed and stabbed him in the stomach. It didn’t matter. Stinky twisted the blade from his hand with compressed muscles, hugged the young man, and coiled his own body around his. Despite his brawnier build, Silko could only squirm and wiggle in his grasp. With one hand, Stinky jerked back his head by the hair and smeared the drop of blood on his forehead.
The thrashing ceased. A smile blossomed on Silko’s face.
Raito walked closer, cleaning his hands with a silken napkin. He towered over Silko, who now sat on the filthy ground. “Say, my friend, do you love me?”
“Yes!” the young man breathed with enthusiasm. “With all my being!”
“And what about all those nasty things you said earlier?”
Silko’s eyes bulged. “No! Didn’t mean none of that! The nine hells must have crawled up and spoke with my tongue. I would never smear ya’r name willingly!”
“Good.” His smile was a blessing. “However, I am a little disappointed in you. You messed up back in the Old Harbor. An urchin beat the three of you? You made us look like a bunch of fools.”
Dark clouds shadowed the young man’s brows. Who dares disappoint their god? “I will make it up to ya! Anything! Just tell me, and it is ya’rs!”
Raito patted his head like one would an obedient dog. “Then I want to ask for a little present.”
“I will bring down the Crimson Father from the sky!”
The boss looked down at the knife wedged in Stinky’s stomach and yanked it out. Blood smeared the muck below. He offered it up for Silko. “Your fingers. Five of them, from your left hand. That will do.”
The young man took the blade and pressed his hand into the muck. The knife swung down with a sickening crunch, severing his thumb. Silko chopped at it again with zealous effort, leaving only scarlet gashes and a pool of filthy blood. When he finished, he raised them with a trembling hand and offered them up for Raito.
Stinky slouched back, his strength suddenly drained but his cheerful mood unscathed. The smile still plastered his face.
What a happy day!



CHAPTER 30
It Builds Up the Appetite
Lax watched in disbelief as the fifth plate lifted off the table, its contents disappearing in moments. This wasn’t a dinner. It was a massacre. And the masterful courses, crafted by one of Ponlu’s old pupils, were the victims.
He looked down at the half-full plate of marinated fish before him and felt his stomach bulge. There was no chance he could eat another bite, even if his life depended on it. And regrettably, it probably did.
Little Man slammed down the delicate pottery, rings glistering on his sausage fingers. He let out a long burp, making more room. “This was splendid! Let’s order a round of main courses! You guys need some meat on your bones.” He was towering over them at almost seven feet tall. A remarkable trait. The only thing more attention-grabbing about him was his circumference. He reached out a meaty hand toward Lax. “I can help you clean up the leftovers.”
Lax pushed his half-finished meal toward Little Man, and it disappeared after the many others. “I thought we already had a round of main courses.”
“And a canapé,” Ponlu said with hollow eyes. This casual obliteration of fine meals always had its effect on him. “And soup. And three separate appetizers.”
“We had one round of the main course, yes. But what about the second?” Little Man asked.
“I never heard of a second main course. How can there be more if it is the main part of the meal? I mean, it is in its name,” Lax said.
Little Man shook his head. “Oh, my dear Laxerion. And have you ever heard about an amuse-bouche? A palate cleanser between the courses? The cheese course? Dessert? Mignardise? And there is so much more!”
Lax massaged his temple. “I am sure you made up at least some of those.”
“Oh, Laxerion, my dear Laxerion! It seems you still have a lot to learn about fine dining. And we should order more wine! Oh, waiter!”
A woman arrived at their table with a pad of paper, twitching nervously. Little Man listed the main courses he still wished to consume before moving on to the desserts. Lax and Ponlu were already full, even before the last round, but the bulging man ordered for them too. He also added little tweaks, special wishes, and specified preparation instructions, filling up two pages of the notepad before letting the overwhelmed waitress leave.
He didn’t envy the chefs. They must have been sweating bullets in the kitchen.
“So, about my proposal —” Lax tried for the second time this evening, but a meaty hand waved it away.
“Patience, my friend. You know it is bad luck to speak about business before the dessert.”
“Right.” Lax stifled a desperate sigh. He knew it wouldn’t be easy to coerce Little Man into what he wanted from him. The man had a particular way of doing business. Their every meeting was a financial sinkhole of dinner first and mutually beneficial agreements later. And this one had to be extra lavish. If only he weren’t the perfect man for the job to bridge them with Raito. “No business yet, then. But tell me, have you sold the mask?”
“Oh, have I! A high bidder snatched it away like hotcakes! I still wonder if I asked too little for it, but even my haggling skills have limits!”
“Who bought it?” Ponlu asked.
“That was the best part! You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.” He gulped down his remaining half-glass of mango wine. “It is a shame I can’t. You know, illegal business confidentiality and so on.”
Lax didn’t expect otherwise. He knew they were at least three more glasses away from Little Man burping out the name as an accident. It would be nice to know — when a noble house had the funds to spend on such frivolities, that usually meant their treasury was ripe for a job.
Not like I have the time nowadays.
The dinner was harder to book with Little Man than he thought, so they spent the last half-week with Ponlu visiting House Tama businesses, rearranging their limited funds, investing and helping where they could. It was a thankless task with an empty treasury and made little difference, but it was at least something he could do now. And in the meantime he sized up the problems he had to solve.
It would take a small mountain of gold.
The waitress returned with steaming plates, and they witnessed another massacre. Ponlu silently handed him a small pouch under the table, and Lax took it with a sly smile. They bet beforehand if the empty plates before their guest could reach twenty. Ponlu thought it was not possible. Lax knew from experience that it was.
The desserts came and went, and they pretended to at least try some of them. Little Man found it terribly rude when people made him eat alone, which would have lowered their chances for a successful agreement.
After the last plates were packed away from their table and another round of drinks arrived, Little Man finally leaned closer, his hands clasped on his enormous stomach. “Now, gentlemen. I happen to find myself in the mood for business.”
Lax looked over to Ponlu, who seemed equally lethargic from their excursion. A twist of ring, sprouting blood, and a deep breath. He reached back in his memories toward a time when his draconian light masters tried to coach him in more practical findings. He felt the twinge of energy rising on his skin, and the light embracing him.
Lax found vigor in the light.
Just a touch of it. He hadn’t exercised any physical findings in years, but it was a minor trick he was still capable of. His blood pumped faster, and his senses sharpened. It lifted the food-induced coma, and he could focus on the man again.
“A mutual acquaintance of ours came back to the city a few weeks back and started to make waves,” Lax said. “I assume you have heard of it?”
Little Man picked his teeth. “Oh, I heard you are in some hot stew, my friend. You should have taken my advice when you delivered the mask and lain low for a few weeks.”
Lax pressed his lips into a thin line. “Well, it is a little late for that. They have already found me, and they will find me again.” He leaned forward, laying out his proposal. “I want to make peace with Raito and leave the past behind. But I suspect he will murder me on sight if I approach him alone. I need a middleman.”
Their guest raised his eyebrows. “A dangerous position to be in.”
“That is why I need someone who has dealt with him before. He knows you, maybe even trusts you.” Lax refilled their glasses, and Little Man gulped down the expensive wine. He felt his purse slimming by the minute. “You can charge extra for the danger.”
He pondered this for a few seconds, little droplets of alcohol gleaming on his plump lips. “And where are you planning to find the funds for such an endeavor? You owe him at least three thousand axes if I heard correctly.”
Lax leaned back. “Yes, or at least that has to be his perspective. And he would want some interest on that too.”
“What happened between you?” Little Man asked. “You never told me.”
“Let’s just say we worked a job together and things went south.” Lax grimaced. “I don’t want to go into details, but it happened because he didn’t share all the information he had. I made a mistake because of it. He got injured and had to flee the city. The rest you probably heard from your connections.”
The man nodded meaningfully. “And now he is back for gold or blood. And you would prefer the former. I’m still trying to figure out where you plan to get the funds.”
Lax gave him one of his charming smiles. “That is the other part where you come into the picture.”
Little Man let out a bellow of laughter like he had heard the best joke of the week. “Laxerion, my boy, you know you are precious to me, but I won’t lend you three thousand axes. Sorry to say, but you are not good for that kind of money, not even with a failing noble house behind your back.”
“I was thinking about thirty thousand. That would help repay some of the family debt and put our businesses back in the green.”
Little Man raised a skeptical eyebrow. “That’s a little strong, even for a joke.”
“Don’t worry, I am not speaking about money lending. I want to involve you in a mutually beneficial business. And I have a packed warehouse you might want to see.”
The fat man finished the rest of his wine with a long swig and eyed him, searching for scheme or dishonesty. Finally, he returned his grin. “Okay, you have tickled my curiosity. I might just want to see that.”
---
The light-car swirled dangerously to the side, nearly clipping a corner fence. It was originally designed for four people, but Little Man put a strain on the machine’s balance with his unusual weight disposition. Lax had a hard time keeping it straight.
“Oh, what joy!” Little Man exclaimed, pumped up by the ride. “Does your family have more of these wonders? I ought to buy one for myself.”
“No. Just the one,” Lax answered between gritted teeth. The control orb, which usually required only a faint touch, jolted his palm.
“I knew you would love it.” Ponlu grinned like an adolescent boy who had just bought his first beer in the pub.
These two found each other.
Little Man lifted the near empty wine bottle to his lips, because of course he had brought the bottle. He gave a satisfying burp and a tipsy snicker. “The Feners repurchased your mask.”
Lax jerked his head at the remark and almost lost control of the car. He overcorrected their arc and swung wildly to the side again. It was fortunate these parts of the New Docks were relatively deserted. “And weren’t they furious?”
“Well, it wasn’t exactly them. They made the purchase through intermediaries. But it was quite obvious.”
“But why? Why do they need it so much?” Ponlu asked.
“Beats me. But they paid a hefty sum for it. I bet I can sell it to them a third time if you decide to steal it again.”
Ponlu snorted. “Fat chance there. They will be on high alert for months after our last ploy.”
Lax stored the information for later. The bumpy road became even shakier when they rode along the waterfront. After twenty minutes of strained concentration, he parked the overworked car in front of the warehouse. The gates were nudged open, and the guard lingered outside, having a smoke of root.
“Your Primeness.” Sib gave him a respectful curt bow and a cockeyed glance at the others. “I see you brought some new friends.”
“Good to see you hard at work, Sib,” Lax answered with irony. “Is Lamara in there?”
The stubby man put out his smoke. “Yeah, she made me hoard everything from hall to hall for days while constantly bickering about the state of the inventory.”
“Sounds like her,” Ponlu agreed with a fond smile. “Should we go in?”
Little Man’s eyes bulged as they entered, and he quickly waddled to the side where items waited in a straight row for their cataloging and reorganizing. He ran his hand over a set of clothes hung on thin ironwood frames. “Where in the nine hells did you find moth silk? The farms have been dead for decades since the caterpillar plague!”
“Almost a century.” Lamara appeared from a side room, covered in dust and carrying a box of little metallic orbs. Lax recognized them as a massive stockpile of light-bombs, the same that he used at their last heist.
If only I had known this was here, I wouldn’t have had to buy them from Little Man. It cost a fortune. Although he didn’t have access to the warehouse back then.
Lamara put down the heavy weight, and Little Man waddled closer, extending a hand with a little bow. Lamara graciously put hers in the greasy palm and let him breathe a soft kiss on it. “My dear, you are as radiant as ever! I already feel more confident knowing that this extraordinary collection is in good hands.”
Lamara blushed, took back her hand, and nervously smoothed down her skirts. “I am only halfway through, you know. Because of these boys, I had my work cut out for me. But I can show you my finished ledgers and gladly guide you through the unsorted rooms.”
“That would be a pleasure.” Little Man offered his arm, which Lamara took. “Shall we?”
They disappeared toward a smaller chamber that probably used to be Sib’s office before Lamara took it over. The chatter of pleasant conversation faded into the distance.
“What the nine hells?” Ponlu formed with his mouth. He was still looking after them.
“I always felt that Little Man has a thing for your wife, so I asked Lammy to be extra pleasant with him today,” Lax said. Seeing Ponlu’s furrowed brow, he continued. “Oh, don’t be like that! It’s not like I asked her to bed him! Just some pleasant conversation to help grease the wheels of business.”
Ponlu’s expression didn’t lighten. “I still don’t like it.”
“I knew you wouldn’t. That’s why we didn’t tell you.”
“Is that supposed to make it better?”
Lax sighed. “No, I suppose it doesn’t. But please bear with it, at least for today. And smile!”
When Ponlu didn’t answer, Lax continued, “And I think she genuinely likes the compliments. You should give more yourself.”
His expression softened, and he slowly nodded after a few moments of consideration. “I will keep it in mind.”
The strange pair strolled back with a dossier of assorted papers in Little Man’s meaty hands. He gave a small, praiseful whistle. “You have quite the collection here, my dear Laxerion! Where did you say this all came from again?”
“I never said it,” Lax answered. “And I honestly don’t know, but it was my father’s. He kept it secret from the family too.”
“And what was he doing” — Little Man riffled through the pages — “with thirteen barrels of highly flammable whale oil? And a pair of mummified monkeys?”
“Beats me. But it is here now — a fortune hoarded together in unique items. And I need a merchant who can handle it.” Lax gave the man an appraising grin. “You were always trading in extraordinary articles.”
He stroked his many chins. “I have a circle of buyers with deep pockets. But even I might have hardship to sell,” he glanced at the papers again. “Ninety-six ampoules of snail venom?”
“It was a hundred, but four were already empty,” Lamara said.
“We can work out the fine details later,” Lax said. “My point is that I estimate at least thirty thousand axes worth of merchandise is here.”
Little Man raised an eyebrow. “If you want that much for it, sell it yourself.”
“That would take months, and I don’t have that much time. I need to satisfy Raito. I need to strengthen the family businesses by repaying their debts. And I need money for a banquet.”
The fat man bellowed a burst of laughter straight from the stomach. “You are so desperate for money but organizing a banquet in the meantime?”
“Wasn’t my choice. My father announced it before his condition worsened.” Lax pushed his lips together. “And my brother needs my support for his political goals. It would be a big show of the family’s wealth.”
“Alright, alright, not my business. But thirty thousand is still too much. That would be the same as a loan, just with a big pile of collateral. And as I said, you are not good for that kind of money.” He shrugged. “Hell, even I might not be good for that.”
Lax opened his mouth to protest, but Little Man hushed him with a wave. “What I can do for you, as a long-time business associate, is five thousand now and a profit share when things are sold. We can account for that on a monthly basis.”
Lax considered this. “How big of a share are we talking here?”
Little Man’s posture slowly shifted, taking up the battle stance of a merchant. He threw his first verbal punch. “Twenty-five percent is quite generous, I think.”
Bargaining was much like a street brawl. Fast, ruthless, and often both sides left unhappy. Lax shook his head and went for a quick conclusion. “Make it fifty and we can have a deal.”
Little Man’s eyes flashed. He put out his trump card. “Forty. My final offer. And I go to Raito as your middleman.”
Lax smiled, and they shook hands. “We have a deal.”



CHAPTER 31
Lurking Spectres
Tlaloc Gadana, elder shaman of the Duru tribes, lay back in her rocking chair and sprawled out her weary legs. The chair was a rare heirloom, made from real sandalwood, that still had the faintest buttery smell. It originated from the surface, from a time when her people roamed it in great battles under a blanketed sky.
She was glad those times had faded into myth but had to admit that this reminder was more comfortable than anything they could make down here from hardened mushroom stalks.
Her age was catching up with her, no matter how often or how much she lost it in the dark. She felt it as much in her creaky joints as in her emptying soul. Darkness coated the room, resting softly on the bowl in the middle of the table and on the carpet’s stained spots of blood and spilled tea. She didn’t make her apprentice clean it yet. It helped her think — helped to remember the event of the young novice’s visit.
Her future was troubling.
They peered into it days ago, and she hadn’t returned from the abyss since then. Not unheard of when one went deep for a hunt, but still unsettling.
Finding one’s future was more straightforward than many thought. As long as you lost the present and the past, it was all that remained. Pity she couldn’t witness it firsthand, but Gadana could only view her own future by this method.
So she did moments ago.
It was veiled in shadows, stretching thin as a bat’s wing. A crossroad lay before her, and Gadana wasn’t sure which path to choose yet. If she would have a choice at all.
She felt the eyes upon her again, lurking at the corner of her vision, hiding in the bends of furniture and in the cracks of her wall. She ignored them. As long as you didn’t acknowledge their presence, they couldn’t have power over you. They still were unnerving, watching her every move. Only her thoughts were safe from the beast.
Her apprentice arrived with a fresh brew of tea. Gadana’s mushroom garden had brought an extra fruitful harvest the past week, and she intended to enjoy every bit of it. Tlilani placed the tea set down and poured her a cup in ritualistic silence.
It was earthy and spicy at the same time and filled her old bones with new warmth. She sighed. One could postpone destiny for only so long.
She finally decided on her fate and picked up the letters she had written that morning. One to the guide of Venatrices, one to the handlers of the great elevator, and one to her colleague, the lead shaman of the Tuka tribes.
It contained the same warning. The time of change may have come, but we can still avert it. Be aware of foreigners from the surface. They always wander too deep.
She called her apprentice back and handed her the letters. “Be sure these arrive safely. And make haste,” she instructed. The woman bowed and stepped back. But she lingered still, not starting her task. Watching her closely.
“What are you waiting for?” the shaman asked with anger, but then a pang of agony stabbed her heart. She fell forward, knocking over her empty cup, and sprawled on the carpet. Her limbs convulsed with painful jerks.
Tlilani walked without emotion toward the small metal bowl in the kitchen, where they boiled the water. She held the letters over the lightless flames. They burned and charred one by one.
Gadana tried to lose her pain, but it was too immense, and her previous wound was already bandaged. There was no tool nearby to open another. Her head throbbed, and her vision blurred.
“Why?” The shaman’s voice was a weak wheeze by this point, but she still reached out an accusing hand toward her apprentice. Tlilani’s face showed only disgust and pity as she looked at her master on the ground.
Then Gadana heard the other voice, a masculine one, deep and coarse, emerging from the shadows behind her. “Well done, Xolot Tlilani. Or should I say, Tlaloc Tlilani? It has a nice ring to it. Come, we have much to do.”
“Yes, master.” She walked past the dying shaman.
Gadana was left alone on the floor, the life escaping her weary body with alarming speed. Something lay on the carpet a few inches from her face. A shard of the broken teacup. She crawled toward it with gargantuan effort till it drew blood from her cheek.
A sharp exhale. She had enough strength for one last losing.



CHAPTER 32
Translucent Shadow
Aiana awakened in a sticky mixture of her own blood and something acrid. Her entire body throbbed with pain, and when she pulled herself up and put weight on her left leg, it protested with a sudden stab of agony. Her discarded spear was stuck between a web-covered stone wall and a pile of bones.
Human bones. The spider!
She spun around with a sudden jolt of panic, which proved to be a terrible idea. The world became blurry, and vertigo pulled her back to the ground. She arched her back in nausea and retched out her last meal.
Fortunately, there were no signs of the Arachne, except the piece of cut-off fang a few feet away. Aiana crawled to it. It was cold to the touch. She got herself together, tucked the piece into her belt, and freed her spear. She prepared herself for the treacherous climb out of the pit with her injuries.
But there was no longer an exit.
Aiana felt the terror growing, and she steadied herself, concentrating on her breath, and didn’t let hysteria reign. Her memories were cloudy from the last moments before she passed out, but there were still things she knew for sure.
The spider lost the patch of stone to create the entrance. After the beast left her here, it probably found it again to hide its lair. Aiana searched for another way out, but the feeding pit was a natural pocket in the rock, devoid of any other connection to the caves. Which meant that she was entombed, condemned to wait here for the Arachne’s return or for her own slow death from dehydration. Neither of those options was too enticing.
Why did the spider leave in the first place?
She had fallen and was hurt, unable to defend herself. She should be dead now, one of the consumed souls trapped in the beast’s cursed abdomen. But something happened in that last visceral panic before the spider ate her.
Aiana looked down at her hand, remembering the feeling. The fingers that weren’t there. The confusion of the Arachne, the hot fluids pouring through her cheeks, not down them. She touched her face, but it was spotless. She suspected what she had done, but her mind was still reluctant to acknowledge it.
She lost herself in the dark. A dangerous losing, one that didn’t guarantee that the user would find herself again. Another taboo among her people, and a powerful one. She seemed to amass them unintentionally. But it also raised a question.
Can I do it again?
Pressing her hands against the solid rock, first she tried to replicate what the spider did, creating an entrance with losing the stone. Her blood churned in protest. It was pointless, an impossible task. She didn’t have the experience or the reserves to sacrifice on a scale that grand.
There were few other options. She recalled the feeling of terror that had pushed her over her limits, the one that gave her strength to lose herself. It had come easy to her — she had felt lost almost her entire life. An unresponsive mother. Villagers who detested her existence. There were many days in her past when she had wanted to disappear into the dark forever.
A long exhale. Her wounds throbbed with escaping blood, making her head spin. The world became fuzzy, its edges washed out.
Her hand sank into the stone. She pushed and wriggled through the layers of hardness, the phase-through blocking her every sense. No sound lived here, no sight, no smells. Only the cold and chalky taste of the rock. Her mouth opened to a voiceless scream.
She emerged at the other side, between the tall boulders, with a rasping cry. There was no time to think — she was no longer trapped, but her life could still be in danger. Who knew how far the beast went or what lurked in these halls besides the spider? She had to move, to get back up as fast as —
“My dear, look at you! I always said that you have to play more carefully.” Tenebros sat on one of the nearby boulders that toppled during her fight with the Arachne. He nibbled on a length of dried mushroom. “And you are covered in all kinds of fluids! You will have to tell me what happened. Every juicy detail.”
He was the last person Aiana wanted to see. Not like she wanted anybody else. She craved being alone. She wanted to crawl back home and into her bed, pull up the covers, and pretend that this day didn’t happen. She wasn’t cut out to be a stalker after all, and she blew her chance for the huntress title. All her years were in vain.
She felt the tears behind her eyes as she answered. “It got the better of me, Tenebros. I shouldn’t have come so deep. I don’t belong in the abyss yet.”
The old man put away his food, to the depths knew where, and smoothed out his tattered cloak as he emerged into standing. He stepped closer to examine her with a curious eye. “But you are still alive, aren’t you?”
“Barely.”
Tenebros held her in a gaze so intense that she had to turn away. “How?”
This was the part Aiana wasn’t sure she wanted to share. What she did was forbidden, a losing deemed too dangerous. It would only bring more shame to her family, if that was even possible at this point.
And didn’t he just witness me crawling forth from the floor? Or did he not pay attention?
“It got distracted,” she said finally, looking away. “Probably found something juicier than me.”
The old man walked beside her and started cleaning her begrimed clothes with his coat sleeve. “A fortunate turn of events, then. It is better to know it sooner than later.”
“To know what?” she asked, some irritation crawling into her voice. She wasn’t in the mood for his riddles.
“To know that you are, after all, not cut out for all of this.” He held her eyes. “Most lose a head before they could realize it.”
Aiana felt even smaller than before. All her life for nothing, for her first beast to vanquish her. Sitting down on the cold stone, she pulled herself into a ball and let the first tears burst out.
Tenebros caressed her back. “There, there. It will all be alright.” His voice was as cold as a month-old carcass.
“I should crawl back to my village and start to work the fields, then,” she managed between two sobs.
Tenebros swayed his head left and right. “You could, you could. But if I were you, I wouldn’t have the courage to show myself again to my people. Not after failing this spectacularly. You shouldn’t remain a burden for everybody else.”
She stiffened and stayed very still. His words penetrated her, pervading her bones with fresh chill.
I shouldn’t be a burden.
“What I would do is climb up and find a quiet little cave for myself to hide away in.”
Climb up. Hide away.
“Who knows? Maybe there will be a time when you can redeem yourself after all of this. Fulfill a bigger role.”
Redeem myself.
Aiana cried for a long time. Her sense of danger was completely overwritten by Tenebros and her crushed dreams. She wasn’t sure how many hours had gone by when she finally scraped herself up from the ground. Her mouth was parched, and her eyes dried out. She turned to thank Tenebros for his companionship, but he was nowhere to be seen. The only thing that remained after him was the warmth of his hand on her back.
She collected her sack and started to climb with a limp.



CHAPTER 33
Payback
It happened on a picturesque late spring day when Lax collected his butler and middleman and rode to an abandoned dock building in the Old Harbor district. Orange and papaya bloomed and filled the air with sweet and pungent scents, hiding the putrid odor of the rotting garbage piled waist-high in the gutters.
In one hand, Lax held a bag bursting full with three thousand axes. A fortune to be paid for peace. With the other, the control orb of the light-car. Their ride was askew thanks to his guest, who occupied two seats by himself. Lax would have liked to bring some of his new family guards, but there was only enough place in the car for him and Onaya beside Little Man.
And we don’t want to make Raito jumpy. That can end in bloodshed.
Lax wasn’t keen to see his old partner again. Actually, partner was probably too strong of a word to describe him. Maybe unavoidable associate would be better. When Lax first started on the streets, Raito ruled the Red Eye clan with an iron fist and was a necessary part of life for everyone who wanted to make their fortune by robbing the rich.
Onaya cleared his throat. “Are you sure about this, young master? You two didn’t part on the best terms.”
Little Man chuckled in his seat. “Don’t be such a downer, friend. All the details are worked out.” He gave them a toothy grin. “Thanks to my personal charm!”
“And no doubt your endless connections to market their illegal vices.” Lax gave a reassuring nod to his butler. “It will be alright. I know it feels like we are walking into a trap, but I have Ponlu on lookout with a set of our newly hired house guards. Anything suspicious, and they get us out of there in a second.”
“This is still too dangerous. He is an unhinged criminal!”
“Raito is a rational man,” Little Man said. “Cold and calculating as ever. Lax is worth more to him alive than dead.” He smirked. “And I chose our time with him carefully. Most of the clan should still be out cold after last night’s party. A new capo was appointed, some guy named Stinky.”
“Charming,” Onaya said, but he raised no more concerns. They rode the rest of the way there in anticipative silence.
The car came to a rolling stop in front of a dilapidated concrete monstrosity. Empty window frames stared down at them from a floor above, and a two-winged ironwood gate stood ajar like the entrance of a beast’s cave. Lax closed the sack of money in the car when they got out. Even he wasn’t so naive to bring it in with him at first.
Little Man took a handkerchief from his vest pocket and smeared the beads of sweat on his forehead. His body heaved under half a dozen layers of lavish garments. It seemed his choice of fashion was worth a little discomfort.
“After you,” Lax invited him, and his middleman waddled forward with a nod. There was no sign of any lookouts — the clan probably felt itself untouchable on the streets. Little Man banged on the door’s imitation metal with his meaty fist, and the long echoes resonated back from within.
A hand pushed the door open a few moments later, and a skinny man in baggy clothes looked them up and down. He was bald with a bushy beard and a smear of red across his forehead. “Yeah?” he asked.
Little Man pushed himself forward and handed the man a card. “We have important business with Master Raito, and he expects us. Please inform him at once that we have arrived.”
The man looked at the card and chuckled. “Oh, he is expecting ya alright. Come after me.” He waved them inside, leading the way through the first hall.
It was a leisure area for the gang by its looks, but the derelict state of the building let water seep in. The ground squelched below their boots, and the air smelled of mildew. Also, vomit and piss. A few young hooligans huddled close together over crates that they used as tables and played the Tiger’s Gambit. In other places, they lay on dirty mats with water pipes in the middle and puffed powdered golden-root. But most were fast asleep or barely glanced up with foggy eyes as Lax’s group went through. Few considered them interesting enough for their attention.
Some had the same smear over their eyebrows but blackened and flaking down.
“This way,” their guide said and went through another set of doors on the other side. The next chamber was renovated, and a large fire burned in an oil drum. The air was fresher, and light blazed in through the second-story windows. Raito was sitting on a luxurious sofa with his back to them. It was made from crimson plush and didn’t fit the place at all.
He was watching a puppet show.
Two gang members in skin-tight black outfits leaned over a theater box, marionetting little wooden figures hanging on threads. They both were well built, bald, and clean-shaven, with the same smudge of red on their foreheads. Their faces crumpled in concentration as they moved a golden-headed figure across the papier-mâché city landscape, in its hands a green gem. The jewel seemed to be genuine.
“Where should I run with my prize? The guards are hot on my heels!” one puppeteer squeaked in an unnaturally high-pitched voice. “Should I hide?”
“Yes!” The shout came from another group of identical men at the feet of Raito, lying on a lush red carpet and enjoying the show. Lax didn’t notice them till he hesitantly walked closer. The whole situation was surreal.
“We are coming!” The other puppeteer brought a group of simple puppets brandishing swords in shiny armor on stage. They probably were the mentioned guards.
“Should I give myself up?” the golden-haired puppet asked again.
“Yes!” came the chorus from the boss’s feet. Raito remained chillingly silent, his eyes fixed on the stage. He occasionally sipped some deep-colored, thick wine from a goblet.
“We are coming!” The guards were getting closer.
“Should I lead them to our hideout and bring ruin to the entire Red Eye clan?”
“No!”
“Then that I will do!” the puppet said and rushed forward with its gem. The guard puppets followed closely behind as they raced through the city set.
“Hi, Lax. Long time, no see,” Raito said without turning his head from the play. He tapped the sofa beside him. “Come. There is enough space for one more. You don’t have to sit on the carpet with my Faithful.”
“Raito.” Lax walked closer but did not sit. “I came to settle my debt.”
“No need to rush. And this is my favorite part — let’s watch the end together.”
The figures on the stage reached a papier-mâché house in the meantime, bolting inside. The group at Raito’s feet booed. Another man got up from the carpet and joined the puppeteers with a set of surprised puppets wearing red, holding chains and knives. A great fight ensued between the groups, the sharp mock weapons turning out to be real, severing strings and wooden limbs. Motionless marionettes fell to the floor.
The new group’s boss, a dark-red-haired puppet with a furious face, got three of its four lines cut, hanging by only a single string. The gang member puppets turned and ran, guarding their injured leader.
“Isn’t it nice to relive some of the memorable moments of the past?” Raito asked.
Lax looked him over. The years weren’t benevolent with the boss. His suit was spotless as ever, but the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes had deepened, giving his countenance a hollow look. And most alarming of them all, his hair had turned entirely white, without the slightest speck of his fervent old red.
“I remember it a little differently,” Lax said.
“Of course you do.”
“What happened to you after that night? Where have you been?”
“You poked the wrong wasp’s nest. The city guards decided to turn this into an example and smoked us out no matter where we hid. We had to flee the city. My injuries got infected, and I spent weeks in hell as they dragged me through the jungle.” He finally ripped his gaze from the end of the play, as the other puppets pulled their injured boss into a set of green foliage.
Raito’s eyes were pallid, the whites a sickly gray. Lax found it hard to look into them for long, an unnatural urge emerging to tear away his gaze. He repressed it. It wasn’t wise to show any weakness in front of Raito.
The boss finally slumped back on the couch, lifting his cursed eyes from him. Lax felt a single drop of sweat trickling down his face. “But in the end, I have to thank you,” Raito said. “Without your cowardice, I never would have left this city. I made some new friends, you know? Powerful ones, even.” He shook his head. “We think here in Lumo No Se that we are the middle of the world, but there is so much more out there we haven’t even dreamed of.”
“Why did you come back, then?”
“To take back what is mine, of course.”
Lax laid a hand on the backrest. “If it means anything to you, I’m sorry for what happened. I felt betrayed, but I never intended to —”
“Don’t waste another breath on it,” Raito interrupted him. He cleared his smudged lips with a napkin, coloring it red. “Your apology means nothing. We are here purely on business. Isn’t that true, Little Man?”
His middleman, who lingered in the back and inspected the scenery, jumped and waddled closer. He smoothed down his embroidered vest. “Of course, Master Raito. And you know me, I single-handedly stand as a guarantor for Laxerion Tama here.”
“Good,” Raito said. “So where is my money?”
“It’s parked in front of the building,” Lax answered.
“Then what are we waiting for?” Raito jumped up with surprising vigor and patted the heads of his subordinates, who eagerly sat around on the carpet. “Show the way.”
Four of his strangely identical henchmen stood without a word and followed their boss. The others started another puppet play. Lax let Little Man take the lead and joined up beside Onaya, who shot back nervous looks toward the silent thugs. “I don’t like this, young master. He creeps me out.”
“Neither do I. But we have to close this part of the past to move forward. I can’t put our house back on track with the threat of him looming over my head.”
“I know. Just be careful with him, please. After your father, I don’t want to lose you too.”
Lax patted his butler’s shoulder as they walked out the front door. The blaze of the gods was blinding after the dimness of the old dock building. The light-car was parked on the street’s curb where they had left it, its metallic frame glinting in the light.
Little Man kept Raito busy with small talk as they walked toward it. “And so they brought me there in this marvel of a carriage. I have to say, we really ought to insert more modern technologies into our day-to-day lives. I’d even consider buying one if House Tama will sell.” He chuckled. “And the warehouse was as full of wonders as they promised, so I lent him the money. Of course, I can’t disclose its location, but some articles might tickle even your fancy, Raito!”
They made it to the vehicle, and Little Man fondly patted its side. Lax had to push awkwardly beside him to reach for the handle.
“I say, this might be the start of a fruitful business relationship.” Little Man grinned and rubbed his belly. “It was my pleasure to make peace between you two!”
Lax opened the door. The thugs stepped in between them and Raito, shielding their boss.
And the car went up in a roaring fireball, blasting them all apart.



CHAPTER 34
Aftermath
Lax hit the building hard on the other side of the road. The impact left him without breath, and something snapped in his back. The world became a red curtain embroidered with pain. Small chunks of burning hot metal hailed around him, leaving blackened scorch marks on the wall and his clothes.
Little Man saved his life with his sheer mass. He was leaning between him and the light-car and absorbed a good portion of the explosion. He lay twitching a few yards away, his abdomen and chest opened like a ripe melon, guts gushing out, steaming on the stone road. Blood mixed with spraying machine oil.
Lax tried to stand, but his legs buckled under him. He smeared the fluids from his eyes, but the world remained a blurred mess. Another figure was nearby on his back, unconscious and with a nasty head wound across his bald spot.
Onaya!
Lax crawled toward his butler, each movement a new agony. He feared the worst, but the man’s chest rose and fell raggedly. He was still alive.
A deep breath. There was no need for his ring — Lax was covered in blood. He needed to find the strength to move, but that never was his forte. So he found his lies instead.
The lie that he had the strength to stand. That there was no pain. One of his more difficult lies.
The mind was a flickery thing, absorbed by self-preservation. Lax filled it with the certainty that his body wasn’t sending signals of panic right now, that his nerve receptors didn’t scream pain. His pulse slowed, his breath organized, and the fog emerged from his vision. It felt like plunging into cold water after a steamy summer day.
He ran to his butler, the lie masking the pain that stabbed his knees. It would take its toll eventually, but he needed to be present, to act, to survive. Stillness meant death right now. Reaching Onaya, he rolled him to his side, checking his tongue and pulse. The old man took his air in shallow breaths, and blood trickled from his head wound, but he would live. Burning-hot chunks littered the surrounding ground, threatening to ignite his clothes. Lax grabbed him with strained muscles, pulling him away from the smoldering car wreck toward the opposite sidewalk.
Another figure emerged, backlit by the glow of the fires. Raito stood up and tossed aside the two burned bodies that were his henchmen moments ago. They shielded him from the bomb, moving even before it went off. The circumstances finally clicked into place in Lax’s mind. This was an assassination attempt.
A psychotic one, just like Raito.
He dusted his fashionable black suit and inspected a smear of blood disapprovingly on his chest. It wasn’t his own. “See, Lax, to what lengths I go just for you?” he asked. “And you survive it. I mean, the nerve of some people.” With a flick of his wrist, he summoned his four remaining Faithful from where the blast threw them. “Do you guys love me?”
“Yes!” they shouted in unison.
Raito motioned toward Lax, who had reached the curb with Onaya. “Then bring me their heads.”
The henchmen lunged toward him, and Lax steadied himself. He took out his whip, and the strips of light blossomed in his hand with a menacing crimson. He didn’t care who saw it at this point.
Not like many people remained on the streets. An explosion would have attracted a crowd in the better parts of the city, but the Old Harbor was different. Here people knew better than to meddle with clan business, or they would become unfortunate crime statistics themselves. They wisely dispersed into the nearby buildings and alleys.
Lax swept forward, feeling his pain stir below his lie. He repressed it further, thin streaks of blood billowing from his skin, steaming into the air, into the light of the gods who watched his fight with stoic apathy. The whip’s thongs connected with the rightmost man, coiling around his leg.
He pushed the button to retract and jumped.
The whip pulled him toward the heavier man, launching him in the air and whizzing toward the group. Lax landed boots-first into the guy’s chest with a satisfying crunch, knocking him to the ground. One down — that was at least a few broken ribs. He spun around, facing the others.
Another jumped him, brandishing an arm-long ironwood pipe. Lax danced back, evading the attack, and kicked up some smoking debris into the eyes of another, who tried to circle him. A strange calmness descended upon him while the adrenalin thumped in his veins. He was in his element. If Raito thought four thugs could take him, he was gravely mistaken.
A hand clutched on his ankle, stopping him in his stride. Looking down, he witnessed in disbelief that it was the first guy pulling himself up with a dented chest. He grinned with bloodied teeth.
What in the nine hells?
Lax kicked at the grasping hand, but to no avail. He was pinned to a spot he couldn’t escape, and a pipe landed on his back, knocking him off balance. A knife tore his coat’s side, barely missing his flesh. In a last-ditch effort, he swung his whip toward a streetlight, pulling himself out of the middle of the ring.
The guy clinging to his feet came with him. As they soared upward, Lax stomped at the clutching palm again, and he heard the satisfying crunch of breaking fingers. There was no pain on the man’s face, just a perpetual uncanny bliss. The grasp finally yielded, and his attacker plummeted back onto the pavement with a sickening thump. Red smeared the stone where he fell.
Lax caught the top of the light pole and pulled himself up with winded breath.
What is wrong with these people?
The fallen man stood up from the ground with the same grin, his limbs twisted and his neck held at a wrong angle. He tumbled again after a few shaky steps, but his body moved, slithering on the ground toward the metal pole. He left a trail of blood like a terrible, oversized slug.
The others in black were already under Lax and rushed the pole he stood on. The whole group backed away as one and slammed into it, shaking the entire structure. Lax hung on, his eyes searching for Ponlu and the Tama soldiers. They just burst out from the door of a nearby building, sprinting toward them, only seconds away. Another bang shook his legs. Fortunately, the pole held.
Unfortunately, one Faithful stepped out of the group and took a navaja knife from his boot, long and curved, almost a sword. It croaked with the menace of a death toad as it opened.
The man went directly for Onaya.
Lax cursed and jumped, rehooking his whip on the pole to slow his descent. The thug loomed over his butler, so Lax aimed for the broad back. His boots hit, and they both stumbled to the ground. Lax landed on top, and he unlocked the small diamond blade with a twist of the handle. The man twitched below him, trying to push them up.
It seemed they were under some sort of spell or ability and wouldn’t stop until their death. Raito had learned a new trick or two since they had last met. Lax raised the blade, focusing on the major artery on the side of the man’s neck.
He hesitated. Robbing rich folk or engaging in a fistfight was one thing. Stabbing a man was another entirely. He had never killed anyone before, and these men, although working for Raito, weren’t in control of their actions. The blade trembled in his hand.
It was enough time for the thug to heave them both up from the ground, and Lax rolled from him, losing his balance. He deflected the blade coming for his stomach, but the other Faithful caught up to them, and a pipe smashed onto the back of his head. The world went dark for a moment.
Another raised the navaja over Onaya, and Lax slammed into him with desperate force, shoving him aside. The blade caught his elbow and opened a nasty gash. He crouched over the butler as his blood flowed freely to the pavement.
The Faithful surrounded them, cutting off any escape route. His thoughts raced desperately, searching for a way out of this. As his focus wavered, his lie slipped with it, and his legs buckled.
There were too many of them, and he couldn’t dodge all their weapons. He needed another lie, one better. The lie of... The lie to...
The navaja smote down, aimed for his temple.
Ponlu crashed into the man like a sky-train, sweeping him away with his superior mass and strength. He had him on the ground in a headlock moments after. However ready the thug was to die for Raito, he couldn’t move a muscle in Ponlu’s grip.
The Tama soldiers arrived behind him, encircling Lax and Onaya, raising shields against the makeshift weapons of the gang. They pushed them back.
“That will be enough,” Raito shouted, and all the Faithful jumped at once as if struck by lightning. They lowered their weapons and retreated toward their hideout.
The boss stood in his well-tailored suit, observing the struggle from a safe distance with unmoving eyes. He had the faintest of smiles hidden on his lips. His men encircled him in a defensive ring, and some more tumbled forward from the dock building. The House Tama soldiers looked back at Lax, waiting for orders.
He shook his head. There was no point turning this into a two-sided bloodbath while Raito slipped away.
“Reunions are truly fun, Lax. You can leave now. We will play more later. But next time I won’t be that easy on you.” Raito kicked the deformed gold coins scattered among the debris. “I am keeping your money. It will be a fine interest on your debt.” He smiled a cold smile. “One that I will much prefer paid in blood.”
Lax could only answer with a weak nod. His suppressed injuries were catching up to him, and the street faded in front of his eyes.
Strong arms picked him up, and he looked directly into a bushy green beard. Two other soldiers helped Onaya to his legs. The butler looked around in a daze, unaware of their situation.
As they retreated past Little Man’s blown-open body, Lax’s last vision was his glassy eyes gleaming with disbelief.
Raito’s men picked up the gold behind them like vultures picking the bits of flesh from a fresh carcass.



CHAPTER 35
Exploding Success
The Duke strode into the military facility, and the soldiers gave him a sharp salute. He bore the mark of a colonel on his shoulder, the proud eagle with its wings outstretched. A dazzling but vain symbol. The army generals had been summoned for a council meeting, so there would be no one in camp to question his authority for a few hours.
He had to begrudgingly admit the uniform suited him almost as much as his own suit. His new face also helped. It wasn’t easy to acquire the body of Colonel Guang, but at least after today’s events his corpse wouldn’t be missed. The Duke promised his master that he would bring only as much attention to himself as necessary.
It had been a long time since he had to be anybody else. He stored away his usual body in the penthouse suite, sealed behind three locks. It would wait for him.
He marched down the bustling corridors of the barracks. It was one of the army’s secret weapon facilities, where they worked on new devastating technologies to eliminate the enemies of Lumo No Se. As a high-ranking military officer, he now had access to the most secretive projects.
And an exciting package arrived a few days back.
It came directly from the front, where an unlucky scout found it in a ruined village. It was some kind of detonation device with devastating power and long-lasting corruptive effects.
And it ran on pressurized darkness. The thought was horrifying and exhilarating at the same time.
The Duke had to admit that Texocans had some thick skin on their faces to play with something so dangerous. It seemed the city-state remained too untouched by the old cataclysm and now didn’t have sufficient moral barriers to keep people away from the depths. Or they were desperate to build up their war machine against Luminocity’s superior forces. They probably only saw the darkness as a power source, something to run their diabolical weapons.
He shook his new head. Father must be desperate if he is willing to suffer such disrespect.
The Duke reached a metal door and inspected the lack of a door handle. On the wall beside it was a panel that lacked the typical numbered buttons. Only a flat gray surface and a little lamp. He found a flash of future, but there was no way in without force.
Humans and their ingenious ways. It seemed he lacked the colonel’s memories, and with them he forgot the entry card.
“You!” he shouted, pointing at a nearby private who scrambled to him.
“Yes, Colonel?”
He pointed at the door. “Open this for me.”
The soldier paled. “Sir, only the selected few have cards for the inner labs. And I don’t have access to those parts.” He didn’t dare to make eye contact. “You do, sir.”
Bother. “Well then, I forgot my card,” the Duke proclaimed. “What would one do in a situation like that?”
The private’s brow condensed with consternation. “I can fetch a technician for you, sir?”
“Excellent idea! You should be promoted to captain immediately!”
He looked befuddled. “Are you serious, sir?”
The Duke smiled. “You would be in my debt then, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes, sir!”
Debt rolled from the Duke’s soul, and he waved him away generously. “Then it’s arranged. Go find one. Oh, and on the way fetch me a glass of cocoa water.”
The soon-to-be captain saluted him and sprinted away. Twenty minutes later, the Duke strolled into the lab with a glass of refreshment in his hand. He left behind an exhausted technician on the floor with a dismounted panel.
Surprised army scientists looked up from their work and gave confused salutes. The project leader, Major Thugen, stepped forward and addressed his officer. “Sir, we didn’t expect you here today. How can we be of service?”
He was sweating like a wild hog. The Duke gave him a broad smile that put the man somewhat at ease. “Just a routine inspection, Major. Please continue your work, as if I wasn’t even here.”
The Major saluted again and motioned the others to move on. “Would you like me to guide you through our new findings, Colonel?” he asked the Duke.
It wasn’t why he came here in the first place, but the offer was tempting. The possibility that they had learned something new about Father’s nature spiked his curiosity. He nodded and walked after the man.
“Well, we are trying to isolate the material used in the bomb’s core, but it is tricky considering the nature of the apparatus. Our experts’ consensus is that it is a miracle that it fizzled, and any intrusive probing could be catastrophic.”
They walked closer to the table, where the metallic sphere lay under a thick layer of glass. They had suspended it in water to mitigate any vibration. It had the color of charcoal, and its exterior was flaking off. Next to the glass was a plethora of unused tools, from little drills and hammers to vats of acid and pressurized light. The Duke took up a drill and inspected it.
“How can you even work with the thing if you can’t touch it?” he asked.
The major gulped. “We can still learn a great deal of its nature without more internal tests. Look at this, sir.” He held one of the pressurized light-bottles, filled with crimson luminescence, closer to the glass. Its shine dimmed as if put under a layer of water.
The darkness inside the sealed-away bomb stirred. The Duke could feel it in all his nerves like an electric whiplash, filling him with a slight tang of vicarious agony. But his face remained placid, and he put down the drill.
“Have you tried removing the outer shell?” the Duke asked. “Maybe it is not integral to the containment of the volatile material.”
“It is a possibility, yes, but we couldn’t be sure. And none of our technicians volunteered for a suicide testing of that theory.”
“A shame,” the Duke said and picked up a hammer. It was one of the beefier ones, sitting with a reassuring weight in his hand. The darkness prompted him to move, to act, to finish the duty he was sent in here for. “What if I am willing to take that risk?”
The major took a surprised step back. “But, sir, you are a high-ranking officer. We can’t risk your safety in a turbulent political time like this!” He nervously cleared his throat. “And with all due respect, sir, I’m not sure you can operate the delicate machinery required for a task like that.”
The Duke nodded. “That makes sense, Major.” Thugen visibly relaxed as his superior let the matter drop.
“But what if I do this?” the Duke asked and swung down with all his might and sudden-found strength.
His reserves burned, and the reinforced glass shattered. The scientists cried out in the room, some bolting to stop him but in vain. His hammer hit the sphere.
The barracks vanished in a wave of dark — its thunder ripping through the city and rattling the windows from Wall Side to New Harbor.



CHAPTER 36
Monkey Business
Val raised his machete at the last moment, blocking the overhead blow aimed at his head. The weapons pressed against each other with their wielders’ found strength, threatening to break if pushed any farther. He danced back, blood curling up from his shallow thigh wound he had cut himself before the fight. A deep breath. He found speed in the light.
It strained him. Keeping up two findings at once was always taxing. His motions blurred, and he whirled behind one of the waist-high brick walls that peppered the sandy training ring. Flint followed suit with a broad smile, and his motions became untraceable to the unaided eye. If there were any spectators for their match, they would only be able to see two muddied afterimages as the soldiers clashed again.
But they were alone on this yellow morning, the bleachers around all empty under the warming downpour of the Golden Son. Val arranged it that way. He always booked the earliest times, even before the wake call of the barracks. Now, with his general rank, it wasn’t even a challenge anymore. He could make this his permanent time slot, and nobody could complain.
Flint didn’t protest. He was also an early riser, and though he wouldn’t mind the crowd when they measured their abilities against each other, he didn’t miss it either.
The ring below drank up the light and glistered like a pool of molten gold. Flint kicked up clouds of it as he approached with heightened speed and strength, his every step a small explosion of sand.
Their weapons met again, and the blow reverberated through Val’s arm. Flint was a natural with physical finding, and no matter how much Val had trained himself over the past years, he had never become a real match for him in those disciplines. But a fight wasn’t just brute strength, and he had other tricks up his sleeve.
Val blocked the subsequent few blows, barely finding the time to get his weapon in position with his enhanced speed. He jumped back and kicked at the sand, creating a blinding cloud between them for a moment. He dropped his finding of strength.
Another deep breath. More blood to the gods. He found order in the light.
He kept it inside and didn’t extend it out, using as small a sacrifice as possible. With it, his senses opened up to the natural orders of the world, and he saw his new colonel’s moves not as a chaotic vortex but as a string of events, the next one always logically following the ones before. There was order to Flint that even he himself might not have realized.
His colonel attacked him with a swing across the chest, and Val, with his speed still kept up, calmly stepped out of the way, just enough to avoid it. Flint furrowed his brow. He hated when Val did this.
The following exchanges were the same, and his laborious breath calmed. There was order in everything, and in order there was calmness, the certainty of outcomes. His nerves relaxed, and he stepped to the side, escaping Flint’s machete by mere inches, and slammed his own painfully into the back of his opponent’s knees.
The edges of the sparring weapons were dulled, of course. Nobody would want a successful blow to end their friendship and put them in front of military court for murder.
Flint caught up fast on what was happening. It wasn’t the first time Val turned their duel like this. He took a few steps back and reassessed the situation, thoughts vibrating under his sweaty brows. He reached down and grabbed one of the short walls that served as an obstacle to break up the monotonous flatness of the arena. His fingers sank into the mortar between the bricks as he heaved it up.
Val had known Flint for years, but sometimes it still stupefied him what the young man was capable of if he put his mind to it. That wall probably weighed at least five hundred pounds, and Flint held it with one hand. Those heights of finding were unreachable for Val, no matter how much he practiced, sacrificed, or strained his abilities.
The light bent around the colonel as he tossed the wall into the air in front of himself and slammed it with his shoulder. It exploded into a hundred pieces, pelting Val with unreal force. His senses snapped to the bricks flying in the air, each at least a few pounds heavy, dangerous missiles. He stepped in between the storm of clay, but despite understanding the order of the maelstrom, there was not enough space to evade everything. He blocked a few with defensively raised arms and took others to areas where they hurt but caused little harm.
Flint emerged from behind the projectiles, sweeping his machete low toward Val’s legs. His finding of order was still overloaded with the brick missiles, and he blocked only by instinct. Flint let go of his weapon and came up behind him with a tumble.
Val would have seen it coming if he weren’t preoccupied. His colonel emerged behind him, and two arms hugged his chest. Then Flint started to press.
Val dropped all his findings at once and took a sharp inhale while he still could. His blood spurted, boiling into a thin mist. He found toughness in the light.
Strength strained against toughness, and they locked into a position where the victor would be the one who first needed to let go of his finding. Steely arms cracked against Val’s hardened skin, crunching reinforced bones. He tossed himself backward, and they slammed to the ground, but Flint didn’t let go. His organs pressed together, and his vision blurred.
Val finally tapped out with two fingers on his opponent’s arm.
Flint released him immediately and lay back on the sand, taking heavy breaths. Val leaned back into his lap, resting, and almost could feel the heat of his colonel’s childish grin. “Thirty-two against twenty-one for me! You are getting worse at this, General.”
Val couldn’t push his own grin away. “Or you are getting better. How did you know you could confuse me with bricks?”
Flint shrugged. “It just felt right in the moment.”
They should have found more time for sparring. It always did wonders for his mood. Just now, Val felt the tension leaving his shoulders, and his mind cleared itself from the strangling cloud of worries. He leaned back more and rested his head on Flint’s chest as they panted with sweet exhaustion and enjoyed the golden blessing of the lonely god in the sky.
“So, how are things going with your new troops?” Val asked.
He felt Flint’s shrug. “Well enough, I guess. I never had to work with an entire army division, and it will be some time till I can get my head around every nuanced detail. We rescheduled their training regimen for now, and I brought in ex-squad members from the border as trainers. This place needs some firsthand experience.”
Val nodded with pride. These were changes in the right direction.
“There is something more, General, if I can bring it up.”
“Of course, Flint.”
The young man shifted nervously behind him. “I would like to make a new unit, handpicked by me, from the cadets with the most promising finding abilities. It’s good that every platoon has a few, but I imagine that a specialized group of them will be a big strategic advantage. Something fast and hard-hitting in tight situations.”
Val pressed his lips together, deep in thought. “And who would train these soldiers?”
“I want to do it myself. A personal project, if you may.”
“Will you find the time in addition to all your new duties?”
“I can get Captain Tinder to help me with the bureaucratic parts.”
“Those are your responsibility now as colonel,” Val said but then slowly nodded. “But even the most capable men can’t do everything alone. I will agree as long as you will still at least check on the paperwork and get a grasp on army budgeting.”
“Yes, sir!”
“And Flint,” he added with a smile, “I would like a show with this new unit in a few months. Do you have a name in mind?”
“I was thinking Anteaters. They slurp up the little buggers from the poked hive, just like my unit will when we finally move against Texocan.”
A befitting name. A few more minutes passed in comradely silence, but Val knew his time was finite here. He and Luster had a meeting with another blasted council member.
“A rematch?” Flint asked.
“Sorry, maybe next time. I have a meeting.” He stood up and cracked his joints.
“I hope it will go better than your last one at the racing rings. You exhausted yourself so much they needed to drag you to the hospital.”
“It was on a trencher. And I secured some votes for our next move.” He cracked a weary grin. “This one promises to be more interesting at least. We are meeting on a hunting excursion in the nearby jungle.”
Flint raised an eyebrow. “And what are you hunting?”
---
The creature crept through the tree’s crown, jumping from branch to branch, its four muscular arms and two legs working in mesmerizing synchronicity. The foliage gave sufficient cover for it to feel safe, and its hide adapted its color according to the surroundings, turning to brown with light-green patches as it inched around a trunk and dived between the leaves.
Its eyes were always open to a jaguar attack, the most terrifying thing its brain could imagine. But the jungle was still purple, not the terrible white. The jaguars wouldn’t be out for another hour.
It crawled farther on the branch after spotting a deep-red fruit, reaching out a hairy arm. The humans on the ground a hundred yards away didn’t bother it. They were insignificant, below the majestic world of the treetops. What could they do, climb up with their puny limbs? And with only four?
The fruit was almost in its grip when the jungle roared with thunder. Its world became a painful blur, and something threw it from the safety of the mighty trees.
After that, the fall.
---
“Nice shot, councilman,” Luster complimented according to hunting etiquette. Usora nodded and handed his light-rifle to a nearby aide, who wrapped it in soft leather and put it back with the half-dozen others in an over-shoulder bag.
Val was not as amused by the feat. The shot was precise, no question there, but killing something from afar without giving it a chance to comprehend it or defend itself felt wrong.
Not like the light-guns were revolutionary in that regard. Val was aware that their ancestors hunted the beasts of the jungle for many centuries, first with makeshift slingshots and later with javelins and bows. But he was a military man first and had a hard time adapting his view from the battlefield to the hunting grounds.
“Smile, my dear.” Luster prodded him while they walked forward, so he plastered a pleasant one on his face and gratulated the man himself. They spoke at length with Luster about their next political target after the fiasco on the racing rings. That was only saved by Val’s willpower and ability to put things in order. They knew he couldn’t rely on them on every occasion.
Usora was an oddity with his circle of half a dozen other council members. They were the founding fathers of the Luminocity Gentlemen’s Club, a strange sort of establishment, organized around hunting, fishing, horse riding, fistfighting, and sitting around on cushioned chairs, sipping alcohol and enjoying thick smoking roots. But the club’s exclusivity made it a desired part-time activity for many of the city’s rich and famous, and their harsh matriculation methods just raised the club’s appeal.
As they concluded with Luster, Val probably would have to prove himself to the man to win the backing of the whole bunch. That might raise a challenge, one he was keen on taking head-on. Regrettably, his background didn’t give any measurable advantage in the club’s fortes, except maybe fistfighting, as he had some hand-to-hand combat training back in the day.
But he was in mean shape, and his reflexes were sharpened during many jungle skirmishes. He had thought this bunch of lazy city folk no challenge at all.
After the first few shots of Usora, he thought otherwise. The man was a natural who had also honed his skills over many years. His age was hard to guess with his thick blue mustache and matching bushy eyebrows, but Val thought him at least twenty years his senior. He kept himself remarkably well for his age, broad-shouldered and muscular with no sign of the bulging belly so typical of others in his profession.
“You were saying about our feud with Texocan?” he asked.
Val shook himself back into the present. He was here for a reason — to convince this man and his entourage that the danger was real and that they needed to vote him in the position of high judge. So Val could deal with it in a swift and efficient manner.
“I said, councilman, that with every passing week we sit on our butts and do nothing, Texocan grows bolder with their tactics and more vicious with their military technology. I assume you have heard of the incident with their recovered explosive device? A whole barracks went up in smoke, hundreds injured, and fifty are assumed dead, including Colonel Guang.” 
“May the gods consume their souls.” Usora nodded and raised his weapon for another shot. “And your proposal about our course of action?” Convincing them about the danger wasn’t a problem. They also saw the signs. However, proving his competence could be another matter.
“We declare war, mobilize our troops, and bring the fighting to their city, where it does the least amount of damage to our infrastructure and cornfields. Our priority should be to break their morale when they are still unprepared and testing the waters. And to inflict future sanctions so they can’t play with technologies threatening our existence.”
Usora nodded again. He took the shot, and the blast rang for a few seconds in Val’s ears. He still needed to learn the reflex to cover them when someone pulled the trigger.
Another monkey fell from a distant tree, and a group of assistants ran to recover it. Usora handed back his gun to the boy next to him. “If we go to war, we need a strong-handed leader to rally the entire city behind himself. One who is well known and respected.”
“I agree,” Val said.
“Are you supposed to be this leader?”
Val looked him straight in the eye. “I am a general of our armies and one who has experience with the enemy.”
“Commendable qualities, I agree. But you became a general only a few days back for our reserve armies, supposed to be stationed here to defend the city. And we have two more besides you with years of experience behind them.”
Val frowned. “Are they working on solving the situation? Are they rallying the council behind them at the moment to deliver a swift blow to the enemy?”
Usora shrugged. “I can’t speak on their behalf nor know their strategy.” He took a slender gun from the leather holster and handed it to Val. “But what I can do is size up the qualities of the one in front of me.”
Val hesitated only for a moment before taking the weapon. The metal fit smoothly into his palm. “What do you have in mind? Another bet for golden tickets?”
The councilman snorted, raising the bushes of his thick mustache. “No nonsense like that. It’s disgusting what that fat slug does with serious state matters.”
In that, Val could agree. His opinion about Usora grew by the minute — he was a much more suitable second choice from Luster. He shot back a thankful glance in her direction, but she was deep in conversation with the other, less significant targets of their day. Val still didn’t understand what he did to earn the help of the woman, but without her knowledge of the city’s political landscape he would still be running in circles.
“But to lead our armies into something this significant, one must have a firm hand and a steadfast mind. Hunt with me, General.”
Val shuffled uncomfortably. “I have never used a light-gun before.”
“Then prove that you can adapt to a new situation. It is also time you learn to use one. These will be commonplace additions to our troops in a few years if they could figure out mass production.”
Val raised the piece to his eyes and looked through the scope on top as he saw from the councilman. It brought the target closer and gave him a crosshair to help his aim. “What are we hunting for? Only monkeys?”
“Not just any monkeys, but spotted chimps. We must cull their numbers yearly to prevent overpopulation and starvation,” Usora said.
Val raised an eyebrow. “I thought they have their natural predators.”
“They had their natural predators until humanity hunted them to near extinction in these regions. Now you are lucky if you ever spot a jaguar in your life, not to mention a tiger.” The councilman motioned him toward the treeline. “Now, it is our duty.”
Val nodded. Humanity was always good at creating solutions to the problems they created themselves. He spotted movement between the leaves and sneaked forward. He was at least decent at that.
In jungle warfare, it was essential for soldiers to move noiselessly in the thicket of the green. A surprise attack could turn the outcome of any battle.
“Aim for the brain or the heart. The heart is easier,” Usora instructed him.
Raising the weapon to his eye, he followed the rustling behind a thick branch and waited patiently for his target to emerge. A hairy arm reached out for fruit. He pulled the trigger, and his light-gun burst with a loud bang and a rainbow of colors.
He missed the ape by at least ten feet. Val saw the bullet’s flight. His eyes were accustomed to opponents who moved faster than normal humans, and he could still track the slug speeding through the air. The others, if not finders themselves, probably only saw his target escaping back into the tree crowns.
Usora let out an unhappy whistle. “Your aim isn’t bad, but you are too eager, son. You jerk your hand to the side when pulling the trigger. This is not a sword to swing around.”
Val felt his cheeks flush red. He didn’t like the other man’s tone. Usora was a well-known politician and probably at least a decade or two his senior. But Val was now a general of this city. The one who tried to save these clowns from themselves, not a private or a child to be spoken down to.
He raised his weapon again and followed the escaping beast. It jumped from tree to tree, landing on each branch and swinging forward, always hidden by the foliage. But its trail could be tracked.
He took a deep breath and cut his hand on a sharp edge of the gun. His blood boiled in the downpour of light.
He found speed in the light.
Val’s motion became as fast as the monkey’s escape, the gun’s barrel fixed on its track.
“No point now,” Usora said with disappointment. “There is no way you could take a steady shot on an escaping —”
The bullet exploded out of the weapon, cutting off the councilman. It tore through the leaves and injured the animal, which missed its next jump and tumbled down from the heights. It landed with a loud thump and a painful shriek in the underbrush. Val looked up, expecting some accolade.
He only found disdain.
Usora’s mustache trembled slightly as he puffed out a long breath of air, and he shoved Val aside as he trudged through the underbrush. His steps were light, and he glided through the thick of it as if it weren’t even there. Val followed after him, unsure of what he had done wrong.
The bramble poked his trousers with its needles, and he spotted a few remains of redwood, writhing toward him slowly on the ground like lethargic snakes. He holstered the gun on his back and unsheathed his army machete. It helped clear the thicket and make a path toward the injured animal.
When he arrived, Usora was already standing above the monkey. It went through the final twitches, its shoulder a messy open hole and its legs broken. The councilman took out his hunting knife and cut the beast’s throat. It went still.
Usora cleared his blade on the dark fur. “What do you think we are doing here, General?” he asked with a cold voice.
“I was under the impression that we were hunting monkeys. But looking at you, I might have been wrong.”
Usora gave him a joyless chuckle. “Oh no, General, you were right. But I wouldn’t call this hunting, would you?” He pointed at the carcass. “We are here on a mission to cull the population so we can keep up a balance. This is not a sport to enjoy or take lightly and cause unnecessary suffering.”
“Then why are we playing this game? And why are you evaluating my skill with the gun on these animals? We could have gone to any army shooting range!”
The councilman shook his head. “You got it all wrong, General. I’m not evaluating your skills with the gun. I’m evaluating your compassion, judgment, and ability to keep a cool head in new or difficult situations. All essential in a war that you so vehemently promote.” He looked Val in the eyes. “And I must say, you aren’t doing great thus far.”
Val could only bear the burning gaze for a few more moments before casting down his eyes. Usora had a point. Three left-behind servants finally caught up to them, and two boys hung up the monkey on a rope and started to skin it. Light-gun in hand, the councilman stepped away a few yards and scanned the treetops. He seemed to be deep in thought. Val walked after him.
“Usora —” he began, but the councilman waved his arguments away.
“Let me be clear, General Val-Gustus of House Tama. I agree with you on Texocan.” Val raised a surprised eyebrow. Usora continued. “We must put up a strong front and not let them bully us around. Despite our patrols, they are burning plantations in our zone of influence, which is as close to a direct attack from them as it could get. If we do nothing and our council runs in circles, they will starve us by the monsoon season, and then they wouldn’t stop at our borders.”
“So you too think that we must act now and deliver a preemptive strike while we still can!”
Usora held up a hand and, after another cursory glance, holstered his gun on his back. “I agree. A quick strike with all our might. We take their city and replace their leadership. That is our best course of action.” He looked Val up and down. “But I am not convinced you are our best man for the job.”
Val’s cheeks flushed with shame. When he answered, his voice was calm but hurt. “I don’t want this burden either, Usora. It was placed on my shoulders. If anyone more capable is willing to put the city’s interests first and convince the council that this is our best course, I will support him with anything I can.”
He finally caught a glimpse of praise in Usora’s eyes. The older man’s countenance took on a more relaxed state. “Maybe I judge you too harshly. But these matters can steer our future into doom or prosperity. I want the best for Lumo No Se.”
“So do I.”
“Even if it is someone else who leads us to victory? Even if you have to give away your title and step down for the prosperity of the people?”
These were weighty questions. On the one hand, Val wanted to say yes, wanted to put down the responsibilities and be only another soldier on the battlefield. On the other hand, his father trusted him with this threat. A threat greater than Texocan, something that could only be averted by war. He wasn’t even sure if it existed or if it was just his blind trust in the old man.
How could I ever share that with anyone? Would anybody else take it seriously?
He remembered their last conversation, the terror in his father’s eyes. Was it from genuine danger or just the overimaginative mind of a sick man? He decided then to act on it, to put his whole being behind this cause — one that he had little information on and one that his father probably would bring to his grave.
How will I look in the mirror if I back down now?
“No. I can share the burden or let someone else lead, but I have to be there. I have to see this through.”
Usora let out a sigh and turned away from him. But before he could answer, Val spotted something behind the councilman in the underbrush. A flash of white fur and two red eyes.
His shout came too late as the jaguar pounced at Usora. Six mighty legs pushed it into the air with such grace it seemed almost effortless. The councilman looked back at Val. That saved his life. The beast’s jaw locked only onto his shoulder, not his throat. He cried out in pain as the animal took him to the ground and gashed at his chest with razor-sharp claws. Crimson smudged the surrounding grass.
Val cut his arm and bolted. A deep breath in. Blood boiled. He crashed into the jaguar’s side with accelerated speed and strength, shoving it into a nearby tree. He glanced down at Usora. His shoulder wound bled viciously. Despite this, the elderly man squeezed a hand over it and fought himself to his knees. His expression was of pain and dread. Val positioned himself between Usora and the beast, letting the hunt staff take care of his injury if they dared to come closer.
The jaguar bounced back from the trunk, landing softly on six paws. Its eyes had a curious look as it inspected Val, considering if he was prey or another competing predator. The fur furrowed on its back, the white hide gleaming in the downpour of purple. It was majestic, a glorious creation of the gods. Val had never seen one in his life.
It decided on prey. It pounced.
The beast was frightfully fast, a white blur against the backdrop of green and purple. Val didn’t have time to get out his machete from its sheath, so he heaved it up, still covered, in a desperate defense. Three-inch-long claws took out chunks of wood as they met, and despite his strength-reinforced legs he couldn’t hold his position in the mud. They fell back, the heavy beast on top. Someone screamed in the distance.
Val hit the ground hard, the breath knocked out of his lungs. A jaw closed only inches from his face. He rolled and positioned his legs below the jaguar’s abdomen. His blood boiled, and the coils of muscle bulged on his thighs. With a double kick upward, he tossed the jaguar away and jumped to his feet.
It let out a painful hiss but landed on its paws again. This time it chose a more careful approach, slowly circling him, looking for an opening.
He unsheathed his machete. Even in a life-or-death situation like this, Val couldn’t help but marvel at the animal’s grace. Seeing any of them this close to the city was a miracle. As Usora had told him, wide-scale hunting had decimated the predators’ numbers in the previous decades, and the corn took a big chunk of their habitat.
He looked down at the blade in his hands.
Killing the beast would be a feat, but one that would eventually be only a tragedy. A solution to the danger, but a bloody one. The easy way out. A general could do better.
I can do better.
The hunting group was still a good fifty yards away, but the servants already there were braver than Val had given them credit for. They took up a defensive position around Usora, one of the helping boys raising a light-gun toward the jaguar with trembling hands. His unskilled shot missed so badly that the animal didn’t even flinch.
“Toss me a rope and some spikes!” he yelled back to them. They had brought some with them, as on occasion a monkey got stuck on a tree after it was shot. The servants needed to climb up for it somehow.
He was met with frightful and blank expressions. “Now!” he yelled at them.
One of the boys finally moved and rummaged around in a sack before tossing him a length of rope and a bundle of ironwood spikes. Val kept an eye on the beast while binding the rope in loops. It could pounce again at any moment.
Order wouldn’t help him here. They were on its hunting grounds — this was the natural order of the jungle. And even with found inner order, he wasn’t sure he could keep up with the animal’s raw, frightful speed for long.
A deep breath. His blood spiraled up and vaporized in the light. He let go of his strength to find more speed.
The beast jumped, but he was ready for it this time. With his speed pushed to its limits, Val whirled to the side and lassoed a length of rope around the jaguar’s crest, tangling the beast. He slammed into the bark of a nearby tree and let go of his speed. Another deep breath, sharper this time. He found strength again.
Val slammed a spike deep into the tree, the backlash of force almost cracking his wrist. He winced at the pain. Should have found toughness with his strength, but there was no time. He fixed the rope through the hole at the spike’s end and jumped backward, the jaguar already on him again. A slash of claws tore the shirt on his back, and more blood soaked his clothes.
Speed again. The constant changing of his finding drained his reserves fast, but with his focus split between multiple abilities, he would have no chance against the superior opponent. Val circled the tree, the beast on his heels. The rope barely slowed it down.
Another tree, an additional spike. This time the change to strength came only after a few moments. The second part of the trap was fastened. The jaguar pounced, and he tossed another loop of rope around it.
He was too slow in his change, and the beast reached him before he could speed up again. Val fell back with the jaguar on his chest, pinned to the ground. Its maw reeked of rotten meat and stomach acid as it bit toward his throat. His found strength was pushed to its limits while he held the head away, but the oily fur slipped in his hands. Fangs flashed.
A stone smashed to the side of its jaw, confusing the animal for a moment. One of the helping boys took up another one. Gunfire would have been too risky for Val’s life while they were in their deathly tangle, but good old stone prevailed. Val didn’t miss a beat and grabbed the animal’s neck in two hands, twisting it around until it yielded with a painful yelp and jerked away.
He was on his feet before the jaguar could strike again, snatching the rope’s end. The last reserves of his blood boiled. He bolted toward the final tree and slammed the third spike. He pulled the rope through and fixed it to the holed end with a sigh and fell to the ground. The trap was finished.
The jaguar tossed and twisted in its binding, but the rope held tight. The three trees with spikes formed a triangle around it, and the loops on the animal fixed it in the middle. After a few minutes of tossing and squirming, it gave up and lay flat on its stomach with six legs outstretched. Its mane was wet from the effort, glistening in the purple light.
After he made sure the beast wouldn’t escape, Val returned to the servants. The others were finally catching up with them. Luster gave him a relieved smile and took out a wet cloth to clean his claw wounds. Fortunately, none turned out to be more than skin deep. “Show-off,” she whispered, but her lush lips couldn’t hide a satisfied smile.
The others patched up Usora as much as they could. The shoulder of the man was a big bundle of soaked-through bandages, and they put him on a makeshift stretcher made from the torn-apart pieces of their hunting equipment. It turned out the canvas bags were good for more than one purpose.
The man was still white as noon, but below the thick mustache a faint smile played on his lips. “My lad, nicely done. I haven’t seen anyone subdue one of these since my grandfather brought me deep into the northern mountains in my youth!” He furrowed his brow. “But why use rope and spikes? It’s foolish to abandon your weapons just for show. You put yourself in extreme danger!”
Val looked back at the beast. It raised its head with those enormous eyes, defeated but proud, waiting for their next move. “You said it yourself that these are rare, almost extinct in these parts of the jungle. It would have been a shame to slay it.” He placed a hand on Usora’s uninjured shoulder. “What kind of leader chooses the easy way out of a difficult problem just because he is afraid to put himself in danger? A man like that doesn’t deserve to be followed.”
Usora’s eyes opened wide, looking at him as if he was seeing him truly for the first time. His mouth stretched into a wide grin. “It seemed we both learned an important lesson today, General. I am honored to come to know you.”
Val gave him a smile as they started back toward the city. “Me too.”



CHAPTER 37
Boxed Music
Lax was already awake when Ponlu and Lamara walked into his room in the mansion, and had had plenty of time to contemplate his life decisions. It was a dangerous thing to lie in bed injured — it denied him busywork to keep his mind occupied. His joints were like fire, and he found one arm bandaged to his chest, probably broken.
The first thought that shot into his mind was his butler.
“Onaya? Is he alright?”
Ponlu gave him a reassuring shoulder squeeze then jerked his hand back with an apologetic grunt after seeing the pain shoot across Lax’s face. “Sorry, lad, old habits. He is alright, deep in sleep in his chambers. The doctor said he should recover. But that scalp wound will leave a nasty scar.”
He gave Ponlu a heartfelt chuckle. “That tough old fox. It might even befit him.”
“How do you feel?” Lamara asked. Her face was carefully kept not to be contorted with worry.
“Not as bad as I expected, considering I survived a car bombing.”
“Damn that slimy scum! I hope he will rot in the depths of the nine hells!” Ponlu looked around the room to throw something and settled for the bedside table. It hit the wall with a reassuring thud.
“Without you, my head would probably be hanging in one of their hideouts now. I owe you one.”
That finally cracked a smile. Ponlu’s smile was always a welcome sight, with all his white teeth framed by the green beard, like a pond of reassurance. “Do you still count these things? After so many years?”
“Yeah, I can’t help myself. You’re in the lead with four to three.”
Ponlu raised an eyebrow. “When did you go to three?”
“When you tried to wear that yellow vest with blue shoes. It would have been fashion suicide.”
After a few moments of stunned silence, they burst into laughter. Even Lamara chuckled with them. It was good to release some steam.
He couldn’t help but notice that the laughter hurt. Like, really hurt this time. With his last stunt, he overstrained his body in many places and would probably suffer the consequences for weeks.
The dangers of a good lie.
“I am glad for the company but have to ask you to fill in for me while I am stuck in bed,” Lax said. “There is a dossier and a calendar with my plans in the study. I will be fine. You don’t have to sit around till I recover.”
Lamara shook her head. “He almost got you this time, and he has the entire gang behind him again. It would be foolish to leave you alone.”
“Not speaking about those weirdos in black. They were like drugged fanatics hanging on his every word,” Ponlu said.
Lamara glanced at him. “It was probably already foolish to bring you here. This is the first place he will search for you.”
“He wouldn’t dare attack the Trifled Peaks, at least not yet. Too many city guards, too much heat.” Lax closed his eyes and leaned back. He had to admit that the family mansion’s luxurious bedding wasn’t half-bad. “And I know him — he wants to toy with me. To increase the pressure notch by notch. If he tries anything, it wouldn’t be for at least a few more days, maybe weeks.”
“I still don’t like it. A safe house would be much more secure. What are you not telling us? What keeps you here?”
“I... made a promise.”
Ponlu raised an eyebrow. “And you intend to keep it? That’s something new.”
“It was to my brother. I promised him a hundred days to rebuild the family’s wealth and to help him with his political career. There will be a banquet, a big one, with all of the city’s cream. We need the funds for that. It was important to Father.” Lax fumbled out his last arguments. Even he was aware of how weak they felt.
“Since when are you concerned about what is important to the old man?” Ponlu asked.
He didn’t have an answer ready for that. He’s right. Since when do I care?
He wasn’t doing this for his father. But Val, no matter how much the obedient and good boy, was his brother and in need of him. Lax felt worthless most of their childhood, living in his shadow, but now his perfect brother needed him. Could he really say no to that? Break his promise and just run?
No, he realized with surprise. He wasn’t the same seventeen-year-old boy who walked out the mansion’s door into the big city life and left everything behind. He had a chance now to rebuild, to make things right again. That was worth the risk.
“I have to stay. At least give it another go, however dangerous this could get.” He looked his friends in the eye. “I can’t ask the same of you, guys. This is my burden. Go on your holiday, get out of the city. I hope the dust will settle by the time you return.”
Ponlu snorted, and Lamara shook her head. “As if we would leave you here like this! Oh, darling, this cocktail is great! I wonder if Lax is being murdered at home right now.”
Lax snickered, hurting his ribs, and lay back in bed. His eyes already felt heavy. “Thanks. I needed that.”
“We will stay and help to sort out all of this,” Lamara said. “What happens with the warehouse?”
“Little Man had a few business partners who will take over the goods. I think. Work out the details with them. But they paid for it, even if we spilled it on the docks’ streets.” Lax closed his eyes and drifted toward a healing sleep. “Hope the rest will be enough to make a difference.”
Ponlu and Lamara looked at each other, then sneaked out of the room to let him rest.
---
Days later, Lax was sitting in his father’s study when the knock came at the door. He saw Val arrive from the window, over his mother’s favorite orchids. This meeting was inevitable, but he had dreaded it nonetheless over the past few days of his recovery. He pushed away the disassembled music box on his table.
“Come in!” he yelled, standing to meet his brother on his feet. His ribs still hurt from sudden movements, but they had healed remarkably fast. Even the cast could be removed from his arm, but his fingers were still numb. Finders usually had a tendency to recover from injuries quicker, to passively tap into finding some healing in the light. A perk of their connection to the gods.
Val walked through the door in a pristine uniform, the great eagle of the city on his shoulders. Immaculate and stylish as ever. Lax had to admit the general marks befitted him more than they ever had their father.
“Lax!” He marched in and embraced him. It only hurt a little. “I just heard about the incident! They blew up Mother’s car, the bastards! Are you alright? Why didn’t you tell me?”
He slumped back in his chair and offered one to his brother. Val finally sat down, his back straight as a skyscraper. He glanced at the music box lying in pieces in front of Lax on the desk. It seemed the old man had tried to repair it before but failed. It was good busywork for Lax while he couldn’t leave the mansion. He stared at the mechanism, not wanting to meet his brother’s eyes.
“I got away with some scratches,” he said finally. “And I have it under control. Your hands are already full with the council and a brewing war — I didn’t want to bother you.”
Val reached out and squeezed his shoulder. Lax repressed a wince. His last stunt overburdened his joints too. “You could never bother me with something like this, brother. Please, we are in this together, aren’t we?”
Lax slowly nodded. “Yeah, sorry.”
Val smiled a thin smile, but it still brightened his day. “What are you working on?” he asked, then his eyes widened. “Is that —”
“Yeah, it’s Mother’s music box. Do you remember when she played it for us?”
Val’s smile broadened. “Every evening! I still hum it sometimes at night when I can’t sleep.”
“And I think my mind was playing games, but I used to hear it for years in the mansion, even after Mother...” He shook his head. “But not anymore. Not since I returned.”
Val looked at the pieces on the table. “Does it work?”
“Not yet, but I am repairing it. Father had already done some work on it, maybe out of shame.”
“Oh, yeah! He broke it not long before your final argument.”
“As if he was afraid of the melody.”
Val’s eyes flicked down. “I think it made him remember her too much, you know? He never really moved on after Mother.”
“Yeah, probably that too.”
They fell silent, but it was a new kind, a comfortable one that blanketed them, not smothering the conversation but filling the gaps. A silence between old friends who have experienced many things together. Or true brothers.
Lax turned back toward his work on the music box before Val could see the tears in the corners of his eyes. He smeared them, hiding the motion behind a stretch for a little screwdriver. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure? Did you want to make sure that I was alright?”
Val sighed. “I want to say yes, but regrettably, no. I also need to see the state of our treasury. The date approaches terribly fast. Did you make any progress?”
The moment of brotherly camaraderie died with the question, and Lax shifted nervously. It was not like he didn’t make any headway. They visited shops and factories, paid off some debt, and turned the most optimal few profitable again. Hell, even the books were in tip-top shape now, orderly rows of actual factual numbers month after month.
Despite all their effort, they showed the money they were still losing every day. Lax couldn’t tell him that — just the thought twisted his stomach into knots.
It was a strange feeling, being so desperate to not disappoint his brother. But Val was relying on him with this task, even trusting him. So sure that Lax could turn their fortune.
Lax wanted to be that person — no, he needed to be that person for his brother. He only required more time to figure things out.
Stall! A deep breath. A twist of ring behind his back.
“It is coming together quite well actually. With some detective work, we found hidden pockets where Father stashed away some funds for rainy days, and with them we started to pay off the crippling loans he amassed during the years. A few of our core operations are already under control and profitable again, especially the ironwood mills.”
Val let out a laugh and leaned closer to hug him. It turned into an awkward half-hug when he realized his injuries. “That sounds almost too good to be true! Can I see the books? Will we be in the green for the banquet?”
Another few drops of blood evaporated into the air. His brother seemed desperate under the cheerful surface. Stretched thin. He apparently made progress with their father’s insane political dreams, or at least that was the gossip on the streets. He had turned a few politicians’ heads with his stunt at the racing ring and in the jungle. But he had to hold to it with ten fingernails, and it threatened to slip away from him any minute. Val needed reassurance and peace of mind to focus on his side of this mission. Lax could give that to him.
I will deal with it later. Find another way.
“They are currently under audit, so you wouldn’t see much. But we will be in the green — I will make sure to send you a copy when the new monthly data comes in,” Lax said smoothly.
“I would rather come and see it in person if it’s no trouble. You can’t imagine. Sometimes it feels like even the walls have ears in those council halls. Like a flock of hungry vultures, ready to swoop down at the faintest smell of blood.”
Lax nodded. “I can imagine. You are always welcome, you know? It is your home too.”
“And are you sure you will be alright? I know you don’t like to speak about this part of your life, but your brother is an army general. If someone is giving you trouble, I can send a squad to deal with them.”
It took every inch of Lax’s found lie not to sigh at the offer. He knew his brother meant well, but sending soldiers to deal with Raito was like poking a wasp’s nest with a spear. Yes, the city guards had a lucky strike at him all those years back, but he had changed since then. Had grown more vicious, more cunning. And dangerous with his finding. The attempt would only anger him, cutting short the precious little time Lax had.
“Thanks, I will keep it in mind. But seriously, it is under control. I have my methods.”
“I am sure you do,” Val said and stood up to leave.
“Wait! Do you want to hear it?” Lax asked and pointed at the music box on the table.
Val raised an eyebrow. “In pieces?”
“No, but I finally figured out the problem, a broken cog under the pins. The glue should have hardened by now,” Lax said, methodically putting the parts together again. After figuring out the mechanism, it turned out to be a surprisingly simple design, understandable even for simpletons.
It is good that I only spent half a day on this, he thought sarcastically.
After putting back the final screw, he wound up the machine with the key on its back. The lid opened, and he leaned closer with his brother in nostalgia-fueled awe as a little figurine started its pirouette in the middle, followed by eerily beautiful music. Two painted eyes watched them from the inside of the lid, striking violet like their mother’s. They listened to it in sacred silence for a minute.
“Just as I remember.” Val smiled beside him, and it warmed Lax’s heart. “But do you hear that too?”
Lax heard it. Some strange glitch in the music, a note pitching too low in the simple melody. It was in harmony, but not exactly as they remembered the song. “Strange. All the pins should be in fixed places with no option to change the pitch. How could I have detuned it by gluing together a cog?”
Val carefully patted his shoulder. “You will figure it out, brother. You always figure out everything eventually.”



CHAPTER 38
Rising Up
The priest stood in the middle of the altar, ritualistic dagger in hand raised over the man lying in front of him. His robes were majestic. It was white noon, and the light reflected from the garments in a blinding blaze, giving the altar an uncanny halo. Temple servants brought new buckets and spilled their contents — food, riches, and other offerings sprawled over the surface of the grand sunstone altar.
Val-Gustus Tama, General of Lumo No Se, stood in the first rows on top of the ziggurat, his rank permitting him this privilege. Luster stood beside him. Being close to her these days felt good, her presence giving a stable point for him in the city’s chaos. She reached out a hand and rested it in his, the warmth from it radiating up Val’s arm.
Their affection manifested subtly, appropriate for the event. This being a funeral and all.
It was not an enemy blade that ended the man’s life but his age and failing heart. Val didn’t even have the chance to speak to him. The general’s fattened body was dressed in his finest robes and decorated with colorful feathers and jewelry. The diener painted it with the symbol of the gods, four overlapping suns, on his exposed stomach. He would be ceremoniously sacrificed to rise up to their makers.
Old traditions die hard.
With the death of General Srengen, only two major players remained in the Lumo No Se Army, General Heb and Val. He stretched his neck, searching for the other man, but didn’t see him in the crowd.
“What is the matter, dear?” she asked, squeezing his hand a little. “You are distant again.”
He frowned. “Thinking about the freed-up legion and their leadership. The council should have already decided whether they want to promote another general or divide it between the two remaining ones.”
“There is no suitable candidate yet, but I will inform you if things change. Also, they might be playing the waiting game to see the results of your campaign for war and the high judge title. Until then, the council can keep temporary ownership of the legion.”
He massaged his eyes. Great, more politics. “At least my brother had some good news yesterday. He has made headway with putting House Tama back on track and providing us with the funds for the banquet. I am fortunate he came back and could figure it out. Otherwise, it would be a scandal.”
Luster raised a skeptical eyebrow. “And how sure is that?”
“He is my brother. If he says it, I believe it. Why would he lie?”
“Exactly. What is it he is gaining with all of this? Hope your trustfulness doesn’t cloud your judgment.”
The priest brought down the dagger, piercing it deep into the man’s chest. There was no blood, of course. The corpse was properly prepared. He stepped back in his blazing robes, raised his hands toward the sky, and started his song. The language was mostly forgotten, ancient and twisted, dating back to the civilization before them. It was the tongue of the gods.
Light filled the altar, radiating from above as the suns flared, doubling their intensity above the ziggurat. No heat was attached to it, only pressure, like standing right under a waterfall, the plummeting river heavy on one’s shoulders. Luster lost her balance, but Val grabbed her with a strong arm around her waist.
He opened his mouth to reply but then closed it again as the light buzzed up with the sound of a thousand cicadas. The offerings on the altar rose toward the sky with the body in the middle. The priest’s song grew terrible, and the reek of ozone filled the air.
Then it was over in a heartbeat. The light vanished, and the piled-up goods fell back to the stone. The corpse only lingered a second longer, filled with quickly dissipating light. It jerked, lurched, and plunged back, crunching on the rock.
The crowd stood in grim silence. It wasn’t anything unexpected — the gods had rejected every offering as far back as Val could remember. The light didn’t consume them, and the ritual remained unfinished. In cold denial, the priest lowered his head and started the finishing songs to close the ceremony.
There were legends and ancient tales from before the Cataclysm when the gods played a more direct role in shaping the world and demanded regular sacrifices from humanity. Not just the dead, but fresh blood. Val didn’t know what to make of those stories. It was logical that the gods needed sustenance after all the life they had given to the world. However, it was undeniable that no one alive ever witnessed them taking any of the offerings, no matter how much the clergy tried or demanded from the populace to take part in regular attempts, like today.
The body would be cremated and placed in an ornamented urn in the ziggurat’s necropolis, where similar ones were lined up in long rows. A privilege for the rich and powerful. However, the less fortunate, the everyday masses, ended up in shallow mass graves, buried from the gods’ light. They could only feed the new cornfields. Val always found it unjust.
Why must one earn their right to be properly ushered into the afterlife?
The ceremony’s cacophony died, and the priest finished his song. Luster poked Val from the side with a slight smirk. It was infuriatingly seductive. “Your eyes are like a fool sleeping on top of a loaded coffer, dear. Only seeing the lid, unaware of the fortune that lies below them.”
Val chuckled. “I would have said they are more akin to the guards in a watchtower. They are so focused on the horizon that they can’t see the enemy sneak right under them.”
“Oh, the similes of a soldier are always fascinating. But if we are beyond our wordplay, I might have a solution if your brother fails, at least regarding this banquet.”
Val raised an eyebrow. “An emergency plan?”
“Yeah, you can say that.”
Val shuffled uncomfortably, but it would have been foolish not to hear it out. “And what is it?”
“Ask me for the money! I will be happy if House Feu can help House Tama out!” she said while the crowd dispersed.
Val felt a weight drop in his stomach, but before giving in to the visceral emotion, he thought over the offer. It would solve his short-term problems. Even if his brother couldn’t put their financial situation back on track, this would lift them over the chasm. However, if the city’s nobility got wind of this loan — or generous offering, if Luster wanted to put it like that — it would be the end of his political career. A general on the payroll of another noble house would be the butt of their jokes.
Could he trust this woman he met only a few weeks ago with the future of not only House Tama but the city itself? His heart said yes, but his instincts — honed over the years — bid him caution.
“That is very generous of you, and I am grateful to have you by my side,” he began, very diplomatic. “But I am confident that Lax will put us back in the green, and we can finance it ourselves. I don’t want to make my burdens yours.”
“And the fate of our city? And your title and war?” she asked, playful, but her smile wasn’t as genuine as it had been a minute ago.
“I direly needed a guide, and you offered your help. I will be eternally grateful for that.”
“You are in dire need right now, and I offer my help again.” She sighed and took Val’s hand as they walked down the many steps of the pyramid. “But I understand if you want to stand on your own feet. Just remember me if things turn sour.”
Val blew a small thankful kiss on her hand and let himself be led away. He had faith in Lax but was still glad to have Luster as a lifeline. His brother had many commendable traits, but trustworthiness wasn’t one of them. Val hoped that the faint glint in his brother’s eyes last time wasn’t a sign of secrets and lies, but he would be fooling himself if he didn’t prepare for the worst.
Luster pulled him with her. There would be other councilmen to meet today, other hands to shake. An endless cycle. Around them, on the ziggurat stairs, the gods’ light flowed with blind purpose, unaware of their struggles and sacrifices.



CHAPTER 39
There Is Always a Deeper Secret
Lax eyed the half-empty bottle, weighing the possibility of hurling it out the window. It would prevent him from drinking the other half. His head pounded in sync with his aching chest, every cracked rib a new instrument in his nightly symphony of pain.
He scratched at his arm — it was itchy without the cast. The physical pain he could bear, but his turmoil went deeper. A fresh set of papers was sprawled out on the desk beside him, the numbers telling a grim tale of finances. Their fortune hadn’t turned as fast as he had hoped, and despite his efforts bearing some fruit, it would take at least another half-year before their gains would outweigh their losses.
Next to the audit files were half a dozen official correspondences from the Lumo No Se banks for the nobility. All rebuffed his appeal for new loans or relief and remodeling of the current interest models. They had to be in cahoots. But the message was clearly readable between the polite lines — the financial institutions were not interested in his house’s long-term prosperity. They would be more than happy with the collateral his father put down for them when House Tama unavoidably fell. Like a bunch of vultures.
He massaged his temple with no effect. Even the alcohol didn’t give him peace of mind this evening. He promised his brother a hundred days and had already wasted a good amount of them on efforts that would not save House Tama.
And Raito would probably murder him one of these days if he remained here any longer.
He pushed back his chair and stormed out of the room, pointedly leaving the bottle. On his way out, he bruised his shoulder on the doorframe, another minor pain in the symphony. He barely cared at this point.
I need some change of scenery, Lax thought as he strolled through the corridors with little goal or destination. His feet led him, as many times before in his early years, to his mother’s garage.
Although the place was cold now as he entered, devoid of its old magic. Only a bunch of dust-catching junk without her. An empty husk of a room. The only seat was a stool by an old, half-finished metallic piano, his mother’s own handiwork. Unlike her classical one up in her room, this was an ugly piece, with all sharp edges and missing panels. She only made the one, just like the car.
At least this was still in one piece. He slumped down on the stool, flailing hands hitting some keys.
His attention sharpened. Those notes were strangely in tune for an old instrument, possibly not used for decades. He reached down and opened the lid, but instead of hammers and strings it only contained a glowing cylinder and a buzzing metallic box. A dozen wires ran out from it, some into the wall, some around the room’s corners.
Lax hit another few notes, a short melody. It was eerily harmonious. Before he could change his mind, he started to play. His fingers searched out the keys in the tune of the broken music box, playing the old song from his childhood. A faint warmth surged inside as if his mother’s ghost was beside him.
His hands flew over the keys, and his soul burned with the music. All in glorious harmony, all in...
He stopped. Something wasn’t right. He tracked back a few lines in his memory, slowly searching out the notes, one by one. His frown deepened. Something was missing.
One note didn’t make sense. The harmony had an obvious ascent, ending with a second C and plunging down. But if he played it right, his mind twisted in a small recoil. It wasn’t how he remembered hearing it all those years back. The piece needed a mistake in the middle, a note a few lines too low. It felt strangely intentional, like a misplaced chair in a room, not just dragged a few feet away but put on the top of a cupboard.
He started again, playing with his full attention on the piano. Every key, every note a deliberate effort, not an instinctive continuation. When he reached the part, almost at the end, he played it with the mistake. It even felt right.
Something whirred up. The piano pulsed below his hands with a faint electric shock. And the opposite side of the garage wall slid away.
It opened to a secret cave.
Lax got up and walked toward it like he was in a dream. All the previous grogginess from his self-inflicted intoxication burned away in an instant.
He stepped through the metal door that hid this place so well. Inside was a treasury of light-batteries, dry rations, and mining equipment. Maps of cave systems hung all over the raw stone walls. In the middle of it all, an elevator down into the abyss. A pair of strange full-body suits hung beside the wall, forged from metal and rubber — one of them still burning with a faint inner light.
An old painting was pinned on the wall portraying his parents in those suits, his mother’s piercing violet eyes looking at him, prompting. He caressed the strange painting. It was too smooth, not even a flake of paint, like a moment in time trapped within paper.
The elevator beckoned him, so Lax walked to it and peered down the shaft. The churning darkness looked back at him, seductive and terrifying at once.
“Of course, there are always more secrets with you, Father,” he sighed, and a faint echo reverberated from below.
He tore away his gaze and focused instead on the many maps full of tunnels and markings. His hand touched a line at the top and followed it down through the twisting passages into the depths of the earth. He stopped at a structure marked with the symbol of a gem.
His lips curled into a thin smile. And a plan started to take form in his mind.
---
“What is this all about?” Ponlu asked for the fifth time since they had departed from the safe house. Lax was ushering him and Lamara through the mansion’s corridors and into the garage with hurried motions, barely able to contain himself.
“Wait a few more minutes. It is worth the suspense!”
“You know I hate surprises, Lax,” Lamara said with a scowl.
“I don’t,” Ponlu said, but after a side glance from his wife, he cleared his throat. “But you still should tell us.”
Lax pushed them inside, closed the door, and thumped down on the stool before the piano. “Alright, I will show you!”
“Lax, did you bring us here to listen to your music? Is everything alright up there, lad?” Ponlu tapped his skull. “I mean, you aren’t half-bad, but we are in the middle of some serious shit right now.”
“And this might just solve all of it.” Lax danced his fingers along the keys and started the song. It wasn’t long enough for them to complain again before, with a slight tremor, the secret door opened again.
Lax jumped up and led his awestruck friends into the secret cavern, where they stood stupefied and at a loss for words. Lamara glided toward the schematics and maps on the wall while Ponlu poked one of the hanging suits. “What is this place?” he asked.
“Welcome to my father’s hidden cave! It seems the old bastard had too many secrets for his own good.” He strolled beside Lamara and pointed at one of the underground maps. “I think we are here, but not a hundred percent sure. At least we know this is one of the original entrances to the cave systems. The last unclosed one.”
“Thank the gods that the priests don’t know about this,” Ponlu muttered. They would tear the mansion into splinters to find any remnants of blasphemy.
“Lax, I’m glad you showed this to us. But, pardon my bluntness, how does this solve any of our problems?” Lamara asked, pragmatic as ever.
Lax pointed out a part on the map, deep underground, with a large structure divided into different rooms. “How familiar are you with the tragedy seventeen years back?”
Ponlu shrugged. “Just what people told on the streets and the small amount we could get out of you during the years. So, yeah, not much.”
“Only five of the two hundred miners survived,” said Lamara, who had clearly studied the topic before. “Your father returned to the surface with them exhausted, distraught, and shell-shocked, like they were coming back from a war. A true tragedy.”
“Yes.” Lax nodded, and the old shame he had grown up with pulled down his eyes for a moment. But when he raised them again, they were packed with determination. He pointed at one room marked with a gem. The treasury. “They also returned empty-handed. The last haul of gemstones was left behind in the hurry.”
Ponlu whistled. “You’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”
“What were we always the best at?” Lax asked. “Getting into treasuries we weren’t supposed to. Robbing the rich. A heist, guys! We’ve been approaching this problem from the wrong side this entire time. We tried to do business, pay off Raito, and obtain the funds we needed in the legal ways provided for us. Instead of stealing it like we always did!” He poked the structure on the map, deep underground. “I bet the entire stash is right there, just waiting for someone to snatch it up!”
Lamara gave him a wary stare. “Lax. We are doing mansions and banquets, not illegal cave diving.”
“Yeah, and it is hardly stealing from someone. The gemstones legally still belong to your family,” Ponlu said.
“Those are minor details. What matters is that they are right there under our feet!” He thumped his boots for a show, and his friends looked down then to the hanging suit and the lift.
“Do you even know how any of these work?” they asked.
“I think I might be of assistance with that.” The voice came from the door, and the trio stepped closer to each other by instinct, defending their comrades. But only a slim figure stood in the doorframe, hobbling with crutches and wrapped in bandages.
“Onaya, you are up!” Lax yelled.
He wobbled into the cave and cleared his throat. “Your father made me promise decades ago that I would never reveal this to you, young master.”
“Of course he did.” Lax shook his head. “But why?”
“He spent the better half of the last seventeen years in those gods’-forsaken tunnels, young master. Dip after dip. Gods only know what he was searching for.”
He came closer till he could put a hand on Lax’s shoulder. “But now that you have found it on your own, we have many things to discuss.”



CHAPTER 40
Mounting Pressure
Ilumi toppled the water bucket over her head, drenching her protective clothing again. The heat was nearly unbearable, and the mask she wore against toxic fumes couldn’t filter out the smell of burnt oil and bubbling metal. She refilled her bucket and stood back in line, working the hot-air pumps. The extreme environment rendered any control panel unreliable, so the entire process needed to be done by hand.
And thick gloves. She glanced toward the ones covering her fingers and pumped another blast of preheated air on her mark.
“Keep up the good work, people! We are closing in on the right temperature,” Doctor Blaze said from behind multiple layers of protective glass. She stood in the observation room adjacent to the furnace laboratory, her voice booming through the intercom system. The heat made it stutter and crackle in places, so she usually shouted her instruction multiple times, just to be sure.
“Prepare for release!” The yell came from another male lab assistant, burly and wearing bulky clothes, who had the most experience working with the experimental steel kiln. He had a booming baritone, which was fortunate because he needed to be louder than the bubbling and spluttering metal mass within the machine’s belly. “Pull the levers!”
Ilumi jumped back as two other lab assistants put their weight on hefty shafts. The bottom of the kiln opened, and the sludge of the refining process emptied into a crucible lowered into the floor. It was filled with all the trace metals and impurities. They hastily closed it and put it away for later re-refinement.
“More air!”
Ilumi pumped as if her life depended on it. The heavy work did wonders for her worry-burdened mind — focusing her concentration on a simple task or problem always helped to release stress. When her job was finished, she stepped back and drenched herself again.
“Pour!”
Distant motors whirled up to help them pump out the reforged steel. It emptied into a small tray made from low-fire ceramic, indented with the shapes of cogs and nuts. Only eight pieces.
“Quench!”
An assistant lowered the tray into oil, puffing up smoke. When the bubbling and cracking ceased, he lifted it out, placing it on an ironwood table close to the observation room. Blaze pushed her face against the glass as the assistant lifted them one by one, and she looked them over. Satisfied grunts came through the speakers.
“Let’s see the strength test,” Blaze said finally when she was satisfied with her inspection. Another assistant stepped up with a small hammer and fixed a bolt into a clamp.
He swung down with moderate force.
The steel bolt shattered into pieces, with visible impurities at the crack points. Everybody remained silent, staring at the remnants.
“That is somewhat better than last time,” Blaze said, her mood unchanged. “Fire it up again and increase the airflow by ten percent. Lively guys, one, two!”
Grunting, the assembly of her assistants moved to fulfill her wishes.
---
After a cold shower and a hearty lunch, Ilumi felt better by miles. At least physically. She sat in her changed and dry lab clothing in her workshop, staring at the prism on the desk. This was the second prototype that didn’t work.
The core problem still eluded her, even after reading through the pile of related textbooks towering on one end of her long table. She methodically went through her theory and notes again and again, but to no avail.
The prism should have split the light equally to create perfect purity. But it didn’t. The only explanation was an unknown in her calculations, a hidden variable.
It started to drive her crazy.
Blaze’s constant reminder of the expected results wasn’t helping either. Ilumi felt as if she had been put into the pressure chamber instead of her poorly filtered light.
At least they would install a new light intake port in the workshop after her request. That might quicken the process.
A knock came at the door that shook her out of her melancholy. “Open!” she yelled as she straightened in her seat and pulled paper and pen in front of her to at least pretend she was doing something useful here.
A mousy young girl entered through the door. She couldn’t be older than Ilumi and was at least a good head shorter. She wore her blue hair in a long ponytail that gave Ilumi the impression of a small girl instead of a young adult. “Hi,” the girl said. “Just here to collect some of my leftover stuff.”
Ilumi motioned her in, and the girl hurried to a nearby cabinet — locked by a combination lock — and dialed in her code. What was enclosed there was a mystery since Ilumi occupied the workshop, but there was so much open space she didn’t bother to ask anybody about it. The cabinet revealed a mundane secret of some basic lab equipment and personal belongings.
“Do you work in the institution too?” Ilumi tried to engage in some small talk while the girl packed her things into a box.
She stiffened at the question. “I was a grad student under Blaze.”
“Oh, what was your research?”
“Why? Do you think you can do it better than me? Succeed where I failed?” she turned in a sudden outburst that caught Ilumi unprepared.
She held up a defensive palm. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that —”
“No, I’m sorry. I am overreacting again — this place puts me on edge.” The blue-haired girl shook her head and wiped some beginning tears with a napkin from her pocket. “And it is hard to see my replacement.”
“Replacement?”
She pointed around. “This was my workshop before you came.” Her voice was full of grief. “I failed to provide results, and the doctor let me go.”
Ilumi felt her stomach churn at the remark. “There is so much space here, and I don’t need it all. We can share it if you want.”
The girl had a sad smile. “You are adorable. But you don’t know Blaze yet. If you fail her, you are out. And if you are out, you can never come back.”
They stared at each other for a few moments before she finished her packing. “What are you going to do now?” Ilumi asked.
She shrugged. “R.A.S.I. isn’t everything, despite how much they try to uphold that image. The city has a few independent research teams. I will try my luck with those.”
Ilumi nodded and held open the door as the girl hauled her big box. “Good luck with that.”
She stepped out but then hesitated and turned around, looking Ilumi in the eyes. “If you can accept a piece of advice from me, don’t disappoint Blaze. She seems genuine and nice, but behind those grandmotherly goggles lies a cold and calculating snake.”
Ilumi stared after her for a while with a sour taste in her mouth as the girl walked down the corridor.
---
A week after her rescue by the urchin gang, Ilumi sat on a corner shop’s terrace in the Grand Bazaar with a big bowl of fried chicken on the table. She was early but wanted to give herself time in case she got lost. Finding the place again where they first met with Dawb was challenging, but she was pleased with herself for the accomplishment. The city felt less like a labyrinth day by day. From their corner, she only needed to follow the beautiful aroma of fried meat.
She tried a piece, and it was delicious. They should domesticate these jungle birds.
The kids arrived on time, the smaller girl and boy tearing ravenously into their meal after quickly saying hi. Dawb slumped down onto the chair opposite her and picked out only a drumstick to munch on. He had a gloomy aura to him, and the bulge on his back showed he was still carrying around his concealed crossbow.
Not like Ilumi was complaining. It already saved her hide once.
She smiled. In between all the adversities of the previous week, at least she could provide something useful for them. “Glad you could make it,” she said.
Jua perked up with a mouth full of chicken. She grinned, dripping fat. “Wouldn’t miss it even if they tied me down.”
“But how would you escape?”
“Chewing through the rope,” she explained between bites. “Surprisingly easy if you have a few hours to spare. Trust me, speaking from experience here.”
Ilumi raised a surprised eyebrow. She changed the subject. “Last time, there was an older boy with you. Igi, was it? He couldn’t come?”
“No. He had an important task.” Dawb’s voice was distant and emotionless. “One that he is running very late on.”
“That’s a pity. Do you want to bring some for him?”
Dawb shrugged and chewed on his cleaned bone.
“Don’t mind him,” Jua said. “He has been like this the whole week. Can’t pull more than five words from him, even with pliers.”
Dawb furrowed his brow but didn’t comment. Ilumi looked at him closer, the shadows under his eyes, the slight yellow off-color of his skin. “Do you sleep enough?” she asked.
“What do you care?” he snapped at her and shifted nervously in his seat, looking over his shoulder. “We barely know each other.”
Ilumi sank back a little, her bright mood deflating. “You saved my life. Can’t I be worried about you? If there is anything I can help with —”
“You can’t.” He stood, grabbing a handful of chicken and stuffing it in his pocket. “Thanks for the meal,” he said as he bolted away.
Ilumi stared after him, unable to speak, only watching the small boy vanish into the crowd of the Grand Bazaar. Her mind raced, bringing up all the things she could have said, could have done to stop him.
Something poked her arm. She looked over, and Jua waved her hand in front of Ilumi’s face. “No point feeling bad about it. You can’t do anything to derail him from his gloom when he is like this. Let him do his thing today and hope for a better tomorrow.”
Ilumi sighed, but the little girl was right. She wasn’t Dawb’s mother, not even his big sister. She only hoped the boy would return to her if he needed help or company.
“Can you tell us a story?” Kuki asked, reaching for another wing.
“I... don’t know many stories.”
“Everybody knows stories!” Kuki said. “Tell us about your childhood. Or work. Or what happened to you in the past week? That’s a story too!”
Ilumi hesitantly began a tale about the experiments at R.A.S.I., steel casting, liquid light, and her prism workshop. They hung on her every word while they ate, sometimes chirping in with questions but mostly just listening.
As the story got into motion, she grew more excited, explaining to them where she came from, why she ended up here, and how she exploded the experiment hall. Of course, she left out the Operators.
After the basket emptied, the two children thanked her and hurried in the way Dawb had disappeared.
Ilumi didn’t notice she hadn’t eaten more than a single piece the entire time.
---
Later that day, during the twilight, Ilumi couldn’t find sleep. She was kneeling on the carpet of her private quarters, her door locked. In front of her was the orb, making an indent in the soft material, its surface mirror-like and shimmery.
She was staring at it for the better part of an hour.
The Operators expected regular reports from her, but they appreciated only results, and Ilumi had embarrassingly few of those these days. Her prism didn’t work. She fretted Yorquin would worm her out of her position and she would lose Blaze’s favor. But most of all, she was worried about Dawb and Aasang.
That last one probably wouldn’t interest the Operators.
With a sigh, she reached out and put a palm on the cold, spheric surface. She sank back within, searching for the strange light — brewing it inside her chest till it was ready, just like they showed her. It was hard for her, always needing days after each use, like a pool that dried out between infrequent rainstorms. And it became even more difficult these days, closed between the walls of R.A.S.I. and bathed in scorchlight. She yearned for more fresh air, green meadows, and sky-reaching peaks.
Remember, you chose this.
When she felt the energy filling her breath to its limit, she huffed it out toward the orb. It drank up neon and set ablaze the faded scorchlight with new colors. Then it floated into the air.
The voice came a moment later.
“Thank you for reaching out to the Foundation. Please stand by. One of our Operators will be with you shortly.”
Ilumi nervously rocked back and forth on the carpet. She didn’t need to wait long.
“It was time!” A voice boomed through the device. “Your location secure?”
“Yes, Operator.”
“Your passphrase?”
“The vernal bloom of the orchids grants you life eternal.”
“Checks out. Connecting you to Chief Executive Operator Tronx.”
Soft ethereal music played from the orb again. Her nervous fingers tapped the rhythm on the floor. She hated this song.
“Little bird. Chirp some good news.”
Ilumi shrank back on the carpet, feeling tiny. “My progress is slow, Operator, and I find myself against heavy competition.”
“But you didn’t fall into the bad side of our good doctor, did you?” The voice was calm but filled with threat.
She didn’t want to lie because if they spoke the truth and had agents in the city they would find out eventually. And Ilumi didn’t have illusions about what would happen then. But some minor twisting of the truth can’t hurt.
“No, Operator. I am working on a prism to help her light-separation attempts. When I am finished, I am sure she will see my merits and involve me in more secretive parts of her project.”
Tronx didn’t respond instantly, giving her a few nervous moments kneeling before the orb. It spun uncaring in the air.
The voice boomed back into her room. “A valiant attempt, but one that is prone to fail. And we need time to secure our assets with more force in the city if that happens. So let’s set a deadline.”
Ilumi paled. “A deadline, Operator?”
“You have another two weeks to get into Project W, or at least obtain useful information about it. If we still have nothing by then, we won’t have much choice but to send in some heavy hitters.” He chuckled. “Not an optimal choice, but a necessary one. I would be far away from the institution by then if I were you.”
Ilumi digested the words. “What will happen to me if it comes to that?”
“If it comes to that, you will no longer be an asset to us, just a liability. And liabilities are put into the Crater. You understand me, little bird?”
“Yes, Operator,” Ilumi whispered.
“Good. Redouble your efforts. Break in and steal it if nothing else works. Get me intel about that project. Tronx, out.”
The orb slowly sank back onto the carpet. Ilumi remained seated for who knows how long and just stared at it. Then the tears came.
She was a failure. Her ideas didn’t work, her only friend had gone missing, and she failed not only the Operators and Blaze but also Dawb. Ilumi shrank back on the carpet and curled up in a ball, trying to disappear. It would be better for everyone.
An uncertain knock came at the door, and Ilumi slowly pushed herself up and wiped away her tears. She was so distressed she even left the orb on the carpet when she opened the door.
Yorquin stood there, a scowl on his face and an envelope in hand.
“Oh, great. What is it, Yorquin? You are the last thing I need right now.”
He puffed up. “I will let you know this task is below me. To send...” He took a closer look at her, his face contorting into a puzzled expression. “Were you crying?”
“No,” Ilumi said and dried her face with her sleeve. “What do you want?”
He shifted from leg to leg, seemingly uncomfortable with the situation. “Blaze asked me to bring you this.” He gave her the envelope.
“What is it?”
“An invitation to a banquet night four days from now. All the city’s most important people will be there. I can see why Blaze chose to bring me, but it puzzles me why she thought...” He trailed off, reining himself back.
“Well, you brought it. Is there anything else, or can you leave me alone?”
He stepped back, ready to leave, but then sighed and turned around as if someone were pulling his teeth. “Is everything alright?”
It surprised Ilumi, but she was not in the mood for surprises. “No. And it is not your business. Go back to your lasers and academic merits and perfect life.”
Yorquin’s face hardened. “Right,” he said, turning tail and walking back toward the lift. “Don’t know what I was thinking.”
Ilumi closed the door and collapsed on the floor. She broke Blaze’s seal on the envelope, revealing the intricately designed invitation.
A banquet night was the last thing she needed right now.



CHAPTER 41
The Weak Spot
Dawb pushed through the crowd toward the meeting point, his stomach loudly protesting the lack of breakfast. And last night’s dinner. He tried to ignore it and focus on his upcoming revenge. Igi had finally gotten the stuff — they just needed to make the final touches.
Another grumble. Dawb sighed, but deep down he knew he would need his strength tonight.
He stumbled and crashed into an older man with fancy clothes, who shoved him to the side with a mouthful of curses. Dawb caught the wall and scurried away, gripping a handful of stolen change. Mostly iron but with a few copper jots. A few weeks earlier, he wouldn’t dare try something this reckless.
He finally relented to his protesting stomach and stopped by a street vendor to buy a dozen corn tortillas with butter. He ate them on the way, not wasting more time.
After entering a side alley, he gurgled out two cat shrieks, their agreed-upon signal. Igi pulled aside a stained blanket from a doorway and nervously waved him inside. “Finally! What took you so long? I thought you were the more eager one to do this.”
Dawb pulled out a few leftover tortillas in waxy paper and pushed them in his hands. “Don’t be like that. I brought breakfast.”
Igi dug in with a thankful grunt. “Did you rob someone for these?”
“You can say that.”
“Nice.”
Dawb looked around the abandoned room. It once probably was a family home but had been burned in the great fire that engulfed a quarter of the Old Harbor two decades ago. Dawb wasn’t alive then but had heard the stories — flames so high they almost reached the gods. He shivered. The charred floorboards reminded him of the Birdnest’s last minutes.
He squeezed the shaft of the crossbow below his coat, an involuntary habit he had taken up in the past weeks.
A few unassuming cans stood in the corner. Each at least a gallon, filled with pitch-black liquid.
“Are you sure this will work on them?” Dawb asked.
“As sure as I get,” Igi said. “And it better work. Cost me almost all of my rainy day money.”
Dawb handed him the remaining money from the cut purse. “First contribution. I will pay you back every coin.”
Igi shoved it into his pocket. “Let’s settle on splitting the cost equally. I want them off our streets as well. If they mess with one of us, they mess with all.”
Dawb walked to the cans and leaned closer. Their sharp, bitter smell reminded him of old chimneys and factory smoke. He tore a bit off the charred floor and stuck it in a can. The black liquid had an oily feel and was thicker than water, but not as thick as honey. “What is this stuff?”
“Diluted creosote. They use it in the woodworks to protect against bugs. My contact swore on it.”
“How does it work?“
“It taints their blazing robes that hold their power. Especially effective at night. No light, no miracles.”
Dawb nodded. “But who is your contact, Igi? And how do they know these things? You never told me.”
His friend looked uncomfortable. “Do you know the fat bastard who owns all the shady pawnshops?”
“Little Man? Everybody knows him.”
“It turned out he pancaked a few days back.”
Dawb raised an eyebrow. “How?”
“The tale on the streets is that it was some feud with the clan. They blew up his cart or something. Opened him up like a ripe melon.”
“He had it coming.” Dawb shrugged. “Half the city hated his guts — it was just a matter of time before someone spilled them. Was he your contact?”
Igi tapped his nose. “Not him, but one of his apprentices. There is an entire war going on behind the scenes there, everybody wanting a piece of his merchant empire. Some of them are not much older than us.
“My guy goes by Maize. Had a rough upbringing, turned up a few times at Gran Gran’s. That’s where we met first, and since then I go to him if I need anything. Decent guy, usually gives a discount for the likes of us.”
“But how would he know the priests? Their weakness?”
Igi gave him a meaningful look. “He had some... bad experience with the church. Was an acolyte before the streets, but things didn’t turn out great. He doesn’t like to speak about it, but gives them a wide berth since then.”
Dawb nodded slowly. That made sense — most of the urchins knew better than to try the temples. There were whispers of dark secrets deep below them. Hidden chambers and followers kept almost like slaughter animals.
He stood up from beside the cans, and Igi pulled out a battered wheelbarrow from the other room. They packed it in silence, then threw an old rug on top to hide its contents.
“When do you want to do it?” Igi asked.
Dawb considered it, remembering their last victims. “They’ve always struck when there were no suns up. Maybe to hide their sins from the gods.” He looked at his friend. “And you said they need their light. When is the next true night?”
“There is one coming up in twenty hours or so.”
“Good. Then we set the trap for then.”
They rolled out their wheelbarrow, sticking to the alleys. Dawb held a hand close to the barrel of his crossbow.
Two small shadows detached from behind the nearby garbage piles and silently followed them.



CHAPTER 42
A Lovely Evening
The Duke smoothed back his wispy hair and hid it beneath his top hat. He was back in his usual body, grooming himself in front of the tall mirror of his penthouse suit. Tonight was a banquet night, and he wanted to bring his best form.
The strings spread around him, resting on the floor and idling on the divan. He let them for now, not pushing his abilities. His reserves were close to empty. But it was not only a night of festivity but a feast. He would slip out after the first dance.
The rain teemed outside — the city was moving into the monsoon season. A slight nudge on one of his strings confirmed his suspicions. It would cease soon.
Good. I don’t want to arrive all soaked.
He glided down the stairs, humming a little nursery rhyme, his feet barely touching every third step. Arriving at the bottom floor, he glanced around the taproom, counting at least two dozen curious or deprecating looks. It was good to be back in the spotlight. The people huddled together, their moderately elegant clothes plastered onto them by the rain. He strolled to the bar.
“Your drink, my lord, on the minute as you ordered.” Luce was pleasant as ever, which was understandable, considering the Duke’s tips outweighed his salary. He took the tall glass with a grin and emptied the greenish liquor in a long swig. Kiwi mixed on his tongue with a hefty kick of distilled spirits. It was delicious.
Luce took back his empty glass. “Would you like another, my lord, or are you in a hurry?”
The Duke just patted his shoulder and flashed a set of too white teeth. “I am never in a hurry, my friend. I am always right on time.”
He sauntered out the door and refused the barman’s generous offer of an umbrella. The sky was still steel gray — only around the setting gods were the clouds vaporized.
The last droplets landed before his feet, and he stepped out into the rainless streets.
---
The mansion was of medium build and quality, but the servants did everything in their power to mask it with an overabundance of borrowed luxuries. Light-filled lanterns hung weightless by hot air, decorating the walls, the entrance, and the trees of the small adjacent garden. A fountain was set up that didn’t match the architecture. It showed a many-headed marble snake spitting long streaks of golden liquid.
If the Duke was not mistaken, it was flowing with booze. He took a glass from a nearby servant and filled it in the stream, marveling at the wasteful opulence.
The place was packed both with partygoers and so many servers that it was undoubtedly overkill. He strolled through the wide-open gates where two overworked guards had given up checking the guests’ invitations hours ago.
There was no need anyway. As it looked by the crowd, everybody who counted in the city was invited. They meandered about in their colorful dresses made from the finest imported fabrics, all jewels and feathers. 
He thinned his lips. The flamboyant yellow suit he wore almost blended into the crowd’s cacophony.
The sacrifices I have to make for the mission.
The Duke strolled through the door, and the setting suns shone a halo around him. He tossed his empty glass to a servant, who leaped to catch it. The entry hall led toward an enormous ballroom, the other parts of the mansion tastefully blockaded by strung-out silken ropes.
He was early, as he had planned, so his target hadn’t arrived yet. This way he would have some time for himself to enjoy the chatter, the luxuries, and the opulence. It was too long since he had had a night to himself.
Or at least a half.
---
Ilumi strolled after Doctor Blaze and Yorquin, both of them outdressing her by a mile. She thought the modest green gown she chose and had spent a sizable chunk of her wages on was as sumptuous as it got, but after seeing her companions and the first banquet attendees she thought otherwise. So many gemstones, feathers, and bold cuts.
She stood out like a maimed sheep in a prize-winning flock.
Doctor Blaze wore her attire surprisingly well, considering that Ilumi never saw her in anything other than her trademark lab coats. Even Yorquin was stunning in his tailcoat, she had to admit begrudgingly. A shining apple with a rotten core.
And there was another significant difference between them and Ilumi that separated their worlds, like the Endless Ocean. They knew the people here.
Old associates, family friends, and business partners greeted them, exchanging pleasantries. Ilumi knew nobody here besides them. She felt lost the moment they entered the ballroom and were surrounded by a flock of rich people.
“So this is your exploding prodigy?” Doctor Birquit surprised them from behind. “Has she put anything down on the table since?”
Blaze shook her head with an unpleasant smile. “It seems she likes to make us wait. Maybe building up the suspense notch by notch before a grand finale.”
They didn’t even acknowledge Ilumi was standing there while chatting about her.
So she went to find their assigned table and tried to order something to drink from the servers hurrying by and ignoring her. She couldn’t even yell at them — the music was too loud. Nobody told the band that this night wasn’t about them, and they played like there was no tomorrow. Conch-shell trumpets rang, ocarinas and flutes led the tune, and someone was beating a drum that sounded like the explosions on a minefield. People stood in small groups, their heads barely inches away from each other’s ears as they shouted their conversation.
Can anyone enjoy this?
The people dancing probably did. There was a big area cleared in the middle of the hall, and pairs spun on it to the lively tunes, their steps practiced and elegant. Over them, grand crystal chandeliers spouted an endless stream of the gods’ light despite the outside darkness, each a different color.
It seemed the patio was the only sanctuary from the barrage of colors, sounds, and people, but it was filled to the brim by attendees puffing golden-root, and she was not in the mood to stand in the smoke. With her senses overloaded, she lowered her head and ate the served salad in solemn silence.
Vatra slumped down beside her in a plain white dress. Ilumi didn’t even know she was here, but it made sense. Blaze rarely went anywhere without backup muscle.
“Give me your security card. Doctor’s orders,” she said, pointing toward Blaze, who was enthusiastically chatting with a winsome young noblewoman.
“Why?” Ilumi asked as she handed it over. She decided not to resist Vatra. Not like she had a chance.
“Some security protocol. Maybe you will get it back later.”
“How should I enter my workshop and the labs, then?”
Vatra shrugged and stood. “I know the new codes and will be there in the morning to chaperon you, I guess. If the doctor orders.” She walked away to hand the card to Blaze and faded into the crowd.
Why am I even here? She could have worked on her project instead of this. There was so much to do, and her time felt even more limited now. She still hadn’t figured out the problem with the purity. This was a waste of her time.
The music dimmed, and a shadow loomed over her. Ilumi looked up in surprise and found herself face to face with the strangest nobleman she had ever seen. He wore a top hat, a yellow suit, and a pair of tinted lenses on his nose. His slender figure towered at least a head over Ilumi, and his grin reached from ear to ear as he held out a hand.
“My, lady! I am known as the Duke.” He radiated confidence. “Are you Lady Illuni?”
She startled. “How do you almost know my name?”
His confidence only dwindled for a moment. “I have approximate knowledge of many things. Are you free for the next dance?”
The whole thing took Ilumi by such surprise that she found herself accepting the invitation. It is better than sitting here alone and sulking. 
The man bowed as she stood and breathed a small kiss on the back of her hand. Then he led her to the dance floor.
“I am Ilumi,” she said awkwardly and caught a moment of hesitation on his face before the grin returned.
“Of course you are!” They took their place among the circling pairs, and the Duke nodded toward the band. The music suddenly stopped and started again faster, full of heat and passion. The strange man pulled her closer till their hips almost touched. “Are you familiar with Paso Doble?”
“I... No. I mean, I never —”
“That’s alright. Just let me lead you.”
He took her into a spin that caught her breathless then changed into a marching dance, his every motion rapid and precise like a striking viper. It took every last inch of her attention to keep up with him, turning on her heels and matching his speed. The crowd on the dance floor noticed and made space for them, and Ilumi caught a few jealous glances from the women.
“Well done, my lady.” He grinned as he threw her into the air with a flying swing. “But try to let yourself go. Not only move to it — feel the music!”
“Can we slow down?”
“Of course not! You match the music while dancing, not go against it. Like sailing the waves!” The ring of people widened around the two as they continued their fervent whirling. Some even stopped their activities and gathered around to watch them.
The Duke spun her away, and she took an involuntary pirouette before she was yanked back toward her dance partner. It was like she was a marionette, jerked around on unseen threads.
She felt again the warmth growing within her, like a hot coal embedded in her chest. She closed her eyes and relaxed her muscles, which were frozen into a desperate fight for her balance. A calmness descended upon her, and when she looked up again she saw a glimmer of uncertainty in the Duke’s eyes.
Ilumi smiled and gave herself up to the music.
She leaned into the next spin before the Duke’s pull, letting him brace her in the move. “My lady!” he exclaimed with an unsure smile. “You are outdancing me!”
“Thanks to you, my lord. I only follow your lead.”
His smile widened into a predatory grin. “In that case...”
Ilumi could have sworn that the Duke was exuding a faint cloud of light. It evaporated from his suit and skin, shimmering the air below the colored chandeliers.
The music hastened. Their motions blurred, and Ilumi clung to him for her life. It was more a hurricane than a dance now, a tempest threatening to sweep her away. Her hair came loose in a swirl, and her shoes flung away, breaking a bowl of fruit punch. The music filled her ears, her every thought.
Then the Duke tipped her back, almost to the ground, and the music stopped. He panted over her, drawing the air in too long breaths. His grin reached from ear to ear again, revealing a set of teeth white as the purest marble. “Thank you, my lady! This was the most fun I have had in the past century.”
“The pleasure was mine,” she panted.
A moderate ovation welcomed the end of their performance, the people around turning back to their conversations or starting the next dance. The pair remained leaning toward the ground, the Duke showing no intent to let her straighten up. His smile turned confining.
“I heard you were working on some interesting project at R.A.S.I. Maybe we could find a more private corner to discuss it at length.”
“I...” she started then noticed something peculiar. A single tiny droplet of light danced on his tinted lenses, trickling down as if filtered by the yellow glass.
It was a hue she had only seen on a handful of occasions when using her orb. A light with no recognizable color, one that only made the surrounding others more fervent.
Neon.
A filtering material! That was the impurity she had been dealing with all these weeks. A laughably obvious solution once she was aware of what she didn’t consider. Despite her better judgment, she reached out in awe to take the glasses. In the process, she touched the droplet, which absorbed through her skin in an instant.
And the world around exploded with a small burst of power.
---
The Duke felt uneasy for the first time in centuries. Something was wrong with this woman, something deeply unsettling that he couldn’t put a finger on at first. Then he realized during their dance.
She ignored his chances.
Not only disregarded them but marched right through all of it, leaving damaged strings everywhere with their ends frayed and writhing like beheaded snakes.
He found himself in a peculiar situation where he couldn’t tell what was coming next. It was wrong.
And exhilarating.
He found his future to regain control of the situation. After all, this still was a covert mission to direct the flow of science into the proper channels, so Father’s plans would be fulfilled. But as he burned his reserves and found his footing again, something even more audacious happened.
She took his glasses without his future showing him it would happen.
And then — in a burst of power — she burned away all his remaining reserves.
The Duke staggered back, his chances and future evaporating into thin air. A new feeling grabbed him again, one he thought was long lost. Helplessness. He didn’t like this one.
Ilumi straightened up, looking at him with concern. “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend you, my lord. But you have to tell me about these glasses! You see, in my research —” Her eyes widened, and she concluded with a surprised shriek.
The Duke had no eyes.
He didn’t see in his future that he would need them tonight. Only his two empty entry holes stared back at Ilumi, void and dark, swirling in their depths. He covered his face with a hand and rummaged in his pockets till he found another pair of glasses.
“I am sorry, my lady. Didn’t mean to disturb you,” the Duke said while putting on the new pair. The young woman nervously glanced around the room, but the crowd had already dispersed and gone back to dancing, so nobody was watching their unusual exchange.
He gave her a charming smile. “If you would excuse me.” The Duke bowed and walked out of the ballroom, forcing himself not to run. Under his tranquil demeanor, new feelings bubbled — such he thought he already forgot.
Fear. Emptiness. He trailed a clump of severed strings after him.
I need to feed.



CHAPTER 43
An Uncanny Discovery
Ilumi stared long after the fleeing man in the yellow suit, shaken by his empty eye sockets. She shouldn’t have been creeped out — there were a few in her tribe with conditions like that — but something wasn’t right with the Duke. He didn’t move like someone who was visually impaired.
And his smile as he left was that of a tiger about to murder someone.
She shoved it into the back of her mind for now. The extraordinary spectacles pulled her hand with an unusual weight, and the yellow lenses were seemingly carved from a crystalline material that didn’t obstruct the flow of light.
Expect for one. They filtered neon.
As she held them up toward the chandeliers, the faintest condensation of the strange light started on its surface again, slowly converging into a tiny droplet. A small bead of pure energy. She touched it again, and it hit her like a sky-train — the sudden burst of power compelling her to move, to create.
She turned to leave for the labs.
“Heard I might not need to tolerate your company much longer.” Yorquin stood behind her. His brow furrowed into a visage of constant dissatisfaction with the world. “And who was that yellow parrot of a noble? You two looked ridiculous together.” When Ilumi just stared at him, he shook his head with an exasperated sigh. “Come. Blaze wants to introduce you to a few sponsors. Her reason for that is beyond me.”
Ilumi bumped into him and walked past him toward the entrance. “Sorry. Tell her some important work came up.”
“What? Where are you going?” He grabbed her arm, but she freed herself with force she wasn’t aware she was capable of. Yorquin yelped in surprise and shouted after her. His voice was lost in the rising music.
Ilumi bolted out of the room. She clutched the glasses in one hand, her head full of new designs and ideas.
In the other, Yorquin’s security card.
---
The institution was deserted at this hour. Only the most dedicated lab assistants worked through the darkness of a true night. Ilumi tightened the screws of her newly put-together filtering contraption, now with the spectacle lenses as an early pre-filter before her prism.
Nobody would miss her at the banquet. And she couldn’t wait another day to try out her new theory — she could already be fired by then.
Her flight through the dimmed city was a surreal experience. Fortunately, the sunstone of the better districts burned with an inner light even in the darkest night, highlighting her path. The marble pillars of R.A.S.I. stood like solemn shadows hiding within the glow.
She couldn’t bring her entire contraption to the compression labs alone, but there was no need. A new intake pipe was coming down from the ceiling, which she requested a few days ago. R.A.S.I.’s engineers worked fast. A set of arm-long containment tubes were waiting beside the wall on a cart to help her haul her light to the compression lab later.
She grabbed the valve on the intake pipe and positioned her improved design below it. This better work. She turned it, and the light the lab’s cisterns collected during the day flowed in. The dim room brightened with white intensity.
First, nothing remarkable happened. The prism was sorting the light into three different tubes like many times before, dumping the secondary aspects into the sewage system. The impurity wasn’t noticeable to the naked eye in its dilution. But then she noticed something on the surface of the Duke’s glasses.
Little droplets of neon.
She forgot to think of a vessel for that light, so she slightly tipped the machine and grabbed two smaller containers from a cupboard to put beside the lenses. It dribbled in drop by drop. This will do for now.
The tubes filled with red, blue, and yellow, and she hastily packed them on her cart. Ilumi produced enough for at least a dozen trials — she couldn’t be sure her theory would run true the first time.
The two small containers gleamed with neon pools on their bottoms, and she threw them into her dress’s inner pocket. All the best dresses had secret pockets — these she sewed on herself.
The cart rattled along the empty corridors as she closed in on the lift. Ilumi never noticed how sterile and unwelcoming the labs could look without the usual bustling of the workers.
She scanned Yorquin’s card for level three, and the elevator rattled up with her and the filtered, separated light. She burst out of it with nervous energy, burning with the inner desire to test her hypothesis. The mark of a true scientist.
She loaded the tubes into the compression chamber’s intake ports and set the knobs to the earlier discovered ratio. With a gulp, she pressed the button in the middle and started the process. The light-compressed and bubbled, precipitating into a glowing white liquid at the bottom.
The minutes went on like hours. Her nervousness got the better of her, and she gnawed on her fingernails. A bad habit she thought she had long lost. Finally, the process ran its course, and the machine stood still, all the light liquified within.
She yanked the release valve and started a timer — her protective-goggled eyes adhered to the observation window.
The liquid grayed and popped only seconds later, dissipating with disconcerting speed. It was even worse than before she removed the impurity.
Ilumi walked to the closest chair and sagged into it.
What am I doing wrong?
She finally found the bane of her experiment, the strange light that soiled the ones separated by her prism. The one she could also create.
She took out one of the small containers, its contents glowing and deepening the room’s colors. She thought the strange light was a birthright of her people — one that made them dangerous, resulting in the Operators locking them away. But here, she held it in her hands, more than she could ever produce, filtered from the surrounding light.
Am I even producing the stuff or only regurgitating what I absorb from the gods?
Her brow furrowed. She could operate strange technologies with neon. It made the colors change around, somehow connecting to them. And she couldn’t separate it from the light with her prism as if it somehow clung to the gods’ other aspects.
A peculiar idea started to form in her head.
She rose and marched back to the pressure chamber, again filling in the proper ratio. But this time she pushed in one of the small containers too.
It was several-fold the amount of neon that this light would have usually held.
The machine reran its course, the white glow of the inner light gaining a pearl-like sheen from the extra addition. She yanked the valve, and the pressure dissipated with a hiss, but the fluid didn’t stir at the bottom this time.
Five seconds passed, then ten, then twenty. She glanced at the clock, the observation window, then back at the clock again.
A whole minute passed. Then two. The hair on the back of her neck stood up in her excitement, and the air filled with an electric hum. She could barely contain herself as the clock ticked down.
After ten whole minutes, the light still rested in its new form, utterly unchanged by the normalized pressure. Stable liquid light. Her head spun. Ilumi hastily scribbled down a few notes to log her results and assessed her situation.
Something of this caliber couldn’t wait. She should run back and find Doctor Blaze — if needed, pull her here to show her the results. But maybe it would be better not to disturb her now and present her success in a more professional manner tomorrow. She could sleep here and wait for them to return.
Ilumi paced around the lab with nervous energy, still undecided. Looking around, she noticed Yorquin had made himself at home here since his last accomplishment, and his notes and notebooks were all put in neat order on the available surfaces. The corner of a thin black volume peeked out from under a bigger pile. She couldn’t help her curiosity and pulled it out.
Strange symbols welcomed her in neat rows, written in Yorquin’s recognizable handwriting. She could not read a single thing from it. Some foreign language? Or a cipher? It might be important, so she slid it into her sack for later. The Operators would be doubly pleased.
“What the hell are you doing here?” The shout came from a furious Yorquin standing at the lab’s door, which Ilumi forgot to close.
Ilumi paled and took a few tentative steps back. “I had an epiphany and had to run an experiment! How did you follow me?”
The young man marched closer. “Blaze gave me her card when I noticed you pickpocketed mine. Why are you rummaging in my notes?” His eyes glinted with murderous intensity. “Are you a spy after all? I so knew it! Told the doctor too, but she was always too trusting with every upstart scoundrel.” He grabbed her arm and squeezed it with painful force.
“No!” Ilumi protested. “I finally found out — it wasn’t an impurity but a lack of a bonding force! It was neon all along! This batch is over ten minutes and still stable!”
That gave Yorquin pause while he glanced into the chamber, but then he turned back even more hostile. “So you were the one leaving that setting in the machine after all. Are you toying with us? I knew it was suspicious as hell! Maybe you even got rid of good old Aasang too. You will rot in the city’s dungeon for this!”
Ilumi saw no reason to argue with him any longer, so she tried to pull her arm out and run, but Yorquin held her tight. She scratched at his face, leaving reddened marks, and he shoved her onto the floor.
The other container in her pocket cracked, and she was suddenly drenched in pulsing neon, the light in the room convulsing and intensifying into strange depths.
It vanished in an instant, filling her with an inner storm.
Energy whirled inside her chest, more than she had ever held in her entire life. She opened her mouth into a desperate scream echoing through the labs and corridors. Yorquin fell to his knees, hands pushing on his ears.
She lifted from the floor and hung in the air. The liquid light splashed from the chamber, breaking the observation window and twisting around her like a protective snake spirit. It burst out and tossed Yorquin through a desk. He hit the wall with such force it left a dent.
His motionless body fell to the floor.
Ilumi screamed again, the energy overfilling her, searching for a way out. Scorchlight bulbs shattered, and valves burst open, flooding R.A.S.I. with an explosion of light.
---
The few people on the streets watched in awe as the institution’s windows glowed with such intensity as the three were in the sky for a few fleeting moments.
Among their ranks stood Blaze, the inferno of light reflecting off her lenses and a sly smile dancing on her lips.
“Atta girl.”



CHAPTER 44
First Contact
Aiana perched on top of her favorite spot, a rock formation high in the vents above her village. These were long forgotten tunnels, connecting the Below with the Above and constantly drawing in the fresh air. She used to come here a lot to think when she was younger and the pressures of an outcast life seemed too much. She should have left those years behind.
And yet here I am again.
This place took long hours of arduous and dangerous climbing to get to for many others but was easily reachable for her with weight manipulation. A quiet spot where everyone and their judgmental eyes left her alone.
She wiped a few unwanted tears across her face. It didn’t help the situation much — the beast’s dried body fluids were still all over her. She must look horrible. At least her appearance matched her mood.
She used to come here because of the droplets. If you perched here long enough, hours sometimes, you could get one or two. Magnificent splashes of brilliant gray falling through the endless abyss. They slowly burned, snuffing out in the dark. The most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It always helped her relax and think.
But not now. Now nothing could help. She was a failure.
And something must have broken above because now there were too many droplets. At least a dozen every minute, a constant stream of brilliant gray.
Something must have caused this — she could occupy her troubled mind by going and finding out what. Aiana grabbed her spear tighter, contemplating whether to leave or stay.
That was when she heard the voices.
---
“Hey, easy up there!” Lax yelled as Ponlu slipped and almost yanked both of them off the rope. It would have been tragic, considering they dangled over a gaping abyss. All jagged rocks and bottomless pits. It was hard to make out the details in the suffocating darkness.
They set the output to high, but all the glowing gems in their suits’ chests could accomplish was a slim aura of radiance barely a foot thick around them. Beneath that, only a big sphere of muddy grayness where it clashed with the dark. The semi-light continued almost twenty yards, slowly fading. There the cave’s blackness finally won, and their eyes couldn’t see any farther.
It was unnerving.
Lax’s feet finally found a stable outcropping from the wall that led into a bit of tunnel. Ponlu joined him a few moments later, huffing like a blacksmith’s bellows. “Did I mention to you I hate rock climbing?”
“Only twenty-three times thus far.”
Ponlu frowned. “Because it’s true! The gods didn’t make my body to dangle on some blasted ropes over a great bit of deadly nothing. I prefer a two-feet-on-the-ground setting. Or at least a boat.”
“You are doing great. Just take the melodrama down a notch. And it is not the nothing that’s deadly. It is the something on the bottom after you fall through all the nothing.”
He grunted in agreement. “Figures.”
“If it makes it any better, I think Lamara got the harder role. Keeping everything together up there for another week till we return.”
“It doesn’t,” Ponlu said. “I still don’t know how you convinced her. I mean, I am the one crawling through the earth’s veins with you, but I am easy. The big, soft guy, hardly a challenge for you with a silver tongue. But her?”
“Do you need some pointers to your wife?” Lax asked with a grin.
“Yeah, something like that.”
“Simple. Just convince her that the situation can’t be solved otherwise. That the dangers above are piled higher than the ones here below. She is a very logical woman. And caring.”
“That she is,” Ponlu agreed then sighed. “I just wish Onaya had been more helpful. This seems more like uncharted wilds than a shut-off mining operation.”
“He told us everything he knew.”
“Well, it wasn’t much.”
“It wasn’t,” Lax agreed. “But at least he remembered how to activate the suits and charge them with the car cable. And he found the key to the station.” He held up the piece of winged ironwood and dangled it in front of Ponlu’s face.
He grunted. “I would have been happy for some tips regarding our journey instead. We have a map, but it is not much help.”
“It has been almost twenty years since he last dared these depths with my parents,” Lax said, uncertainty crawling into his voice. “And he mentioned something about these tunnels slowly shifting and changing places over time?”
“Yeah, what about that? How is that even possible?”
“Beats me. But they had yearly maps in those drawers, with minor fixes, changes, and notes. Puzzled even my mother back then.”
Ponlu suspiciously tapped the walls, but they clacked like stone. “It makes me queasy.” He halted and held up a hand. “Did you hear that?”
Lax also stood still and cocked his ears. If he concentrated carefully, he could pick out the faintest sound of something brushing on raw stone. Something big. He glanced at Ponlu. “I hope it has fewer than eight legs.”
His giant bear of a companion shuddered. “Don’t even joke with that. It’s hard enough above with all those hand-sized creepy crawlies in the jungle. Down here they have no business growing bigger than my fingertip. I mean, what would they even eat?”
“Let’s not find that out. I have read some disconcerting things in the old miners’ journals we found.” Lax crouched and opened the old map they looted from the walls of the mansion’s secret cave. He followed a dotted line with his finger a few inches down into a deep drop. “I am relatively sure we are somewhere around here.”
Ponlu grunted then sat down and opened a length of wax paper, revealing a tuna sandwich. “Relatively sure doesn’t sound that convincing.”
“Pretty sure, then. Or at least somewhere in the vicinity.”
He sighed with a full mouth. “Should I put up a waypoint?”
“Just eat. You will need your strength.” Lax took out a long and thin metal pin and hammered it deep into the wall. The stone deformed easily and had a spongy feel, almost like sandstone. When it was fastened deep enough, Lax broke off the protruding tip with the hammer, activating the miniature light-battery hidden inside. It gave out the faintest glow, not even visible through their suits’ auras. But Lax suspected in the complete pitch black it could mean the difference between life and death.
“That is done. How many are left?”
“Around two dozen here,” Ponlu said.
Lax crouched, rummaging in his bag. “Yeah, same. I hope they will be enough for the entire journey.”
“And the suit batteries? Shouldn’t we use them sparingly?” Ponlu asked and demonstrated it by grabbing his chest dial and turning it down to the minimum. The aura of light disappeared, and the dark conquered more tunnel back from the gray.
“Nah, we can burn it on max. I packed another set, so we are good for at least three trips there and back.”
“Of course you are triple prepared.” Ponlu snickered and shrugged. “If you don’t mind hauling all that extra weight around.”
Lax started to rise, but there was a soft whoosh and a hard click. He hit something hard and staggered back with a yelp, massaging the top of his head. Then he froze.
There was a black spear protruding from the stone wall. It vibrated as if it had just been embedded into it.
“What the nine hells?” Ponlu yelled and was on his feet in an instant. The sandwich fell to the ground.
A figure shrouded in shadows landed close to them and effortlessly strolled closer. Her face was one big squint.
---
What the depths is that? I can barely see! Aiana thought as she walked closer to the men, shielding her face with one arm. The eye-watering grayness that ruled the cave around the two alien figures made her aim untrue. She only intended the spear as a warning, but if the weapon had slipped a few more feet downward, it would have taken off one of their heads.
“Stop that thing!” she yelled, taking a few more unsure steps. It was like the wrath of the old gods descended upon them from the Above to scorch the earth’s innards.
It must be their strange suits. Most of the glow concentrated in blobs on their chests, radiating out like heat from a deep vent. They were covered in the unknown substance, not even gray but pure white, burning away the comforting darkness.
Aiana saw them manipulating it, even reducing it to bearable amounts. If she could only communicate to them that it was too intense.
“Do you speak our language? Tone it down, please. I can barely see anything in this blasted grayness!”
---
“What?” Ponlu asked and took a step backward from the shadowy figure. “Did you catch any of that, Lax?”
“No. It sounded like when you rub together two handfuls of pebbles.” He squinted, trying to figure out more details about their unexpected visitor. She was a young woman, or more like a lanky teenage girl. Extremely slim, close to anorexic by their city’s standards, and a good foot shorter than Lax.
Also covered in dried goo.
Her language was either ancient and forgotten or a dialect so thick that it was impossible to figure out.
She got dangerously close, but besides the spear embedded into the wall Lax couldn’t see any more weapons concealed in her tight silken garments. So he stood his ground. The girl raised two fingers and gingerly touched the glowing light-battery on his chest, jerking her hand back as if she expected a burn from the harmless thing. More grinding stone noises came from her mouth, and she mimicked turning her wrist in front of it but dared not touch his suit again.
“I think she wants us to tone down the suits. If she lives here, they probably hurt her eyes, like staring at the Three at once,” Lax said.
Ponlu grabbed the orb on his chest and turned it to the right a dozen notches. Lax followed suit. The aura of light vanished around them, and the gray semi-light that illuminated their surroundings receded a dozen feet, leaving more of the cave for the ever consuming darkness.
The strange girl relaxed and cautiously stepped around Lax and retrieved her spear. She held it pointed down in an unthreatening way, but the smoothness of her movements didn’t elude Lax’s attention. This was someone who could live in complete darkness, surrounded by who knew what beasts of the depths.
Maybe she is covered in dried blood. But the goo was more green than reddish brown.
“I guess it’s good to see another human down here,” Ponlu said. “Who knows how long we would have wandered around, lost in these tunnels?”
“I told you that I know where we are.”
“No. You told me you are relatively sure about it.” Ponlu pointed at the girl, who eyed them cautiously from a few yards away. “Ask for directions.”
Lax raised an eyebrow. “Do you speak rock-people dialect?”
“No, but she can point on the map or something.”
The girl tried to speak again, her consonants smashing together like a flush of river stones in a flood. Lax frowned. He almost understood something about that sentence, like hearing someone shout at you from underwater. Not the words — they were too alien for his tongue. But the intention behind them. She was afraid but curious. And was drawn to the light-batteries of their suits like a flock of moths to a charged sunstone block on a true night.
He took out the map again, careful not to make any sudden movements, and laid it out on the stone floor. The girl crawled closer, lowering herself on four limbs and squinting at the cascade of tunnels and passages scribbled on the old paper.
Lax pointed at a passageway. “I think we are here,” he said slowly — like that would make her understand him — and drew his hand across the paper toward the middle. “And we want to go there. Old structure. Probably a bunch of rotting metal and wood. Do you know the way?”
The girl stared intensely at his hand and then slowly touched it with her own. Lax took a deep breath and didn’t jerk away. The small fingers guided his own with remarkable force, hovering toward another part of the map. Another jumbled sentence, trembling through his bones like a rockslide.
He felt so close to understanding. Maybe if —
“Well?” Ponlu asked from behind.
Lax relaxed his muscles then slowly grabbed his ring. A twist. A drop of blood. His lie came harder this time, like climbing a mountain in thin air. His arm went numb, but he pushed through toward the language. Toward the lie that he could understand this girl.
Because what was language if not an underlying lie? One shared between all of its speakers, hanging strange words on pure concepts, anchoring them down and muddying them with their impurity.
But no matter the strings of sounds people attached to them, things remained the same. Only the lie changed — a lie he could manipulate if he wished.
The consonants in her voice changed place, no longer knocking at each other. Not a rockslide anymore but more of a tidy line. He raised his gaze and looked at her. “I understand you now.”
She opened her eyes wide in surprise, two great dark pools, but didn’t let go of him. “I am Aiana, a huntress from the deep village of Mau.” She tapped his hand again on the paper. “And you are going in the wrong direction.”



CHAPTER 45
Descent
“I don’t like this,” Ponlu said, clambering after Lax on the steep slope.
“Why not? We got a guide versed in the passageways, and she will lead us all the way to the station.”
“But why did she ask for a light-battery as payment? It is suspicious, Lax. What if she only wants to remain close and take it in our sleep?”
Lax sighed. “That she can do without guiding us. Did you witness how silently she walks? We are out of our element here. She was born underground — even sees in the dark.”
“Yeah, right. But what if she leads us to our doom so she can rob it from our corpses?”
Lax examined the young girl, striding in front of them with easy steps, barely affected by the slope. Her hair glinted fire-red in the half-light — a strangely familiar sight in contrast with their dark environment. She had washed away most of the goo after they had found a puddle.
She remained at the border of the gray their suits created, barely on the verge of their sight. “I think I trust her. She even has a trustworthy name — Aiana. Call it a gut feeling.”
“Why would you suddenly listen to your gut, lad? I took you more as a brains guy.”
Lax shook his head. It was a good question, one that he had contemplated over the past hours. “Hard to explain. Just trust me on this one, please?”
Ponlu grunted. “Alright. But this better not be a trap.”
---
Aiana looked over her shoulder, making sure the two clumsy men were still behind her. They were going painfully slow, and she needed to rein herself back from marching forward.
They can’t see in the dark. It was a strange discovery, one that awakened half a dozen more questions in her. But she pushed them down, concentrating on her task. They promised her one of the peculiar spheres embedded in their chests — they called them light-batteries — if she guided them through the shallow depth and back. A simple task, barely taking a few days.
And she would go home not as a failed huntress but as a fulfiller of prophecy.
Aiana remembered vividly the tapestry on the shaman’s wall. The foretold one who would bring the change and lead the united Below into a new age. The patch of strange grayness in the weave that seemed so mesmerizing then proved to be nothing compared to the real thing. These men seemed like gods, surrounded by their power that pushed even the darkness back.
Or so she would have thought if they didn’t stumble through the tunnels like newborn babes.
These weren’t gods, just people from somewhere else — from a place unimaginably different from her underground home. It honestly sounded like a fable. A cave ceiling so high you could never touch it? Gigantic orbs that bathed everything in blinding light?
Tall tales. But the glowing gems were real, so the prophecy must be too. And she would go back to her village with one in her hands.
It could erase her shame for the botched hunt and her failed trials. It could grant her prestige among her people, even more than the stalker title ever would. She could move her mother into a lavish house and have her every need met. She probably would order Tsaus to serve her.
The thought brought a smile to her face.
Aiana arrived at a small crevasse that blocked their way. It was around twenty feet wide — not a challenge for her, but she wasn’t sure about the others. She glanced back again and stifled a sigh. They are so slow!
There had to be a way to help them move faster. She turned to talk with the slimmer one about it. At least he seemed to understand proper language.
---
The air was chilly in the tunnels but not uncomfortably so. The water condensed on small finger-like stalactites, showering them with a mist of rain. Lax raised his face and let the moisture freshen his sweaty brows.
The girl was dictating a harsh pace.
Ponlu was fighting through a tight gap behind him, puffing big heavy breaths. Lax unhooked the bag from his back and checked their limited food supply, mostly dried rations. They decided to travel light, so he only brought double the necessary amount for the trip.
Lax could manage the bland stuff, but it was a big sore spot for Ponlu, who was used to cooking every day. A pack of dried fruits and double-baked tortillas didn’t really cut it for him. But there was no way they could carry even a small amount of firewood while climbing cliffsides.
“I’m starving,” Ponlu said, finally forcing his massive body through. His light came with him, merging with Lax’s, pushing the darkness away.
“Yeah, we could use a break shortly. Or even look for a sleeping spot.”
“Is it evening yet? These tunnels mess with my sense of time.”
Lax nodded. “Yeah, same here. Let’s rest when we feel exhausted. That will be as good an indicator as it gets.” He ran his finger along the wall and smudged the wetness on them. “But I would prefer somewhere dry.”
Ponlu grunted in agreement then suddenly tensed, looking over Lax’s shoulder. He turned and found the small girl standing right in front of him. How does she walk so silently?
“Crevasse ahead. You good at jumping?” She gestured to them then backward, where Lax spotted a massive chasm at least twenty or thirty feet wide in the faint grayness.
“What did she say?” Ponlu asked.
“She is asking if we can jump that.”
Ponlu also noticed the chasm in the semi-light and bellowed a laugh. “If this is an assassination attempt, it is an extremely clumsy one. Or a poor joke. Why would she ask if we can jump that? Do the people below here grow frog legs?”
Lax examined Aiana’s face. “I think she is serious.”
Ponlu just snorted. “Well, we can’t. So tell her we need to find another way.”
Lax opened his mouth. His lie held firm, but the first strange words still hurt his throat and made him cough. “Not that good at jumping. Is there another way?”
Aiana shook her head. “It would take too long.” She pursed her lips and furrowed her brow, deep in thought. It reminded Lax of one of his first loves, a noble daughter his father introduced him to years back. Except she used to make this face while thinking of shoes and the next banquet, not treacherous tunnels in the deadly depths.
Finally, she looked back at him with questioning eyes. “Do you have rope? It’s a long thing used for climbing.”
Lax took off his backpack and rummaged around in it. His hand emerged with a good length of rope, strong hemp. “Like this?”
She snatched it away in an instant, her motions barely traceable. Lax reminded himself again that this was a fighter and not a teenage girl, one that could live here underground. She tried its strength then raised the rope to her eyes, full of wonder. “Fantastic! Above, you have marvels like this?”
Lax let out a small chuckle that seemed to bother the girl. “More than this. Much more. If you ever find yourself in the mood, I would be happy to show it all to you.”
She smiled but only shook her head.
Ponlu cleared his throat behind them. “If you two are finished chatting, maybe you could involve me too.”
“She said the other way is a big detour and asked for rope. Not sure how she plans to fasten it on the other side though. Maybe we could tie it to something and throw —”
Aiana bolted into a sprint and was at the chasm before Lax or Ponlu could even yell after her. She jumped, soaring through the air, a thin streak of blood evaporating from her cut left arm. The shadows seemed to deepen around her for a moment, snuffing the light. She cleared the crevasse and landed on the other side without breaking her stride.
She fastened the rope to a stone outcrop within seconds. Then she jumped back, holding the other end, and came to a sliding stop only a few feet from Lax. She handed it over. “You fasten this. Then you can climb over.”
“I guess that is one way to do it,” Ponlu said.
---
Aiana cleared the crevasse in an effortless leap again and scouted ahead while the men crawled over the stretched rope. At least they didn’t need to backtrack through the upper caverns — she wasn’t sure they could take the high winds there.
Her eyes caught older markings, and she crouched to inspect them closer. Two rows of scratches ran along the floor and ceiling, at least a handspan wide. She brushed them with the back of her hand and raised it to her face, tasting the coarse flakes.
Sulfur and fiery hotness. She clutched her spear tighter and took a few calming breaths. Her eyes flickered around the tunnel more closely, searching out all the small indents and holes in the rock. The men finally crossed behind her, the big one scratching at the wall with his knife, talking in his deep baritone.
How can they be so loud and unaware of their surroundings?
A deep exhale. Her blood boiled. Aiana lost the sounds in the cavern, one by one, focusing only on her prey. It scratched within the walls, getting closer.
---
“I might be able to use this for something,” Ponlu said, suspiciously sniffing the dry fungus he cut from the wall. “If not edible, maybe for tinder. Anything would be better than another day of dry, cold rations.”
Lax chuckled. “What do you want to cook with dried fruit, jerky, and disc tortillas?”
Ponlu gave him a knowing look. “But we have water. I can make soup!” He looked toward their guide, crouching with closed eyes, seemingly meditating while waiting for them. “But some more fresh ingredients would be welcome. Can you ask her if she could forage anything around these parts?”
“What do you want to forage in caves? Bat?”
“They must be living on something down here. Where people are, there is also food.” Ponlu slumped to the ground and started unpacking his small cooking cauldron. “And I have had bat before. Chewy but not as bad as you would think. You just need a lot of pepper.”
Lax sat beside him. The cave was drier here, and the misting rain from the ceiling ceased. The chasm divided not only the floor but the water condensation above as well. This was as good of a campsite for today as they would get.
Something scratched the wall, like dried leaves rubbing on rock. Just a faint sound on the verge of his senses. Little echoes reverberated around in the tunnel, making the point of its origin a mystery. It had an unnerving quality to it — one that was hard to place for Lax.
“Hey, do you still have some papaya?” Ponlu asked. “It usually goes well with mushrooms.”
“Yeah, I think I have some left.” Lax rummaged through his bag, trying to find the last pack of them on the bottom. Something brushed against his leg, and he heard that strange sound again.
Then burning pain seared his thigh as if cut by a multitude of miniature knives.
He yelled and jumped up just in time to witness the spear zipping through the air and catching the terror that scuttled away on the wall.
The weapon caught the thing in the rear, pinning it to the rock. It raised its head, full of searching little tentacles and two mandibles, glinting razor sharp in the dim grayness.
It was at least five feet long, thicker than his biceps, and covered in pitch-black chitin. Its dozens of legs wriggled with pain as it contorted backward where the weapon hit it and nailed it in place.
The centipede sank its mandibles into its own flesh, severing the injured part. Lax watched, frozen in horror, as the creature fell on the floor — into a pool of its own thick body fluids — and pressed itself like a loaded spring.
Its dozen eyes burned with a deep hatred.
The beast shot out, flashing through the air, maw opened to a second set of little knives. Lax threw himself backward, hitting the wall. Ponlu moved with a roar, but he seemed lethargically slow compared to the centipede. The mandibles reached his cheeks.
A skinny arm grabbed the beast from the air and smashed it against the floor. Lax only caught the movement as a blur from the corner of his eye. It cracked and splattered but was on its feet in moments.
But it was all the time Aiana needed. She freed her spear from the rock — with the bit of centipede still dangling on it — and drove it through the beast’s head and all the way to its end.
The thing ceased to move.
Lax huffed on the floor, looking up wide-eyed at the girl who saved him.
She held up her prey with a glorious grin and showed it to him. “Dinner.”
He couldn’t help but burst out in laughter. The scene was too surreal.
He crawled beside the cave wall and inspected his leg, but fortunately the mandibles didn’t penetrate him deeply. It only ruined his favorite pants. A little alcoholic disinfectant, and he should be alright.
“What did she say?” Ponlu asked, uneasily checking the other holes in the tunnel.
Lax turned to his friend, still wiping the tears of pain and joy from his eyes. “I think you’ve got your fresh ingredient.”



CHAPTER 46
Dangerous Territory
Lax watched with mounting dread as Ponlu opened another arthropod leg with his knife to scrape out the blueish flesh. He plopped it into his pot with the bubbling dried rations, tasted it, and added another big pinch of spice from his stash.
It smelled disconcertingly good.
Aiana was crouching close by, watching the cooking with wide-open eyes. She leaned closer and gingerly tapped the side of the spice container. “What is that? Can I try it?”
Ponlu raised a questioning eyebrow at Lax. “She wants to try some,” he answered.
The cook smiled, took out another more conservative pinch, and sprinkled it into Aiana’s palm. She sniffed it cautiously at first, examining the fine powder from different angles before sticking out her tongue and trying some. She immediately sneezed and threw the remnants away while jumping backward.
Ponlu bellowed a laugh straight from the stomach. “That’s chili. I guess you never tried any?”
“It bit my tongue!” Aiana complained, taking long drinks from her waterskin. It was dark and smooth, just like her clothes.
What are they using for textiles down here?
“It didn’t bite you. This is called spicy. Feels hot on the tongue or your eyes if you are not careful,” Lax said. After seeing Aiana’s uncomprehending stare, he asked, “You don’t use spices down here?”
“Why would we if they hurt you?”
“There are many different spices. Some hot, some soothing, some complementing sweets or fruit. They have many applications, and they usually make everything taste better.” He grinned. “If you are used to them, I guess.”
Aiana shook her head. “Strange surface dwellers. Too much light mushes your brains.”
“I don’t understand what you are talking about, which is quite rude, I have to say,” Ponlu said, not taking his eyes off the pot. “But tell her to wait until she can taste the soup. I feel chili and centipede will be a combination made by the gods.”
---
Aiana crawled through a narrow spot, spear first, and emerged in a cave filled with gigantic crystals. While they cooked, she excused herself to scout ahead and map a path that even the clumsy surface dwellers could trek. It allowed her eyes to rest. The strange grayness had started to take a toll on them.
She wasn’t successful thus far — the squeeze behind her was certainly too tight for the bigger of the two men. Aiana paused for a moment to take in the beauty of the solemn giants that stood as crystalline guards of this forgotten depth.
Her hopes were up for the first time since she almost lost her life in the abyss, hunting the Arachne. If there was a prophecy, there must be someone to fulfill it, and the glowing gem depicted on the ancient tapestries was precisely like the one they had brought down. A forgotten relic.
If it fell into her lap just like this, it must have been destiny.
She was so desperate when she found them that she even considered stealing it. But her pride and honor kept her back. A fate won with treachery was not a fate worth living.
She let out a deep breath, adjusting her losing on her weight. It slowly became second nature to her, as if her close brush with death opened up her pores to the darkness around. The power felt intoxicating.
She turned to trace back her steps and find an alternative path when she heard the soft scrape on stone. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she spun around, expecting a pair of deadly mandibles.
It was only an old man in tattered robes.
Tenebros was collecting mushrooms, packing them neatly into a woven basket. “I wouldn’t be so hasty to go back,” he said nonchalantly while bending down for another one beside a crystal giant. “These are some of the best collecting grounds for crimson puffs.”
Aiana sighed but deep down was happy to see someone from her people, even if that someone was Tenebros. She walked closer, looking at his mushrooms. They were small, fitting in his calloused palms, and had many swirls and sharp edges in their patterns. She had never seen anybody collecting these or cooking with them. “Are they edible?”
“If prepared in the right manner, they are.”
She rolled her eyes. “And what is this right manner?”
Tenebros looked up, streaks of long hair shadowing his face. He grinned. “Boiling the shit out of them. Then they release all those nasty toxins inside.” He shrugged. “Or you could eat them raw. They bring some interesting hallucinations.” He offered one to her.
Aiana took it cautiously, not wanting to bruise its skin and get its juices on her hands. She raised it in front of her eyes. “Why are they called that? What is crimson?”
Tenebros bellowed a laugh, as if he had heard the best joke of the week. “Just a figure of speech. Don’t worry about it. You have more pressing matters at hand.” He gestured toward the ground at a set of markings hidden behind a crystal.
Aiana gave back the shroom and crouched to inspect them closer — even finding a few pieces of excrement nearby. She took up a bit and smushed it between her fingers. It was still wet inside and reeked of iron and decay.
Spiders!
She straightened up immediately, raising her weapon. Tenebros nodded, seeing her reaction, not bothering to cease his mushroom collecting. “These parts are crawling with the many-legged buggers. You will have a hard time finding a way without fighting them again.” He winked at her with a grin that shot chills down her spine. “I heard one with a cut mandible is searching all the tunnels for the one who wounded it. Might even come up this far, following the scent the wannabe huntress left.”
Aiana paled. She stormed out of the cave, scraping herself through the tight squeeze. Her boots thumped a crazed rhythm as she ran down the tunnels, turning at the next junction.
She would find another way. A way without facing the beast again.
---
Aiana frantically bolted down the tunnels, searching for a way through the newly spider-infested territory. The next cave was even worse than the four before, the ceiling covered in thin wisps of web. She was running out of options. The surface dwellers chose the worst part of the shallow depths as their destination.
Why do they want to go right there? What is there anyway?
Her boots splashed in murky water, tainted by old blood. As she crept farther inside, she noticed the first forest of twitching legs on the ceiling. Aiana fled the area before waking the hundreds of smaller spiders hanging from the stalactites.
“Told you. No other way.” Tenebros was sitting at the tunnel’s side as she ran by, cooking dark puffs of shrooms in a small cauldron. “You will have to face them sooner or later.”
She stopped beside him, feeling small and helpless. “And if I don’t want to face them again? If I leave the surface dwellers?”
The old man shrugged. “Then they will try to find their way. Probably will get eaten. You can rob their corpses for the light if you wish, but it would be spun into the deepest web at the heart of the swarm.”
“Why is there even a swarm? I thought the Arachne were solitary creatures, not even caring for their youth.”
Tenebros nodded and raised a mushroom out with a wooden spoon. He sniffed at it then plopped it back into the bubbling water. “They usually are. But you hurt one of the elder ones — a queen in its own right — hunting down here for centuries. It summoned up its offspring with promises, threats, or by losing their doubts.” He smiled. “It turns out you stirred up something powerful all those days ago.”
Aiana shrank back even further into herself. “What do I do now?”
“I thought you wanted to prove yourself. That you are worthy of the huntress title or even a stalker.”
She looked deeper inside. Yes, there was still the ambition, the will to prove everybody wrong. But something was beneath it, screeching over the voice of aspirations and reason.
It was fear.
A strangling terror of the deep and its creatures. Of dying and being trapped in some abyssal beast for the end of times.
“I’m afraid.” The confession bubbled out hard from her, and after it did it brought tears.
“Then lose it. Lose your fears, your doubts, your sense of danger. They are only holding you back, weighing you down.”
She tried. A long exhale. Cuts and bruises flared up on her limbs with boiling blood. Losing.
She couldn’t concentrate. The terror grabbed her mind, not letting her empty her thoughts to focus on the unwanted emotions. She struggled, sinking back even deeper into herself, fighting, swimming against a rapid underground current of terror.
Her eyes opened. “I can’t do it.”
Tenebros was holding the wooden spoon, on it a malignant puff of a shroom. He pushed it against her lips. “Then let me help you.”
---
“The fire is strange,” Lax said, pointing under the small pot of bubbling soup. He rested on a nearby boulder, and Ponlu was rummaging in his sack beside their bedrolls, searching for more spices.
His big friend turned, squinting at his cooking station in the bordering gray hanging between their suits’ light and complete darkness. “What do you mean? I don’t see anything.”
“Exactly.”
Ponlu furrowed his brow and looked at the pot more closely. It was hung over a small natural pit filled with oiled fungi, the kindling blackened and charred beneath.
But there was no visible fire.
He got up from under their makeshift canvas tent and walked closer. As his chest light pushed back the darkness and the gray thinned, the flames suddenly sprang back into existence.
He took a few steps back, and the fire faded away again, but the stew bubbled as if nothing happened. “Strange. It must be there, lad — otherwise the water wouldn’t boil.” He looked over his suit. “But our batteries don’t work like that. They remain lit and push back the dark.”
Lax also walked closer, their combined light forcing the blackness out of the small cave. The fire popped back into existence again. “These are filled with the compressed light of the gods. Maybe they work as opposites? Like water and oil, not mixing.”
Ponlu put a palm close to his chest and waited for it to fill up with illumination. He held it out farther, and the accumulated light spasmed. Only a second later, nothing remained on the cusp of his hand. “More like water and fire — they douse each other out.”
Lax shrugged. “The light disappears on the surface too. There is no darkness up there.”
“I always figured it must flow downward, maybe filling up the earth.” Ponlu glanced around. “I guess I was wrong, lad. But something must produce more darkness if these two work against each other. Otherwise, it would lose in the long run.”
They spent a few meaningful moments staring at the fire, unsure what to make of all of this. These underground tunnels were unnerving. Finally, Ponlu broke the silence. “I think dinner is ready. Should we wait for our little guide?”
“I think she is back,” Lax said, holding up a finger to shush his friend. The sound of steps grew closer, noisier, and more direct than they had ever heard Aiana walk. Lax tensed, suspecting someone else, but when the sound’s source turned the corner, it was only her.
She sniffed at the air, and a grin spread out on her face. “Thank the depths, that smells amazing. I’m starving.”
Ponlu turned to Lax. “What did she say?”
“I think at least one of us will appreciate your centipede soup.”
---
Ponlu spooned Aiana a fourth helping, and the girl slurped it down with small noises of pleasure. Lax watched with a smile as the big cook beamed with pride — it always put him in a good mood when someone appreciated his dishes.
“What is that under the pot?” she asked Lax.
“That’s fire. You don’t use it for cooking here underground?”
Aiana rolled her eyes. “Of course we cook here with fire. Most of the mushrooms are toxic without heat. But what is that stuff that dances and changes, almost reaching the pot’s bottom?”
Their communication improved with time, his lie settling between them like a great smooth river stone. It was tiring to keep it up, but his mind slowly adapted to the constant mild strain. Like walking around with a five-pound necklace.
He smiled and answered, his lie turning his words to the correct meaning. “That is fire. Or at least as we know it. The heat makes gas escape from the material, which ignites and burns at a constant, slow rate.” He paused, looking over her marveling face. “You have never seen it before?”
Aiana shook her head. “I know how it works, but it isn’t supposed to look like anything. It is beautiful.”
Ponlu cleared his throat on the other side of the pot. “When you two finish speaking rock, can you ask her if she found a passage to the station? I don’t want to spend more time down here than necessary, lad.”
Lax translated for him, and Aiana motioned for the map. She spread it out on the ground, tracking different passageways with her finger. “This thing is practical but more and more incomplete as we go deeper. We are here.” She tapped a point, still surprisingly high on the map. Her fingers danced downward through twisting passages. “And we can go any of these three ways. I checked, and two of them are too narrow for your friend. It would take equipment and days to widen it enough. Or we need to leave the cook behind.”
“What did she say?”
“That you don’t fit through most of the tunnels.”
Ponlu stiffened. “I am big-boned.”
Lax smiled at him. “And big everything. Nobody holds that against you. There is the option that you turn back —”
“Not happening,” Ponlu interrupted him. “I won’t leave you down here alone, lad.”
“I hoped as much.” He turned back toward Aiana. “What is the third route?”
He saw a shadow of unease passing over Aiana’s eyes before vanishing and giving way to beaming self-confidence. “It is a part infested with spiders. Big ones, but nothing I can’t handle. If we are lucky, we can sneak by without stirring up their nest.”
Lax paused then turned back to his friend, who eagerly awaited the translation.
He sighed before telling him the bad news. “You won’t like this.”



CHAPTER 47
Isolation
Selas tossed and turned in his bed, the sheets clinging to his papery skin with sweat. Phantoms filled the room, some from a tormented past and some from a future that had yet to arrive.
He didn’t have much time left.
One figure came to the front — a fair lady with a devilish smile and true violet eyes. His wife beckoned him.
I will join you soon, Shanaya.
Strong arms grabbed him and lifted his frail body from the deathbed. An eerily familiar face hung in the air over him. His old butler pulled the tube from his windpipe, and the agony slowly gave way to the sweet pleasure of breathing fresh air. Onaya was carrying him toward the chamber.
“Hhhzz?” It was meant as a question, but a dry wheeze was the most that came out of his sore throat.
“I know what I promised all those years back, old friend,” Onaya said. “The isolation chamber is ready.”
Selas closed his sunken eyes and let the motions of their strange walk cradle him. All was well. Everything was set in motion. It would be over soon.
“Your son still has a good heart, no matter what you put him through. I gave him everything I could. The rest stands on him.”
Selas had not spoken a single truth to his sons. He could only hope that would be enough.
They reached the light-piano in the garage, and Onaya’s clever fingers played a tune from the distant past, a marching song from their years together in the military. A hidden door opened, close to the one leading to the deep elevator, and they entered the chamber.
Onaya put him down, and the metallic floor was a soothing cold for his overheated body. A single teardrop fell onto his blackening cheek. The transformation had already started.
“Goodbye, old friend.”
The machinery whirled up. Light filled the chamber, strong and white, the pure tone of the gods. His body jerked, and the hole grew bigger.
He drew in shallow and ragged breaths in the oppressive light. The door closed, leaving him alone with his torment, and the hole grew bigger. 
He reached out to find confinement, to find salvation, anything. His body contorted, his lungs emptied, and the hole grew bigger.
Vertigo grabbed him. He fell into himself, and the hole grew bigger.
Pitch-black darkness, and the hole grew bigger.
And the hole grew bigger.
And the hole won.
---
Val entered the mansion past a second set of guards, who saluted him and opened the door. His home was full of unknown faces these days, primarily armed men guarding every entrance. The situation might be direr than the picture Lax had painted. It would be like him.
Val walked the empty halls, searching for his brother or any familiar face. But the mansion stood empty like the coffins at the bomb victims’ funeral. He yelled out, but nobody answered.
Where is everybody?
He entered his father’s sick chamber and stopped in his stride. There was nobody in the bed. Val broke into a cold sweat. He ran out and bolted from room to room, fearing the worst.
He found Onaya slumped in a chair in the servant’s kitchen with an almost empty bottle of cachaça in front of the old man. He raised reddened eyes after noticing Val had entered and made a poor attempt to stand and regain some of his dignity. “Young master.”
“Onaya, what happened? Where is Lax? And Father?”
The butler didn’t look him in the eye when he answered. “Your brother is far from home, working hard to set things right.”
“Don’t stall for him! The guards say they haven’t seen him in a week. He walked out on us, didn’t he?” Val marched closer, but then noticed the urn on the chair beside Onaya.
No.
The old man lost his balance and fell back to the chair, scraping its legs on the hardwood floor. He turned his eyes away, tears glinting in them. “This isn’t how you should have found out. I would have sent you a messenger tomorrow.”
Val felt his legs buckle under him and had to sit. He slammed his hands on the table, searching for pain to close out his emotions.
His heart hammered with such force in his chest that it threatened to explode. He cut his arm on his belt knife. A deep breath in. Blood boiling.
Focus on something simple. The grain of the wood. Anchor yourself in the moment.
Val found order in the light.
It came to him arduously, and he needed to grip it with ten fingers. He sank back into himself, smothering the rising pain deep within.
There is order in death. The only certain order in the world.
When he spoke again, his voice was soft as a silken garotte. “When did it happen?”
“The funeral?” Onaya stared at the table. “Yesterday. I arranged the cremation myself. Nobody knows it yet.”
“Why didn’t you tell me? He deserved to be properly presented to the gods!”
“It was his wish.” His voice was full of pleading. “You both were so busy, occupied with important work. I couldn’t —”
Val stood, pushing his chair away. He grabbed the bottle and smashed it on Onaya’s head, tearing a deep gash beside the one that had just healed. The butler fell to the floor, soaked in the remnants of the alcohol and his own blood. He sobbed with silent tears.
“Your services are no longer needed by House Tama.” Val’s voice was cold and deep as the northern glaciers. “Get out of my home in an hour or I will have the guards throw you out.”
The butler sat up, supporting himself with trembling hands. He crawled away without saying a word.
Val waited till he was out of earshot then collapsed into his chair again.
His finding deserted him, his order slipping away. There was no order in this.
He buried his face in his hands and screamed.



CHAPTER 48
Spring the Trap
The lone Crimson Father sank lower and lower on the horizon, bathing the city in a sideways blast of anxious light. People scrambled below on the streets, closing shops, bringing inside light-bowls. They hurried to get home before the dark set in so they could spend it in the comfort of their illuminated houses.
Dawb stood on the top of a pawnshop’s chimney, just high enough to watch the faraway glimmer of the sea as the god touched the waters in the unfathomable distance. The low hiss of boiling water was audible even here, and a pillar of steam rose where sun and ocean met.
Death by twilight and rebirth by dawn. A fitting theme for tonight’s plan.
The horizon darkened, and he climbed down by the last fading rays. In the other half of the city, far from the Old Harbor, pillars of buildings glowed with the inner light of sunstone like gentle torches.
But the material was used sparingly here in the city’s gutter, mostly stripped from ancient structures and repurposed only into more decent homes. The solemn blocks of old warehouses and makeshift housing complexes stood dark, their concrete masses fast to throw away the blessing around them. Only the stone roads glowed here, obscured by the muck, interweaving the district like a hundred begrimed light veins.
So the alley stood unnervingly dark as he lowered himself, and his boots splashed into the dirt. The afternoon’s swift rain was only enough to muddy the city, but it was a harbinger of the monsoon season to come. Dawb didn’t mind — Lumo No Se needed a good wash as much as any street-side bum.
He sneaked without sound, placing his feet in the filth with years of experience, sticking to the side walls and shaded entrances. Something bothered him, a feeling of unease, of being watched. His hand gripped the crossbow’s barrel, and he closed in on the stony main street but remained in the alley’s shadows just before the corner.
He waited.
Minutes passed when a grimy little face peeked around, noticing Dawb a few feet away. He turned immediately, but Dawb’s hand struck out, grabbing the collar of his tattered shirt. He clutched a hand over his mouth and pulled the small boy into the alleyway.
“Kuki, what the damned streets are you doing here?” Dawb asked and pushed him to the wall with more force than necessary.
The little boy pressed his lips together and shoved against Dawb’s chest but couldn’t escape his grip. “We heard what you were planning, and we wanted to help!”
“We?” Dawb asked then noticed Jua slipping into the alley. “Oh, hell with that! You two go back to Gran Gran’s. This will get ugly.”
The small girl put her hands on her hips and gave him a glare that could turn milk sour. “Like you could order us around. We stay, and we help. Deal with it.” She kicked Dawb’s foot. “And let go of Kuki. You are hurting him!”
Dawb stepped back, giving both of them an exasperated stare before letting go of Kuki. The small boy slumped to the dirt, massaging his arm where Dawb had squeezed him. He looked up, hurt and hesitant.
“Sorry about that,” Dawb muttered.
“What is wrong with you?” Jua demanded. “We’re supposed to be your friends!”
“Just feeling a little jumpy. We have been planning this for weeks, and the bastards have to pay!” He sighed and slumped down next to Kuki, pulling him closer into a hug. He tensed at first but relaxed after a few moments and snuggled into Dawb. “This will get dangerous, guys. I must deal with them, but I don’t want to lose any of you.”
“And you think we want to lose you? Besides, your plan has one fatal flaw.” Jua pointed at the street. “You need lookouts.”
“I have Igi.”
“The more, the better. And you need bait.”
Dawb opened his mouth to protest, but then closed it again. Jua was right — the plan was questionable at best with two people. And these were his friends, his con team. If anyone could pull it off, it was them.
Igi emerged from a side door, carrying a set of cans strung together with rope. “I think I figured out the problem with the release. If we bind it like this —” He trailed off as he noticed the others and cursed under his breath. “What the blasted suns are you doing here?”
“No use, Igi. They have already convinced me.” Dawb sighed and stood up. “Let’s do this together.”
---
The lonely girl jumped from stone to stone on the road, humming a little tune from a nursery rhyme. The gods went sleeping into the ocean — the only illumination in the night was the soft luminescence of the sunstone roads under the layer of grime. It lent an eerie glow to her, leaving her head in shadow and her red dress to shine with a faint inner light.
Dawb had to admit that Jua did a great job as bait. Maybe they would reconsider letting her try it out on their street cons later. The dress was only the cherry on top, snatched last minute from a nearby clothesline where its owner left it out. It was tattered — more hole than actual fabric — but the darkness of the night hid that detail well.
He was lying on top of the opposite building with a superb view of the alley where their trap was. Igi masked the hung-up cans with a set of rags, making it look like another clothesline. The older boy and Kuki were on the lookout farther up, watching for the priests. Their signal was the hoot of an owl.
Despite the cold kiss of the sunless night, the crossbow in his hand was sweaty. The tarp he hid under didn’t help either — its thin material only clung to his clothes with a moist chill. He counted the arrows again in the quiver. Eleven. He could put almost four in all the bastards.
There was a slim engraving on the side of the barrel, a blooming tree. Abi carved it into the wood years ago, called it her own crest. As if urchins would ever get one of those. But it was nice to play along, believing they would grow up together and have their own mansion and noble title someday.
Dawb caressed the mark and closed his eyes. He felt Abi’s ghost beside him tonight to witness his justice.
A hoot came from the left, and his focus snapped back to the street. Jua adjusted her position below to be more visible from that direction. Then the blazing robes emerged.
The priests came from a side alley, one of the three holding up a hand with a miniature sun that made Dawb’s eyes water. He used to think they were indistinguishable from each other — all tall, bald, and terrifying. Same white cloaks, same hairless and emotionless faces. But looking at the fine details of their faces, he noticed minor differences. The wrinkles around Leader’s eyes. The one named Songbird was a few decades younger than the two others.
And Grimace had a double chin.
This was the same trio who had burned down the Birdnest, his home. Who desecrated Abi’s body. His hand tightened on the trigger. Soon.
They noticed Jua, who gave a bubbling laugh, innocent and inviting. She ran into the alley with big leaps, showing herself as clearly as she could in the dimness of the night.
The priests noticed her but didn’t move. They stood seemingly unaffected by the easy prey, discussing among each other in hushed tones. The one holding the light raised it higher, illuminating a good portion of the street. Dawb crawled deeper under his canvas.
Come on, you bastards! Bite!
The shadows seemed to deepen around him as if the night tried to hide him from his enemies. Jua laughed again, making sure they heard where she went, and then disappeared behind a door at the end of the alley to be out of harm’s way. It led to a desolate home with a caved-in ceiling. She would hide in a pile of rugs on the second floor’s remnants.
The night darkened even more, as if the lingering light of the sunstone finally decided it was time to fade away. Only the priest’s raised hand remained blazing, bathing the road in its tainted glory.
It wavered and leaned toward Dawb and the alley. The priests bolted as one, racing each other toward their target. They accelerated to unnatural speed, but not so much that Dawb couldn’t track. The streets were grimy, and they had to be careful not to slip.
They took a sharp turn and entered the alleyway. It was narrow, barely enough for the three of them. The gang had cleared it of some of the garbage to create extra space. It let them remain close to each other and fall into the trap together.
Igi released the rope he held, and the clotheslines above the glowing figures clattered with the sound of filled cans. Grimace in the front looked up at the last moment, his eyes opening wide. He tried to dodge, but Igi spread the lines out in a large area, not leaving enough space in the cramped alley to escape the downpour of viscous black liquid.
The creosote hit them like a sudden monsoon, soaking their pure white robes and soiling their light. It entered all openings, stinging eyes and filling mouths, turning surprised shouts to gurgles. Songbird lost his balance, hit the wall, and bent down, retching out the foul liquid.
Leader stumbled but remained on his feet, standing still as in deep concentration. Grimace scratched at his eyes, searching the alley for threats. The sun snuffed out in his hand.
Dawb pulled the trigger.
The arrow escaped the crossbow with a satisfying burst, swooping down with death straight toward Grimace’s face.
He snatched it out of the air. The priest’s bloodshot eyes rose, settling on Dawb. A sadistic grin stretched out on his face. “Found you, little rat.”
Dawb reached for another arrow while the priest started to glow. It pierced through from below the layer of creosote and filled the alley with an eerie light.
Igi burst out from an alcove near the priests, brandishing a makeshift spear. It was a knife fixed to the end of a pole to help him keep his distance. He stabbed at Leader, who was still standing with his eyes closed.
The weapon exploded in his hands, scattering burning pieces of wood around and flinging Igi to the nearby wall. He hit it with a sickening crunch and slid down to the dirt, leaving a patch of red behind.
Dawb’s heart missed a beat, seeing his friend’s unmoving body. Grimace rose from the ground and flew toward him — fingers curled like an owl’s talons. Dawb pushed the arrow into the groove and raised his weapon, aiming for the chest. He pulled the trigger.
It hit the priest then snapped to the side, where it fell into the alley without doing any damage. He frantically reached into his quiver, but Grimace landed on the rooftop and was on him with two long strides. Dawb tossed away his cover and raised the crossbow as a club, swinging it at the bastard’s legs.
The priest caught it with one hand and smacked at Dawb with another — his quickly raised shield shattering into a thousand pieces.
It felt like getting hit by a runaway cart and trampled by the horses. Dawb soared a few yards over the rooftop, only breaking his flight to smash into the piled crates on the other side. Something snapped, and the world became a whirling agony.
The scarab fell from his backpack, cluttering at the priest’s feet. He bent down, picked it up and inspected it, giving a joyless chuckle. “This isn’t a plaything for little rats like you. Where did you get it? Who paid you?”
“Fuck you,” Dawb said through his bloodied lips. He tried to stand but fell back. His back hurt. Breathing hurt.
The priest snarled at him. He tossed the gem into a pocket and took Abi’s crossbow in two hands, twisting it with a malignant smile. Dawb shrieked and pushed himself into a crawl, inching closer to Grimace. The wood splintered and its iron crackled. The sound was like a final death rattle, a last scream from Abi.
The priest tossed the broken weapon in front of him. Dawb stared at it, his soul emptying to the roof below, leaving only an icy nothing. He raised dead eyes, losing focus. Grimace stepped closer and raised a hand full of flames, which cast long shadows on his face.
“That will be enough, Brother!” Leader landed on the roof next to the menacing priest and grabbed his arm. The creosote that tainted his robes was moving, crawling away from him, barely obscuring the fabric’s light anymore. “These are only frightened children. We have more important duties.”
“These little rats had compressed essence! It must have skewed our readings.”
Leader held him tight. “Then take it and go. You forget yourself — it is not our place to hand out punishment.”
Grimace looked back, and for a moment it seemed to Dawb that he would smite the older priest with the flames. He raised a hand, and the fire flared.
There was cracking like lightning, and a flash of white blinded Dawb. When his vision cleared, Grimace was on his knees, his flame extinguished. The penetrating smell of ozone hung in the air. Leader still held on to the other’s arm, where the white robe charred and frayed. He pulled him back to his feet.
Grimace’s voice was full of ice and deference. “Yes, Brother.” He hung his head and followed his superior, who glided down from the roof, not even wasting a glance at the broken urchin.
Dawb pushed himself up, and pain stabbed his leg. One giant splinter went straight through his calf. He pulled it out with wavering vision, only his throbbing heart keeping him from fainting. He crawled toward the remains of the discarded crossbow and hugged it to his chest. Then the first tears burst out of him.
He sobbed, squeezing the broken weapon so hard that it hurt. Down below, Igi still didn’t move, but through tear-filled eyes, Dawb could see his chest rising and falling.
The priests sped up again, bolting down the alley. Only Leader cleared his robes somehow, but it gave enough light for Dawb to see Songbird pausing for a moment, looking concerned at the slumped youth beside the wall. Then a shout came for him to move, and he broke his gaze and went after the others. The alley ended in a brick wall, and when the glowing figures reached it they jumped and soared over it.
With the priests, the light also left. The sunstone was drained, leaving their surroundings almost as dark as the sky’s black canvas above. A small figure parted from the alley’s end and ran to Igi, crouching beside him. She looked toward the roof.
“Dawb? Are you okay?” Jua’s voice was trembling, but she still rolled Igi into a safe position and checked his tongue in the oppressive darkness.
“Yeah.” Dawb’s voice was a dry croak, and he let go of the crossbow and his tears. He pocketed only the small bit of fractured wood where the symbol of Abi’s tree remained.
He half-climbed, half-fell from the roof, thankful for the remaining piles of garbage to break his plummet. The alley reeked of the creosote’s putrid smell and spilled blood. He stumbled toward Igi.
He tried to feel where his friend’s wound was, but it was difficult in the dark. His shirt was sticky with blood. Dawb’s fingers ran upward, touching clumped hair and a long gash on the back of his neck. It would need stitches. He quickly checked his pulse and tried his eyes, but it was futile without light.
“I think he has a lighter.” Jua rummaged in Igi’s pockets and took out a box. She spun the spark wheel. A small flame opened in her tiny hands, and she held it up, giving them a closer look.
Igi’s breath was shallow but stable, and his eyes flickered when they lifted his eyelids. “He will be alright,” Dawb said. His voice wavered, but he kept himself together with sheer willpower. His friends needed him. “Stay here with him. We need to pull him back to Gran Gran’s. But I want to find Kuki first.” The young boy was still missing.
Jua nodded and, with trembling hands, took out a waterskin. She washed the blackened blood from Igi’s head.
Dawb stood and trudged through the alley toward the stairs that led to the roof, where Kuki had stood watch. He put a makeshift bandage on his shin but still had to spare his left leg. Even like this, every step was a new agony.
Fortunately, the priest didn’t go after Jua. Either they didn’t see where she went or decided their prey wasn’t worth the hassle.
Maybe they went to wash their blackened robes.
He creaked open the old door to the roof. It was barely holding on to its hinges. The burned-out house below smelled of rain and mildew. The stone was almost entirely black, so he used one of his old tricks and held his eyes closed. He waited for minutes till they could adapt to the darkness, and when he opened them, at least the objects’ contours were visible. He noticed a heap close to the roof’s edge.
“Kuki, are you there?”
There was no answer, so he sighed and with gritted teeth walked closer. His leg was killing him, and the bandage had already begun to wet through.
“Hey, they are gone now. Come out. We need to pull Igi back to Gran Gran’s. He isn’t looking too good.”
He was almost by the tarp when he noticed the leg hanging out. It was limp and motionless. Dawb felt his pulse quicken, and his mouth went dry. It was hard to tell in the dark, but it seemed strangely gray, almost as...
No!
He pushed the tarp aside with all his remaining might.
A head lolled forward. Kuki’s eyes were two empty holes filled with a void.
No, no, no, no, no.
No!
He stumbled back, his mind contorting, unable to accept the horror before him. This couldn’t happen again, not with Kuki. He promised to keep them safe — he vowed to take revenge.
He was pathetic.
“Dawb, are you there?” Jua’s voice drifted up faintly from the ground floor. “Did you find him?”
He couldn’t face Jua, not after failing them like this. Dawb bolted and jumped from the roof. He hit the pavement hard, and his injured leg buckled, but he barely felt it. The streets were dark and silent, the dawn still far.
He ran into the night.



CHAPTER 49
True Monsters
Dawb stumbled through Old Harbor with an injured leg and a bleeding heart. It was all in vain. Their plan failed. The blasted priests tore through it like it was nothing — like Dawb and the others were mere insects, not even worthy of stomping on.
He fought with everything he had. And what do I have to show for it? Another dead friend.
His cheeks were hot below the tears, his inside burning with impotent fury. A heap of stone broke his stride, and Dawb looked up from his misery — he was face to face with the leech pool. Its stone still glowed with a faint inner light. He didn’t even realize he had entered the square. It was dangerous blundering through these parts of the city at night like some idiot, a sure way to get robbed or worse.
A part of him probably wanted someone to try. At least then there would be a target for his rage, someone he could hit back.
He felt the pool mocking him with its calm surface and stupid old legends. Reaching down, Dawb tore at the loose stones, heaving a heavy chunk into the water. It felt good. It was as good a target for his anger as any.
A second stone followed moments later, then a few more. His arm burned, and his leg throbbed with agony.
When he was finished, a good five feet of the rim was missing, lost in the murky water. The contents of the pool leaked to the street below his feet. His anger barely calmed — he needed more.
Dawb turned and walked away, the last stone still in his hand. Cruel plans formed in his head, a hundred ways he would get back at the priests.
Something emerged from the water behind him. The dripping of a thousand water drops echoed their little death as they fell back into the pool. Dawb froze in place, raw fear grabbing his heart. He turned slowly, not wanting to see what made the sound.
The pool was dark, the stone suddenly robbed of its inner light. An oily mass with a hundred appendages pushed itself over the rim like a nest of writhing worms, its details lost in the shadows.
The eyes were the only clear part, covering its entire body. Bloodshot whites and gigantic pupils. Dozens were focusing on a single point. Him.
Dawb took a shaking step back, and the thing slid over the damaged rim and out onto the street. Gaping mouths opened and closed on his body like waves on a grotesque ocean.
And it sang to him.
Rush now,
my hunger unquenchable.
Small chow,
where is your sentinel?
Forsake you,
left for your impending doom.
From your blood,
power and joy will flood.
It’s no time for gloom.
Soon, true darkness will bloom.
The thing gave Dawb a deep bow, its central mass lowering and rising like a pauper finishing a play.
“I am glad we finally met. You distracted those pesky priests for me quite well.” Its voice was a reverberated harmony of a dozen orifices. First, Dawb didn’t even realize it was the monster speaking — the sound didn’t befit this terror.
He stood, feet frozen to the ground. The thing crawled closer, and as it went, the glow of the city died around them.
“What’s the matter? Jaguar got your tongue? Or did I eat some of your friends?” A dozen smiles danced on its oozing maws. “Let me guess, the old guy in the dumpsters behind the factories?”
It was surreal. The wind picked up its smell, and Dawb’s nostrils filled with the stench of rotten meat. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t look away. The thing spread out on the pavement, slowly surrounding him.
“No? Give me two more guesses, will you? Was it the twins on the fifth floor of that puke-green warehouse they called a home?”
It will eat you! Run! His brain tried to get his limbs to move, but to no avail. The beast’s gaze was mesmerizing. Its hundred pupils danced a curious dance in the night — forming and un-forming — like fireflies above the garbage dumps.
“Still nothing? Last shot, then. It must be that girl in the tent house on top of the fake skyscrapers.”
Dawb’s eye twitched, and some of his anger started to burn inside again.
“See, I knew I could guess it! Even without my chances.” The monster was right in front of Dawb, towering over him, standing on alien limbs. It didn’t have a face — the whole thing was a face, a maw, and a pustulous void.
“She was a nice snack, a petite finisher to a grand meal.” A mouth opened inches from him, wider than the other. It licked its lips. “A juicy piece marinated in tea. Hope you taste the same.”
He saw it again. Abi’s gray face on the mat, eyes full of void. Something broke inside him, and the tides of anger rose high again, clashing with his towering fear.
He squeezed his chunk of stone and smashed it into the closest eye.
It vanished, melding back to its mass, and Dawb’s hand sank into the thing’s flesh without resistance. It was like reaching into a boiling pot. Dawb screeched and tore away from the beast, his hand coming out with a sickening squelch. He stumbled back and fell, raising it in front of his eyes. It was covered in bubbling goo.
His base instinct of flight won. He couldn’t fight this — it was a terror of the night, and he was prey. Dawb hobbled away.
The thing gargled behind him, sounding pleased with this turn of events. It dived after him, sluggish, tentacles grabbing the flagstones, draining their light like a gigantic snail leaving behind a trail of shadows.
Dawb vaulted around a bench and dodged an overflowing garbage bin. He skidded on the stones, scuffing his knees as he rounded a corner. He left a light sprinkle of blood behind through the empty streets. The monster drank it all up with pleasurable slurps as he slithered not too far behind.
He slowed a few streets away, his injuries taking their toll on him. Pain stabbed his leg, the makeshift bandage soaking through. He stumbled, fell on the ground, and heaved himself up, each step a new agony.
A glance back. It was right on top of him.
Dawb screamed.
He fell again, hitting his shoulder. This was too much. Why did he even run? Abi was dead — there was no place for him to live anymore. Dawb crawled up into a fetal position and waited for his fate.
“Giving up already? You little mice usually give me more of a chase.” The monster seemed displeased. It reached its many arms over him in the dark street. “How disappointing. But alas, I have places to be. This night took an unexpected turn, and I must fix it.” Its mass formed a great maw over him, ready to engulf his whole body.
---
A flaming star fell through the sky and landed with a shock wave between the beast and its prey. The many tentacles recoiled from the miniature sun hovering over the cracked pavement.
Did the Golden Son himself come to my rescue?
Dawb’s eyes teared up at the sudden brightness, and he squinted to see more. A tall figure stood in the middle of the light, holding up the sun with one hand. A head turned on top of a tainted white robe, void of any hair. The young priest from before. Songbird.
“Run.” It was a command enforced with strange reverbs, and Dawb felt his limbs filling up with newfound strength. He jumped to his feet and backed away, unable to tear his gaze from the heavenly figure. The blaze hid his sins well.
The monster retreated from the sudden light, confused and blinded, until its form sank into the shadows. Then it opened its too big mouths full of jagged fangs, gurgling up some wretched sounds.
The damn thing laughed.
“Did you come alone, little priest?” Its form liquefied and spread out on the road, covering the stone, climbing the walls. Eyes opened all around them, and new maws formed from where it mocked its prey. “They should have taught you not to wander in the night alone. Have you got any idea what could lurk in the shadows?” It left the illuminated area around the priest empty.
The young man reached out with another hand, lighting it ablaze, doubling the flaming orbs and the radius of the light. The monster shrieked back — thin smoke rose where the light touched its form. It growled and spread and covered the pavement around the priest’s circle.
Dawb ran before the dark pool could reach him, but he was out of the beast’s focus. It had found bigger prey.
The light dwindled, and coils of dark emerged, slithering like a thousand snakes on the ground. Smoke rose again as it burned, but the monster didn’t care, its tendrils crawling up to the priest, gripping his legs, tearing into his flesh.
The young man bore it without as much as a yelp, bringing his hands together. The tiny suns merged in a blinding flash, exploding with white flames, filling the street and melting away the shadows.
Dawb tore his gaze away, half-blinded by the explosion, and tumbled through Old Harbor’s twists. He rounded a corner mostly by touch, falling over something wet and lumpy and crawling away.
Away from the beast, away from this madness. The farther he could get, the better.
The distant sound of the ongoing battle followed him through the trash-covered alleys.
His hand throbbed, the bubbling goo eating away his flesh.
---
Songbird ripped off another of his empty canisters and tossed it aside. It landed on the road with a wet thud, and its seeping contents stained the stone crimson. His breathing was heavy, and his vision blurred from the exertion. His heart flickered way over its threshold.
An ordinary man would already be dead.
Only two full canisters remained, hidden below his robes, strapped to his calves — and after that he still had his own reserves pulsing through his veins. He would use every last bit of them to finally put down this abomination haunting his city. It would change its shape and vanish if he let it slip away again.
The monster left a clear trail behind as it fled, extinguishing the inner light of the city. The shadows stretched long, filling Songbird with dread. He hadn’t been surrounded by this much darkness since his initiation ritual.
His steps echoed with little thunders as he pursued the beast, pushing himself forward with great leaps. The light bent to his will, burning the blood and filling him with strength and speed. A new light flared up in his hand as he found his target in the light. The unseen sense drove him forward, showing the monstrosity’s approximate path.
Rounding a corner, he found an alleyway filled with the filth of the city’s lowest. The garbage was piled high near the narrow walls, and the sticking mud obscured the diminished stone below. A crazed hobo, naked and pale, pushed himself to the walls, hiding within the junk. When the priest burst into his little kingdom, he raised a shaky finger, pointing deeper into the alley.
Songbird raced past him, not paying much attention. His mind focused, holding half a dozen findings at once — he scanned every nook for something hiding there. Then he arrived at the alley’s end, finding nothing.
Another empty street welcomed him on the other side, somewhat less filthy, the stone glowing with a faint inner light. The trail ended here. There was nothing to follow.
Where did it go?
He heard the slosh behind a moment too late. Spinning around with inhuman speed, he held up a hand, finding purging fire in the light.
The hobo stood in the middle of the alley, his face an open hole, tendrils shooting forward from the inner darkness.
One of them lodged into Songbird’s chest, pushing toward his heart, drinking up his reserves faster than the most taxing finding. He moved his hand forward, spraying out flames, but they died down in the air as he lost his concentration. Another tendril bore itself into his leg, buckling him and raising him in the air.
He found pressure in the light, but it came sluggishly, barely pushing his enemy to its knees. A gash extended on the burst-open face, mimicking a smile.
“You will make a hearty meal, little priest.” The fresh corpse jerked closer, the flesh on its head molting away and folding out. Another tendril raised toward his eyes. “May the depths swallow your soul.”
He thrashed in its grasp, his life energy pulsing away with each heartbeat. He opened his mouth, but all that came out was an agonizing scream.
The last thing he saw were the tendrils piercing his eyes, boring into his brain.
After that, only darkness.
---
Dawb stumbled toward the lightfalls pouring down from the top of the temple. He was cold, his brain numb. His body throbbed. Only the light remained before his eyes.
The light would keep the monsters away. It had to keep them away.
A long staircase ran up the temple’s side, and he took the steps by two and three. To the west, over the ocean, a slight red hue spread through the horizon, and a pillar of steam rose. The Red Father would be up any minute, putting an end to this nightmare.
Don’t think. Just run or you will be eaten.
Dawb didn’t know how the young priest had fared against that monstrosity, but he wouldn’t bet an iron bit on his life. With a last bolt of strength, he emerged on the top — the strange energy the priest gave him fading away.
In giant bowls burned the Everfires, a blazing white against the black canvas of the sky. Their light flowed in controlled canals like a thick fog, feeding the never-ending stream of the temple’s lightfall.
Many bowls were empty. Only a handful burned from the hundred. Still, it was the brightest point of the city’s night. Dawb nestled beside one of them, the heatless flames licking his back. His eyes scanned the roof and the sleeping city, sensitive to any movement.
His arm hung numb, the goo eating him alive. He scratched at the miasma to no avail, only burning his fingertips. In his despair, he tore into it with his teeth, biting away alien substance and corrupted flesh. The taste of rotting meat filled his mouth.
It will be alright. It will be alright. It will...
A burst of light emerged from the direction of Old Harbor, a miniature pillar of whiteness. It left a sinking feeling in his stomach.
And the flame in the bowl behind him vanished.



CHAPTER 50
Stir the Nest
Aiana crept through the tunnel, the pair of men behind her scraping at the rock despite her best efforts to warn them to be as quiet as they could. Maybe this was their limit. She hoped it would be enough.
A pocket of insecurity tried to bubble up under her calm demeanor — but her losing held firm, and she pushed it back into the darkness. There was nothing in these tunnels that could hurt her. She was chosen, untouchable, deserving of praise and adoration.
She would bring back the light. 
Then they would all see how blind they were. A self-confident smile crept up on her face. It barely wavered when they pushed through a narrow patch and entered the inner parts of the nesting.
Spiders hung on a hundred threads from the ceiling, dangling with their many legs pulled below their thoraxes. Sleeping. She timed their sneaking so, but was still glad to see them motionless with unfocused eyes. Most of them were as big as two palms outstretched, and many were even larger, but not one reached the threatening mass of the Arachne she had fought days before.
Fortunately, it was nowhere to be seen.
“Lower your light as much as you dare. We don’t want to wake them,” she whispered back to the others a dozen yards behind her. The one who called himself Lax translated the instruction in a hushed tone to his bulky friend Ponlu. She started to learn their names, but they still rolled strangely off her tongue.
The light shifted and shrank as they twisted the dials on their chests. Ponlu squirmed and looked upward with nervous eyes, sweat dripping from his forehead. He said something in their strange tongue, full of open syllables like empty air. Lax patted his shoulder and pushed him forward.
The grayness around them barely extended five yards as they sneaked forward, Aiana remaining close.
This would be as easy as the hunt of a novice. They only needed to slink below them without a sound.
---
“I swear the gods didn’t create these things with this many legs, lad,” Ponlu whispered, crouching even lower under the terrifying ceiling. “They must have stolen the extras from somewhere.”
Lax had to admit it was unnerving. The creatures were as enormous as the largest jungle variants, some even bigger than that. Sneaking in the half-light didn’t help either — the grayness lending the spiders shadowed crevices, hiding the details and inspiring their minds to fill them with even more terror. The smell of decay hung heavy in the air.
Lax squeezed his friend’s shoulder and gave him a gentle shove to keep him moving.
Ponlu hunched so low he was almost crawling on his knees, and their crossing was painstakingly slow but at least as silent as it got. The big guy even muffled his whimpers with pure force of will.
Lax couldn’t help but marvel at Aiana, who stalked the shadows below the beasts as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Her movements were deliberate but relaxed, her eyes scanning their surrounding without fear or doubt.
What hardships must she have grown up in if this is the norm for her?
He looked up and froze. One of the larger spiders slowly lowered on a silk thread — its legs still closed in sleep. It was only a few feet away from him.
And directly over Ponlu.
“Don’t move!” Lax hissed as quietly as possible. Ponlu stopped in that instant and looked toward him with fear-sunken eyes but didn’t notice the spider.
It landed on his hand.
To his credit, Ponlu didn’t scream. But he couldn’t fight the visceral reaction to jerk away. The spider flung in the air with the sudden motion, landing on its opening legs. Ponlu crawled backward, sliding on his butt, and took his pan from the side of his backpack. He held it between him and the beast as if it was some defensive barrier.
The spider rose to four legs, feeling around with its frontal appendages as if tasting the air. Lax’s hand clutched the handle of his whip, his nerves stretching to their edge.
Then a sudden shadow moved through their view, and a flash of steel struck down.
Aiana silently raised the writhing thing on her short dagger, holding it away from the floor till its movements ceased. Then she lowered it into her sack and gave them a stern look, raising a finger in front of her mouth.
Strange how that signal meant the same through cultures.
Lax nodded, and Ponlu put away his pan while reddening in embarrassment. They followed her with even more care.
---
The air rushed around Aiana as she descended, soaring a few feet over the ground. The steep slope they had to dare was challenging for her companions but not for her. She easily reduced her weight to the point she was like dry cave moss drifting in the deep tunnels’ winds, and cleared the entire two hundred yards in one giant leap.
Lax and Ponlu needed a half hour of hushed preparations of ropes and harnesses before they even started their long climb. They were now a good distance away from spider territory, but the markings on the wall still stirred her nerves. Deep claw gouges left by a set of gigantic appendages. It was here in the near past, possibly searching for her.
Her losing shoved against her rising fear, pushing it down.
The surface dwellers grunted and heaved while they slowly descended, occasionally clinking their packs and suits to the rock. Fortunately, nothing so loud that it could travel back to the beasts.
Their goal was close now, only a few caves’ worth of walk after this last obstacle. Aiana’s heart sank a little. She would miss the one speaking her language. He was a strange but endearing one.
She smiled. And the cooking of the big one too. Maybe I can trade him something for those spices?
It would be strange to go back to her people after they departed. In these past days, she grew increasingly accustomed to the radiant grayness of their presence and their leisurely but determined ways.
Maybe I can accompany them back to the surface? Just to be safe.
Her losing tightened, and the crimson puffs churned in her stomach — hushing away these newfound fancies. After returning with the light, she would be celebrated. She would unite the tribes and lead them into a new age.
That was the only thing that mattered.
A startled yelp cut her thoughts short. She looked back and saw with horror as the rope snapped, and Ponlu was left dangling, only secured by the thin backup line. Lax was clambering toward him, but she already saw he would be too late.
A deep exhale. Blood boiling from her shallow wound. She lost weight and rocketed herself toward him with a powerful kick, grabbing the man’s arm as the backup line gave in.
By the abyss, he is heavy!
But her momentum was enough to get back toward the main rope, and she heaved with all her might, tossing the man toward it. Ponlu snatched it and hugged the line as if his life depended on it. He murmured something she didn’t understand but took it as a thank you.
Aiana beamed. Catastrophe averted only a mile from their goal.
The pot from Ponlu’s backpack loosened and fell down the rocky slope, beating heavy echoes as it fell. They froze.
Then Aiana heard the clatter of a thousand legs.
“Run!” she screamed and grabbed Ponlu again.
---
Lax watched as Aiana tore Ponlu from the rope and plummeted toward the cave floor dozens of yards below. Fortunately, their fall was unnaturally soft. Likely the girl could soften the pull of gravity on both of them, as she usually did on herself.
She screamed,“Run!” It made sense considering how close they were to the mining station. It was as good a plan as they would get. They could only hope its doors still functioned and could hold back a horde.
He glanced up. No legs crawled toward his face yet. But the chitinous scratching on stone grew closer by the minute, beating daunting echoes in the tunnels they had just passed through. His hand clutched on the shaft of his light-whip, and a dozen streams of red blossomed from it. They were thinner here in the grayness, barely strings.
Lax let go of the rope and jumped, his whip catching a stalactite, pivoting his weight. He had to hurry if he wanted to live.
He landed almost simultaneously with Aiana and Ponlu, his knees protesting the sudden impact with loud cracks. The girl put down his friend and bolted forward, showing the way. She yelled back again, prompting them to move.
The first spiders entered the border of gray, descending upon them. One landed with a leap on Ponlu.
The big man screamed and threw himself to the ground, crunching the chitinous body under his weight. Another suicidal spider crashed down only a few feet away, flashing a set of fangs almost as long as Lax’s index finger. It jumped, directing them toward his face.
A flash of whip. The red thongs shredded two of the creature’s front legs with a pop, splattering dark bodily fluid everywhere. It fell with a hiss while Ponlu staggered to his feet.
Lax looked transfixed at the injured spider, frozen in place. That hiss. It was full of pain but also filled to the brim with distressed emotions. A yell to something bigger and more menacing. Almost felt like words, like the cry of a frightened child.
“Snap out of it, lad!” Ponlu grabbed and shook him. “We have to run! There are too many of them!”
Lax glanced up, and a forest of legs and fangs looked back at him with a thousand eyes. They bolted after Aiana and the presumed safety of the mining station.



CHAPTER 51
Last Stand
Aiana ran through a living corridor, the walls pulsating around her with vicarious anticipation. A million legs drummed the beat of their death, coming from a hundred yards behind and all around the side tunnels.
She shot a glance back toward her companions, who sprinted behind her at a painstakingly slow pace. It would be a close call at this rate, but they might reach the station’s safety in time. Hopefully, their promised sanctuary would prove impenetrable.
“Faster!” she yelled back toward Lax. But she could feel that the surface dwellers were at their limit. They weren’t accustomed to the brutal reality of the depths and carried around at least twenty pounds of extra equipment. Ponlu had already tossed most of his cooking apparatus aside, but even with this relief he was lagging behind.
Strangely, she felt no fear. Her negative emotions were still locked away in the dark with the strong losing induced by Tenebros’s mushroom stew. Only a muffled worry remained that she would lose the light-gems if the spiders consumed her companions. Without them, Aiana couldn’t fulfill the prophecy she was destined to.
At a junction, she spun around, suddenly unsure which way to continue. “Map! We need the map!” she shouted, and Lax was already scrolling it out on the floor.
A whizz in the air.
Aiana felt more than heard it in the clatter of reverberating echoes. She spun, deflecting the spider’s deadly fangs with her spear’s shaft, but the beast was one of the bigger specimens and toppled her backward.
Its mass pushed her against the cold stone. She exhaled and lost weight, kicking against the ground beneath. Her strength was more than enough to lift the spider alone, and they spun in the air, changing positions.
The beast hit the floor. Her spear pierced through it a moment later. Lax barely had time to grab his whip during the entire exchange.
She crouched, tracking her finger frantically over the old map. Which way is it? Most of the lines made little sense — the undergrounds had rearranged themselves slowly since it was drawn. But she could extrapolate from the old data.
“This tunnel!” she yelled and jumped, bolting into the open maw of their escape route.
---
Lax took the air in deep, steady breaths, concentrating on his feeble finding of endurance. It had kept him alive thus far and ahead of the spiders, but the equipment weighed them down more and more as the chase continued.
Just a few hundred yards to get there!
Ponlu was wheezing and lagging behind dangerously close to the following swarm. He was at the end of his strength, and Lax couldn’t blame him for it. It was a miracle the big cook had kept himself together until now.
They dashed into a bigger cavern connected to at least a dozen different tunnels, some pulsing, some solid stone. Lax was still squeamish about the living ones. It was a surreal experience, like running through the red throat of a giant snake. He spotted Aiana in the middle of the cave and bolted toward her. A thousand legs echoed in the narrow passages behind.
Their guide stood chillingly still, her eyes turned toward the ceiling.
“They are already here,” she whispered as he reached her, and the blood froze in Lax’s veins. Spiders looked down from between the stalactites. “This was a trap.”
It was the first time he had heard uncertainty seeping into the girl’s voice. Lax spun around, looking for a way out, but the tunnels spewed spiders from every direction. They filled the cave, dozens, a hundred. A dark forest of legs and fangs, squirming over each other, black as onyx.
He grabbed his light-core and cranked it to the max. There was no point keeping it low — the swarm knew precisely where they were. Ponlu did the same. The growing white aura and surrounding grayness gave them some sanctuary against the beasts, who lingered at the edges, unsure of the strange environment and if they wanted to cross it for their prey.
The spiders looked at them with beady eyes, dark unmoving blobs. Lax felt the many stares at himself, and it made the hair stand up on the back of his neck.
It wasn’t the dull gaze of animals, instead brimming with understanding and malicious intelligence. These creatures were not only many but cunning.
And they were waiting for something.
He felt the vibration of their many legs, like the keys of a piano, reverberating messages through the horde. They are speaking. His lie of understanding reached toward them, almost making out words. Hunger. Excitement. Obedience. But over all of them, one profound emotion.
Fear.
They were afraid of something yet to arrive.
“We are trapped, lad.” Ponlu’s voice was strangely calm. The terror had time to settle in. “Plan? We make a break for it?”
A shriek reverberated through the tunnels before Lax could answer, filling the air with dread. The swarm stilled.
A gigantic form crawled forward from where they came from, big as a wagon, towering over the other large spiders. Its dozen eyes glared at them with malice, and throughout its carapace faces protruded and sank back. A waking nightmare, one of the true horrors these forsaken depths held.
“Arachne,” Aiana breathed behind.
It only hesitated for a brief moment before piercing the grayness of their auras. The swarm reluctantly followed after it. The remaining color left Ponlu’s cheeks, and the certainty of death filled his eyes. Lax found himself unable to move or speak — his thoughts knotted into a knob of fear.
Then Aiana stepped in front of them with her spear held high. “It only wants me,” she said to Lax. “Run for it. I will hold it up and meet you later.”
“What is she saying?” Ponlu asked, squeezing his shoulder. His fingers were trembling.
Aiana’s casual bravery thawed Lax’s muscles, and he found his voice again. “She wants us to run for it. She will fight it and meet us later.”
It seemed for a moment that Ponlu would object to that plan. Then he looked at the Arachne again, getting closer. “That thing is huge. I know she is tough, but will she be okay?”
Lax watched as Aiana walked toward the giant spider, ready but not threatening. When she was only a few yards away, she bowed, holding up her spear in a challenge. The Arachne stopped, tapping its legs, and the surrounding swarm stilled.
Aiana raised her voice. “Hunter of the abyss. You were bested once and became prey, but I offer you the chance to redeem yourself.” She gestured toward her companions. “Let them leave and do this in proper darkness, with our full potential. Let’s see who is truly the hunter and who is the prey.”
Lax could now hear the words in the tapping legs clearer than before. Wait. Watch. Witness strength. The smaller spiders were cheering on their leader, who stood still, carrying around its gaze. Then the Arachne lowered itself toward the ground, returning the bow.
It accepted the challenge.
But can Aiana win against a monster like this? He took a hesitant step forward, then stopped.
“Yeah.” The lie formed easily on his lips. He grabbed Ponlu’s arm and pulled him toward the tunnel that led to the mining station. “She is stronger than both of us. We would just be dead weight, holding her back.”
Ponlu nodded, tore his arm from Lax’s grip, and they bolted between the transfixed spiders that made no move to stop them. Lax shot back a last regretful glance.
Shame burned his face, but there was no point staying. They were not heroes, and this was no fairy tale. They had to live and return to the surface. To Lamara, to Val, to Onaya. Packed with riches to help his brother and deal with Raito. They had responsibilities beyond a girl they had just met a few days back.
As they moved away, Aiana and the spider shifted from the gray into the dark, obscured from their eyes. They ran down a long, empty tunnel. It ended in a set of rough stairs and a great metal vault door that stood closed.
We were so close.
Lax was by the door in an instant and shoved in the key they had brought with them from the mansion. Then they put their backs against it and pushed together, setting it open.
Musty old air escaped beside them, bringing the smell of something salty and medicinal. Ponlu was inside with a jump, already closing the door.
“What are we waiting for?” he asked.
Lax glanced back toward the cavern where they had left Aiana, the distant sounds of battle echoing toward them. He gripped the door, pushing down the feeling of betrayal.
This was the prudent thing to do, the one they came here for. They had no place dabbling in the battles of the deep — especially after already being stretched thin by so many conflicts and solvable problems.
There was nothing for him to do here.
The door’s metal cracked in his grip.
His lie didn’t sit well in his stomach.
---
Aiana felt the grayness receding, and the dark hugged her again like a blanket. It was patient and anticipating, spiked like a thousand needles, prickling her skin. Her senses heightened, and her excitement grew with the all encompassing blackness. It tasted of sweat and blood, of victory and vanquishment, of the pain she would bear and deal out. Fever-dark, a double-edged spear. An interesting dark for the hunt.
The smaller spiders retreated toward the walls to be out of harm’s way as she would clash with this giant. The Arachne didn’t move yet, only watched her with its dozen enormous eyes, each a deep well.
It was cautious, waiting for her move.
I will give it a reason to move.
Aiana now knew that the beast could lose material. An unexpected trait from even the greater beings that dwelled in the abyss. So she was careful too, circling the spider and looking for an opening. This was a different arena for their battle, with no boulders to run up on or hide behind.
A short clash then. Her hand only slightly trembled on the shaft of her spear.
A long exhale and blood boiling into the dark. She lost weight and jumped, soaring toward her opponent with spear held long in front. The spider danced back, avoiding the tip of her weapon.
She followed it, pushing as hard as she could to cut this fight short, thrusting toward the soft eyes in rapid succession. The Arachne flapped the weapon away with its frontal legs, where the chitin was the thickest. Then it stopped, hinder legs compressing like a spring, and shot forward to sweep her away with its mass.
Aiana soared over the spider with her reduced weight. She was outside its reach, but her spear was longer, and the sharp tip scratched the beast’s back. Bodily fluids boiled from its wound.
As she landed, rumbling caught her ears, and she threw herself to the side. A massive stalactite crashed into the floor where she was just a moment ago, falling from the ceiling.
She glanced up and saw holes opening, almost as big as her, leaving hanging stones in the middle. And with their surroundings’ hold lost in the dark by the spider, they rained down on Aiana like gigantic spears.
She sprinted in between, the rupturing stones pelting her with chips. The dodging occupied so much of her concentration that she didn’t notice her opponent’s move in time. Two poisoned fangs came right for her face, and she grabbed her spear like a quarterstaff in the closed quarters, trying to keep them away. Good that it was solid steel now and didn’t break.
The Arachne pushed her toward the ground, and Aiana sank into a shallow basin that wasn’t there moments ago. She realized in horror the spider’s plan a moment too late.
Then the beast found the lost stone again, enclosing her in the floor.
Breathing became extremely hard as the material pushed against her chest, trying to find its lost place again. Her arms still held the spear in defense, but now the spider circled her to bite her head from the back.
She forced calmness upon herself, closed her eyes, and breathed out her last precious breath. Unmoving focus. She recreated the strange feeling from their previous battle, dissolving into her surroundings.
Aiana lost herself in the dark.
The down-striking fangs bit only the air as she sank deeper into the rock. Without her senses, she could only hope to feel instinctively where she pushed herself out, striking upward with her spear.
The spider’s pained cry was like music to her ears as she emerged from the stone and pierced the beast’s abdomen from below. The Arachne writhed in its confusion and staggered away, all its eyes zigzagging around with hatred.
Aiana pushed herself from the floor and let go of her concentration, finding herself again. She was getting used to this. And she had wounded the beast.
It wasn’t lethal but dampened the Arachne’s confidence nonetheless. Aiana circled her prey with a smile, feeling the triumph of a successful hunt descending upon her. The swarm stood as a circular wall to their arena, and the giant spider nervously tapped the ground.
Then one of the smaller ones bit Aiana in the calf from behind.
She looked down in disbelief as thick poison seeped from the wound, reeking of death. Aiana kicked at it, and the little one scurried away. Her mind went blank, unable to accept this turn of events.
This is not the honorable way for a duel!
Then she heard the noises — the spiders tapping in rhythm and clicking their mandibles together. It sounded like they were laughing at her. At her naivety, at her trust. Her cheeks flushed with shame. This was the abyss, and there was no place for honor here, only for feeding and death.
What did I think?
Her poised demeanor slowly cracked, her lost emotions crawling back. Insecurity. Anxiety. Fear. She held out her spear in defense as the giant spider crept closer, feeling the change in their situation.
Aiana kicked herself, but her mind became sluggish, her lost weight slowly seeping back. She barely cleared the beast while it snapped after her with arm-long fangs. Spinning around, she struck, but her muscles slacked. There was not enough force behind it to break the chitin.
She stumbled backward, the wound pulsing and death burning in her veins. Vertigo grabbed her, and she fell to the floor. The Arachne was over her in an instant — inside the reach of her spear, kicking the weapon away. The mass of it pinned her to the floor, crushing her leg.
The situation was all too familiar. She was glad she got another chance after her first failed hunt — few could say that. She was prey, after all. And she would be eaten now.
This was the law of the depths.
Aiana opened her arms, accepting her fate. The fangs rose over her and gleamed with poison in the sudden grayness that pierced the dark.
Wait, what?
A red tendril snatched up her discarded spear, the weapon landing in Lax’s outstretched palm. He twisted his whip around it, enwrapping it in the whip’s crimson glow. He ran past her, bringing an overwhelming aura of light between Aiana and the Arachne.
The spider retreated a few steps, spreading its legs threateningly, but didn’t pounce. Aiana convulsed on the ground, the poison pulsing in her veins, but couldn’t take her eyes off the surface dweller who stood up against this beast of the abyss.
He took out his glowing gem, holding it up with his left hand while raising the red spear in an awkward position with his right.
An image she had seen before.
It flashed into Aiana’s mind, the tapestry in the old shaman’s hut, the prophecy she was so adamant to prove was her destiny. The same figure stood in front of her now.
It wasn’t about her after all. She wasn’t chosen. She wasn’t special.
It was Lax who was prophesied by her people long ago. The depths weren’t a fair place to live in, but this felt like a new low.
Two muscular arms grabbed her from behind, and Ponlu — covered in nervous perspiration — pulled her fevered body away. He whispered something into her ears that sounded like reassurance, not realizing that they were all doomed. Prophecy or not, if she wasn’t able to slay the Arachne, they wouldn’t be able to either.
Aiana opened her mouth to warn them, to tell them to leave her and run, but all that came out of her swollen throat was a faint whimper.
---
Lax held the light-core between him and the giant spider, like some protective shield stolen from the gods. Removing it from its socket, he found an overdrive switch at its back. He pressed it, flooding out its precious light — the hollow aura of grayness extending almost to the large cave’s sidewalls.
At the edge of the remaining darkness, a thousand hairy legs squirmed like the outstretched tendrils of an abyssal best.
His heart thumped a crazed rhythm, unsure why he and Ponlu weren’t locked away in safety behind the mining station’s vault door. To be honest, he wasn’t sure about it either.
Then he looked at Aiana on the floor, swollen and broken. Their guide, who led them through treacherous terrain, who saved him from the centipede. He steeled his will and turned back, not letting the beast out of his sight. He wouldn’t leave her to her fate.
Even if he died trying.
“Ponlu, slowly drag her away. We retreat together — I think they are uncomfortable with the light.”
“There might be a problem with that,” his friend said. Lax dared a glance back, and he saw a mass of spiders obstructing their escape route toward the station. They writhed but didn’t relent even before the brilliant aura of Ponlu’s core. He inched closer, but one pounced blindly toward them with threatening fangs. “Remind me later, lad, to never go spelunking with you again!”
Lax held off his opponent with core and spear, who tapped out instructions to its minions in their strange vibrating language. The swarm of smaller spiders closed in on him, but they were reluctant. They were afraid of the light-core. A last ray of hope glowed up in front of his eyes.
He slammed Aiana’s spear repeatedly into the ground, stopping them in their motions and gaining their attention. They watched him with unmoving black eyes, shading them with their many frontal mandibles.
He took a deep breath, then another, focusing inward. The blood boiled from his hand where the ring stung him. The spiders’ language, their actions, it all had a universal lie below it all. A lie of structure, of hierarchy, of…
But was it even a lie?
Lax stopped, blood billowing from him toward the glow of the light-battery. He furrowed his brow in concentration and confusion. His memories of his abilities rearranged as the Arachne dared the blazing inferno of his quickly depleting core.
Why did he feel the need to find lies? To hide behind them, to obstruct the world with them?
He found language, will, and motivation. He found what moved people in the depths of their hearts.
Do they have to be lies?
Was the world so painful he couldn’t bear the truth of it? And what did his lies ever achieve?
His friend whimpered behind him, clutching the dying girl, surrounded by beasts.
His father was miles higher, on a deathbed, motionless and kept alive by machines.
Val probably pondered where he went without a word, and why his brother had let him down again.
The giant spider crept closer, ready to pounce.
His lies brought only misery.
No more!
When he raised his eyes again, they were filled with the determination of someone staring down death and winning. He wouldn’t hide away anymore.
He found truth in the light.
The glowing orb licked up his blood like a starving hound after a successful hunt. Lax suddenly saw their surroundings clearer, interlaced with hidden motivations and emotions. The truth of their situation took shape.
The Arachne was a tyrant, holding together the swarm with its towering presence and the threat of certain death to the disobedient. Without a better option, the smaller spiders followed their ruler like the unwilling armies of a slave state — pushed into battle by the masters’ whips behind them.
But what if someone offered them a better choice?
He slammed his spear into the stone again, tapping out his proposal. The spiders squirmed, befuddled that this glowing prey spoke their language.
“Lose your chains. Join me in this fight, and you will be free. There will be no tyranny or senseless march. Only the calm order of the depths.”
The Arachne turned around in a frenzy, flashing fangs and losing holes. It tapped out its threats again, holding the eyes of the swarm, bulging out long-dead faces on its carapace. The spiders yielded against its will, afraid to take action.
But Lax now understood the truth of their hearts. They needed more than just words after so many years in servitude. He lunged forward and stabbed at the Arachne, his crimson spear grazing its surprised frontal legs. Bodily fluids dripped from where Aiana had injured the beast. It retreated from the light again, tapping instructions to its troops to take out this threat.
A spider moved, coming closer to Lax, fangs held high. He saw the fear in the creature, the disarray of its situation. It wasn’t meant to be here, to fight this hunt for the Arachne. Lax lowered his spear, showing the spider something it had never experienced before.
Peace. Compassion.
It stopped, unsure fangs hanging at the edge of his glowing white aura. Then it turned and marched toward the Arachne, hissing and tapping its unwillingness to the beast. Its comrades watched with terror-stricken eyes as it stood up against their giant tyrant.
The Arachne pounced, biting down and pumping the small one full of venom. It twitched twice and was dead before hitting the ground. The leader tapped out an ultimatum — obey or die.
The truth shifted in the cave.
Lax felt it in his finding and quickly vanishing blood. The smaller spiders billowed with darker emotions, watching one of their ranks sacrifice itself to shake off its chains. The Arachne tapped its message again, more agitated this time, but there was a new truth behind its actions it didn’t know yet.
A rising fear.
Both Aiana and Lax were running out of blood and time. He had to close this quickly. He raised the spear and tapped out one last message before severing his connection with the gods.
“Now or never. Your life, your choice.”
He stood exhausted but tall, feeling exposed without his found truth. The shifting spiders moved as one.
They overran the Arachne — biting down and tearing it from limb to limb. It fought, killed, and lost pieces of their surroundings, all to no avail in front of the massive swarm. They didn’t stop until their chains were lost and nothing remained of their once great leader.
And then they left the three of them in the cave, returning to the depths where they belonged.



CHAPTER 52
A Unanimous Vote
Val watched with pride as Flint lined up with a half-circle of his new Anteater division. The men and a few women proudly wore the blue armbands that marked them as a specialist unit. They were the cream of the reserve armies, the best of the best who proved themselves in the previous weeks and trained daily with Flint since then. He found almost a hundred rough gems between the privates, those who would have been wasted in meaningless positions otherwise.
They squared their shoulders, beaming at the attention of their general. Val suppressed a smile and gave them a meaningful nod instead. He was pleased with the new team. Flint had already accomplished something valuable his predecessors never could have with their shortsighted attitudes.
“Good. Very good,” he said as Flint grinned at the front.
The twelve handpicked soldiers saluted him together with the colonel. “Sir, thank you, sir! We are happy to serve as your personal guard on this important evening.”
“Stand easy, soldiers,” Val said, repressing another half-smile. “We don’t expect any hostility, so you are here more for show than actual military work. So stand tall, show off your discipline, and make me proud. Am I understood?”
“Sir, yes, sir!” The soldiers saluted again then marched away to take their positions around the property and at the gate by the arriving carriages. Val looked after them with a fatherly smile.
Of course, they couldn’t be sure nobody would try anything stupid tonight. But a set of new House Tama guards were here for that, bought with Luster’s generous help. They checked invitations and directed the inflowing crowd.
Val spotted a commotion already and walked toward the gate. Two guards politely held up a tall white-haired man in a fine suit and a flock of men in identical black outfits behind him.
The problem seemed to be the lack of invitations. One of the stranger’s servants was vehemently arguing with the guards while the white-haired man lazily glanced around the crowd, seemingly searching for someone. When he spotted Val, a brief moment of confusion spread out on his face before a cold smile took its place.
Val walked up to them. “Welcome, gentlemen. I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m your host, General Val-Gustus Tama. What seems to be the problem?”
The white-haired man held his gaze with gray eyes that Val found utterly unnerving. The men in black lined up behind him, creating the picture for Val of an officer and his personal guard.
“We didn’t have the pleasure yet, no. I am Raito, a close associate of your brother, General. And it seems our city’s feckless postal service lost my invitation.”
Val took a deep breath and tried to remain polite. “My father’s most trusted men personally delivered the invitations for today’s banquet. If you weren’t included, I’m sure we can find a private appointment for your business.”
Raito was unmoving. An aura of gloom slowly descended upon them, dampening the voices around. Val shook his head. “And I am afraid you are out of luck. My brother won’t be attending tonight.”
“Is that so?” Raito asked, tilting his head. “Some rats are even whispering a tale that he left his family and fled the city with his tail between his legs.”
Val’s eyes darkened. He motioned for the guards to guide these people out. “Don’t believe everything you hear, gentlemen. And now, if you would excuse me.”
“Oh, of course, General. You were a tremendous help.” Raito smiled coldly and walked out peacefully with his entourage. Val looked after him for a while, the uneasy feeling lingering even after he left.
---
Val had to give it to Luster — the mansion had never looked as lavish as it did tonight. An ocean of servants, the best cooks, and carelessly thrown around glitz and glimmer everywhere.
But the booze fountain might be a tad too much.
Another set of minor politicians approached him. They talked pleasantries, drank for his health, and promised him their unwavering support when push came to shove. Their attitudes were the sharp opposites of the ones he had witnessed a few weeks back in the council hall.
He thanked them, clinked his champagne glass with theirs, and smiled in a way that he hoped seemed more genuine than he felt inside.
Prigio glided to his side with the elegance of a hippo. A servant trailed behind him with a tray of sweets. He licked his fingers with little groans of pleasure and patted Val’s shoulder, smearing his uniform with cream.
“If it isn’t my gambling partner! Good to see that you can throw a party as easily as halting a stadium of horses.”
Val tensed but didn’t let it slip into his voice. “Prigio. Hope your associates keep themselves to the promises I won from you.”
He raised an eyebrow. “What do you think we are, a bunch of petty criminals? No, General, we have standards here in the city council.” He smirked. “And I can finally admit I am happy you came along. Our relationship had a bumpy start, but you stirred up the political landscape’s waters quite well. A clever predator like me can use it to his advantage.”
A sour reply formed on Val’s tongue when Luster rescued him — appearing by his side and pulling him over to the next group before the conversation could have turned too honest.
Gods bless this woman.
“Show some more teeth, dear. You have a beautiful smile. Don’t hide it behind pressed lips,” she said as they approached the next council member and their entourage.
“Is it that obvious?” Val asked and stretched his mouth wider.
There was a heavy weight on his chest, despite accomplishing everything he had hoped to, everything his father left for him. He collected allies and courted politicians until he knew the support of at least two-thirds of the city’s upper circle was behind him. Thanks to Luster, they even found the funds for the banquet, cementing his position and image even further as the head of a prosperous and powerful house.
Only the vote was left for his title and the power it brought with it, and then he could fulfill his father’s last wish.
Father. His eyes wandered toward the urn set below the portrait of Selas Tama hung up in the gallery. Guests trailed nearby, leaving flowers in a heap below with dishonest grief. Only another political step for them.
The sudden and unexpected death that Onaya had kept secret from the family was one reason for his sour mood tonight.
His brother’s so predictable abandonment was another. He didn’t even show his face one last time to say his goodbyes and tell Val that he was alone in this now. As he always was. He wished the betrayal didn’t stab so deeply, but he had made the mistake of letting himself hope again. Hope that this time would be different with Lax.
The room of people suddenly felt suffocating. He stopped in his stride, Luster looking at him with questioning eyes. He motioned toward the restroom with his head. “Excuse me for a minute.”
Luster stood on tiptoe and breathed a kiss on his cheeks. It burned him like hot coals. “Don’t take long,” she said, gliding toward another set of politicians. She was as elegant and alluring as ever.
Val strode out of the room, only acknowledging the faces turning toward him with a wave or a smile. But instead of the restrooms, he walked out to the patio. The night was cool, and it felt heavenly on his overworked nerves. He didn’t stop till he reached the handrails, and the crowd’s murmur finally quieted behind him.
No gods looked down on him with judgment from above — they were in the depths of a true night. Only the city burned with an inner light. The ever glowing Lumo No Se, the jewel of the world. High-rising spires, old mansions, ancient ruins, deep rivers, and the ever spreading corn. 
His city. His home. The place he wanted to protect so much. At night it seemed almost peaceful, like a sleeping child. One that was unaware the house around him was burning.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” a voice asked from behind, and when Val turned he found himself face to face with Heb.
“General.” Val nodded.
“Oh, please, leave the formalities. We have enough of them in our lives already.” He walked closer, leaning casually against the rail, and took a big swig from the bottle of champagne he had brought. He offered it to Val. “Want a sip?”
“No... thanks.”
“More for me.” He shrugged and sloshed around the alcohol in his mouth. “You organized a decent party. I have to give it to you. The crowd is a little posh and stuck-up, but it’s otherwise fine.”
Val nodded, unsure how to answer that. For a few minutes, they only watched the shining city. “You’re right,” Val said finally.
“Hmm?”
“It is truly beautiful. Like a treasure box or the last bottle of a vintage wine. You want to close it into a vitrine in your mansion to keep it out of harm’s way.”
Heb nodded. “It’s beautiful like a cheap whore. The dark hiding her bruises and the mistakes of her makeup.”
“It seems we have different opinions of Lumo No Se.”
“Not necessarily.” Heb clinked his bottle to Val’s glass. He humored him, and they drank together. “You can want to protect a cheap whore just as much as some fragile treasure.”
Val took that in, fixing his eyes in the distance. Then he shook his head. “But then only your intention is similar. You are degrading the nature of what you want to protect.”
“That’s my point. All you have are your own intentions and impressions, but the subject of your protection remains the same, independent of the role you want to fix on it. And this is a cheap whore, General, and a vintage wine. And a hellhole. And gods’ paradise. And millions of people all filled with hopes and dreams. Most beaten down and stomped into the muck. If we try to define them all with shallow metaphors, we only lose the true meaning of Lumo No Se.”
Val turned to the other man, surprised to hear something this coherent from him. “And what would that be?”
“Struggle. A never-ending cycle to stay on top, to swim back to the surface for one more gulp of air so you can keep treading the waters. The workers are doing it with their back-breaking jobs. Every single person is doing it now in that ballroom. Planning, maneuvering, scheming. Consumed by their self-importance and interests.”
“Even you?”
“Especially me.”
Val waited, but the man didn’t continue, only sipped his bottle. It was nearly empty. “Do you think the same of me?”
Heb laughed, deep and joyless, and started retching somewhere in the middle of it. When he emptied his stomach on the flowers, he raised his head toward the sky, eyes closed.
“I don’t know what to make of you. Everything was so easy before you arrived. You think you work toward a noble goal, for the good of the people, but all you will bring is more pain and suffering.” He jerked his head, staring at Val. Heb’s eyes were weary and pale, almost as gray as ash. “Go now. Leave. Play soldier on the front, or better yet escape to another city. Things will turn ugly around here.”
Val shook his head. “I can’t. Unlike some of us, I have a mission and a sense of duty. I can’t abandon these people and this city, no matter what they are or how I feel about them.”
“I was afraid you would say that. Had to try nonetheless.” Heb chugged the last of his drink and tossed the bottle into the bushes. “Good talk, General.”
Val caught a glimpse of sadness in his eyes. Heb quickly turned and left him on the patio, his steps more solid and sober than his mood.
---
The strange conversation still ran its rounds in his mind when he found Luster in a ring of politicians. She led the discussion — the others orbiting her like the gods circled their world. Her laughter filled the room, somehow turning the fake friendly atmosphere into genuine warmth. Val felt his heart melting from the icy grasp that had permeated it all night.
“Val-Gustus, my dear!” she said when she saw him. “Come here. You have to hear this!”
He sighed then strolled closer and engaged in the fascinating story of Councilman Vatrax’s disappeared dogs, which turned up in a slaughterhouse freezer. It was unbelievable how much patience one needed if he wanted to bring the support of the people behind him.
Luster saw through his act and excused themselves at the next opportunity, leading him toward the bar. She ordered two glasses of strong cachaça with ice cubes shaped like parrots. They clinked their glasses together.
“To our prosperous future! And our city’s too — in that order!” she toasted, and they drank to that.
When the glasses emptied, she asked, “Everything alright, dear?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Mostly. This is a little too much for my taste. And I am thankful for the financial help, but I still feel we could have spent this money more productively on our military preparations.”
She smiled and caressed his face. “Look at it as seed capital, my dear. If tonight goes as we planned, this will seem like glass beads compared to Lumo No Se’s combined monetary might. If we set our will to it, we could move mountains. What is a little war for our coffers?”
A stone turned in his stomach at the remark, but despite his distaste for the power these people held with their business empires, he knew she was right. You catch more butterflies with honey than with llama feces. It was even more true on war funding.
“Did you hand out the golden tickets?” he asked, then furrowed his brow in worry. “Did anybody see?”
“Of course I did. And I was discreet about it. Not like anybody would have objected to it — it is a well-known secret.”
He nodded. “Then we just need to court the chairman and convince him to hold the vote right here.”
“I will approach him and talk it over. Then we make our move after the dessert.” She smiled. “Everybody should be in a good mood with a full stomach.”
Val caught her waist before she could slip away. “Thank you, Luster, for everything. Honestly, I’m not sure I could have done it without you.”
She leaned closer and kissed him, long and passionate. It caught his breath and jumbled his thoughts together. Some guests glanced toward them, but to hell with social norms tonight!
“Yes, you probably couldn’t,” she said with a girlish grin when they departed. “Maybe you can thank me more later after the banquet. In your private quarters, with the company of a bottle of fine red wine?”
Val’s heart thumped so hard that he could only nod at the suggestion. Luster caressed his face and walked away, mingling more into the crowd of the city’s finest and setting the last steps of their plan into motion.
Right. Our plan. He still needed to win an election.
---
The music faded during the dinner while the guests ate their feast. They spared no cost, of course. Only the best of the best for the city’s cream.
After the little bowls of mango foam and chocolate mousse emptied, the chairman rose, clinking his glass with a spoon. His enormous beard granted him an aura of grandfatherly warmth but also the clout of a cunning old-timer fox. He cleared his throat till everybody silenced and turned toward him.
“Ladies and gentlemen! Council members, politicians, and entrepreneurs of Lumo No Se, the best of the best of our city! I think I can relay our collective gratitude to General Val-Gustus Tama, head of House Tama, for his generous hospitality and this fantastic night!” The crowd cheered and toasted. Val rose, humbly accepting the ovation. Luster smiled in her seat next to him like a well-fed cat.
The chairman continued. “But besides all our revelry, we also have one major task on our hands. One I am sure almost all of you have encountered in the past weeks. One which General Val-Gustus Tama has worked relentlessly toward solving since his promotion. The question of our conflict with Texocan.”
The crowd hushed, some snorting disapprovingly but most waiting for him to continue.
“And to put up one strong front, one unbendable will, we need a leader who can move without consulting the council in every minor detail. We are living in a time when we need a high judge in Lumo No Se again.” He looked around with a meaningful look, and many couldn’t meet his gaze. “I think we made our general wait long enough. I declare an impromptu council meeting tonight to put it up for a vote. Who is in favor of General Val-Gustus Tama?”
Two dozen hands shot into the air, including Luster, her closest acquaintances, and the gentlemen’s club members.
But another seventy-five remained down. Val looked around, puzzled and with a sense of sinking dread.
“Who is in favor of General Hebroxon Okunko?”
All the remaining hands rose in the air as one, and Val sat befuddled, the slow realization of what was happening crawling through his veins like a glacier. This was the vote he had been fighting for for months. He had proved himself, played their stupid games, and licked their boots to accomplish only this one thing, and he was still played. Betrayed.
His furious eyes shot around in the hall, looking for Prigio, but the councilman was nowhere to be seen.
“Then, with an overwhelming majority, we vote General Hebroxon into the title of high judge to lead our city in these difficult times! Let me be the first to congratulate you, High Judge! Is there anything you want to share right now?”
Heb rose in his seat, avoiding Val’s eyes. Then a relaxed smile spread out on his face as he announced. “Yes, Chairman, thank you. My first decree in my new position is for everyone to party and drink as much as they can at the tab of House Tama, our generous host. This wouldn’t be possible without them!”
A thunderous applause followed. Val stood, feeling sick.
“Dear —” Luster reached out toward him, but he stormed off toward the closest sycophant of Prigio, determined to find out why this happened.
The foxy man saw him coming and tried to excuse himself from his table and run toward the toilet, but Val grabbed his wrist and twisted it, provoking a painful yell. “Let me go, you maniac!”
“What happened with your master and your golden tickets? You had your instructions! Who betrayed me? I want names!”
“I don’t know! And what golden tickets? You are delusional!” Some of the nearby attendees turned toward them with curious eyes, but the music swelled again after the vote, masking their conversation.
Val felt the sudden urge to hit the man, to force the truth out of him. He raised a fist. A soft hand took his shoulder, and when he looked back Luster was there and shook her head.
“This is not the way to regain our footing,” she hissed and peeled away Val’s fingers from the man’s arm with surprising force. Prigio’s minion bolted away and disappeared into the side corridor toward the garden. “And this came from higher than that worm. We need to question the master behind this, not his pipsqueaks.”
Val slowly nodded. “Where is he? I didn’t see him during the vote.”
Flint emerged from between the tables on their left. Two of his Anteaters trailed him. “Already ahead of you, sir. A servant saw him disappearing toward the second floor with a maid around half an hour ago. We should find him in one of the guest rooms.”
He nodded and wanted to run toward the stairs, but Luster took his hand and forced a calmer pace to his stride. “Don’t let them see your distress. They will tear you apart like ravenous piranhas if they smell blood.”
So he walked with her, ducked under the barriers that showed these parts of the mansion off limits, and went upstairs. Prigio shouldn’t be here, but that was the least of his concerns. The upper floor was barely lit by a few light-lines in the ceiling, the only brighter illumination showing out from under a door toward the corridor’s end.
It was an intense crimson, despite the outside darkness and the cisterns’ white.
They exchanged a questioning glance with Luster. Flint and his soldiers lined up on two sides beside the door while Val pushed down the handle. The smell of blood filled the air, mixing with something more pungently metallic. Val’s eyes went wide, and Luster muffled a surprised little scream.
Prigio hung over the king-size double bed, his body secured in the air with barbed wire. He soaked the mattress below to the point that crimson leaked out of it, tainting the carpets and the wooden floor.
And the blood glowed.
The cheerful music and laughter of the ground floor faded away as they stood, transfixed.
Flint pushed inside with a curse, securing the perimeter. It seemed the cause of death was the dozen little metal pipes hammered into different parts of the councilman’s fat body. Two into his wrists, two his ankles, a half-dozen into his chest.
And two straight through his eyes. They still leaked, slowly dripping down and adding to the pool below.
“How did nobody hear this happening?” Val breathed as they walked in with Luster. She looked horrified but took the brutality remarkably well.
“You two, stay outside this door!” Flint said to his men. “I will go and double the guards. The party must be stopped, and everybody questioned about this.”
Val only nodded. After today’s betrayal, he already felt numb, but this was on another level. Not only an execution but a warning. There were powers at play here he wasn’t even aware of.
He reached out toward the light to find order, but there was no order here. Only secrets, betrayals, and death. Only chaos.
He let go of Luster and slowly slumped into the pool on the floor, unaware that he had sullied his best coat.



CHAPTER 53
A Memory of Orchids
Lax startled at the sound of Ponlu coming out of the workers’ quarters, where they had put Aiana to sleep. He gently closed the door behind himself, and Lax clambered to his feet. It felt like a sky-train had gone right through him, but they were at least alive and in relative safety now.
“How is she?” he asked while Ponlu rummaged around in his pack for an empty canteen. Fortunately, the station turned out to still have a fresh source of water from an underground spring. He filled it from the wall-mounted faucet and washed his bloodied hands.
“She will live. The medical cabin was surprisingly well stocked, and I found a box of anti-venom marked by creepy little pictures.” He sighed. “It brought down the fever and swelling for now, but her leg is also broken. I set it in place and made a makeshift splint, but it will take weeks to heal completely, if ever.”
Lax nodded. At least some moderately good news. He feared they would lose the girl when they dragged her unconscious body into the station.
“What about the treasury? Any luck?” Ponlu asked.
“It needs your touch. The door won’t budge, and I can’t find a key.”
“Well, can’t you just... you know?” Ponlu motioned toward Lax’s ring. Find his lies and solve the combination.
Lax furrowed his brow. Why was he still thinking about it like finding his lies? Was it really a lie if he found out the combination, or did his ability just cast new light on an already existing truth?
He would need to think about this when things settled.
Lax shook his head. “Can’t. I am squeezed like a barrel in a stingy tavern. At least a day or two for my body to produce more juice.”
Ponlu nodded. They walked down the corridor toward the safe door. 
Lax thought they would find the place more derelict, but after activating its great battery it turned out to be almost half-full, as if recently refilled. Lines of light glowed over them in the ceiling, and they dimmed their suits’ inner power to a minimum to spare it. Their encounter had drained Lax’s almost to half.
However, they could refill them now from the bigger source if they wished.
Some of the station showed the iron fangs of time. Doors stood rusted, and old equipment broken and scattered. The water seeped in in places, creating little pools on the ground with growing algae. But other parts were almost lived in. Refilled batteries. The kitchen was cleaned and used as recently as the past few months. And the treasury door was shining from many touches.
Ponlu kneeled and opened his bag, pulling out a set of lock-picking equipment. “Alright, lad. We will do this the old-fashioned way. But it could take a while.”
“We have nothing but time,” Lax said, slumping down to watch his friend as he worked.
“You know, we are lucky to be alive,” Ponlu said with an ear pressed near the lock. He turned the safe door’s dial slowly. “Not the easy job I was thinking of when we embarked.”
“I know. And I am sorry. I would have never asked you to accompany me if I thought it was this dangerous.”
“But would you have still come on your own?”
Lax cringed. What can I say to that? That I made a promise and will keep it even if it takes my life? That sounded idiotic, not like him.
But these days, he felt less and less like himself anyway.
He changed the subject. “You braved the spiders like a champ! I thought you would run away screaming. You are jumpy even from the small cute ones up in the city.”
“There aren’t cute ones, lad.” He shrugged, inserting another pin into the lock. Something clicked. “The first one that fell on me was the worst — those long hairy legs. But after hundreds of them chasing us, it felt more like a surreal nightmare than reality. I think my brain assumed this was a bad trip and zoned out.” He turned in his efforts and looked Lax in the eye. “But what did you do to them? How did you make the small ones eat that big bastard?”
“They were oppressed, pushed into the Arachne’s service by force.”
“Arachne?”
“Aiana referred to the big one as such.”
Ponlu raised an eyebrow. “Wish I could make sense of those rock noises.”
“Nonetheless, they weren’t happy about hunting us. These are web builders and ambush feeders, not a marching army. They only needed a little push in the right direction to realize their master wasn’t invulnerable, and they turned on it.”
Ponlu whistled and tried the door. Still locked. “It must have been one hell of a lie.”
Lax leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. The old light flickered over them. “Yes. No. It was something else. I am not sure yet, but I found something more... profound than lies this time. Something that was behind the curtain. A hidden part of reality, maybe?”
“Sounds fancy.” Ponlu twisted the wheel one last time, and the great metal door moved under his pull. “Jackpot!”
Lax hurriedly got on his feet and helped his friend with strained muscles. The insides of the treasury opened up in front of them like the prized yolk of a rare egg.
It was empty.
They looked at each other, befuddled, and Ponlu tossed his equipment to the ground with a groan. “Shit! All this and nothing? You said the last batch of gemstones should still be here!”
“They should!” Lax walked into the treasury, looking around in disbelief. Then he noticed something on the floor. Sets of footprints in the dust — all the same size of boots.
Someone had gotten to the gems before them. By the look of the kicked-up dust, they had been moved multiple times in the past years, maybe sold off little by little.
What the blasted suns is going on here?
It was then they heard the moan. Empty and haunting, echoing through the old corridors.
He stepped out beside Ponlu, now alert, and they exchanged a glance. His friend nodded. “We are not alone, lad.”
The sound came from down in the equipment storage, a level under from where they were standing. Like a cellar built below another cellar. Between tending to their injured friend and the treasury situation, they hadn’t yet had the time to check it out.
Ponlu unconsciously touched his suit’s dial and cranked it up — a pointless action considering the station’s light. They were getting too familiar with the undergrounds. “I hope at least it has fewer than eight legs.”
They sneaked toward the staircase leading downward. It was closed off only by a flimsy door, its lock rusted, but its handle suspiciously well used and polished under hundreds of touches. Lax shook it, and it rattled in his grip.
“This wouldn’t hold back a house cat. We should check it out. I won’t sleep well with something lurking within the station.”
Ponlu nodded and grabbed a hefty wrench from a nearby workbench. It seemed he had decided that whatever it was wouldn’t find him unarmed like the spiders. They inched down the stairs and, after a few excruciating moments, peeked around a corner.
The storage was a single room, thirty feet by thirty. One wall was packed with shelves — loaded with an assortment of abandoned mining equipment. Pickaxes, backpacks, dried rations. There were even a few sticks of dynamite peeking out from a hay-filled box.
But the other half was like the crazed laboratory of some mad scientist. Tables filled with flasks and vials, a rainbow of liquids dried in their bottoms. A workbench with a half-disassembled contraption of cogs and batteries. A messy mattress in a corner with dirty plates piled up beside it.
And a metal door in the wall with a narrow slit of glass. It was closed by half a dozen locks.
Another moan reverberated in the room as they entered, and the door’s metal banged as though hit by a cart. Lax couldn’t help but notice the dents in the material — something had been trying to escape it for a long time. Ponlu inched closer to him, his wrench ready in his hand, but whatever had gotten into the station was sealed away in that cell.
“What the nine layers of hell?” Ponlu asked as they walked closer. He pushed a half-eaten meal pack with his foot. “Was one miner left behind and lived out his days here?”
Lax shook his head. This felt somehow wrong. “We would have found the corpse.”
“If he is still here and didn’t wander out,” Ponlu said then furrowed his brow. “Or closed himself in that cell back there.”
“Why would someone do that?”
“Who knows what the depths do to someone’s mind during the years? Not speaking about the loneliness.”
Lax looked around. The food remnants weren’t dried rations, and many of the lab equipment wouldn’t be in the station in the first place. Someone must have hauled it all down here with years of effort.
He walked closer to the door and peeked in. The small chamber was filled with an oppressive amount of white light, blasting every surface a bleached bone color. He couldn’t see a thing in there. What had made the banging?
Then he noticed the small hatch at the bottom of the door and inside a tray of long rotten fruit. Beside it was a blue envelope with the House Tama seal.
“There is a letter in there,” he said, opening the hatch. The tray was pushed in deeper than he thought, and his fingertips barely brushed the side of the paper.
“What are you doing?” Ponlu hissed as Lax lowered to the ground for a better angle. He shoved in his arm to the elbow, finally grabbing the letter.
Something pounced from the room’s corner beside the door, hidden till now from his eyes. Black talon-like fingers grabbed at his hand, crunching it with unnatural force. Lax screamed and pulled, but the creature was holding him tight.
“Shit,” Ponlu grunted and grabbed him from behind, pulling with all his might.
Lax kicked against the door in desperation, and their combined effort finally freed him. Only half of the letter remained in his grip, the family seal ruined. The creature’s talon fingers pulled away the other half.
“What the hell was that?” Ponlu got up from where they had tumbled and kicked the hatch closed.
Lax glanced down at the letter. His father’s handwriting. Things suddenly clicked in place. He clambered to his feet and slammed against the door, pushing his face to the narrow glass of the observation window.
“Lax, come away from there!” Ponlu yelled at him, but he didn’t hear it.
The creature looked wretched — hunched and charred, like the burned corpse of a fire victim. Its blackened hair plastered its back, and the remaining clothes hung on it in shredded tatters. When noticing Lax, it ambled closer, pressing its disfigured face to the other side of the glass.
But all this registered only on the surface of his mind, because he had seen the creature’s eyes. 
Vibrant violet, gleaming in the cell’s white blaze.
Suddenly, it all made sense. The lie behind Onaya’s deliberate manners. The secret warehouse and the strange experimental materials scattered everywhere. And the mysterious resident of the mining station.
The first warm tears dripped down his face, and he pushed out the word through a torrent of confused emotions.
“Mother?”



EPILOGUE
The Crater
Nox raised the pickaxe over his head and smashed it against the crystalline walls again. The everlight spheres burned brightly over him and his companions, hovering in the air, slowly following the workers. The tunnel reflected their luminescence, throwing around every color of the rainbow.
He hated those machines. Buzzing mosquitos living on their blood.
The pick swung down again, banging against the translucent wall. It was hard as diamonds. Nox barely scratched its surface, but the menial work had more than one goal.
On the one hand, its longtime success was unquestionable. Through the millennia, workers like him opened tunnels and chambers into the strange substance, millimeter by millimeter, digging themselves like worms into a coffin.
On the other hand, it kept them busy and exhausted. Kept them docile. A tired worker wasn’t as likely to rise up when the Operators violated their lives day by day. When they drained their blood.
He finally chipped the wall then took out his brush and pan to collect the results of his work. A few shards of translucent crystal. It was the fruit of hours of toil.
The strange material glinted in his pan. The most commonplace thing in the Crater. A priceless luxury anywhere outside the Foundation.
The Operators probably had the technology to mine it in bulk, those bastards. But that would leave his people without distracting work. And Nox suspected they didn’t need the extra — their organization ran just fine on the scraps they produced. It kept the price high.
He shook his head to chase away the unwanted thoughts. What good did they ever bring? Their life was hard but simple. Laborious, unsatisfying, and harsh, but at least theirs.
He looked toward his left, where Itiri mined with her little girl. The runt was only six but already helped with the brush and pan, running her mother’s errands. For her, it probably was still a game. She pounced at the shards at their feet with ferocity and bolted toward the collection station up the tunnel when she got every speck.
They measured their daily product individually, not letting anyone slack off.
The little girl ran too fast, and her boots got caught in a crevice of the tunnel. Nox flinched in the direction, his neon building up in his chest, but he reined himself back. He was too far away. And if the Operators saw him use his abilities, they would tap him twice today. It was better to let the others handle this.
The contents of the little pan spilled out into the air, and there was a faint hum when she hit the floor. The tunnel burst with neon, reverberating throughout the facility, blazing the crystal shards alive with the strange light. They caught suspended in the air, crackling with energy.
Nox took in a sharp breath. This meant trouble. Her mother also noticed and was already on the way.
Two Operators came rushing down toward them. They bore the broken orb on their shoulders — the mark of the lowest-ranking operatives within the Foundation. But they still outranked Nox and his people by a vast abyss and usually made that felt.
“What is happening here?” one of them asked, a woman with long golden hair. Nox always found their colorful hair immature. Among the Crater’s inhabitants, only the babes possessed the hair color of the gods. The adults all had heads white as bone.
The mother huddled down and hugged her daughter. She muffled the little sobs of a hurt knee. Nox put down his pick to appear extra unthreatening and walked closer with raised palms. “Now, fellas. It’s alright, just a little accident. That’s all.” 
One Operator raised a short metal staff in his direction, and Nox stopped in his stride. He had no intention of testing their pain rods.
“This child has potency! You should have reported it already to your overseer!” The other fellow had a square blue beard and long lush locks. He had angry eyes, glowering at the pair on the floor. Nox didn’t know his name — they never said them. But they had had some unpleasant experiences with this supervisor before.
He found it strange how someone could be perpetually angry in a position with so much leisure and power.
“This is a first, I swear!” The mother was trembling, shielding her child from the Operators.
“There is never this much neon for a first burst. Not without a few sparks here and there weeks before.” The gold-headed woman had an emotionless, informative tone, like reading sentences from an operation manual.
“Now, fellas, please be reasonable.” Nox walked closer, despite his better judgment. “She is only six, still a kid. Do you really wanna tap a child? What would she use her neon for, scaring bugs?”
“There are clear rules and procedures, crater dweller,“ Blue Beard said. “We can’t let someone flounce around with unchecked powers like this.” He twisted his rod, and it whirred up with a warning buzz. “And I don’t like your hostile tone. Leave us to our duties!”
Goldilocks took out a set of syringes and tore the screaming girl from her mother. Itiri lowered her head and squeezed the little hand reassuringly but knew not to push them further.
Nox didn’t.
“You can’t be serious —” He stepped closer, neon building up, but the rod went off, and his world became pain. Nox slumped to the ground.
It felt like a never-ending barrage of lightning that tore him up from head to toe. Of course, the pain rods never left permanent damage. The workers were too valuable for that.
When he returned to his senses, the pair had already finished with the young girl, and she rested in her mother’s arms. Itiri shot a pitiful glance toward him before she left. His right arm throbbed, numb, and when he turned his head on the cold crystal floor, he saw the crouching Operator beside him take away the first syringe filled with crimson.
There were seven more like it in her holster.
“You seem extra spry today, Noxumtra, so we doubled today’s dose.”
He closed his eyes and felt the thump of neon dampen in his chest as they tapped his life fluids. Not too much, of course. They didn’t want to kill him. Just enough to leave him groggy and lethargic till the next one. Nox hated the tappings with every color of his existence.
There was nothing else to do but bear it if he didn’t want another rod shock. At least he could turn his head away and not watch. The last amount of little freedom he still possessed.
When they finished, the Operators left him on the cold floor. Nox remained there for another hour, painfully aware of his tight quota. He contemplated giving up. Just lying here till they came for him again and did as they pleased. Or ending it on his own terms. The pick wasn’t the most suitable tool for that, but he could sharpen a knife if he stole one from the canteen.
The thoughts of a coward.
He climbed to his feet, grabbed his pickaxe, and trudged toward the deeper tunnels. The inhabitants of the Crater had expanded it for centuries, if not longer, and dug into places far away from the central hub.
His friend would be there at the edge.
The light reflected off the strange material, creating a sort of broken half-light that lingered everywhere, just enough to see. Just enough to live by.
Turning another corner in the crystal tunnel, he found himself alone. Most had finished their daily quotas, and the ones who raced to do so preferred the places closer to the collection points. So nobody saw when he kneeled at an unremarkable spot and pressed the needle mark on his arm.
A few droplets of blood squeezed out. He chuckled without joy — it seemed he still had some left. They fell, splashing in a small crack between the floor and the tunnel’s walls. The fracture drank them up.
A wisp of dark emerged in front of him, bulging into the shape of a small head with two void eyes. Nox exhaled, his breath filled with the tiniest amount of neon. That was all he had left.
The creature sponged it and grew larger. It branched a dozen limbs along its elongated body. “Yeees,” it breathed.
“How long?” Nox demanded. “How long do we have to bear this? How long do we still need to wait?”
Its hole eyes studied him with alien curiosity. It seemed amused by his suffering. Still, it was the best chance for his people.
“Not long, my child. Not long at all. Only fifty more days and you could be free.”
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