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Rex Rising

A King will rise and change the world

 


 


In a world where parasites create new human races, Elei leads a peaceful life as an aircar driver — until a mysterious attack on his boss sends him fleeing with a bullet in his side and the fleet at his heels. Pursued for a secret he does not possess, he has but one thought: to stay alive. Yet his pursuers aren’t inclined to sit down and talk, and that’s not the end of Elei’s troubles. The two powerful parasites inhabiting his body, at a balance until now, choose this moment to bring him down, leaving Elei with no choice but to trust in people he barely knows in a mad race against time. It won’t be long before he realizes he must find out this deadly secret — a secret that might change the fate of his world and everything he has ever known — or die trying.
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Chapter One

 



 

Blood seeped between Elei’s fingers. 

The small wound was above his left hipbone. He pressed down harder to staunch the bleeding and gritted his teeth. His pulse leaped under his palm as he sat shivering on a hard, cold bench. He rested his other hand on the grip of his holstered gun. In his blurry eyes, everything had a shimmering edge, suspended between reality and dream. 

Then the world tilted. 

Danger. 

Elei jerked and sharp pain erupted in his side. Hissing, he drew his gun and waited. His possessed eye throbbed; cronion, the strongest of his resident parasites, hated surprises. The world lit up in bright colors. Be ready. His heart pounded in his chest, sent bruising beats against his ribs. He swallowed past a dry throat and gripped his gun until his knuckles creaked. 

Nothing moved. Oblong objects around him pulsed in cool hues of green and blue. Safe. Nothing living. He relaxed a little. For a while he simply sat, left hand pressing against the wound, the cold metal barrel of the gun held against his right thigh. 

“Hey, you,” a man’s voice said from behind. 

Clamping his jaw, Elei lifted the gun and turned to point in the general direction of the voice. Cold wind blew his jacket hood back, allowing him a wider view. The man appeared at the right periphery of Elei’s tainted vision — a splash of red. He went still when Elei cocked the hammer. The click rang too loud in the quiet. 

“Calm down, will you,” the man said, raising his hands. “Just checking on you. You’re bleeding all over my boat.” 

The boatman. Elei let out a breath and lowered the gun, but didn’t click the safety back on, just in case. The cold breeze ruffled his short hair and water splashed and murmured. The low hum of an engine set his teeth on edge. What was he doing in a boat out at sea? He prodded his memories, but came up blank.

Cronion beat at the back of his eyeball like a hammer. He forced his tense muscles to relax and rubbed his eye with his thumb until the dull ache eased. This time, when he blinked, he saw the surface of things, his unfamiliar surroundings — the wet prow, moonlight glinting on metal benches like the one he sat on, yellow lifesavers underneath them. The boatman stood by the rail, dressed in shabby trousers and a pale yellow shirt, watching him from under his dark cap. The light from a lamp set on a bench pooled around him. The sky stretched naked above, night-black and starry.

The boat rocked and listed. His legs slid. He was falling. 

He threw his hands to the sides, to find a handhold, the gun screeching against metal. His fingers caught the edge of the bench. He clutched it, the deep, sharp pain in his side squeezing the air from his lungs, and he bent over, panting. 

Broken pieces of memories rushed back with a deafening roar. Shots fired. Running through the streets. The docks of Ost. 

He was crossing the straits between the great islands. 

Shivers crawled up his spine. He lifted his hand and stared at the blood on his fingers. He’d been shot, but couldn’t remember who’d done it. 

Elei groaned to himself. He laid his gun — an antique, semi-automatic Rasmus — on his lap and wrapped his arms around himself, tucking his icy hands under his armpits; hoping fervently this was nothing but a dream, and knowing he just wasn’t that lucky. 

“Hey.” The boatman approached him, stepping over the benches with his long, spindly legs. Red color flashed over his heart, pulsing with each beat. 

Elei straightened with a wince and raised his gun. It seemed to have grown heavier; he could barely lift it. “What do you want now?” 

 “We’re almost there.” The boatman’s voice resonated with a hidden growl. When he raised the dakron lamp, its light revealed a leathery, deeply lined face and bright blue eyes. “Better get ready to jump, do you hear?” 

“I heard you.” Elei kept the gun leveled, his arm muscles straining. Where in the hells are we? Cold sweat sluiced down his back. His nostrils flared and his body tensed with the urge to run. Run where? He was in a boat, for all the gods’ sakes, and yet he knew that even here, in the openness of the sea, he couldn’t afford to let down his guard. 

Holstering the gun, he struggled to rise but his damn legs cramped and resisted. Shivers danced down his spine and adrenaline made his blood pump faster, so it trickled down his side, scalding his chilled flesh.

“Hurry up, boy,” muttered the boatman and his hand closed around Elei’s arm like a band of steel. “We can’t linger here.” He hauled him up as if he weighed nothing, the movement sending sharp claws of pain deep into Elei’s side. 

Hells. Elei gritted his teeth and refused to make any sound as the boatman dragged him to the rail and left him there, the boat rocking with the movement. Muttering, the man went back to his steering wheel and navigated the boat through the dark waters.

In the distance, squat buildings, old warehouses, rose from the white mist of night. Starlight reflected off polished gray walls. The vacant pier jutted out into the sea like an arm of stone. The boat swerved toward it, then slowed down and bumped to a stop, thumping gently against the square blocks.

Elei inhaled the humid air and tried to get his bearings, to remember something, anything. In the end, he had to admit defeat. “Which island is this? Is it Kukno?” 

“Are you saying I tricked you?” The boatman’s voice was dry. “We’re right where you told me to take you. Dakru.” 

Dakru! The heart of the Seven Islands, risen in their perfect center, pushed out of the depths of the sea by the gods — at the beginning, before their divine hands molded the flesh of fish and birds, and then man. Elei stared at the shore, not quite believing he was there.

Until the boatman planted a heavy hand on his shoulder and shook him. “Hey, snap out of it. Pay me my second half and jump out now, or the sea will have you.” 

Looking into his hard eyes, Elei had no doubt he meant it. He reached into his pocket and took out his thin wad of bills. Blood ran in a hot line down his hip as he counted and gave over the money. The boatman counted it again, eyes darting to the remaining bills and Elei’s gun peeking out of the holster. 

Not good. Grimacing, Elei climbed out of the boat, scrambling on hands and knees to keep his balance on the blocks of the pier, fumbling in the half-darkness as the sea sang and sighed all around him and cold water sprayed his face. His left wrist throbbed, felt slightly sprained. His body felt numb, uncoordinated; the pain in his side echoed in his limbs, in his head.

Like an insect, he crawled on the giant squares, skinning hands and knees, until he finally reached the pier road. He could have wept for relief. Maneuvering his heavy legs, he climbed to his feet and glanced back at the boat which was already speeding away — a speck blacker than blackness, a white line of surf. Then he turned with a knot in his stomach to face the unknown shore.

The island was Dakru, but which city was this one? A memory returned and Elei frowned. Krisia. The boatman was supposed to drop him at Krisia, a small enough seaport to avoid Gultur police control. What had possessed him to go there? 

Elei staggered along the pier toward the storehouses lining the seafront and the wound hurt like a son of a bitch with every step. He should have hidden in the mountains of Ost until he figured out what happened. 

Nobody in their right mind would come to Dakru. The Gultur presence was stronger there. Their capital, Dakru City, the Gultur stronghold, rose in the center of the island, dominating the plains at the feet of the rugged mountains, and the dakron mines spread around it in a spiderweb of power. The source of the Gultur wealth lay in the control of the dakron mines, where the mineral fuel, pure and invaluable, was extracted.  The police presence would be stronger here as well. And he was an illegal migrant. 

This is mad. Why would I… 

Someone had chased him. A face he knew, a man’s hard features, surfaced in his memory. Falx? He wondered why Pelia’s head of security would go after him, though it made no difference now. Nevertheless, it explained why he’d chosen — wisely in retrospect — not to travel with legal transportation over the immense bridges between the islands. He’d still been able to think when he’d boarded the boat, body pumped full of adrenaline.  

Now the images, the words, the thoughts turned hazy. He stumbled and had to stop to catch his breath, his hand clenching on his side. Just move. He licked his lips, his throat raw from thirst, knowing he couldn’t rest there — too conspicuous, too dangerous. Keep moving. He had to get to Artemisia. He knew that. And from there…


Elei grappled with the memory. Where did he have to go? An address, he had an address. Where was it? His hand dove into his pocket and drew out a crumpled scrap of paper. The letters jerked and swam in his vision. 

There. He must get there. A name. And a place, an address. He wondered how far he had to go, how easy it’d be to find transportation and whether streetcars ran that stretch. He pushed the paper deep into his pocket, patted it. The knot in his gut unwound a little. He had a goal. Get there. Just do it.

Go to Aerica. 

Find Kalaes Ster. 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Two

 



 

The message was brief and to the point. “Our Ost connection was terminated. Position of expected shipment unknown. Locate it.”

The air left Hera’s lungs. Terminated? Unknown? She erased the message, her hand trembling. Sobek’s balls, she’d not seen this coming. She’d assumed all was going according to plan. 

Gods. Pelia. Project Siren.   

Hera bowed her head, fighting the cold grip of fear in her chest. Pelia was dead, and Hera had to know what exactly had taken place. She flexed her fingers and willed her pulse to slow. 

“Snap out of it,” she whispered to herself. “Do something.” All this waiting and hoping in the dark, only to find that the light would reveal death and despair. 

I will not let this happen.

After accessing the classified page of the secret police, she entered another password, opened the newsfeed and scanned the fuzzy images recorded by the surveillance cameras across the street from Pelia’s apartment. 

A shooting. 

The gunshots sounded tinny on the bad recording of the cameras. Pelia’s long, flat aircar — the new S152 model — appeared. A thin, young man dressed in dark clothes stumbled out of the aircar door, holding Pelia’s limp body in his arms, and laid her down on the deck. He knelt over her. Then more shots rang and fuzzy silhouettes with big guns in their hands moved out of the shadows. The image fizzled and went black.

Hera banged her fist on the desk. Nobody outside the Undercurrent was supposed to know the importance of Pelia’s work. Pelia had been betrayed. 

A traitor walked among them.

Icy sweat trickled down Hera’s spine and her hands trembled. Knowing she had no time for a breakdown, she shoved her fear deep inside its box. A quick search of the message pool showed her that the shipment had not yet been found. She sagged in her chair, releasing a pent-up breath. Then who had it?

Her eyes narrowed. The boy. He must have the shipment. Pelia’s chauffeur, right? Sort of an adopted son she’d recruited from a monks’ factory on Ost. He’d been with her when she was shot, and therefore was the only person to whom she could have given it.

Hera pushed back her chair, grabbed her longgun and her glitcher from a drawer and stood. Others had already seen the images. They would be searching for the boy right now. Dammit all to the five hells.

Holstering her gun, she stepped out into the lobby of the administration offices and strode out and down a passage leading to the great auditorium of the Echo Palace. Turning abruptly at the fresco of the butterfly garden, she headed left, to the main hangar. Her mission was compromised. It was imperative that she got hold of the boy, and time was running short.

As she crossed to the helicopters, she nodded a greeting to the hangar officer, a tall, lithe woman with ash blond hair in a braid. While climbing into the first helicopter in the row and powering up the system, she gazed at the woman. 

Curvier than most, filling out her gray uniform well, the young officer turned to stare back at Hera, fine features locked in a scowl. 

Hera winked, blew a kiss and raised her forefinger and thumb, flashing the woman an “all well” sign. Then she took the helicopter out of the hangar and up over the Tower’s white turrets and green groves, over the grey slopes of the mountains and then the boring plain. 

She would find the boy — if he’d made it out of the shooting alive. 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Three

 



 

By the time Elei reached the end of the pier, blood soaked his leg all the way down and black dots danced in his eyes. If he didn’t find water and some food soon, he’d probably pass out. 

Unless the street gangs or the Gultur police got to him first. 

Joy.

The promenade spread left and right into patchy darkness, discolored walls, dirty windows and piles of trash lit by sputtering lampposts. A cold, sharp breeze sliced his cheeks and he pulled on his hood. A dog yowled and a bell went off somewhere in the distance. The suffocating stench of rotten fish and other organic trash, and the acrid fumes of dakron from the generators stifled him. 

A sudden movement caught his attention, a sinuous shadow creeping along a wall. Cold sweat rolled down his temples and his fingers flexed on the gun grip. A second later, a huge rat stalked into the light, followed by a black cat. They jumped and skidded away on an exposed tube of nepheline alloy. 

Elei breathed out and licked his salty lips. He followed the waterfront street to its end and then threaded his way through narrow, wet streets and squares deep and dark like wells. Ghost-like, he placed one foot in front of the other, barely feeling them, step after step, until he exited onto an avenue. Dawn was breaking and the sky was fragmenting into colors — pink, bright red and crimson.

Crimson like blood. The image of a blood-smeared face flashed through his mind. He leaned against a grimy shop window, grappling with the memory, but it splintered and faded. He breathed in and out and pressed his face to the cool glass of the mullioned windows. 

Inside, old, broken dolls sat arrayed on rows of shelves, among ancient teapots and cups. An antiquary. A stuffed falcon stared back at him with empty eyes. He shuddered and pushed himself off the shop front, hand pressed against his smarting wound. 

Ramshackle buildings leaned against each other like old people, cutting off the daylight. Rusty-barred balconies displayed bright lines of laundry hung to dry. Compared to Ost, everything looked newer and cleaner. A small, two-passenger aircar zipped by him and was gone around a corner, while more aircars, blue, silver, red, of different sizes and models, weaved among old streetcars that creaked by on huge wheels. 

He limped down the avenue, alongside shops interspersed with diners and warehouses. A square opened to his left with a gray Gultur temple taking up its center, cold and faceless like a laboratory. There had been a smaller one in Sestos, the capital of Ost, and he’d always taken a detour to avoid it. 

A robed, hooded procession of Gultur was climbing the broad steps of the temple. Elei stumbled back to hide behind the square, metallic pillar of an info-pole. It was impossible to make out their faces or the shape of their bodies, but Elei knew them to be women. All Gultur were, as their parasite ensured — an entirely female race. 

He liked women as a rule, but the Gultur were more than that. Rulers of the seven islands, they controlled all resources and proclaimed themselves goddesses. Goddesses who, as rumor went, lived in beautiful cities of their own in the mountains. They kept mostly apart, controlling any uprising and forcing taxes on the population of mortals — letting them live in squalor and poverty and not giving a damn. 

The robed figures carried lit dakron lamps and, the offerings for the daily feast laid on large trays — raw meat and unwashed greens — to renew the connection to their goddess, the parasite they all carried, the one who had changed them in so many ways; Regina. 

“Regina, all merciful, all plentiful.” Their voices rose in a strident hymn. A struggling group of naked men followed, surrounded by a group of Gultur in black uniforms. Elei leaned forward, trying to make out details, and wondered what was going on. As he watched, one of the naked men broke from the group and ran away from the temple toward one of the side streets.

Two uniformed, visored Gultur lifted huge machine guns and aimed. The boom of the gunshots set Elei’s ears ringing.  The running man dropped and sprawled. A pool of blood spread around him. Another man screamed and broke away from the group. Again the Gultur turned and gunned him down. 

Pissing hells. Elei’s legs began to shake and he leaned against the info-pole. The Gultur policewomen kept their guns at the ready as the group of mortals struggled toward the temple and the chant to Regina rose once more, implacable and shrill.  

He backed away, his knees weak, when a deafening roar came from above and his pulse rose in his throat, constricting his breath. He struggled to draw air as he drew his Rasmus. A heavy helicopter passed low overhead, hovering there for a moment before darting off to the north. 

Dammit, pull yourself together. He was lowering his Rasmus, his back drenched in sweat, when a young male voice said low, close to his left ear, “Drop it, fe.” 

A hand pulled back his hood and a gun pressed on Elei’s neck. The cold metal mouth kissed his skin, promised more pain. His legs finally buckled and he went down on his knees, gripping his gun with numb fingers. Darkness splotched his vision.

A girl’s high-pitched voice echoed strangely in his ears. “Hey there, what are you doing, Tau?” 

The male voice said, indignant, “He drew his gun! What does it look like I’m doing?” 

“Did you shoot him?” 

“I shot nobody.” 

“Well, he’s bleeding. You know Kesh said not to draw attention.” 

A face swam into view and Elei blinked at large, gemstone eyes, a wide grin and black, rotten teeth. If this was a nightmare, then it was a kind he’d never had before. Who knew even nightmares could evolve? As he stared, he realized the girl's face reminded him of someone, a little girl he once knew. 

Small hands drove into his pockets, hard and vicious, and he shoved them away, coming back to the present. 

“Don’t… even think… about it,” he ground out. He tightened his fingers around the handle of his Rasmus and managed to raise it, but his vision was still blurry. Fresh blood ran down his hip.

The girl huffed. “Who shot you?” 

No clue. A blank in his memories.

Bony fingers jabbed into his side and he hissed in pain. “Did you dig out the bullet, man?”

Yeah, right. When and where? He drew his jacket closed with a shaky hand and turned his gun on her, sighting down the narrowing tunnel of his vision. “Piss off.” 

The girl took a step back and raised her hands. “Relax. Just checking.” 

Something glinted in the palm of her hand. “The bullet,” he croaked. “Did you get it?”

“Shof, look at his eyes!” The light-haired boy, about Elei’s age, stumbled back, distracting him. “They’re two-colored. He’s infected with cronion. Shit.”

“What are you talking about?” The girl’s voice wavered.

 “It’s cronion, I’m telling you.” 

They backed away, eyes wide, more afraid of the parasite than his gun pointed at them. Stupid kids. You couldn’t get cronion like that, not by touching. The protozoan parasites had to go through a maturing cycle inside a fly who’d then lay eggs inside a wound. 

Unless of course the eggs were injected directly into the bloodstream on purpose. Like Albi had done for him. She’d explained it to him once. Elei remembered the lines of her face, the deep wrinkles around her smile. He hadn’t thought of her in some time — his first family, long dead. She’d given him the parasite out of kindness, to save his life. 

The children left, their steps light like rolling pebbles. The world made no sense as Elei faded in and out of consciousness, struggling to draw breath.

Get up!


He climbed back to his feet, hand pressed against the wound, and the shop fronts wavered in his eyes. The Gultur temple had closed its doors and stood again faceless and gray. Flies buzzed over the pools of black blood in the square. The bodies had been taken away.

With a shake of his head to clear his eyes, gun clenched in his hand, he shuffled down the avenue, not quite knowing where he was going. The paper with the address burned a hole in his pocket. He had to find Aerica, had to ask someone for the way. 

“Your gun and your money, boy,” a male voice grated behind him, and Elei whipped around so fast the world pitched. Colors jumped and flashed as he raised his gun. But the man was faster. He closed in and pressed a blade to Elei’s neck, at the juncture where it met his shoulder. Red pulsed rapidly in the man’s chest. 

“Drop the gun,” he said. “Now.”

Elei set his jaw, teeth grinding together. If he did, he’d stand no chance in the five hells of getting out of this alive. The blade scraped soft skin, but only a little farther down it would encounter the light gray snakeskin covering his back; a veritable armor. Elei knew from experience that if he turned, the blade would glance off.

The man bared his teeth, showing dark gaps and bloody gums, and pressed the blade till it bit into Elei’s flesh. “I don’t have all day.” 

Biting back a retort, Elei took a deep breath and twisted from the knees, turning against the blade, cursing as pain exploded in his wounded side. The knife screeched against the hard skin covering his shoulder blade and upper back. 

“Hey, what’s this new trick?” The man moved in, just as Elei expected, to see better. Elei elbowed him in the stomach and then lurched sideways until his shoulder hit the door of a store. It opened with his shove and he stumbled into a warm, brightly-lit room with a long counter. 

A diner. Turning about, Elei raised his gun and aimed at the door. 

The man followed him in, lips twisted in a sneer and a revolver in his hand, trained on Elei. “Where do you think you’re going?” He clucked his tongue. 

A shriek pierced the air and they both jumped. They whirled toward its source. A tiny, dark-haired woman scowled at them from behind the counter. She held a machine-gun pointed at them. 

Oh great, more guns.

“Get out of my diner.” Her voice was clipped and high-pitched. Elei took a step back and she spared him a stern look. “Not you, boy. Stay put.” She motioned with her gun at the man. “You there. If I ever see you again in the neighborhood, I’ll tell Aji.” 

The man glared, chewing on the inside of his cheek. “Damn you, Dima. Stop interfering, or you’ll get hurt.” 

She just pointed and squinted over the gun barrel. The man held her gaze for a long moment. Then, tipping up his gun, he threw Elei one last angry glance and left, slamming the door behind him. 

Relief weakened Elei’s knees. He glanced around and saw no other customers. “Listen—“

“How about you leave as well.” She swung her weapon on him. “I want no shooting in my diner.”

He shook his head. “Wait—”

“Put your gun away,” she snapped. 

He sheathed his Rasmus. “Okay.” A shiver wracked his body. “Listen, I need water. I can pay for it.” He fingered an old scar that curled around his upper left arm, ending where the hard tel-marks began. Twisting and running had saved his life before. He could barely stand now, let alone run, not without eating and drinking something.

The tiny woman sucked in her cheeks and let out a hissing breath. “Is that blood on your hip?”

“Yeah.” He licked his dry lips. 

“Get out!” She raised her gun. “Now.” 

He swallowed hard and dared a step toward her. “At least tell me how to go to Aerica.”   

She grimaced. “Go away or I’ll shoot!”

The world erupted into dazzling colors and outlines and his pulse went into overdrive. He banged his fist on the bar leaving a bloody smear, then pressed his forehead to the cool surface, the flare of cronion inside his head worse than the pain in his side. Damned parasite. “Tell me!”

“Go away. If they find you here, I’ll lose my permit and they’ll close down the diner.” Her voice cracked. “Listen, Aerica is near Artemisia. I don’t know how to get there, all right?”

When he looked up, her chest glowed a deep red. His hands began to shake. “And who does?” he ground out, fighting to calm his heart. 

“Oh, for all the gods’ sakes! Do you want me to shoot you, or don’t you even care?” She lowered the machine gun, a banner of fear rippling through her dark eyes. Then she hunched her shoulders and sighed. “Go out into the avenue, walk two blocks down, then turn right. It’s the red door. Timmy. Ask him. He knows. He’s got a transport business.” 

“Thanks.” He pushed off the bar, staggering just a little, and headed to the door. Blood oozed down his hip, and he stopped, figuring he’d never reach Aerica if he didn’t do something about it. Under Dima’s glare, he ripped the hem off his t-shirt and wound it around his waist as tightly as he could in a makeshift bandage. 

With his Rasmus held loosely at his side, expecting the man to jump out at him, he stepped out into the street. Watching the shadows for any movement, he stalked down the avenue. Quiet. Nobody lurked there. He began to relax as he turned the corner into the side street. Almost there.

Rough hands grabbed his right shoulder and pulled, and white-hot pain erupted in his gut. He cried out, a hoarse animal sound, and the sounds faded and returned with a roar. 

“Tau was right, look at his eye. Cronion-touched.” A woman approached from his side and shoved a knife under his chin, lifting it with the cold tip. “I’ll get the gun, you check his pockets.” 

“You’re not the boss,” said a male voice. Then the hands jerked Elei’s arms back until his elbows brushed together, and this time the pain was like a blade twisting in his insides, cutting his breath short. “I’ll have the gun and you check his pockets.” 

A few feet away, a passerby stopped and then slunk back. Nobody would help him; nobody would risk their neck to save him. Elei knew that and he’d have done exactly the same. 

But Pelia had given him an address, had wanted him to get there, and he would, if it was the last thing he ever did. Think! Timmy operated a business, so he must have guards. 

He took a deep breath.

“Timmy!” he shouted. “Help! I’m a customer! Help me!” 

“Shut up!” The man released his arms, grabbed Elei’s throat and pressed deep with his fingers. “Shut your mouth.” 

Oh hells. Elei clawed at the man’s hands, but couldn’t pry them off. The passage of air to his lungs slowed to a trickle. The world spun and darkened while he elbowed and kicked back at his attacker again and again, but to no effect. Reality splintered. He struggled harder, panicking.

A kick finally connected and the man loosened his hold, cursing. Not losing a beat, he seized Elei’s arms again. Immobilized, hanging in that unrelenting grasp, Elei coughed and hacked, fighting to draw air. His lungs burned.

The woman jabbed the tip of the knife into Elei’s ribs. “Don’t you dare shout again.”

She needn’t worry; he had no more breath to spare. 

“You two, put away your weapons.” A black-clad giant of a man stepped out of a doorway and pointed his gun at the woman. “He’s here for Timmy. Back off.” 

The woman hissed and stepped away. When another guard came out, weapon drawn, his assailants glanced at each other, released Elei and scuttled off.

Wheezing, Elei took a faltering step before his knees gave way and the sidewalk rushed up to meet him. 

Hands grabbed him just in time. Still blinking at the cracked cement, he was lifted by the armpits and dragged into the building. Disconnected images teased his vision — doors opening into squalid interiors, red-rimmed eyes curiously staring as they passed, and then he was pushed through a double door. Elei tripped on the step, but the guards’ momentum carried him inside into a dark lobby.

“Customer, Mr. Timmy,” announced one of them and Elei was deposited on a metal bench. The world blurred and pitched, and he gripped the edge of the bench. 

“Gods in the deep!” Timmy stood behind a scratched counter — a well-fed young man with rounded cheeks and belly. A lit ama cigarette hung from his lips. He wore a white, button-down shirt that looked expensive, despite the yellow stains on the collar. Business was good. “Damned brigands, shooting my customers on my own doorstep. Very bad for the image.” 

Elei looked down at his blood-drenched pants and didn’t bother to correct him. Let him think he’d just been shot. A moment of respite, of safety, that was all Elei wanted. His pulse beat in his head, in his throat, in his fingertips. If he felt safe, cronion would relax too and release its iron claws from inside his skull. 

“Be sure to keep pressure on that wound.” Timmy sniffed. “Is it serious?”

Elei shook his head.

Timmy brightened immediately. “Excellent. So, to business. Where to?” 

“I need to go,” Elei had to stop and cough, “to Artemisia.” Coming through his bruised airways, his voice was a raucous whisper. He raised a hand to his throat and watched in fascination as his fingers shook like an old man’s. He clenched them hard.

“Listen.” Timmy puffed sweet smoke into Elei’s face. “A friend of mine has an aircar. For the right fee, she can take you anywhere you want. Do you have money?” 

Elei coughed again. “Isn’t there a streetcar going that way?”

“No streetcars; the Gultur stopped the service. Rent the aircar or go walking.”

“Shit.” No wonder business was good. 

 “Artemisia center or suburbs?” 

“Aerica.” 

Timmy took out his cigarette and flicked the ashes to the floor. “Aerica? That’s technically outside Artemisia. It’s toward the old mines.” 

“Your point?” 

“Hey, no problem, my friend can take you there.” Timmy smiled, his eyes narrowing. “It’s three hundred dils, though, up front. You need to book the entire aircar just for you, see.” 

Elei stared, unblinking. Three hundred. A month’s salary. But he had to get there, and his body wasn’t likely to co-operate much longer. Screw it. 

The problem was he wasn’t even sure he had that kind of money with him. He dug into his pocket, took out his last bills and scrounged for all the loose dils. Timmy reached over the counter to take them and then heaped them on the top like some sort of mythic treasure. His eyes glinted while his lips moved, calculating. 

“This is two hundred seventy,” he said eventually, looking up. 

Elei fished into his back pockets. “It’s all I have left,” he said stonily and waited, because there was nothing else he could pissing do. 

“Tell you what.” Timmy leaned toward him, his voice low, and Elei could smell something rotten coming. “I could buy the Rasmus off you. It’s in good shape for such an antique gun. I’ll give you five hundred and you can ride for free. It’s a bargain. What do you say?” 

Pelia had given him that gun. It was her gift. Elei’s right eye twitched and Timmy’s shape wavered. The colors changed, flaring into bright red and yellow, centered on the man’s heart. Trust cronion to suggest a direct and final solution. “No way.” 

Timmy must have seen something in Elei’s expression because he backed off and sucked on his cigarette, his face going sour. “Fine, don’t get all worked up. I have another idea. Plenty of ideas, see. So, why don’t you give me the two hundred and seventy, and my friend can drive you to Ponds, not so far from Aerica. You can walk to Aerica, not four miles away, and she can take the heavenway from there. How about that?” 

Elei clenched his teeth. “Just give me a discount. It’s not a big difference.” He wouldn’t beg, dammit. 

“Sorry, my friend, but I can’t. The cost of dakron has skyrocketed and the taxes for this business…” Timmy tsked. 

Elei bowed his head. Screw you. Four miles. He wondered if he’d make it. He took some deep breaths, willing his heart to slow. Too much adrenaline could kill you eventually, even if you didn’t bleed to death. “Fine.”

“Hey, man. Sure you’re all right?” Timmy frowned as he strewed ash from his ama cigarette on the counter. “All that blood on your pants… You’re not going to pass out on my friend, are you?” 

“I said I’m fine,” Elei bit off the words. Cronion’s jabs inside his skull finally settled into the usual, constant throb. The colors faded to a lower intensity. “Where’s your friend?” 

Timmy picked an old-fashioned telespeak, a nepheline square box, lifted the receiver and hit the connect button. “Fia, call.” He sucked on the cigarette, waiting for the call to go through, and then straightened. “Fia? Move your arse over here right now, I’ve found you a customer. Yes. Now.” 

He put the receiver back into its cradle and grinned. One of his canines was missing. The smoke swirled. “Net’s down again. Gultur control policy. When that happens, we’re back to the ancient methods, nothing else is reliable.” 

Elei didn’t even blink. 

Timmy stared at Elei with open curiosity. “Not from around here, are you? You’ll see a lot of this on Dakru, everyone’s been digging out their old gadgets. It’s been like that ever since the Undercurrent started their attacks, oh, three years back.”

Undercurrent. The terrorist organization fighting against the Gulturs’ dictatorial rule over the Seven Islands. The Gultur had chosen rich Dakru as their headquarters. Ost, being the island with the least resources, no more than a big rock in the sea, hadn’t drawn their attention. Hells, on Ost telespeaks were the standard method of communication. No wonder it had so little Gultur presence and the Undercurrent hadn’t surfaced there. 

Ost. He’d left Ost… when? Many hours ago. Too many hours ago. Automatically he checked for his watch. Oh, yes. Lost. It had broken off his wrist when he’d smashed into the ground. He’d taken a leap from the first floor to a terrace he’d seen below, but missed and fell to the street instead, after… 

Timmy was waving a hand in front of his face. “Hey, you sure you’re okay? I’m not putting you inside the aircar with Fia in this state.” 

Elei shook his head, rubbed at his possessed eye and sat up straighter, hissing. Still, the pain helped gather his scattered thoughts. Stay awake. Stay focused. 

It was all he could do while waiting.






  







 

 

Chapter Four

 



 

Hera strode through Sestos, the capital of Ost in the early evening. The buildings and shanty towns spread like a bad skin rash, uneven and filthy. Her mental map showed her the route back to Pelia’s apartment, and although she slowed to a nonchalant pace, she struggled not to drive her fist through every wall she passed. 

Interrogating Falx was out of the question. Such an act would raise too much suspicion. Interrogating the neighbors, which she’d tried, proved an exercise in futility. The boy was gone without a trace, like a fine trail of smoke dissipating in the clear sky. 

Caught in the flickering light of a street lamp, a bedraggled woman selling ama cigarettes at the street corner stared with wide eyes. 

Time to go. Hera turned and headed back toward the landing pad where she’d left the helicopter. She’d attracted too much attention already. Movements jerky with frustration, she fumbled in her pocket for the ignition key. She needed to let the other resistance members know. Maybe someone had a lead. 

One could hope, right?

Things were going to the five hells. The shipment represented years of work and hope, experiments, failures and small victories. Then Pelia had spoken of a breakthrough, raising a frenzy of speculation and expectancy, and now she was dead and the shipment gone. 

I must find it. But how?

“Hey, you!” a breathless female voice called behind her and Hera whirled around, whipping out her longgun and aiming in one fluid movement.

The woman squealed, eyes going big and round, and raised her hands. A tray hung around her neck on a piece of filthy string. Ama
cigarettes. The street vendor she’d seen before. 

“What do you want?” Hera grated.

“Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot me.” Tears rolled down the woman’s grimy face, leaving pale trails.

“I shall not. Speak.” Hera lowered her gun and glanced at her helicopter out of the corner of her eye. Maybe she could hand the woman a nutrition bar; that would appease her, and Hera would leave sooner from this accursed island. Unlike Dakru, Ost reeked of disease and desperation. The sheer number of crippled beggars on the street was appalling. 

“You’re looking for the boy.” The vendor wiped at her eyes, smearing more dirt on her cheeks. “You are, don’t deny it.”

“The boy?” Hera asked, feigning ignorance even as her palms sweated and the longgun began to slip from her grip. 

“The boy with the mismatched eyes. Eles. He used to drive the aircar for Pelia, who lived across the street. I know him.” She nodded, eyes red-rimmed. “He used to buy cigs from me.”

Eles. A lead, an honest to the gods lead. Hera took a deep breath. “And what happened to him?” Deep inside, the cold lump of fear sprouted tendrils of ice. “Is he dead?”

The woman shrugged her thin shoulders. “He ran.”

Hera licked dry lips and instructed her heart to calm down. It almost worked. “Can you repeat that?”

“He ran away.” The vendor glanced over her shoulder, as if afraid of someone overhearing. Hera scanned the street but saw no movement. 

“Where to?”

The woman pointed west. Hera squinted at the squalid, dilapidated buildings. “Is that the way to the bridge?”

But the woman shook her head and backed away. “I need to go now, they’ll kill me too, if they find me—”

“Wait.” Hera made a grab for the vendor’s thin arm, but the woman twisted away. “I said wait!”

The vendor fled down the street, moving faster than Hera thought possible for such an emaciated body, and disappeared into a dark alley. There went her only willing witness. Hera swore under her breath and turned her gaze again in the direction the woman had indicated. Where had the boy gone? Pelia must have told him to seek out the resistance, to seek help.

Not over the bridge, though, that would have been too risky. The glow of yellow spotlights on high metal cranes caught her eye. The port. Her lips twitched. Yes, the port. She knew now where the boy had gone. Across the isthmus, to the closest shore.

Dakru. 






  







 

 

Chapter Five



 

Timmy shuffled papers and gadgets on his counter, whistling in between drags of smoke and keeping rhythm with his foot. Elei itched to silence him. Each sound was a thump inside his skull. 

A door at the other side of the room opened and a guard poked his head inside. “Fia’s here, Mr. Timmy.” The whiz of an engine and suffocating dakron smell confirmed the arrival of Elei’s transport. 

Timmy grinned. Sticking the cig back into his mouth, he strolled to the door and out to the street. “Fia, about time you showed up! I told you to stay close.” 

Elei didn’t hear the answer, if there had been one, straining to push himself upright on shaky legs. The feat achieved, he leaned against the wall, blinking furiously to clear his eyes, and made his limping way outside. 

The aircar was medium sized, easily twenty-six feet long and twelve feet wide, able to fit seven to eight passengers. It looked as old as Timmy’s telespeak, repaired and patched over, rusty in places. The name had been painted over but was still visible: “Ker IX: 298.” An old military aircar. 

Timmy was there, looking pleased with himself. He helped Elei up the first rung of the ladder and patted him on the arm. “Have a good ride!”

Whatever. Elei kept a death hold on the rail as he climbed, not trusting in his battered body. Jaw clenched against the pain, he finally reached the deck. The door to the cabin loomed open. Elei entered. Two yellow nepheline chairs were the only furnishings, their covers split in places. A rolled newsprint lay on one of them. 

“Are you in?” a cheerful voice called from the driver’s deck. A woman’s small face appeared at the cubicle’s opening — a mop of chestnut hair and a dark, intense stare full of curiosity.

“Yeah.” 

Hands braced on the armrests, he lowered himself gingerly into a chair. Outside the large windows, the street stretched, wide and full of other aircars. The overcast sky hung right over the buildings like a dirty sheet. He leaned his head back. The last stretch.

Then Fia revved up the aircar engine, which sputtered and coughed. The vehicle lurched forward, almost throwing him to the floor, and he grabbed the armrests when it swerved wildly to avoid the white façade of a Gultur office building. 

Elei held onto his seat, teeth grinding together, as Fia sent the aircar in a zigzag trajectory, hurtling through the streets of Krisia, barely avoiding other vehicles and buildings. Another swerve, and another, and then, finally, thankfully, they were out onto the heavenway and heading toward the north. 

He allowed his fingers to release their white-knuckled grip on the armrests and slumped in his seat. A road sign read ‘Artemisia’, the rest eaten by brown rust, and a knot unraveled in Elei’s insides. Somewhere deep, he’d been afraid Fia would dump him in some suburb close by, leave him stranded and lost. 

Blood smeared the armrest where he’d clutched it. He pressed his lips together, fighting a cold surge of fear. Maybe he ought to check that he wasn’t bleeding to death. Right. With a release of breath, he opened the flaps of his jacket and lifted his t-shirt. He peeled off the bandage and, for the first time since his mad flight from Ost, he really looked. 

Small and round, the gunshot wound opened like a crimson mouth on his pale flesh, right above his pelvis. As he watched, blood oozed, thick and dark, spilling into his pants.

Bile rose in his throat and he swallowed hard. He yanked the bandage and the t-shirt back down, covering the wound, and placed a hand over it. Shit. 

The newsprint poked him in the thigh. He picked it up and unrolled it, desperate for a distraction. The photo of the main article showed a beautiful red-haired woman, dressed in a form-fitting black uniform. Her shoulders were decorated with silver medals. 

‘Nekut, head of the Gultur investigations department, currently residing in the Bone Tower headquarters,’ read the legend, ‘said eradicating the Undercurrent is only a matter of time.’ She claimed the necessary preventive measures were being undertaken to control the current outbreak of violence. Violence to contain violence.

The Gultur reign seemed eternal. Elei doubted the Undercurrent would make any dent in their power. He pressed the image and the article unfolded on the flexi-screen. A bomb defused. Success for the Gultur. A warning to the populace. Nekut denied circulating rumors about the systematic rounding up and extermination of males ‘for being needless and outdated chromosome mutations’. He shivered when he remembered the Gultur temple and the group of naked men, and wondered at the contradiction.  

Then again, the news agencies belonged to the Gultur. They had control of everything. It all made perfect sense.

Outside the window flashed streaks of color. Other vehicles. Small towns. The mountains in the distance. And then he saw Artemisia rise like a giant insect, tall buildings, glinting antennas and green reflections. The aircar exited the heavenway and spiraled down toward the ground, turning in claustrophobic circles, until it spilled out onto the streets of the city. 

Fia took an arching avenue that shot up into the sky, passing so close to the multi-story blocks of apartments and offices that Elei caught glimpses of people moving inside. His stomach roiled and he wondered if Fia would be upset to find he’d thrown up on her seats. He swallowed convulsively, trying to control the nausea, and held his hand to his side. His fingers came back streaked with fresh crimson that seeped through the bandage and the t-shirt. 

Hold it together. A little longer. Come on. 

He refused to think about what would happen once he got to the address. He gazed outside, his eyelids so heavy they ached. They were falling shut. 

And there was blood. Everywhere. On his hands. On Pelia. On her chest, for the gods’ sake, on her blouse, on her exposed neck. On her face. On the seats of the aircar. His hands slipped on her chest when he tried to stop the bleeding. Her words came out distorted. Something was pushed into his pocket, a piece of paper that crackled. And then he felt the gunshot, the impact in his side. More blood. Confusion. Fear. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. 

A hand on his shoulder. He gasped and flinched. 

“Wakey, wakey! End of journey.” 

Cronion jolted in his eye before the words filtered through. Then the parasite quieted. Elei came back to his surroundings, panting. Safe. He was safe. 

A lined, thin face bent over him, half-buried in the shadow of a hood, lips painted a garish pink. A moment of panic, then he remembered. His driver, Fia. 

She chewed on her bottom lip. “Hey, listen, honey. I know Timmy said to drop you off at Ponds, but you don’t look so good, you’re white as a sheet. I can see you're bleeding.” She sighed. “I brought you just outside Aerica. Think you can walk the rest of the way?” 

His eyes stung at her kindness. “Thanks. I’ll manage.” 

He had to.

Elei pushed himself up and she reached down to help him. To his relief, his legs held. They walked out to the deck and the cold air. 

Clouds diffused the light of day. The aircar stood in a shabby suburb, dark even at midday — buildings blackened by fumes, people with hands lost in their pockets. They huddled into themselves, shuffled their feet and stepped from shadow to shadow. 

Fia helped him to the ladder, then stood leaning over him, a dark shadow against the cloudy sky, as he descended. 

“Go on,” she called out. “Aerica isn’t far, I swear. Take the boulevard toward the mountain you see — right there. Keep walking that way and Aerica will find you.” 

The aircar shot away. He remained staring at it for some time, sweat-drenched and shaky, trying to remember what he was doing there and why. Then he pressed the straps of his black jacket together till they clicked shut and huddled in it, glad for its warmth and the dark color that hid the blood. Pulling on the hood to protect his neck from the bite of the wind, he turned and started toward Aerica, a hand on the handle of his gun, an arm wrapped around his middle. 

His slow, limping steps took him along empty plots with sick-looking shrubs and fences covered in ghost climbers. Some dilapidated houses littered the emptiness. It was eerie. A junk, a small glidecraft, buzzed by and its driver leaned out to peer at Elei. 

He walked on and his steps became heavier; his head was too light. The overcast sky stuck against his eyelids and pressed them down. The empty plots gave way to square, concrete buildings, factories and process plants with tall chimneys, blackened with dakron fumes. Houses and shops appeared next, and even some neglected gardens overgrown with pale thorny weeds. Had he reached Aerica? 

He stood in a broad street, lined with small shops, dirty windows and trash. A woman came out of a drugstore and, without looking at him, turned down an alley and was gone. Nothing seemed real. He half expected the buildings to dissolve into fine mist and dissipate. 

Shaking himself, he took out the paper Pelia had put in his pocket. Stains of blood had eaten away its edges and half the word ‘Aerica’. He squinted at the address and looked up, scanning the street. Could there be… Ah, there. 

He stumbled toward the info-pole and stared stupidly at the coin slot. No money left. After glancing around to make sure nobody was looking, and with the ease of habit, he kicked the metal pole. 

Pain lanced into his side and he muffled a cry with his hand. He leaned against the info-pole as it hummed into activation mode. Pissing hells. Ow. For such a small wound, it hurt too damn much. Then again it was probably normal, since it was deep. He’d never been shot before. Now his hands were clenched so tight his short nails dug into his palms. He unclenched them, finger by finger. 

A black cat stared at him from a shop entrance as he blinked tears from his eyes. Stupid creature seemed to be laughing at him. 

He dashed the tears away. He only had to make it to this address. That was the grand plan. Just a little longer. Afterward… he’d have to see. If he survived. One step at a time. 

The panel slid back, revealing the oval, concave screen. He pressed the green button, read the address aloud — “apartment 32b, building Kay, 198 Broad Street” — and waited for the map to zoom in. A beep announced the map was done, and, tracing the web of streets with his forefinger, Elei saw to his relief that it wasn’t far. He counted the turns, memorizing the way, and pressed the button again to erase the address. 

Better leave no clues. 

Not that anyone would have followed him so far. They had to know by now, he had nothing they wanted. 

Rubbing his chest, he set off, counting the streets and turnings. He peered at the building façades as he passed. The numbers followed no apparent order. Number twenty followed number hundred and forty three, only to be followed by sixty one. Whose idea of a joke was that? 

When he thought he couldn’t go a step farther, he found the broad street with its faceless buildings. As he walked, he gripped the piece of paper in his hand to remind him what in the hells he was doing there, but when he looked at it, the letters seemed to be crawling and falling off its edge. He flinched. Now was not the time to go off the deep end.

Something moved ahead. Dark figures separated from the shadows of a squat building with yellow doors. Cold crept down his spine and goose bumps sprang on his skin. Shit, not now. He fumbled at his belt for the Rasmus. Breathing raggedly, he drew it, yet they made no move on him and after a few steps they vanished into some alley and left him to trudge on alone. 

A man jostled him coming out of a dark storefront. A scar across his cheek disfigured his face. Elei raised his gun, but the man strode away, head lowered, muttering. 

Letting out a pent up breath, Elei stumbled on until he found the number he sought. He stopped and checked the paper, afraid to believe it. 

Yes. It was the one. 

He glanced up. It was a gray building, a non-descript square pillar. An empty concierge box stood at the entrance, its window broken. The metal door protested when he pushed it to peer inside. In the gloom, the red light of an exit sign flickered. A smell of piss and rot wafted on the air, familiar scents that reminded him of his childhood and sent a burning to his stomach. He could see no elevator. He raised his crinkled piece of paper to eye level. 

‘Kalaes Ster,’ he read the name off the paper, aloud, to make it real. It sounded like a person’s name but it could just as well be a password of some sort. 

A whistle pierced the air when he stepped inside, startling him, but nothing moved inside the hall. Apartment number 32b. Thank the gods. That would be only the third floor. Before he lost his nerve, Elei started up the stairs. He took them a step at a time, telling his heart to slow down, hand pressed on his throbbing side. His pulse kicked and danced inside his skull, but worse still, his chest felt crushed and he just couldn’t catch his breath. 

He reached the first landing and started up another flight of stairs, when the stained steps tilted. Five hells. As he hung onto the rail, his desperation turned to mad rage and he slammed his fist into the metal. Fire sparked up his nerves and wrenched a strangled cry from his throat. He could damn well do this. 

With a last surge of energy, he threw back his hood, drew himself upright and climbed the last steps to the third floor. Panting, he limped past identical doors, till he found number 32b — a brown door, its paint peeling in abstract lines. He sank to his knees and pressed his cheek against the rough, cold surface. 

He banged his fist once. “Open up.” Silence greeted him. His heartbeat was in his throat, his ears, his hands; it fired away like a gun. “Open up!” Please. 

Steps sounded, then paused. A man’s voice called out, “Who’s there?” 

“Kalaes Ster? Let me in.” 

The door opened a crack and a dark eye filled the space. Then the door opened all the way and Elei fell inside. He sprawled on the floor and rolled to stare up at a gray ceiling. Before he could say anything, he heard a muffled curse, then the buzz of a sonic gun powering up. 

Panic paralyzed him. Cronion flared, or tried to. The skin of the walls and ceiling slipped away, leaving behind throbbing colors, hazy outlines. His pulse redoubled. He grabbed at his belt for his Rasmus, but a boot stepped down on his throat, cutting off his air. He struggled to push the boot off, his lungs burning, his side a white hot blaze. 

“Who are you?” the angry male voice said and a pale face swam into view, leaning over him. “Who sent you? Are you with the Gultur?” 

“I’m not.” Elei’s fingers scrambled at his throat. “Let me—” The trickle of air into his lungs lessened and he flailed, panicking, hands hitting the floor.

“Why are you here then?” the man asked. 

 “Pelia…” Elei gasped. Darkness began to erode his vision. Strength left his hands and they dropped. The face approached his; in the narrowing tunnel of his vision appeared a pair of dark eyes and a mass of spiky black hair. Then the boot pressed down harder on Elei’s already bruised windpipe. The maw of darkness gaped open and a roar filled his ears. 

The solidity of the floor underneath him melted and the pain finally ebbed away. 






  







 

 

Chapter Six



 

“Definitely telmion. See the marks…”

“Bleeding’s almost stopped. Can’t feel the bullet; he must’ve taken it out.”

“Infection?”

“No, it’s clean.”

Young voices, one male, one female. They floated around Elei, over him. His body felt heavy, cold and dead. He tried to move his hands and they twitched on warm, smooth fabric. He lay on his back on a soft surface. A bed?

Then pain flared his side, twisting like a hot blade, pushing deeper and deeper until his back arched. 

Fingers were digging into his wound. Again. 

Summoning all his strength, he forced his hand up to swat at the offending digits. He heard a gasp.

“He’s awake, Maera.” The man’s voice. “Step back.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s barely conscious.”

A faint scent of moist earth. Maera. 

He opened his eyes. Cronion asserted its presence instantly, sending pangs of pain down his nerve endings, gripping his head and plunging the world into bright colors. A form stood next to him, a woman, bright orange in her chest. Elei’s hands jerked at his sides, seeking his gun. 

Then she bent over him and cronion constricted his airways. Bright red flared over her heart. No! Gasping, he willed cronion to subside and blinked to refocus his possessed right eye. I’m not going to kill her.

 “Hi.” Her voice held a smile. “Can you hear me? I need to bandage your side, or you’ll keep bleeding.”

Reluctantly, the surface of things, the skin of reality, returned. A young woman dressed in dark green overalls. Soft curls framed her face and a tattoo of two black dots marked her chin. On the other side of the bed stood a man all in black, perhaps twenty or so, strong and tall. He stood easily, confidently, in a sphere of strength and good cheer. His lips were tilted in a smile — but he held a gun in one hand, trained on Elei.

“Kalaes Ster…” Elei breathed, more of a question than a statement — the name written on his piece of paper.

“That would be me,” said the young man, lifting an eyebrow. 

And, with that statement, cronion relaxed a little, allowing Elei to breathe. He closed his eyes, basking in the slight release of pain, a feeling bordering on pleasure. “Good.”

Kalaes stalked closer, and when Elei blinked he found him grinning, though his eyes were narrowed. His black hair stuck out in all directions and two thin braids hung over one ear, caught with metallic rings. A tattoo of three diagonal, parallel lines marked his right cheek. He kept the gun trained on Elei’s head. Another tattoo decorated the back of his right hand — a black spiral, probably a gang marking. 

“I’m Kalaes, but who are you?” 

“Eles. But everyone calls me Elei.” With slow movements, Elei pushed himself up on his elbows, wincing, and looked sideways at the woman. She stared back apprehensively, eyes wide. 

“Who’s everyone?”

Elei opened his mouth but nothing came. Well, thinking of it, right now… Albi had. Pelia had. Now they were both dead. “No one.”

Maera giggled and brought a small hand up to cover her mouth. 

Kalaes shifted his weight and his grin vanished. He sighted down the barrel of his gun. “Not funny. Look, you mentioned Pelia. What’s she to you?”

Elei ducked his head and swallowed hard. Kalaes wouldn’t shoot, would he? “My boss. I’m her driver.” Cold spread through him again. He shivered and pressed his lips together, hoping to stop his teeth from chattering.

“You look barely sixteen. Aren’t you too young to be a driver?”

He shook his head and managed in degrees to sit up, the pain less than he expected. “No.” He’d always been old enough — for disease, for work, for hunger. Never too young.

“Pelia’s driver. Five hells.” Kalaes sighed, rolled his eyes and lowered the gun, which, Elei supposed, was a good sign. Kalaes clicked on the safety and placed the gun on a small table, far from the bed. Still being careful. Then he folded his arms across his chest and cocked his head to the side, the thin braids swinging with the movement, the metal on them ringing. “Well, well.” 

Maera approached with a wad of gauze. When she bent over Elei, a small gasp escaped her mouth and she reached toward his throat. Her hand hovered, never touching him. “Gods, look at your throat, these bruises. Kal, is that your doing?”

“Does that look like a boot imprint, fe?” Kalaes huffed. “You know I only wanted to scare him a little. These here… Someone tried to strangle him.”

Elei said nothing. Besides, Kalaes didn’t seem interested in knowing more and Maera appeared more shocked than curious. Maybe getting strangled wasn’t anything unusual here on Dakru.

Maera glared at Kalaes, then turned back to Elei and raised the gauze like a peace offering. “Let me.” 

In silence, awkward and clumsy at the proximity of her pretty face, he let her roll up his t-shirt and then kept the pad in place over the wound while she unrolled the gauze. Afterward, he lifted his arms as instructed, feeling like a child. Calm filled him, and he glanced up to see a crooked smile on Kalaes’ face. Then it was gone, so fast Elei wondered if he’d really seen it. 

Maera wound the white swath of thin cloth around his waist. Her sure, smooth movements, her scent, the warmth of her hands where they touched his bare skin bathed him in a glow of safety.

A beep sounded, breaking the spell.

“Crap, it’s late.” She stepped back and took out a small black device from her pocket. A beeper. “I’ve got to go, my shift’s starting. Take care, Elei.” She grabbed a dark blue handbag from a chair and slung it over her shoulder. Her boots squeaked on the linoleum floor. “See you, Kal!”

Kalaes smiled at her, a real smile. His eyes crinkled, trailing her lithe form to the door, lingering. “You know, you interrupted what might have turned out to be the night.” He sighed. “I swear, fe, that girl’s driving me up the wall, I can never tell what’s on her mind. And when I thought I’d finally get her to give me a kiss and hopefully more, bang, you fall through my door like an armed grenade and it all goes to the hells.” He grinned good-naturedly, then frowned, his good cheer draining away. He walked back to the bed. “So, enough beating around the bush. If you hadn’t mentioned Pelia I’d have already tossed you out. You say she sent you to me. Why?”

Elei stared at his hands, the various scars covering them. His memories swam in a dark haze. Pelia had pushed the paper into his pocket and said something. He tried to remember the words, but they refused to come, so he just shook his head and took out the stained piece of paper. He held it out. 

Kalaes hesitated one second, and then took it. “My address and name.”

“Yes.”

Kalaes’ mouth thinned. “And this means?” He glanced up, dark eyes flashing, the beads on his two small braids clinking. 

“She just gave me that.”

Kalaes nodded. Then his eyes narrowed, zeroing in on Elei’s face. The paper fell from his hand as he stepped up to Elei and grabbed his chin in a bone-breaking grip. “I’d noticed the tel-marks, but your eye,” he whispered, “the color… Can’t be. You have telmion, that’s for sure — but you have cronion, too?”

Most people had that reaction with him. Incredulity, then anger and violence. Elei waited, heart beating erratically, trying to ignore the red flashing on Kalaes’ chest. Somehow he didn’t think Kalaes would hurt him. Try telling cronion that.

Kalaes released Elei’s chin and gave him a light pat on the cheek. “Full of surprises, aren’t you, fe! Cronion, to control telmion. That’s a risky solution. And you survived it. When I saw the tel-marks on your side, I thought you’d be dead before the night was out. It’s always hard to tell how old the marks are. And I’m still not sure… How come you weren’t vaccinated? Have you carried both parasites a long time?”

“Since I can remember.”

Kalaes snorted and sat down on the bed beside him, eyes a little wide. “I’d have written you off for dead, but you’re very much alive. Cronion… Can you see heat sources?”

Elei stared at the far wall. “Yes.” Silence stretched, and he decided that maybe more information was expected. “When I sense danger.”

Kalaes shifted. The bed creaked. “I see.” 

A rustle of thin paper. Kalaes offered him an ama cigarette from a half-empty packet. He took it. They lit their amas in silence.

“Maera was worried about the bullet.” Kalaes blew a cloud of gray smoke. “She was relieved when she found none. Good thing you dug it out earlier.”

Elei took a long drag of the ama’s sweetness, watched the smoke spiral upwards and let the soothing effect of the herbs take hold and ease his pain and fear. The bullet. The girl in that back alley had actually managed to dig it out and take it with her, so fast. Go figure. Maybe he’d zoned out after all.

“So Pelia wrote this.” Kalaes bent and retrieved the piece of paper from the floor. “I remember her handwriting. She always had that peculiar way of writing the “a” like a head with a knife stuck in it.”

Elei choked on the smoke. Was the guy ever serious? And did that mean… “So you believe me?”

“Perhaps. Question is, why would she send you here, fe? We haven’t seen each other in a long time, Pelia and I.”

Elei raked his hands through his short hair. “I don’t know.”

“She must’ve told you.”

“I can’t remember,” he said quietly. “I was on the run.” 

“From who?”

“Falx and his men.” 

“Who’s Falx?”

“The head of her security.” He winced. “Looks like he didn’t like me much.”

“I see.” Kalaes took a long drag from his cigarette. “A guy came after you — I sure as the hells don’t know why — and Pelia thought she could send you to me.” He pulled an ashtray from under the bed, put his cigarette out and offered it to Elei who took it without a word. Kalaes laced his hands behind his head and stretched. “Well, I’ve no time for this. Haven’t got the goddamn patience, or the stomach for it, either. You can go right back and tell her that. I’m done taking in strays. She’s got some nerve, sending me someone after all this time without a word. I owe her nothing. She can look after her own.”

Strays? Perhaps he should feel insulted, but Elei was just numb. He supposed he was a stray. He stubbed his cig out and lowered the ashtray onto the bed, spilling some ash on the sheets. His hands shook. 

Kalaes was sending him back. 

“She can’t,” he mumbled. 

“Can’t what?”

“Take me back.”

In a single, fluid motion, Kalaes got up, walked over and opened the door. “Whatever. Listen. Your wound has been taken care of. You won’t bleed to death. I don’t think there’s anything else I can do for you. I’ve got enough on my plate with work and the street gangs. Good luck, fe.” He rubbed the furrow between his eyebrows with his thumb. “I just… can’t take anyone in right now, okay? Maybe you had a row with Pelia, or this guy, Falx, I don’t know. For all the gods’ sakes, go back. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you again.” 

He raised a dark eyebrow when Elei didn’t make a move to rise from the bed. “Hey, can you hear me? Did you understand what I said?”

Elei stared stupidly at the open door. In his mad flight from Ost he’d set Aerica and this young man as his destination, his only goal. Beyond them lay darkness and void. “Wait…” 

“What now?” Kalaes scowled and stepped aside, leaving the door open. He stood with his arms folded across his chest, his booted feet planted widely apart, and an exasperated expression on his face. 

Pelia had sent him to this man. She’d given him this address and this name. Elei swallowed hard. Kalaes had known her. He had to tell him.

“Pelia is dead.” Each syllable hurt like a jagged piece of glass coming up his throat. “They shot her. Four, maybe five times. Falx probably thought I did it. But I was… I tried…”

The gunshots rang again in his ears, one after the other, deafening. He thought he saw blood flow everywhere, covering the floor, the walls, his hands, spreading, darkening. Its smell mingled with Pelia’s flower perfume, nauseating. He held her as she bled and she’d pressed something cold into his side. “Elei…” he heard her voice in his head and felt the impact in his side. 

“She’s dead? What are you saying?” Kalaes crouched in front of him, frowning. “Who shot her? What happened, Elei?”

“The aircar windows shattered.” Elei’s breath wheezed. The dizziness was back and with it the unbearable cold. “From outside… The shots came from outside.”

She’s dead.

Cronion rose inside him like a vengeful ghost, making the world flash, and Elei thought he was running but couldn’t feel his feet. His hands scrabbled at the bed but he could find nothing solid. The world was spilling into gray, fading away. He was falling and there was no edge to anything that he could hold.

Then arms enfolded him in warm darkness, stopping the fall, and he buried his face in it, trying to absorb the warmth. A smell of ama cigarette and musk filled his nostrils. He gripped handfuls of rough cloth and took great, shuddering breaths. 

“Shh,” Kalaes said, his voice soft. “Just breathe, fe. Breathing’s good. Then we talk.”

 

 

***

 

 

Hera marched through the streets of Krisia wrapped in cold wind and rising fear. She’d thought that, once back in Dakru, clues as to Eles’s whereabouts would practically fall into her lap. 

Nothing.

Her most recent access to the main system had showed her increased mobilization of military forces. She was not the only one searching for the boy, but of course she’d expected that. They had the means to find him before her and only the gods knew what their plans for him were.

Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, she stopped at a shop window. An antiquary. Old furniture, broken dolls and stuffed animals. Everything dead.

Dead.

She shivered and resumed walking. All her questions about the origin of the islands and their inhabitants, her quest for an answer to the provenance of the old tech which seemed to have sprung into life together with the people as if out of nowhere —  all that was meaningless if the shipment was lost; if Eles was dead and the secret gone with him.

If she could not break the vicious circle of power before the Gultur committed a genocide.

Hera set a course to a dingy basement downtown, underneath a small diner. Her contact there, Iliathan, should be able to help her find the boy. At least, that was her hope, and hope was all she had right now.






  







 

 

Chapter Seven



 

Elei swung his legs over the side of the bed and planted his feet on the floor. The cold seeped through his socks. His scuffed black boots were there, placed against the wall. His jacket hung on the back of a metal chair and his gun lay across the seat. 

He trailed his fingers down to his bandaged side. At least this time he hadn’t passed out. He’d slept like normal people did. Elei sighed and licked his parched lips. An improvement, all things considered.

Light filtered through lowered shutters, pooling on the floor. Quiet. Kalaes was probably gone to work, leaving the place empty. 

A bang and a crash reverberated through the apartment. 

A sharp cry left Elei’s lips. He pushed to his feet. The world pitched and darkened, the blood draining from his face and rushing to his ears. 

“Are you all right?” asked a woman’s soft voice from his left and he spun around, listing to the side. “Sorry if I woke you up. Good morning.”

The words finally registered and he sank back down to the bed with a groan, burying his face in his hands. When his head cleared, he peered up between his fingers. She stood at the opening of a door he hadn’t noticed before — the woman from last night, the one with the soft curls and the two dots tattooed on her chin, the one who smelled of moist earth. Maera. 

No shooting. No guns. He was safe. Safe. Taking deep breaths, he repeated his new mantra. 

She smiled and stood still with a pan in one hand and a spoon in the other, waiting for gods knew what. Liquid dripped from the spoon to the floor. When he didn’t speak, color rose to her cheeks. “Kal called me. I’m just making some breakfast.”

He went on staring. He supposed he was expected to say something, but for the life of him he couldn’t think of anything. Suddenly he wondered if Kalaes had told her about his breakdown the previous night and heat rushed up his neck. 

Maera laughed then, a bright little sound, and disappeared back into what, in view of her words, had to be the kitchen. 

He rose with only a little discomfort and made his way to the window. Daylight streamed through the horizontal bars. He shaded his eyes. Across the street, tall, gray buildings mirrored the one he was in. Some sparrows hopped on a windowsill and migrating cranes flew across the gray sky, necks outstretched. Below, he made out aircars and pedestrians hurrying by, dark blurs. A Gultur police helicopter hovered in the distance, half-obscuring a small square with concrete benches. 

Elei frowned and moved away from the window, his gut clenching in apprehension.  

“Bathroom’s the green door!” Maera’s disembodied voice drifted from the kitchen.

Elei went and opened it, and stared into the tiny closet with the urinal and the sink. It stank, even though it looked clean. He pissed and watched with fascination the dark yellow liquid swirl down the drain, wondering if dehydration was the reason he felt so light-headed. 

“Breakfast’s ready!”

Or was it hunger? 

He followed the cheery voice and the smell of food into a colorful kitchen, small and cozy. The shelves were painted blue, the counters red, the plates on the tiny table were orange. It was as if he was dreaming. Surreptitiously pinching himself, he sat in one of the rickety chairs, fully expecting the room to vanish. It didn’t. Good.

Maera turned toward him, pan in hand, dark eyes sparkling. Daylight entered through a small window and painted a golden halo around her hair. She grinned widely. “Ready for Maera’s special morning treat?”

He blinked and his lips pulled upward into a smile. How weird. He supposed it was kind of a reflex, a mirroring thing — like dogs snarling at one another. 

Maera dished out a strange-looking mash with bits of brown and green. She sat, pulled her plate closer and dug into it with gusto. 

Elei managed one polite bite before hunger won out. He bent over his plate and wolfed the food down, barely taking the time to breathe between bites. At some point, he looked up at the sound of a muffled snicker. “What?”

“Even Kalaes, sweetheart that he is, never manages to finish this. But you have.”

“It’s good.”

“It’s awful, and that’s me saying it, but it’s the best I can do.”

He shook his head. He wasn’t the best of judges when it came to food. As long as it wasn’t spoilt, it was good enough. “What is it?”

“Nutrition package, eggs and pepper.”

Pepper. And eggs. That had been the taste. On Ost, they were hard to come by. Anything apart from the government rations, mushroom harvests and the occasional fish was considered a delicacy. He’d never been able to afford pepper, but Pelia loved it and had made him try. Eggs were easier to find if you knew where to find the nests.

Maera pushed something into his hand. He curled his fingers reflexively around a smooth, cool surface and looked up to find he held a glass of colored liquid. He raised an eyebrow. 

“Drink. It’s a vitaminized, mineralized serum. I snuck it out of the factory for you. You’ve lost quite a lot of blood.”

He toasted her silently and gulped it down. It didn’t taste bad, either — sweet and salty at the same time, with a faint aftertaste of rust. He was still thirsty and wondered if he could ask for another glass of serum or water or anything liquid, fully aware that these things were damn expensive, when she pushed the squat bottle toward him. 

“You’re to finish it all, anyway,” she said. “You really should.”

Elei shrugged. That was fine with him, so he downed it in one go. He was actually starting to feel a little better. For one, his stomach had given up on trying to consume itself and the pounding headache had finally eased. “Thanks.”

Maera cocked her head to the side and gleaming curls fell in her eyes. “A pleasure. Will you tell me what happened to you? Kalaes said you didn’t talk much. Said you were in shock.”

He screwed the lid back on the bottle and placed it on the table, carefully, afraid he’d drop it. He pressed his hands together, then changed his mind and rubbed them on his pants. In shock? Well, it made sense. He tried to remember what he’d told Kalaes the previous night, but all he could think of was blood, more blood, a sea of red. 

“He said you worked for Pelia.”

“I did.” He paused, trying to march his thoughts into order. “For a year I drove her aircar and watched her back. Kind of a bodyguard, I guess. She had Falx and his men, but she said she trusted me more.” 

He watched his fingers, pale against the black fabric, pressed so hard his nails were white. He tried to relax them. Lately they’d spent some time talking, Pelia and him. That is, Pelia had done most of the talking. She’d discussed politics and the rumors of revolt and had offered him nuts and fruit from the greenhouses on Ert. She’d said, sounding serious, that she trusted him with her life. 

“She shouldn’t have.” Shouldn’t have trusted him. He hadn’t been able to protect her and save her from dying. 

“Shouldn’t?”

He said nothing.

“Kal said you mentioned a shooting. That she was killed.”

“Yeah.” He felt he had to tell Maera about it, tell someone about it, build a tombstone of words for the woman who’d taken care of him, so he took a deep breath. “I’d just driven her home after work. I turned off the engine. She was telling me a tale about a King and I turned to tell her… to tell her it was a children’s tale, nothing more.” His trembling hands were clenched in hard fists. “She laughed, she said something about my age, and… And then I saw a stain, like a red flower on her chest. Her blouse’s white, you know, and there’s — there was this red flower, this stain spreading, and then another.” He raised his fists, couldn’t unclench them. “She grabbed my arm.”

A hand landed on his shoulder, and suddenly it was Pelia’s hand on his shoulder and he just couldn’t believe, couldn’t understand what happened. She was saying something, but he couldn’t hear. She was pushing something into his pocket and all he could think was why?

“Elei?”

“She took out her gun. I didn’t see it, but I felt it.” His throat closed when the memory rose from some murky depth. He hadn’t remembered this part to tell Kalaes. Now it hit him like another gunshot. “She pressed it to my side, right here.” His hand uncurled one finger at a time, sought the spot above his hip, there, under the bandage, the healing wound, “right here, she was the one who shot me.”

His ears rang and he relived the impact, the white-hot pain in his side, the disorientation. Why would she do such a thing? She’d been like a mother to him.

“Elei.” Maera touched his arm, feather-light. “What are you talking about?”

“Pelia shot me.” Dammit. His fingers curled around his plate and, before he knew what he was doing, he threw it at the wall. He barely heard the crash but saw the shards flying. Maera made a strangled noise in her throat and reached out to grab him. 

He pushed back his chair and fled the room before she could.






  







 

 

Chapter Eight



 

With his back against the wall of the bedroom, Elei watched Maera walk in. He folded his arms across his chest like a shield and lifted his chin.

Maera wasn’t happy; Elei could see it in the tightness of her mouth. He guessed there was nothing to do for it. She’d asked for the story. 

Then again, it might have been the broken plate that had upset her so. Maybe they’d been her favorites, those orange dishes, and now there was one less of them, because of him. He couldn’t understand what had made him do it; he didn’t usually react like this. 

Unless cronion was sensing danger through his memories. Cronion was a brutal one, always out to protect its own. Yet his right eye hadn’t twitched and no colors painted his vision.

“Come here,” Maera said softly. “It’s all right. Honest.” She sounded like someone coaxing a wild animal out of hiding.

Maybe that’s what he was.

She reached out and tugged at his arm, her lips tilting just a little. Her hand was warm and surprisingly strong. He wondered what her job was and found he didn’t have the energy to ask. 

She pulled him away from the wall, wrapped him in her arms and her smell of moist earth, and then released him and led him by the hand back into the kitchen. When she sat him back down into his chair, he didn’t resist. She’d swept the ceramic pieces to one side. She sat in the other chair and placed her hands on the table. There were fine scars on them, like delicate spiderwebs. 

“Why would you say Pelia shot you?” she whispered. “Did you have a fight?”

“No.” He shuddered. “I told you. She was happy.” And it made no sense.

“Well, shock jumbles our memories.” Maera splayed her fingers and he watched, mesmerized. Her nails were narrow and pale and her knuckles sported dark lines. “Listen. Pelia can’t have shot you on contact, or even point blank. It would have killed you, or at least destroyed your insides. There would be dakron powder residue around the wound, and burns. I’ve seen it happen. I used to work at a hospital.”

He bowed his head. So his mind was playing tricks. Frustration made his hands shake. “I was shot.”

“Has to be a stray bullet. Maybe even the same one that went through her, killing her.”

If he couldn’t trust even his own memories, then he had nothing to go on. He prodded the image, the sensation of the gun pressed to his side, and it fragmented, mingling with other memories of faces, places and times. It was like sinking into mire. 

Maera reached out and caught his wrist. “I knew Pelia.”

Her words descended into the quiet. He let them, feeling his gut tighten, and hoped they might go away, swim off like fish. 

When he looked up, her dark eyes were bright. She released him. “Won’t you ask me how?”

No way had Maera grown up in Ost. He would have known. She was way too cheerful for that. Way too happy. So … “Pelia used to live here.”

“Yes. Years ago, when I was very young. She rescued me from the streets. I was sick, close to death. I think it was a plague of aioran flukes, we got a lot of those back then. Some said it was the flooding of the lowlands that caused the outbreak. Pelia cured me. She knew a lot about parasites and medicine, said she’d studied them.”

Elei nodded. Of course she did. Pelia was the head of PharmaMed Company. 

“She first rescued Kalaes. Then me. Then others. Placed them in Kalaes’ care one day and took off.” She spoke matter-of-factly, betraying no emotion. “Pelia never returned. We never heard from her again. Until now.”

Elei shifted in his chair, uneasy. No wonder Kalaes was so pissed with her. “And did he take other strays in after she left?”

She looked up sharply. “Kalaes? A few. Why?”

He shrugged, cursing himself for asking, for not letting go. “Nothing.”

She watched him intently for a moment, and he wondered why. “Kal… He has a weakness. And Pelia took advantage of it.”

“What weakness?”

“He wants to protect the weak.” 

Elei looked away. He wasn’t weak. 

Yet he wanted to stay.

“Who would kill Pelia?” Without a warning, she jumped to her feet and began to pace. Her combat boots squeaked. Her trousers were stained at the hip, a green stain, maybe from cooking earlier on. “Did you see who shot her?”

He was about to say no, remembering the blood blooming on her white blouse, blinding crimson, but stopped himself. When she’d grabbed his shoulder, he thought he’d seen something outside. Though, that had only been his mind playing tricks, hadn’t it? Like a dream half remembered, changing every time you thought about it.

Screw this. Tell her. “I saw a helicopter. It had no numbers, just a symbol.”

She halted and some strong emotion flickered in her eyes. Was it anger, or fear and sorrow? “Do you remember the symbol? Was it the police disc, or the quarantine hand?”

“Not clearly… Maybe a cone.” He saw again the blood glistening on his hands and smelled the acrid dakron fumes. “It was a cone.”

“A cone?” Maera shook her chestnut curls. “I don’t know what it stands for.” 

Elei shrugged, not knowing either.

Maera turned her back and paced up and down the room once more, like a caged animal. “Did something happen that day? Something must have been out of the ordinary. Did Pelia say anything? Do you know why she got shot?”

Elei forced his mind back to the last evening. “No.” 

Pelia had been all smiles and giggles. He’d never seen her like that; usually she was a serious, brooding person. It had started when they’d left the labs. He remembered wondering if she had good news about her research, but she said nothing, so he didn’t either. It wasn’t his place to ask her. She was his boss, even if she treated him like her son. 

Her eyes had shone, a luminous gray, and it had been infectious, that unrestrained laughter. Elei remembered how light his heart had felt; he thought he’d never felt so carefree and hopeful before. She’d talked about enrolling him for another course at the academy, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening with her smile, and she’d ruffled his hair and patted his cheek. She said he’d done so well in the first course, he should go on to study, take a SDA course in mechanics or in electronic design or—

“What happened afterwards, Elei? After Pelia was shot?”

Maera was down on her knees before him, holding his hands. He hadn’t noticed when she’d stopped pacing or when she’d knelt. He really should concentrate. Focus on the present. 

“After… There was so much blood she kept slipping from my arms…” He shook his head, eyes stinging. “I carried her out of the aircar.” He’d been bleeding too, and hurting, and had almost dropped her twice. “I tried to stop the bleeding, but it was too late, and she stopped breathing, and I couldn’t bring her back.” 

And he’d wept then, gods be damned, because he loved the woman like the mother he’d never had, and she was dead. Then more shots had rung out, bullets ricocheting off buildings and aircars, shouts and deafening noise. 

“Did the shots come from the helicopter? Are you sure?”

Sure? A snort escaped Elei. Was she kidding him? “I don’t know.”

“Okay. What happened then?” 

“Falx came with his goons, tried to hold me down. ‘Where is it?’ he kept saying. ‘She doesn’t have it. I’m damn sure you took it. Where is it?’”

His hands squirmed in Maera’s grasp. They’d kicked him and pressed their guns to his head, describing all the things they’d do to him if he didn’t cooperate. Caught in the memory, he struggled with the urge to pull away, to break free. Stop it. This is Maera, not Falx. 

“What did he mean?” Maera frowned. “What was he talking about?”

“I don’t know.” Elei wrenched his hands from hers, buried his fingers in his hair. “And whatever it is, I don’t have it. I don’t have anything.” Anything at all.

The memories rushed back, clearer than the previous day. With cronion pumping him full of adrenaline, he’d pushed Falx’s men off him. He’d rolled and twisted and drawn his own gun. Though dark had fallen, he’d opened fire on them, surprised and scattered them. Cronion had allowed him to see them clearly in the night. He’d weaved through the narrow alleys and passed through people’s homes, scaring their kids and ruining their carpets with blood. He’d jumped out of a window down to the street, not too high, but his watch had been ruined, his wrist half-twisted. 

For a long while, the only sound had been his harsh breaths, his heavy steps, the buzzing in his ears. Avoiding the obvious choice, the fast hoverbarges, he’d run to the streetcar lines. Amazing how the ancient vehicles still ran the old lines between the cities of Ost. Their wheels negotiated the road system just fine, but due to their weight, off-road areas — most of Ost really — were off limits. 

The streetcar took him to the shore, to one of the cargo ports. There he’d looked for a private, clandestine ferry. As Gultur patrols marched up and down the port main street, he almost gave up. But he’d found a boatman lurking behind an old storehouse, willing to take him across. He’d hidden between the boat benches, curled in a ball of misery, and hadn’t surfaced until they left the shore far behind.  

“So they think you have something they want. And the Gultur were trying to get it — or destroy it. But you don’t have it.”

“No, I don’t.” 

She waited, silent, for him to say more. She seemed morose, and her down-turned mouth looked out of place on her normally smiling face. “Are you sure? Where else did you go that day?”

“The same places. Home, then work.”

“No clues then.” She exhaled loudly. “Well, at least you’re here,” she said, cheer returning to her voice, “and you’re safe”. 

Right. That was what he kept telling himself. They’d given up, hadn’t they? After all, they must have realized he had nothing they wanted. Nothing anyone wanted. The one person who had believed in him was now dead. He had no money, no friends, and no home. And Kalaes took in no strays, not anymore. 

“Did Kalaes say that to you?” Her voice sharpened. “He’ll get such a scolding when he comes home.”

She sounded horrified, and he was horrified himself that he’d spoken the words aloud. I’m really losing it. He needed to pull himself together. Then he realized he’d told himself that a number of times already and it didn’t seem to be working.

“Listen, Maera, I—”

“You listen to me, Elei.” She looked into his eyes and held his gaze. “Pelia sent you here for a reason. Kalaes has his issues, but he was worried about you when he called this morning. He does care. Don’t run away.”

Run away, where? He wanted to laugh at that, only it wasn’t funny. 

“Okay,” he said. 

She smiled again. She looked so much prettier that way he decided to try, though he’d probably fail, to keep her smiling.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera leaned closer to get a better view of the old and stained round screen of the data processor. 

Iliathan tapped on it. His nail had been chewed to the quick. “There.” A red light flashed on the schema of the police headquarters. “A large airforce is mobilizing. Light weaponry, probably incendiary grenades as well.”

Ice trickled down her back. She shook off a shiver. “They must have a lead then, or else they would not move. Where are they heading?”

Iliathan bent forward and his blond, shaggy mane obscured the screen. Hera fought the impulse to grab him by the hair and throw him back against the wall. 

Be nice.

“Looks like they’re heading north-east,” he mumbled, unaware he’d been that close to decorating his own wall. “Hells, there’s nothing there. Just two-three small towns.”

“Which ones? Show me.”

He leaned back, tracing three urban sprawls with a grimy forefinger. “There. See? Aerica, Baris, Pydna.”

Sobek’s ugly balls. “I have to find him, before they do. They’ll kill him, Ilia.”

“He’s survived so far.” Iliathan cracked his knuckles, setting her teeth on edge. Throttling her contact was surely a bad idea, but it would be, oh, so satisfactory.

“That is no guarantee he’ll survive further.” With a sigh of weariness, she passed a hand over her eyes. “Can you find out where exactly they’re heading?”

“Crack their codes, you mean?” He was already rubbing his hands together in anticipation. 

Her lips twitched. “Yes. Track him down. Hurry up.” Turning her back to him and the screen, she folded her arms under her breasts. 

She hated this waiting and hoping and depending on others. It was impractical, time-consuming and nerve-wracking.

“Hey, Hera.” She looked around. His fingers moved rapidly on the keyboard and he did not look up as he spoke. “You know that question you asked me about a month ago?”

“Now is not the time, Ilia.” She swallowed down her anxiety and fear like a bitter medicine. “We’re in the middle of something serious.” 

“I just thought you might want to know,” he shrugged, “what I found out about the codename you gave me. The siren. But I guess you’re not really interested.”

Project Siren. Her pulse leaped. Oh what in the hells. “Tell me.”

“Ah, so now you want to know? Say please.”

She scowled. “Speak and stop wasting my time.”

He glanced up at her, an eyebrow lifted. “Fine.” He turned back to the screen, typing and retyping passwords. “Siren’s a classified project. A link seems to exist to the island of Torq in the west. Some sea operation of some sort.”

Torq? “Yes?” Hera tapped her foot. “Give me data, Ilia.”

“It’s something about origins.” Ilia waved a hand dismissively. “The origins of the islands or some such crap.”

Hera gasped and covered it with a low growl. “Get back to work.” Allowing herself to be distracted and drawn into other matters because of her damned dreams was unacceptable. Finding Eles was the priority. Getting the shipment was paramount. “We need to track this boy down now.”

Iliathan snorted and went on typing. “As you say.”

Hera wrung her hands together. They are coming for you, Eles. Flee.






  







 

 

Chapter Nine



 

Elei threw away the broken shards of the unfortunate plate and helped clean the remaining dishes with a rag. Maera talked about her monotonous job at the dakron purification factory. 

She worked the machinery. Sometimes she had to travel up north to the processing plant for samples, but didn’t drive, whereas Kalaes was an experienced driver. He was one of the few in Aerica allowed to drive the heavy air-trucks to the Gultur outposts. He’d be coming back from a drive to the east that afternoon, having delivered purified dakron to a Gultur storehouse. He’d probably pass from the market and get some food provisions on the way. There was nothing left to eat on his shelves, and above all not even water. 

Water was the most expensive commodity, even on Dakru. That puzzled him, because Dakru had clean and abundant water sources, unlike Ost. But of course the Gultur controlled the center of the island and with it the water springing from the mountains — all the natural fountains of Dakru. There was power in controlling something so essential to human life, in a land where it practically never rained. With mountains too low to stop the clouds, those sailed away over the sea.

Rumors were that the Bone Tower, their sacred citadel, had lakes and brooks of water running down the streets, flanked by green trees and hedges full of colorful birds.  Elei had seen a tree laden with red fruit once, outside a Gultur temple. Nobody knew where the Gultur found the green plants. Rumors also were that their temples stood in water with bridges linking them to shore — clear, sweet water, not sea brine. 

Hard to imagine.

Maera chattered away for a long time. Her cadence was even and soothing, and it let Elei weave in and out of his confused thoughts and memories. Her voice was always there, almost tangible, a rope that pulled him back from the chasm each time, anchoring him to the present. 

When she began preparations to go, grabbing a scarf here, a sweater there, he fought not to panic. He told himself it was absurd to need someone there with him. Only children needed to be held and comforted; only children were afraid to be alone. He took deep breaths and forced his shoulders to relax.

She picked up her bag from a corner of the room, pulled on her jacket. “Kalaes will be here soon. He’s running a little late, he’s probably found lines at the market, and I’ve got to run a few errands, pass from home to change, and then work. I have the night shift for this week and then I’ll have the mornings. Much better for one’s life, huh? I’ll just have to talk to Kalaes another day.”

He resisted the urge to grab and hold on to her. “Maera, please…”

She only smiled at him and shut the door behind her. 

He stood in the middle of the bedroom, feeling lost and cold. What should he do now?

He hadn’t felt that way since Albi died, but hells, he’d been just a child then. He was a man now. Forget that he’d broken down the previous night in front of Kalaes. Just like a child might. 

Dammit.

He went to the chair and picked up his Rasmus. To calm down, he disassembled the gun. The magazine came out first, and then he double-checked the chamber, making sure no round was left inside. With a thin punch he always kept in the holster, he field-stripped the gun and broke it down to its parts, piece by tiny piece, first the slide, then the firing pin spring, the metal frame and the trigger. He cleaned them on a patch of his t-shirt that wasn’t stiff with dried blood and checked for humidity and mold, for anything that could cause trouble. But everything looked fine. 

He quickly put it back together, inserted the magazine and wiped an imaginary stain from its barrel. He bowed his head. His boots were caked in dry mud. His blood-stiffened jacket hung on the back of the chair, incongruous in the cheerful little apartment. 

He had a feeling he’d outstayed his… well, his welcome, if that was the right word. He wasn’t sure how Kalaes saw his presence there, no matter what Maera said, and then… Then he had a feeling there was something he couldn’t see, though it was right in front of his eyes. He realized cronion was in the fore, tightening his belly, pressing inside his head. Warning him. 

But of what? He was safe, safe there, and he repeated the mantra until he could take a deep breath and release his hold on his gun.

He had the gun out in a heartbeat and aiming when something rattled. He jumped to his feet just before the door was thrown open. A man stood at the opening, orange flashing on his chest and crimson pulsing over his heart and head. The world around them went dark and hushed as Elei took aim.

The wild shape of the hair and the wide set of shoulders were familiar.

Stop. Elei forced his hand down until the Rasmus pointed to the floor. Just stop.

Kalaes stood there, wide-eyed, arms tight around two bulging cloth bags. The spikes of his black hair pointed up, as if he’d been pulling on them all day. “Elei?”

He backed away, his mind still screeching. “Sorry.”

Kalaes entered, steps dragging, and nudged the door shut with his foot. He gazed at Elei for a moment, shook his head and headed for the kitchen. Elei heard the bags drop on the table, heard the steps return. Hands took the Rasmus away. 

“Come sit here.”

The bed creaked as Kalaes sat. He seemed tired. Dark circles marked his eyes. It must have been a hell of a day. Elei suddenly wondered where Kalaes had slept if Elei had taken his bed. The chair didn’t look very comfortable.

Elei sat down on the bed. 

“Maera called me, told me what you said. Look at me Elei.” Kalaes’ eyes were narrowed. “Is there any chance this Falx guy has followed you here, to Aerica?” 

“I think not.” Yet he wondered. Had someone followed him? Nothing had happened so far; he had to hope he was safe.

The lines of Kalaes’ mouth relaxed. “Life has been quiet here for some time now. I haven’t had a gun shoved into my face in years. You just…” Kalaes placed the gun on the bed and crossed his arms. “Where did you come from anyway? You never said. I thought Pelia might have gone to Kukno or Torq…”

“Ost.”

“You’re joking!” Kalaes’ brows arched. “No wonder you caught telmion, fe. What in the hells was Pelia doing on Ost, the backwater of the world?”

“She headed the drug company. She was looking for a vaccine or a cure.” Elei hesitated. Should he trust cronion, trust that being with Kalaes was safe? Pelia had sent him there and she ought to know what she was doing. But could he trust anyone? “A cure for telmion. That’s what she told me.”

“Did she try it on you?”

“No, no good. I have cronion, it complicates things.”

“Could that be what this Falx is after?”

Elei shrugged and it pulled on his healing wound. He supposed it could. But why wouldn’t she have told him if the cure had been found? She’d talked to him about practically everything else.

Kalaes rose, startling him. “Come, fe, let’s make something to eat, both you and I need it.”

Elei followed him, stomach rumbling at the thought of food. Kalaes took different packages from the bags and spread them on the kitchen table. Elei stared at Kalaes’ hands, at his strong set of shoulders. Whereas his face was smooth and young, his hands were lined and bore the mark of several non-lethal diseases. Elei easily recognized the spiral scars left by urion, he had one of his own on his chest, and the circular ones left by trieter, where the larvae had eaten through the tissue before they’d been found and extracted. He remembered how that had felt, the wiggling, maddening sensation, and the sharp pain of their jaws as he’d suffocated them with a wet patch and pulled them out, one by one. 

He shivered. 

Then Kalaes turned his wide smile on him and Elei ducked his head. “Lots to eat, and none of Maera’s mash breakfast!”

Elei had no objection to anything that could be eaten, mash or not, so he just nodded and picked at the packages, curious. He recognized a couple, the box of red mushrooms, blue bread made of sapphire-algae, two pieces of smoked eel, a basket of K-fungi blooms. His mouth watered. He reached over and grabbed a knife to cut the bread, then realized with a start he was weighing it in his hand, judging how well-balanced it was for throwing, and frowned. 

Cronion still hadn’t relaxed completely. Then again no colors flashed around him, so maybe it was a matter of time until it did.

He bent to work, cut the blue loaf into thin slices, watched them pile. The smell of spices made him lift his head and he watched Kalaes mixing flour and eggs in the bowl. He stopped slicing bread and stared at the dance of Kalaes’ hands stirring and adding ingredients, spices and salt. There was something familiar about what he was doing.

“You’re making fooncakes!” His heart hurt with a bittersweet pain.

Kalaes turned, his hands stilling, and Elei looked down, horrified at himself. For he knew exactly whom he’d seen making fooncakes that way before, and who had taught Kalaes. 

“Pelia taught me,” Kalaes said in a flat voice and turned back to the pan. 

Elei let out a long breath. He wondered if Pelia had been as much a mother to Kalaes as she’d been to himself. Teaching him how to speak all proper, to cook and clean, to better his reading, to look after himself and to nurse himself to health after a bout of disease. Wondered if she’d also held Kalaes’ hand when he was sick and brought him medicine and food, if she’d admonished him to ignore the others’ teasing and bullying, if she’d taught him to recognize affection when he saw it and embrace it.

Only to lose it again.

Elei shivered and laid the knife on the table, not trusting his hands. Cronion had never controlled him so much before; the balance between it and telmion had been near perfect — one making him aggressive, the other meek. Together they made him whole. Sometimes he wondered who he’d been before the twin infections. He’d been so little when he contracted them he couldn’t remember what it was like not to have them. Sometimes he wondered if he would like what lay underneath it all. If there was anything left. 

Kalaes flipped the fooncakes and dished them out into one of the orange plates. He turned, placed it on the table, along with a bottle of water and two glasses. He emptied the K-fungi in a bowl and pulled a chair. Elei sat down too, trying not to think too hard about what came next, about this being his last day here, in this little apartment, about leaving and trying to make ends meet in a place, in a life where he knew no-one and nothing.

“Hey, don’t look so morose.” Kalaes reached out and gave him a light shove. His smile was back, wide and inviting, and Elei relaxed a little more. “Eat, here, the blooms are good, and my fooncakes are the best in town.”

Elei chewed slowly, savoring the sweet blooms, and the cakes which were spicy and tangy. The bread was much better than any he’d tried on Ost, nutty and filling, and the eel melted in his mouth. 

Kalaes served him water. “When did you first know you had telmion?”

Elei went on chewing, not wanting to remember, but then he had to stop and put the blue bread down. He was eating Kalaes’ food, sleeping under his roof, and the guy had asked Elei a simple question. He owed him an answer. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and fingered the rim of his plate. “I was very little. Don’t know how old.”

“What did your parents do?”

“Parents?”

The thought had never occurred to him, not that he remembered at least. Parents. A strange concept. 

“Your mother. Someone gave birth to you, didn’t they, fe?”

Put that way… “I suppose so.”

Kalaes suddenly laughed out loud, startling him. “You’re… unpredictable, fe. So, no parents. Who raised you then?”

“Albi.”

“A woman? She took you in, then.”

Well, you could say that. After all, ‘in’ could mean many things. He nodded. Albi had no house. But she’d had a big heart. And she’d taken him in.

“So what were the first symptoms?” Kalaes piled blooms on a slice of bread and stuffed himself, cheeks bulging. He went on chewing, oblivious to how funny he looked.

Elei’s mouth tried to grin again, its corners twitching, but the memory he was supposed to unearth stopped it. Symptoms. He had to think about that. It’d been long ago. “My skin, those strange marks. Then the pain. The vomiting.” There, he still remembered. Perhaps he’d never forget. “Then Albi found me.”

“And gave you cronion.”

Elei licked dry lips. She’d saved him in the nick of time. He’d been so dehydrated his body had begun to fail. She’d given him a kiss of life or death. Life had prevailed. “Yes.”

Kalaes chewed on another cake. “The streets are a mean place to be when you are small. I know how it is. I had my gang, we protected each other. Then, when we got sick, Pelia came along and took us in.”

Elei’s heart was in his throat. Protection. Kalaes made him feel safe, like Albi had. He had an aura of strength around him that promised calm. Even cronion relaxed when Kalaes was there. Elei wanted to stay there, with him. So he said nothing. He bit into a bloom and it tasted of ashes and frustration.

“Were you in a street gang? Did you have a protector?” Kalaes waved a bloom in the air with his tattooed hand.

Well, obviously he did. Hadn’t he said so? “Albi.”

“No others? How did you stand against other gangs?”

“There’re no street gangs in the trashlands.”

He would have thought it was obvious. After all, there were no streets in the trashlands, and for apparent reasons so few people lived there that it was easy to keep a distance. No social calls, no greetings. Trying to avoid disease was half the job. The other half was finding something edible enough or something sellable to exchange for something edible and for water. And that was that. No energy for squabble.

Elei wondered why Kalaes put down the cake, arched an eyebrow and gave him a wary look. 

“Trashlands. Why would you live there?”

“Albi lived there.”

“She took you there?”

“She found me there.”

Kalaes looked green. “Wait. She found you there? Among the trash?”

Elei frowned. Was it so strange? Albi had never commented on it. There were all sorts of strange things among the trash. A child was just one more. Wasn’t it?

“She said I was left there.” Said she’d found other children before, but they had died. All of them. Telmion was a killer once it got you and it loved rotten garbage and standing water. Rotting flesh and offal and sourness and rat’s fur—

“What is she, a trash gatherer?”

Elei blinked. “Yeah, that’s what she was.”

And she was kind, she was funny, she was gruff, she was affectionate, she was—

“Sorry, fe. Hey! Eat up your cake.” Kalaes was smiling again and it looked a little strained. At a loss, Elei stuffed the cake in his mouth, but couldn’t swallow. He took a sip of water to wash it down.

Kalaes was silent for a spell. Then he got up and gathered the plates, keeping his back to Elei. His shoulders seemed to have narrowed, his back hunched over. He placed the dishes into a bucket and turned, a smile on his lips but a pained look in his eyes. “Enough of sad memories. Come!”

Elei was firmly pulled to his feet and he followed Kalaes to the other room, curious and dreading what would come next.

“Go wash yourself. You stink and you’re still covered in blood. After you clean up, we’re going out.”

Out? But Elei nodded without a word and forced himself to move. Sure, he stank of old blood and sweat. He could try to wash that away. For the smell of telmion there was nothing he could do. Strange scent, sweet and musty, trying to attract other hosts of related parasites — mainly gray rats, cats and small black flies. Such creatures might already be following him, if cronion hadn’t intervened with its own spicy smell, a rough olfactory fabric shrouding him at all times.

After closing the door of the cubicle behind him, he undressed slowly. First he pulled off the blood-stiffened t-shirt and shuddered. It was cold and he felt exposed, more naked than the loss of the cloth layers warranted; he felt naked to his soul. 

Pelia was dead and he’d left Ost to venture into an unknown world where he didn’t know anyone and hadn’t learned the rules. 

“Great gods in the deep…” He resisted the urge to kneel and pray, as the monks who’d taken him in after Albi’s death had taught him. That was a habit he’d given up when he realized the gods wouldn’t bring Albi back. 

Useless. The gods. The faith.

He unbound the bandage and let it fall to the floor. The wound seemed to be healing fine and he prodded it lightly. No sign of infection, though it was still tender. With a wince, he bent over to remove his boots and the rest of his clothes. He scrunched up his nose at the cloying smell of old blood and sweat. Stinking was an understatement.

He wet the washing rag and passed it over himself, shivering at the cold touch. With the gray soap from the sink, he washed himself as best he could, splashing some water, feeling guilty about wasting it when it was so expensive and unable to avoid it. His torso was so covered in dried blood that he ended up scraping at it with his fingernails to get it off. He scratched and scored the dark paste from the furrows left by the colmus parasite in his sides until he could do no more. He washed his hands, digging the blood from under his fingernails, but it stuck like a curse. 

Not all of that blood was his. Most of it was Pelia’s. So much blood pouring from her, drenching him. Elei rubbed at his stinging eyes and bit back a sob. Enough. A towel hung on a nail on the door. He rubbed himself dry until his skin turned red. When he finished, the towel was a rusty brown. 

He was staring at it when the door creaked open. He stumbled and banged his knee against the water cabinet. Cursing under his breath, he glanced over his shoulder at the intruder. 

“Clothes.” Kalaes dropped the bundle to the floor. Then he stopped, utterly still, and gaped. Elei pressed his lips together. He knew what Kalaes saw. The tel-marks on his back were a sight. Snakeskin they called it on Ost — gray scales, iridescent and hard. They covered the top of his back and shoulders, the back of his forearms, buttocks, and legs. 

The snake disease. 

And then, where scales and skin met, the signs of cronion, the resistance, formed flower designs. Those were the spots where the spread of telmion had stopped, on the surface as well as inside. There was perhaps nobody else who had such an armor of serpent skin, so extended, so perfected. He’d carried the full-blown disease for seven days. Albi had calculated it from the surface covered by the scales, before cronion was inserted into him and started work. Even then, it’d taken three days for the spread to stop.   

Kalaes whistled, his eyes strangely bright. “Pissing amazing, fe.” Then he seemed to realize staring made Elei uncomfortable, for he tsked, turned and left. 

When Elei heard him banging pans and dishes in the kitchen, he bent, gathered the clothes and pulled them on. The t-shirt and the polo neck sweater were a little wide at the shoulders, but they smelled clean and he was glad for that. The pants hung low on his hipbones. There was even clean underwear and a pair of socks. He dressed slowly, apprehension lying like dead weight across his shoulders. 

Hands on the tiny sink, he bowed his head. If there was any way to avoid talking of what would come next, leaving, facing again the unknown, he’d take it in a heartbeat. 

Foolish.

When he finally emerged, Kalaes waited in what was turning out to be his favorite posture, arms folded across his chest, legs apart, and a grin plastered on his face. 

“Heh, you don’t look half so bad in my clothes, fe. That’s what style does for you.”

Elei shook his head, the slight tugging at his lips becoming annoying. What was there to smile about anyway? “Where are we going?”

“To do some laundry.”

It made sense. But… “I got no money left.” Even though he’d told Kalaes all he remembered about his escape from Ost, he felt embarrassed enough to need to explain more. “Used my last dils to charter the boat and then the aircar to come here.”

Kalaes patted Elei’s back. “Just get ready.”

Elei gathered his dirty clothes and stuffed them in a duffle bag Kalaes produced seemingly out of thin air. He snatched his Rasmus, made sure the safety was on and holstered it to follow Kalaes out into the cool evening. 

He had thought he’d seen the street below. After all, he’d walked it up and down looking for the building only the previous night. But he could recognize nothing. In his memory, there were only black and white shapes, harsh angles and façades. Now he saw colors, the red of crawling lichens on fences, the blue of antifungal paint on walls, and the rainbow colors of old aircars zipping by. 

Kalaes whistled and a man shuffled from the shadows, an ama cigarette hanging from his lips. 

“What’s up?” A scar marred his face. Elei recognized the man who’d bumped into him the previous day, on his way to Kalaes’ building.

“Going to the launderette.” Kalaes tossed the man a coin. “Cover us.”

So this was one of Kalaes’ outmen, a watchdog, acting the middle man to street gangs. Pelia had explained to him how things in the city worked once he’d left the monks to be her driver. Pay for protection or die on your first day.

The man nodded slowly and rubbed the coin between his fingers. “Done.” He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned closer. “Linus says the Gultur showed up on the east side and gunned down three men. Never explained why.”

Kalaes’ mouth settled in a straight line. “Again.”

“Again,” Elei whispered. Fear chilled his insides. He pulled on his hood, as if that would ward off the cold inside. He remembered the Gultur dragging those naked men to their temple and gunning two of them down. “What’s going on?”  

“Thanks, Deno.” Kalaes walked on as if nothing had been said, carrying the bag of laundry, and Elei hurried to catch up. “It’s because of the Undercurrent,” Kalaes whispered. “The Gultur are launching a war of terror, killing anyone who dares speak up against them. They say they pick on men most, for being different from them.” His hand fisted against his side, and Elei wondered again what the spiral tattoo stood for. “If I had one chance to take their power away, I’d do it in a blink. Look at this!” He gestured at the dilapidated buildings. “Look at how life on Ost is, and the other islands. How they strip us of our liberties and resources one by one — the water, the dakron, the weapons, the factories. Everything belongs to them.”

A sharp whistle pierced the night and Kalaes hissed. It had to be Deno, warning them of something. Kalaes glanced back, but continued walking. “Keep moving. Don’t change your pace. Look down.”

The cold spread in Elei’s body all the way to his toes. Despite Kalaes’ advice, he peered behind him and saw Deno’s lanky shadow follow at a distance, marked by the tremulous light of his cigarette. “What is it?”

“Gultur.”

Then heavy footfalls sounded and a Gultur patrol marched by, holding transparent shields and tapping electric batons against their thighs as they walked. Their visored faces were blank, the only difference between them the color of their hair, caught in high ponytails, swinging behind them, rusty red, golden blond, dakron black. 

Elei hastily bent his head, hiding his face in the shadow of his hood.

Not fifty paces down the street, Kalaes pushed open a dusty door and they entered into the laundry shop. It was narrow and stuffy, two small windows letting in curdled light, and they were the only customers. The wash-machines lined the wall, black and dusty, their openings dark like howling mouths. 

Elei tried to see outside, to catch a glimpse of the patrol, but the shop front was blinded.

“They’re gone,” Kalaes said, his voice pitched lower than normal, so low it vibrated. Kalaes wasn’t so much afraid, Elei realized, as pissing angry.

They fed the clothes into a machine. Kalaes added some of his own to make it worth the money. He stuck a dil inside the slot, and they sat back on the nepheline bench and watched the clothes tumble in jets of steam.  

And that was that, Elei thought and gripped the edge of the bench with a sinking feeling in his gut. Fed and washed, his clothes clean and dry, his wound bandaged, he’d change and go. Kalaes had helped him enough. More than enough. 

It would be fine, he told himself. He’d go and ask if anybody needed a driver, a worker, a machinery handler. Perhaps Maera would know. He’d find a place to stay, a room like the one he’d had in Ost. Then he wondered if he’d have to pay the street gangs to leave him in peace here, too, and just how dangerous it would be to start looking. He’d have to ask Kalaes about that. Maybe Kalaes could put him in touch with someone trustworthy. Elei knew from Ost that a cheap place always meant a bad neighborhood, and that meant danger of rape and even murder.

He’d had one or two close calls in Ost, before Pelia found him a place. With the salary she gave him, he’d been able to afford it.

No chance he’d get that kind of salary here. Without certifications and a recommendation letter, he’d be lucky to get any job. There was just no going back.

The hand that fell on his shoulder startled a small cry out of him. 

Kalaes’ eyes were laughing. “Thinking again, fe? It’s frying your brain, I can hear it sizzle.” He squeezed Elei’s shoulder, pinned him with his dark gaze. “What’s on your mind?”

A thousand thoughts, whirring like revolving blades. Elei leaned back and rested his shoulders and head on the wall. “Thinking about tomorrow.”

“You think too much.” Kalaes chuckled. Elei wondered what in the hells he found so funny. “Maera told me she half-scared you to death this morning.”

Elei ducked his head, heat licking his neck.

“Listen to me, Elei.” Kalaes’ voice dropped, all laughter gone from his face. “Dakru isn’t a good place to stay. Not safe.”

The threat of Gultur. Elei shrugged. “Neither is Ost.” He had no preference between a bullet from the Gultur and a knifing from the streetgangs.

“All right.” Kalaes shook his head. “I’ll ask around, help you as much as I can to find a job and a room.” He squeezed Elei’s shoulder one last time and released him. “Will you just relax now and take that look off your face? It’s making me nervous and, anyway, it’s too old for you, fe.” 

Again something bright and altogether sad passed through Kalaes’ eyes. It was gone in a flash and left Elei wondering if he was imagining things.

“Say, I’d have taken you out for a drink tonight, gods know I need one, but the Gultur bolted down all bars on Dakru.”

Elei frowned. “But tonight—”

“Tonight you’re crashing with me, or else Maera’ll have my head. Tomorrow is another day.”

Hells, Kalaes was probably doing this against his will and would kick Elei out as soon as morning dawned. Elei slumped back. “Thanks.” He struggled to say something more, something nice. “Maera’s great.”

“Yes, she is.” Kalaes leaned back, too, resting his head on his interlaced hands. He smirked. “I told her you’re not a puppy to be taken in like that, without asking, though.”

“Huh.” Elei tensed more, the tendons in his neck aching. “And what did she say?” 

“She laughed. Told me nothing was stopping me from asking you.”

Elei’s pulse doubled, beating in his temples. 

“So I’m asking you, would you crash in my home again tonight?”

The muscles in Elei’s face relaxed and cronion kind of sighed inside him. The grip in his middle and the incessant throbbing in his head went down a notch and left him blinking. One more night of safety. “Okay.”

Kalaes grinned widely. 

Elei supposed things couldn’t be all that bad if Kalaes was grinning. 

So he smiled.






  







 

 

Chapter Ten



 

“Kalaes!” a woman’s high-pitched voice called. “Hey! Wait up!”

Elei started, his breath cut short. Kalaes stopped a few steps up, duffle bag slung over one shoulder, head cocked to the side. In the faint radiance spiraling down from the windows of the second floor stood a middle-aged woman, dressed in a filthy pink robe and scuffed slippers. She leaned on the wall and puffed a cloud of sweet ama smoke in their direction.

Kalaes sighed, shoved the duffel with their dry laundry into Elei’s hands and climbed the rest of the steps. He strode up to her. “Hey, Zea. Everything all right?”

She nodded. “Someone came looking for you. A young woman.”

“For me?” Kalaes folded his arms across his chest and gave her a sideways look. 

Her face wrinkled more and she pursed her painted lips. “Not you, sweetheart, for the boy here.”

Elei looked at her pointing finger and realized she was talking about him. “Me?” He climbed to the landing and stood next to Kalaes.

“Kalaes is nineteen, and although he’s pretty as a picture,” she winked at Kalaes who rolled his eyes, “I can’t really call him a boy, now, can I?”

Elei shrugged. He was just an inch or two shorter than Kalaes, but he was thinner and narrower of shoulders. His age was a mystery to him, but he’d signed without hesitation the legal documents produced by the monks which stated his maturity, when Pelia had said she needed an adult to drive her aircar. 

“A boy with different colored eyes, she said. Not many of them around, I said.” She raised a too-thin, plucked eyebrow. “She told me she’s a friend of yours. I told her you were out, didn’t know when you’d be back.”

Friend? Elei realized he’d dropped the duffel bag and was backing away, inching toward the stairs. His right eye throbbed and faint flashes of colors jumped on each surface — on Zea’s chest, on Kalaes’ broad back. With his foot, Elei found the first step and climbed down.

“Any idea who the woman might be?” Kalaes scratched the back of his head. “Hey, Elei…” He turned.  “Elei? Where’re you going, fe? Apartment’s up, not down!”

Elei’s ears roared. He missed a step, but Kalaes’ hand closed around his arm and yanked him back up. “Elei, can you hear me?” Now he sounded concerned. “Come on, fe, don’t freak out on me again.”

But he was. Time splintered into uneven slabs. At some point, he realized he’d been walking with Kalaes’ voice droning in his ears like a damn mosquito, yet he couldn’t tell how or when he found himself back in Kalaes’ apartment. One moment he was outside, the next he leaned on the wall, beside Kalaes’ bed.

Kalaes locked the door and dropped the duffle on the bed. “Listen to me. I take it that you weren’t expecting any woman to drop by, right?” He lifted a dark brow. “Only guessing here, since you aren’t one for much talking. Any clue who she is?”

Elei shook his head. He didn’t know many women. Apart from Pelia, he only knew his concierge, Pelia’s concierge, and an ama cigarette vendor on Ost. Oh, and the aircar driver. What was her name? Fia. That pretty much covered his female acquaintances. Besides, nobody should know where he was staying now. 

 “Are we thinking the same thing, fe?” Kalaes raked his fingers through his wild hair and tugged on the two braids. “They came after you; they still think you got what they’re after. How in the hells did they find you?”

“I don’t know.” The boatman. The woman at the diner. Timmy. Fia. He rubbed his neck. He’d left a trail. Of course he had. Only he hadn’t thought anyone wanted him so desperately to come looking. “I wasn’t careful.”

“You made it out alive,” Kalaes said grimly, “and I’m getting a feeling it wasn’t that easy.”

Elei looked away, uncomfortable. 

“They won’t kill you,” Kalaes said, “they won’t risk damaging what they think you have.”

Right. And he knew that, how? “Maybe they just want to destroy it.” After all, they’d shot Pelia, hadn’t they? They hadn’t politely asked her to give them whatever in the hells it was they wanted.

“Why?”

Elei sighed, frustrated. “I don’t know. It’s a feeling, that’s all.” A very bad feeling. 

“I thought it was a guy after you, this Falx and his gang, not a woman.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Look.” Kalaes rubbed his face. “I’m beat, I need to sleep. I can’t think straight like this. Whoever that woman was, she was alone, she asked for you very decently, and she isn’t here now.”

Might be nice to have Kalaes’ positive outlook on life. Elei could see a thousand paths, a thousand possibilities, and none of them pleasant.

Kalaes rummaged in a trunk and threw Elei a striped blue and green blanket.  “Get some sleep, fe.” Kalaes fell on the bed and pulled the covers up to his waist. He yawned so hard his jaw cracked. “G’dnight.”

Kalaes was right. The woman who’d asked about him wasn’t there. Then why was cronion on the fore, tightening his insides? 

Or maybe he’d felt safe, protected, for so long with Pelia, he’d forgotten what it was like to fend for himself. Maybe cronion was just reminding him that there was no rest, no relaxation in the real world. 

When Elei looked up, Kalaes was already fast asleep. He watched the black-clad chest rise and fall for a while and tried to relax. He wrapped himself in the blanket and sank against the wall, letting himself slide down. 

He kept the Rasmus out, in the general direction of the door, though he left the safety on. Accidentally shooting himself in the foot was the last thing he needed. He shifted, seeking a more comfortable position, his gut tight, his head throbbing, the world flashing in colors, every detail painfully sharp. He pulled his hood forward, half-hiding his face, and closed his eyes, but images kept playing behind his lids — Pelia, the girl in the alley, the Gultur shooting the men. The boatman, Timmy, Fia, his endless wandering in the streets, all that had happened ran in an endless loop, providing no new clues, just more headache. 

Who was that woman who asked for him? Was it someone he knew? Hells, Falx had tried to kill him and Elei had always thought him his friend. What if the ama vendor from Ost turned out to be after his head too?

He was being paranoid. But who could blame him, under the circumstances? The world made no sense. 

Dawn was seeping through the windows, red as blood, when he finally slept and dreamed that a little girl stood before him, her small naked feet in the clear water of a huge fountain. The fountain was in the shape of a seashell carved of white marble. Soft waves of blond hair fell around her cat-like face, framing her large, dark eyes. She wore a long yellow dress with dark stains like blood down the front. 

“Elei.” She bent over and placed a small hand on his cheek. “I am Poena.”

The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He reached out to touch her and her arm was solid, warm, and her scent powdery, milky. “Do I know you?”

She slipped from his fingers like an eel. “I bring a message from the king in you.”

He drew his hand back. “The king?” Something was off. No child talked like that. “What king, what are you on about?”

She smiled, showing black gaps in her teeth. “Find the silvery lake at the temple, spill blood into the water, turn the water red.” Tears formed in her gray eyes, rolled down her cheeks, framing her smile with shiny tracks. “Do you hear me? Spill blood. Spill it all. You must.”

 

 

***

 

 

Coordinates found, Hera hurried out of Iliathan’s tiny basement, letting the door slam behind her, and climbed the iron ladder onto his small aircar. With one step she reached the cabin and wrenched the door open.  The cockpit was cramped and smelled of engine oil. Bent, she scooted over to the driver’s seat. One more person could fit next to her, and two more people behind. A good, practical size. She hummed her approval. 

The longgun secured under one foot, she took stock of the driving panel. Standard. Using Iliathan’s code, she started the engine and flipped on the equilibrators and emergency lights.

She had the name of a town, even a street and a number. Someone was very serious about their work. They’d interrogated anyone who might have seen Eles on his flight. Grudgingly, Hera had to admit they’d done a much better job than her.

Then again, she had not tortured anyone to get the information. She shuddered as the details and photos from the reports flashed before her eyes. 

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” Iliathan raced out onto the street yelling, waving his arms in the air. His hair stuck out like the spines of a sea urchin. “You can’t take that aircar! It belongs to the company. They’ll fire me!”

“I’ll bring it back,” she shouted and smirked. One day. “It’s an emergency.”

“Yeah.” His hands curled into fists. She could barely hear his voice now. “I like you Hera, I really do, but that boy’s probably already roast meat or charcoal by now and I need that aircar. Are you even listening to me?” He pulled out his gun and trained it on her. “Hera, damn you!”

Eles had better not be dead. Hera accelerated, passed by Iliathan, knowing he would not shoot her, and set the course for Aerica and the apartment of Kalaes Ster. He had damn well better not be.






  







 

 

Chapter Eleven



 

Elei paced the room, his stomach cramped like a stone lodged under his ribs. A bleep had woken him at the crack of dawn and Kalaes had staggered past him with his beeper in hand. He’d gone to work and Elei had dozed off for a while longer. Dawn had turned to late morning by the time he stood up, golden light spilling through the window, and a check of the apartment had shown him he was indeed alone.

He reached the wall and turned back. And again. It was too quiet. No sound from outside. No aircars passing. No voices. He stopped, his heart beating too fast, then backtracked until his back was pressed to the wall. He curled his fingers around the handle of his gun. Inside the building, he heard a woman’s cry. A whiff of dakron teased his nostrils. 

His right eye twitched and throbbed. Everything inside the room began to glow, their outlines impossibly bright, as if burning with white fire. His legs tensed, quivering with the need to run.

Danger.

Yet no colors flashed in his eyes. He hesitated, caught between relief and fear.  Cronion hadn’t activated his heat sensitive vision, which could mean that he was wrong. That he was safe.

Though his insides wouldn’t knot like that if he was, would they? Sweat rolled down his temples, down his back and his heart pumped furiously. 

A crash sounded from above.

Before he realized what he was doing, he wrenched the door open and ran out. He glanced right and left. The corridor was empty. Voices rang from above. Then the hum of aircars came from outside, so deep it sent an ache into his teeth. 

See? he told himself. There’re sounds.
Nothing’s out of the ordinary. Stand down.

But the corridor swam in an eerie glow and his heart hammered against his ribs. He started down the stairs — just to check, just to set his heart and damned cronion at ease. 

Whispers. 

He paused, his back plastered to the wall, and listened. Male voices conversed below. A faint scent of smoke tickled his nose. Elei stepped back toward the apartment and the corridor flashed with pale, washed out colors, blue, green, faint yellow, watery pink. He jerked around in a circle. 

Nobody and nothing was there. No assailants, no fire, no danger. Was cronion running mad? He strode back to Kalaes’ apartment and gripped the door handle. A thundering sound filled his ears, like the whiz of helicopters and planes, gathering in a great swarm, descending on him. The stench of burnt dakron filled his nostrils.

A sharp ache rushed from his right eye to encompass the right side of his head. He clutched it, reeling against the wall. What in the hells was wrong?

Danger. Flee. Leave the building. 

There had to be an emergency exit. He forced himself not to run and instead walked to the other end of the corridor. When he reached the emergency door, he took a deep breath and tried the handle. 

Locked. A howl was building in his chest. Swallowing it, he kicked the door, pummeled it with his fists. His head buzzed unpleasantly. He rattled the handle, desperation heavy in his stomach, then he forced himself to look at the lock more closely. The design was unfamiliar, a plain metal sheet with strange symbols engraved on its surface.

The thundering sound intensified, drilling inside his skull. The colors around him flared, blinding neon green and yellow, and he groaned, dizzy. Frantically, he ran his fingers over the lock, searching for any clue to its function. 

Something clicked under his forefinger and the door opened. He stumbled out on a creaking fire escape, but the blinking colors threw off his balance. He grabbed the rusty ladder and inched down. Below him, the narrow alley stretched into emptiness. As he crawled down, snatches of sounds bored into his ears like insects. The metal ladder glowed a faint silver. 

Elei dropped into the alley, landing on his feet, but his knees gave way and he fell to all fours. He laid his head on his folded arms for a moment, willing the nausea to subside, then crawled away until he could find his feet. 

A glance up showed him a clear, empty sky. No planes, no helicopter. Heartbeat in his mouth, he stood and ran. The world pulsed, unbearably bright, as he raced among crumbling buildings, in claustrophobic, winding streets. Getting away. Only that mattered.

Hiding in shadows, he ran and threaded through back alleys. And the worst was that he didn’t know what exactly he was running away from, only that he was getting as far from it as possible. Golden outlines of people showed behind fences and hedges, and he hid from everyone, even from children playing on the sidewalk. Finally he fell behind a dumpster and huddled there, too winded to move. 

What in the deepest hell are you doing? He curled into a ball. You’ve slept too little, you’re tired and you let a parasite control you like a puppet. You had it under control until the shooting. You can’t run from everything. You can’t run away from quiet. Since when is quiet suspect? 

He unfolded his legs, leaned back and breathed deeply, starting to wonder where he was. The light was high, the shadows short. He just sat there, feeling like he’d felt all those years ago, when Albi had died and he’d wandered the streets of Alecto for the first time. 

Lost. 

He remembered the monks of the factory convent who had taken him in. Faceless, nameless, a mass of masks and hooded heads. Isolation. Quiet. But no complaints, even though after Albi’s warmth and affection it had felt at first like living encased in a block of ice. He’d had food and work and learning, and although talking and laughing had been discouraged, the monks had been the reason he’d survived. No orphanages on Ost. No charity for the ones marked with telmion and other diseases. He’d been lucky. 

And then Pelia had come along, looking for a driver, and he’d looked up and right into her smiling face. She’d taken him with her. A stray. He hadn’t known she’d done it before. That it had been her habit. Her hobby.

He sighed, not sure why he was angry. She’d taken him in and it had been an act of kindness. Nothing wrong with kindness. But now he thought he might have preferred to find out it had been something different. He struggled to pinpoint the concept he was looking for. Affection, perhaps. Connection. What kept families together. What gave birth to smiles. 

His eyes burned. Affection or kindness, she’d been his family. Now she was dead, like Albi before, and he was again alone.

The light changed and the shadows lengthened. What time was it? Elei’s leg muscles protested when he pushed himself to his feet. Kalaes would think him mad for bolting like that, without a reason. And he’s probably right.

Maera would be worried, too. A sudden flash of fear went through him. What if something had happened to them? 

Yeah, add paranoia on top of ordinary madness. Yet, he couldn’t shake off the sting of fear the thought carried. He started to run. When he received curious stares, he pulled on his hood and slowed down. He jogged in the general direction he remembered coming from. He passed decaying buildings crowded with squatters, kids huddling under low walls to roll ama cigarettes, and cats prowling street corners. After a while, he realized he was lost, unable to even remember Kalaes’ street name, until he finally came into the main avenue. 

While waiting to catch his breath, he checked the avenue for anything suspicious but nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary. He finally spotted Kalaes’ building and strolled toward it as casually as he could, hands in his pockets, his hood drawn down over his face. There was no sign of anything unusual, no crowds gawking, no police helicopters. How was he going to explain why he’d run away like that? Kalaes might not even let him inside again. It wasn’t as if he owed Elei anything.

Closer up, he stiffened. Thin smoke drifted from an open second floor window. Had the façade been streaked with black the previous day? He frowned but figured that it was, after all, an old building, full of stains and mold. When he reached the entrance, he saw no movement inside and nobody stood at the door or the stairs. 

The street was busy, though; people moved around him, vehicles passed, a dog barked on a corner. His flight already felt like a bad dream. He pushed the door open and entered.

Burnt dakron, burnt flesh. His nostrils twitched and his stomach tried to climb up his throat. He ran up the stairs. At the first landing, he stopped in his tracks, breath knocked out of his lungs, not understanding what he was seeing. 

Blackened walls and floor, chipped ceiling. All windows were broken, pools of glass shards before each one. A body sprawled in the corridor, near an open apartment door. His gut clenched and he doubled over. Kalaes? Maera? 

Oh, gods no, please don’t do this. 

He wiped at his eyes and forced himself to straighten, to walk on, to check the corpse. The smell of cooked flesh turned his stomach. The corridor tilted and he steadied himself with a hand on the wall. The body was charred. The face was unrecognizable. His eyes finally registered pieces of a pink robe. 

The neighbor. What was her name? Zela. Zea. Whatever. Something had exploded close to her, probably an incendiary grenade falling through the window.

Not Kalaes. Not Maera. 

Elei stood there, breathing heavily, his relief so profound his knees threatened to give out. He left the corpse and climbed the second flight of stairs, his Rasmus gripped in both hands. The door to Kalaes’ apartment stood ajar. If Elei hadn’t seen the body downstairs, he might have thought he’d just left it that way on his way out. Heat emanated from inside. He raised the Rasmus and flipped the safety off. 

Gods, please don’t let either of them be dead.

No sound, no movement. No flare of colors. Cronion remained still inside him. Odd. Elei looked in. Burnt. All burnt. Warmth pulsed off the walls and floor. The furniture had fallen in charred heaps, the walls were black and the floor was covered in soot. Hells. Rocket-propelled fire grenades, highly explosive. He’d seen them used before, in houses razed by the police on Ost.   

Whoever they were, they’d made sure nobody inside would survive. If he hadn’t left, he’d have stood no chance of making it out alive.

He steeled himself and entered, his boots crunching on pieces of furniture. He had to make sure Kalaes and Maera hadn’t been there. Had to look. Silent as a ghost, he moved from room to room, scanning every surface. 

No other body. It didn’t mean much, but it meant something. It meant there was a chance Kalaes and Maera hadn’t been there when this had happened. That they’d survived.

Unless they had known this would happen. What if they’d been the ones behind this? He hardly knew them. What if they’d sold him out? 

Exhausted, he stumbled into the bedroom and slid down the wall, curled into a tight ball and tried not to think. 

Yet the thought couldn’t be chased away, or the fact that someone was after him, and they weren’t the question-asking kind.  






  







 

 

Chapter Twelve



 

After checking the apartment for the third time, satisfied that no charred bodies were to be found under the burnt metal frame of the bed, inside the kitchen or in the bathroom, Elei prepared to leave. Staying wasn’t a good idea, though he didn’t know where to go. 

Find Kalaes and Maera, make sure they were okay. That was the new plan.

Gun held loosely in one hand, yet cocked and ready, he rolled his shoulders and stepped out of the apartment. He headed toward the stairs, when he heard a gasp. He turned and aimed at the shadows of the open doors of the other apartment. He thought he saw a movement, but cronion didn’t flare. That confused him and he hesitated. His finger trembled on the trigger. 

The barrel of a gun glinted in a shaft of daylight. He squinted, ready to shoot, and thought he saw soft brown curls. The light breeze from a broken window brought a scent of moist earth.

Elei fought with all he had not to pull the trigger. Heart pounding, he forced his trembling finger back. “Maera.”

She stepped out into the open and lowered her weapon. It looked like Kalaes’ sonic gun. Her lips quivered. “Elei! You’re alive! You’re okay!”

Trust her? Not trust her? He wavered, teeth clenched so tightly his jaw ached. Albi had told him once that cronion only acted according to his own feelings about someone. Gut feeling. Aptly named. Though telmion who lived in his intestines didn’t care about his feelings or even his survival. The only reason it hadn’t killed Elei yet was cronion’s powerful hold.

When cronion remained silent, he lowered his gun and holstered it. Well then. It looked like he did trust her after all. “I’m okay.” 

With a soft squeal, she threw her arms around him, crushing him against her warm body. “Thank the gods.”

“And you’re fine too.” He was stiff in her arms, too tense to relax. “And Kalaes?”

“He’ll be okay. He’ll be fine.”

Something in her words made him pull back, feeling cold. “Will be? Something happened to him?” She sniffled and the cold in his stomach grew. “Maera?”

“I just have to get some things. Kalaes broke most of my dishes today.” She ducked inside and returned in a few minutes, holding three of the orange dishes and a pan. “Come!” She grabbed his hand and dragged him down the stairs.  

“What happened to him? Tell me!”

“I told you, he’ll be fine.”

He’d placed both Maera and Kalaes in danger. Elei’s shoulders hunched, battered down with worry and guilt. He knew he should leave, protect them with his absence, and he had a mind to twist out of Maera’s hold and run away.

But he couldn’t. First he needed to make sure Kalaes was okay. What wasn’t she telling him?

“You shouldn’t have come,” he said as they crossed the street, and he kept his hood low over his face, his eyes downcast. “They might’ve been waiting nearby.”

“Same goes for you. But, oh, I’m so glad I returned. I had this feeling you were alive and I just wanted to check one last time. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw you standing there! Poor Zea! She was always so curious, she must have gone to check what was going on. Such luck that Kalaes was delayed today, he arrived to find it all burnt and empty. He called me. He was in such a state.”

The prattle soothed Elei’s frayed nerves, and he barely blinked when Maera pulled him into a dark alley and then into an even darker entrance. Engulfed in a smell of mold and sweet fungus, they stepped down a narrow stairwell, like an entrance to the underworld. 

Maera rapped a complex code on the door. Elei’s head brimmed with questions, but Maera’s hand was crushing his and he kept his mouth shut. He heard steps and the door was unlocked. It opened with a creak. Maera pushed it and stepped inside. Elei made as if to follow, but she shoved him back, winked, shook her finger at him and disappeared inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. 

He wondered what this was about. She’d seemed very pleased to find him alive. But his judgment of people was not to be trusted, as he’d recently found out. 

He pushed his hands in his pockets, trying to warm them, when suddenly his middle cramped. Usually it wasn’t so bad. He cursed as telmion twisted his insides, either fighting cronion in their eternal battle, or some other intruder, and tried to think of something else to ignore the pain. Pelia’s face filled his mind, bloody and grimacing, and he groaned. Gods, not this. He much preferred the physical pain. Taking deep breaths, he forced the image from his mind.

Muffled voices sounded from inside, rising in intensity, and a crash. The door slammed open against the wall and Kalaes stood there, hair in a dark halo, eyes very red. “Elei?”

Thank the gods, Kalaes didn’t seem hurt, although the expression on his face was hard to place. He looked furious and stunned and about to scream. It made Elei’s skin crawl. His gut twinged hard and he bit back a gasp as his fingers spasmed, itching to pull out his gun. 

No, I won’t kill Kalaes. He shook his hood back. “Yeah, it’s me.” 

He watched Kalaes face contort and his lips twist. The three black lines tattooed on his cheek stood out in stark contrast to the paleness of his face. Then Kalaes advanced on him. 

Elei froze, hand diving for his Rasmus, but it was too late, too close. He expected cronion to react, Kalaes’ chest to flash in red and orange, but nothing happened. Elei’s mind screamed that he’d hesitated too long, and Kalaes was on him. 

Grabbing him in a tight hug.

Elei struggled, tried to push Kalaes off, expecting pain. When none came, he began to relax. He inhaled the familiar scent of ama cigarette wafting from Kalaes’ old sweater. No danger. 

Kalaes released him and turned his face away, but not before Elei caught a glimpse of wet lashes. 

Maera appeared at the door, smiling, hands on her hips. “See? Told you he’s alive.” 

She pulled them both inside and pushed Kalaes onto a battered couch. His cheeks were too pale, his eyes too large. She dragged Elei away, into a tiny kitchen and thrust a chipped red mug into his hands. “Make him drink it,” she whispered. “It’ll do him good.”

“This your place?”

“Yeah.”

He sniffed the mug. From what looked like innocent tea rose a cloud of alcohol, so strong his eyes watered. “What’s wrong with him?”

Her smile faltered, then returned. “Now, nothing. You’re fine. He thought you died. He took it very badly. Almost destroyed my kitchen.”

Shards littered a corner. A broken chair had been shoved to the wall. Elei opened his mouth and then closed it again, confused.

 “You see, there’s a good reason Kalaes stopped taking in strays.” She turned to push some dishes farther back on a shelf and stayed still, giving him her back. 

“What reason?” Elei swallowed hard. “Were they too much trouble?”  

“Trouble? No. It’s not that.” She raised her hand and straightened one of the dishes. “It’s just that the ones Pelia left with him... he lost them.” 

“Lost them?” Elei’s stomach cramped, distracting him, and he grimaced, waiting for the pain to pass. 

“They were sick. He couldn’t save them. Two died of a parasite plague. The third went out despite Kalaes’ warnings and got shot down in a street fight. Kalaes had been at work. The guilt almost killed him. And now you were under his care and he thought he’d lost you, too.”

Elei ducked his head, then looked up as she turned slowly, her eyes boring into his. 

“He swore never to take in another stray,” she said. “But this morning, when I called him, he told me he was going to buy a mattress.”

“Kalaes wanted a mattress?” He couldn’t follow. The headache was back with a vengeance and his gut ached fiercely. 

“Elei, I swear, do I have to spell it out for you?” Maera tsked and shook her head. Then she glanced at her watch, gave a horrified little squeak and brushed past him. He turned to see her pick up a brown cloth bag from a shelf and reach up to pat her curls, frowning hard. She darted into the bedroom, stood by the couch for a second and placed a hand on Kalaes’ shoulder. “I’m going to work. See you guys in the morning.”

She came back, winked at Elei and hurried to the door, boots thumping on the floor. 

Elei rushed after her just as she opened the door. “Maera, what did Kalaes want the mattress for?”

“For you, silly! Until you found a job and got a place of your own.” She snorted. “You’re in Kalaes’ gang now.”

Elei blinked. “I thought he wasn’t happy having me there.”

She laughed softly as she stepped out. “You can’t read people very well, can you, Elei?”

Elei shrugged. He looked down at the mug in his hands. Obviously not.

Then why did he want to smile?






  







 

 

Chapter Thirteen



 

Elei entered Maera’s narrow living room with its bare concrete walls, cradling the steaming mug in his hands. The liquid sloshed over the brim and scalded his fingertips, but he didn’t care. Biting his lower lip, he shuffled to the yellow, threadbare couch where Kalaes sat, hands hanging limp between his knees. His dark hair stuck out more than usual, as if Kalaes had tried to tear it all out.

Elei sat next to the older boy and put the mug in his hands. He wanted to ask about the mattress, about all Maera had said, but didn’t know if he was supposed to tell.

Face blank, Kalaes tilted the mug up and gulped down its contents, only to splutter and start coughing a moment later, his eyes watering. “Are you trying to kill me, fe?” he snapped between fits.

Elei shrank back and took a breath to apologize, but Kalaes’ eyes crinkled and one corner of his mouth twitched. 

He’s only joking. Elei breathed a sigh of relief.

Kalaes bent and placed the mug on the floor, still hacking. When he straightened, his eyes grew dark. “I’ve got no apartment anymore, and I’m not even sure I’ve got a job.” He rubbed his face and sighed. “We’re both Maera’s guests now.”

Elei’s heart jolted in his chest. “Your job? Why?” He’d caused Kalaes to lose everything. Not even two days after he’d first arrived to his home, Elei had destroyed Kalaes’ life. The guilt rushed back in, burning a hole in his stomach. 

“I took the day off work. But the boss somehow found out about the attack, got scared the Gultur might connect him to me and come knocking on his door. He called me, told me to take a few days off. I have a feeling he won’t take me back.” Kalaes sat straighter, his face earnest. His hands clenched on his thighs. “How did you escape? When I saw what happened, I was sure… I was sure you were dead.” He jumped to his feet and started to pace, gesticulating wildly. “I expected to find your body in the kitchen, thrown in the hallway, burnt black. And when I didn’t find you, I was sure they’d taken you.” He dropped his hands, cocked his head to the side. “How in the hells did you escape?”

“Cronion. It sensed danger.” Elei shrugged. “I left soon after you’d gone to work. Never even saw it happen.”

“That’s just…” Kalaes took a shaky breath. “How did cronion know? Did you see or hear anything odd?”

Elei thought about it. “I heard helicopters and planes gather. I smelled burnt dakron.” He frowned, debated telling Kalaes that he’d seen nothing in the sky when he’d looked up.

Kalaes shook his head. “Looks like you barely made it out, fe.”

Elei was looking for an answer to that, when a knock reverberated on the metallic door.

Both of them had their guns out and pointing before the second knock came. 

Kalaes edged closer to the door and clicked on his sonic gun. “Who is it? What do you want?”

“Are you Kalaes Ster?” A woman’s sonorous voice, a voice used to commanding. “I am looking for a young man called Eles. Let me in, it is important.”

Elei’s knees went weak. A wave of cold washed up his back, until the hairs at the back of his neck stood on end. Was this the woman who had sought him out before?

Kalaes gazed at Elei, his lips white, but his aim steady on the door. The hum of the sonic gun filled Elei’s ears. “I don’t know who you are. Go away.”

“Listen, there are people out there searching for him. The ones who burned your apartment. They’ll kill you if they find you. Open this door; I can help.”

Kalaes’ gun wavered. Elei shifted his weight. Cronion made his heart jump in his chest, but didn’t send him running. Who could she be? How could he trust her words? 

He called out, “Who are you? How can you help?”

“I’m Hera. I sought you before, at Kalaes’ apartment, but did not find you. Come on, let me in, I do not have all day, and neither do you.” She spoke like a foreigner, her words clear and correct but the phrasing oddly stilted and her accent lilting. “I know who is after you. They might have followed me. Or you.”

Elei stared into Kalaes’ eyes. There was indecision there, and curiosity, and fear. 

“Fine,” Kalaes said. “We got two guns pointing at you, so don’t try anything, all right? I’m opening the door now.”

He unlocked it, one-handed, and pulled it open. 

“About time,” the woman growled and pushed Kalaes aside, heedless of the gun aimed at her chest. The door closed behind her. She was younger than he’d imagined from the commanding tone of her voice, maybe younger than Kalaes. She turned to Elei who backed away, his finger twitching on the trigger. “I have been looking all over for you. You almost got yourself killed today. They’ll search until they find you and then they’ll surely kill you. You must flee.”

Flee? What did she think he’d been doing? He pulled back his lips, baring his teeth at her. A scent of ripe fruit filled his senses. He sniffed. A fainter smell of flowers laced it. She smelled so damn good. 

“What’s it to you?” he asked, proud his voice didn’t break. 

Her body flashed in colors in his tainted eye, but they were unlike anything he’d ever seen before, blues and greens and a muted orange — cooler in temperature than any body he’d ever set eyes on. He fought to see the surface, to stop thinking of her as a moving target for his Rasmus. He blinked and willed cronion to pull back. 

She was beautiful, her features fine, her eyes large, her dark hair coiled in a braid around her head. She wore a suit of polyesthene, smooth and gray, and there was the bulge of a long-gun at her side. 

He licked dry lips. “Why do you offer help?”

“I want to see Pelia win this one. And I want to see the Gultur fall.”

Elei’s cronion-controlled eye twitched, but the colors didn’t return. Instead, Hera wavered in his eyes and a spasm of pain shot down his gut, so sharp he ground his teeth not to whimper. This wasn’t the usual twinge of telmion, dammit. Whatever it was, it would only get worse.

“You’re with the Undercurrent,” Kalaes breathed and moved closer to Hera, his gun aiming now higher, at her head. “Leave us out of this.”

Undercurrent. The rebels.

“Sorry.” She sneered. “You’re too far in already. Did you know, Eles, that the Gultur have been keeping tabs on Pelia for years now? Did you know that Falx and his men work for them? Pelia knew and kept her secrets well.”

Shocked, Elei lowered his gun and she brushed it aside with a negligent sweep of her hand. “You’re saying the Gultur are the ones after me? The ones who killed Pelia?”

Hera nodded.

Dammit. Another spasm squeezed his stomach and the pain shot through his body in a rippling wave. He ignored it, set his jaw and took aim again, scowling. “And what about you?” His finger caressed the trigger, eager to press.

“Kalaes said it. I’m with the Resistance.” She flashed a sharp, dangerous smile, her eyes going narrow and flat. “You must leave Aerica, today, now.”

“How?” Kalaes grinned and it was just as frightening. 

“I can provide you with transport.”

“And Maera? What will they do if they find her here?”

She turned her dark gaze to him and Kalaes flinched. “The girl? All they want is Eles. But if they think she knows something…”

She let that flap in the air like a red flag. 

“They may have seen us together.” Elei gritted his teeth. “How did you find us?”

“You think you’re hiding here?” She laughed drily. “Come on. She’s the girlfriend of Kalaes Ster, your contact. Not difficult. Look. They may think you died in the apartment. But sooner or later they’ll check the building again and they’ll find your footprints in the soot, like I did.”

Elei shuddered.

“Why should we trust you?” Kalaes snapped. 

“I’m the only one who can help you.” She tilted her head to the side, her eyes slitting. “Be grateful I came.”

Kalaes huffed. “You think it’s so easy to leave? And go where?”

“Far from here.” She turned back to Elei and gave him a long, appraising look. “Where do you have it hidden?”

He blinked. “What?”

Kalaes pushed his gun against her side, a flush of anger on his cheekbones. The two thin braids hanging over his ear swung forward and their metal rings clinked. “So this is why you’re here. You want this thing, whatever it is, for yourself.”

“Whatever it is?” She let out a bark of laughter. “You do not know?”

Kalaes looked from her to Elei and back, shoulders stiffening. “Elei, you said you didn’t—”

 “I don’t know what it is.” Cramps tore through Elei’s stomach like knives and he curled an arm around his middle. “I swear.”

“But you must know,” Hera’s voice grew shrill, “you must have it.”

Kalaes growled. “Have what? Explain what you mean and quit playing around.”

“Do not tell me what to do!” she snapped back. “This is some joke. The Gultur religious police are hunting for you, all the spies outside the walled city are combing the island. And here you are, claiming not to know what they want you for.”

Things made no sense. Elei’s stomach cramped again, forcing a gasp from his lips. “I don’t know. Honest.”

“She must have at least told you where to find the shipment.” Hera thrust her chin forward, but her lips trembled. “She must have told you something.”

“I said I don’t know.” His insides knotted in a vicious twist, driving the air from his lungs. He fell to his knees, barely feeling the impact through his bones, and the gun slid from his hand to the floor. Sourness burned the back of his throat and filled his mouth. He gagged.

“Elei?” Kalaes took a step toward him, eyes wide, his gun still trained on the woman. “Are you okay?”

“Hey, what is this?” She prodded Elei’s leg lightly with the toe of her shoe. “Get up, Eles — Elei — whatever your name is. Do not tell me you’re sick!”

She sounded really annoyed, and Elei would have laughed if he could. He wondered which of all his parasites, major and minor, were fighting in his body now. Then all thought fled as bile rose in his throat and he bent over, vomiting in great heaves.

“Dammit, Elei.” Kalaes’ voice cracked as he took a step toward Hera. “What the hells are they after? Hera, you’d better start talking. You’ve got five seconds.”

She barely moved, but the long-gun was in her hand and pointing at Kalaes’ head. “I said stop ordering me around, boy. I proposed to help you, never said you would be my boss. I have waited all my life for this moment, only to find out that the stupid boy knows nothing.”

“You seem a little upset,” Kalaes observed in a flat voice. “Who invited you here anyway?”

Elei’s chest burned and his throat was full of acid, but he reached out to grab Kalaes’ leg. What was he doing? She’d kill them both.

She huffed. “Should I really believe that the boy remembers nothing? I cannot believe I said I’ll help you. You’re a waste of my time.”

“Hey, who asked you?” Kalaes snapped. 

“I need to know where the shipment is. I cannot let it fall in the hands of others.” She shook her head and holstered her weapon. “I just have to hope Pelia knew what she was doing. I’ll give you a vehicle for your escape.”

She threw Kalaes a flat key. He reacted too late, failed to catch it, and it clattered to the floor. “You’ll find the aircar behind the food processing factory, hidden underneath a camo sheet. The number is on the key. I entered a permit for it in the system, to allow you passage through the Aerica checkpoint. Keep out of sight, remain calm and you should pass without a problem. As for what they want…” She bared her white teeth in a hard smile. “Something the Gultur will kill to possess. Something that frightens them. And you know where it is.”

She turned on her heel, moving without a sound, and left the apartment.






  







 

 

Chapter Fourteen



 

Kalaes locked the door, his face a blank mask. He traipsed to the kitchen like a sleepwalker and Elei heard him talk on the phone. He came back with a cloth bag. 

“I got us some water and food to bring along,” he said and stared at Elei who was still sitting on the floor, as if wondering what he was doing there. Elei shook his head, trying to clear it. He tried to get up, but his legs and arms wouldn’t move.

With jerky motions, Kalaes dropped the bag on the couch and bent over Elei, lifting him to his feet. Thankfully, he managed to avoid the puddle of vomit. “Shit. What’s happening to you, fe?”

“Don’t know.” Elei steadied himself and wiped his mouth. Sourness, vomit, a taste from the lowest hell. “Do you trust Hera?”

Kalaes left him hunched over the couch and brought him a glass of water. His face was set in worried lines, his brows drawn, his mouth down-turned. “They tried to kill you. So far, she hasn’t. That earns her points in my book.”  

“Yeah.” On the scale from bad to worse, she was middle-grade. 

Kalaes slung the bag strap over his shoulder and patted the gun at his side. “If she found us, then so will they. We’d better move.”

They staggered up the stairs and into the alley. Paranoia made Elei aim his Rasmus at every moving shadow. 

“Put away the gun, fe. Keep it out of sight, you don’t want to draw attention now.”

Elei knew Kalaes was right, but he found shoving the gun back into his belt holster difficult and when he did, his hand kept wanting to draw it. 

 Another stab of pain in his stomach threatened to send him sprawling and he tensed, muscles cording in his back and legs as he fought it. Pissing hells. He followed Kalaes out and into dark back streets, doing his best to keep up. Hera’s words swirled in his mind. The Gultur wanted something he didn’t have. What chance did he have against them? They’d commanded the seven islands for centuries. They controlled everything. If they wanted him, they’d get him.

Kalaes led him through stinking narrow passages between dusty shop fronts where dogs squabbled and the smell of piss almost had Elei retching again. He took shallow breaths and concentrated on his feet.  

“What about Maera?” he asked.

“If she left work all of a sudden, someone might notice. They might be watching her. When I called her on the telespeak, I asked her to come and meet us later.”

They ran among abandoned houses and fences. Kalaes dragged Elei into the shadow of a building entrance as a Gultur patrol thumped by, their visored helmets glinting. They watched the patrol go, barely daring to breathe.

“Why do you think they haven’t found me yet?” Elei whispered. “Maera did. Frigid hells, even Hera did.”

“I don’t know, fe. Honest. Let’s get moving.”

Elei’s whole body hurt and his head throbbed in time to his heart as he trudged after Kalaes. Just his luck to get sick now. He’d sometimes had minor relapses. Pelia had taken care of him, come by his room to check on him. Now she’s gone. His steps dragged as he struggled to keep up with Kalaes. His head was too light, his feet too heavy. He prayed they wouldn’t fail him now. 

They hid behind a nepheline factory, an ugly concrete building, across from the food factory that stank of rotting fish, to wait for Maera. Kalaes found a deserted, dilapidated storehouse and they crept inside. It was cold and damp and Elei’s hand shook on the grip of his gun. Through the broken window, the light of a street lamp not too far off spat and flickered. Elei looked away, fighting dizziness.

“Do you think she’s right?” He struggled to focus his thoughts. “Hera I mean. That the Gultur are the ones after me?”

Kalaes shifted his back against the wall. “It doesn’t make any sense, fe. I mean, what could Pelia have that’d be so important? A mega bomb? An army hidden somewhere?  Not sure I buy this. I can’t imagine the Gultur being scared of anything. They’ve been on top since forever, and they’re just stronger; higher in the chain of life. We can only hope to survive them and…” He trailed off and shifted again, eyes narrowing. “Hey, you’re shaking so hard you’re making me dizzy. What did you catch, fe?”

“Wish I knew.” Elei huddled, pulling his hood low over his face, trying to conserve what little body heat he had. “It’ll pass.” His teeth clattered. “Tell me about the Gultur. About Regina.”

Kalaes gave him a sharp look, then slumped back. “Cursed parasite that birthed the Gultur race. Listen, I don’t know so much, only that they pass it, mother to daughter. It’s what freed them of men, made them able to have children without us. Only daughters. All similar to their mothers, lines of identical women. It made them extra strong. Extra cruel. Half-mad. There’re rumors they intend to wipe us all out, clean out the worlds. They think we’re vermin, animals without reason. They say Regina makes them more than human. That it turned them into half-goddesses.”

Elei tried to remember his biology lessons. “But if they just cloned themselves, other parasites would infect them and take over.”

“Regina mutates a little in every generation to avoid that.” Kalaes puffed. “Not enough to prevent madness, obviously. I wonder what Pelia told you. If only you remembered…”

“Maybe there’s nothing to remember.” The back of Elei’s eyes burned. “She was dying. Maybe she said nothing at all.”

Fresh waves of pain wracked him. He clutched his middle, panting, and prayed it would pass. Then his stomach clenched and acid rose in his throat. 

Kalaes stirred and reached out to him, asking him something Elei couldn’t quite hear over the roaring in his ears, as he bent over and lost the rest of his dinner on the cement floor. 

“Hells,” Kalaes whispered with feeling. “I swear, your sense of timing sucks big time.”

Elei fell back against the wall, resting his head, swallowing and hoping nothing more came up. “Tell me about it.”

Kalaes dragged him away from the vomit and passed him a bottle from his bag. Elei took it gratefully to wash the foul taste from his mouth and found he could barely lift it. He wrapped his arms around him, hoping to stop the shivers. 

Time passed with jumps and starts. He woke up every time his head fell forward to his chest only to find himself drifting again. In the east, the sky broke into colors, and he heard Kalaes’ voice. He turned and realized the older boy was talking to him. “What?”

“Maera has to be here soon. Let’s get the aircar ready.”

Elei roused himself. “Do you think she’s okay?”

“I hope so,” Kalaes said in a strained voice.

“What if they follow her here?”

“Can you think of another way, fe? ‘Cause I can’t.” Kalaes sucked in a deep breath. “Think you can stand?”

Although his legs felt like jelly, Elei nodded, not trusting his voice. His throat was scraped raw from the acid. He holstered his gun and let Kalaes haul him up, sling one arm around his shoulders and drag him over to the other factory. 

Light streaked across the sky, illuminating the dirty walls that loomed now above them. Kalaes pulled him behind some moldy crates and then along the tall alum fence and the locked gates all the way to the back of the building. An empty plot of land stretched behind the factory filled with piles of metal junk. 

Kalaes propped Elei against the rusted hull of an air-truck and advanced between the metallic skeletons. Gun in hand, he disappeared inside the junkyard. Elei waited, trembling.

Soon Kalaes returned, his grin reaching his ears. “I’ve found it.” 

He grabbed Elei’s arm and dragged him into the jumble of rusty vehicle pieces, along narrow passages. Together they pulled off the camo sheet. The vehicle Hera had chosen for them was an old aircar, not much different than the others around it. Kalaes climbed up the ladder, turned and hauled Elei up. He walked over to the door, and the key Hera had given him fit into the lock easily. The door opened. A musty smell of stuffy air and old nepheline wafted out. 

Following Kalaes’ bent form, Elei entered and made his way to the back, the seat big enough to fit four persons. Winded already, he sank down. Inside, the aircar wasn’t as dirty as the outside had warranted. In front of him sat Kalaes, in the driver’s seat, his hands already flying over the controls, checking their function. 

“How are you feeling, fe?” he said without turning. 

“Like roadkill.” 

He expected Kalaes to grin, but when he saw the older boy’s eyes in the rearview mirror, they were serious and concerned. Elei looked away, uneasy. Maera hadn’t come yet. “What if she—“

“She’ll come. She’ll be fine.” Kalaes pressed his lips into a thin line, shook himself and got out of the aircar, jumping off the deck instead of using the ladder. He puttered around in the engine at the back as the day brightened, then he returned, dragging in the folded camo sheet, and avoided Elei’s gaze. He placed the camo next to Elei, on the back seat. 

Soon it would be morning. They couldn’t linger, that much was clear.  

Kalaes sat at the control panel and ran his fingers over the buttons. He pulled his beeper out, stared at it and stuck it back into his pocket. “I may have to go and find—“

“Hey, guys.” Maera poked her head in, panting with exertion, curls askew, cheeks pink, and waved at Elei. He dredged up a tired smile for her and was rewarded with a brilliant one. 

Kalaes twisted in his seat, brows lifting. “Mae! Are you all right?”

“All clear, captain.” Kneeling on the front seat, she tugged on his braids and gave him a peck on the cheek. Then she scooted to the back and sank down on the nepheline bench beside Elei, on top of the camo. “Let’s go.”

Kalaes straightened in his seat and shook his head of wild black hair. “About time you showed up.” He didn’t mention he’d been about to go out and look for her.

“How are you, Kal?” Maera deposited her bag at her feet and leaned forward to talk to Kalaes over the backrest. “You look better than this morning.”

He snorted, shrugged and revved up the aircar, taking them out of the field and onto a side street. They sped out of town. “What took you so long?”

“Made a detour.” She twiddled her thumbs, smiling faintly. “I waylaid our pursuers.”

“What did you do, fe?” Worry crept into Kalaes’ voice and the aircraft jerked a little. Buildings streaked by outside. 

“Remember Gino, the sweeper?” She sounded pleased with herself. “He owed me a favor. I asked him to take me in his aircar, drop me off somewhere in town and pick up a hooker.” She giggled. “He didn’t mind this last part. They’re following him all around town. I walked here.”

“Shit. You could’ve been hurt, Mae!”

She huffed and leaned back, closing her eyes. “Worrywart.” 

Elei shifted on the seat, trying to get comfortable. His chest and belly felt bruised from the inside.

Maera opened her eyes and gave him a worried little smile. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” He probably looked as crappy as he felt, and he turned his face away from her to spare her the sight. 

“So what’s the story with this woman you said visited you?” she asked.

Kalaes said nothing, shoulders tense, hands tight on the steering lever. 

“I guess you’ll tell me later.” Maera stared out of the window, rapping her fingers against the glass pane. “Where are we going?”

“I thought we might go to the chamber, wait a day or two and hope our trail grows cold,” Kalaes said, and she nodded gravely. 

The chamber?

Elei wondered what they were talking about, but then again they seemed to understand each other and they seemed to agree, and who was he to question that? His head felt heavier than his whole body. As he leaned back and closed his eyes, the sounds faded. He drifted off, tumbling into the void. 

There was silence and darkness in his slumber. Then the girl from the previous night’s dream appeared. She held in her small hands a jug sloshing with water. Rivulets ran down the clay sides, sparkling and whispering.

Thirst made him reach out for it, but she tsked and twisted away, raising the jug to balance it on one bony shoulder.

“And how are you today, Elei?” 

“Poena.” Cold wind buffeted him and he raised his hands to protect his face. “I’m sick.”

“Give it time,” she said and winked. “Time is a field, on it things grow and roots plunge deep. There are ruins in that field, and ruins hide much that once was alive. And what once was alive can come to life again.” 

What? He frowned, and she giggled. 

“Echoes wander there and one has found you, Elei. Soon you will be ready. Poena will be coming to you until then, until you reach the citadel and fulfill your mission.”

“My mission?”

“Yes. Now wake up. Wake up, Elei.” 

“Wake up, we’re here,” a woman’s voice said very close to his ear, and his eyes snapped open. “Elei? You were dreaming.”

No shit. Dazed, he looked up into Maera’s face. Her cheeks dimpled in a smile. Kalaes opened the door and a gust of cold entered, echoing the dream. 

The aircar had landed. Elei pushed off the bench with a grunt of pain and took Maera’s offered hand. He stepped out.

The spires of Artemisia pierced the horizon and on the other side hills rolled in soft waves, framed by the mountains he’d seen from Aerica, closer now, steep, jutting out of the plain like teeth. 

All around him, ruins met his eyes, glimmering gray slabs of stone, some standing, some fallen, like corpses. He blinked away the image his mind provided. Trying to take his mind off blood and death, he walked toward the nearest standing stone. Patches of lichens ate at it, some red, some purple, some bright orange. He placed a hand on the rough surface, felt its grains beneath his fingertips, underneath his palm. At first, he thought the stone had a heartbeat — then realized it was his own pulse, thundering on his fingertips, echoing the ache in his head.

He looked over to the other slabs.

Kalaes strode toward a tall, square pillar. He knelt before it. A ritual? Elei was about to call out to him, when Kalaes turned and waved. Maera headed that way. Elei followed and saw an opening at the base of the pillar. 

“Go down.” Kalaes gestured at the hole. “Maera knows the way. I’ll cover the vehicle.” 

Maera tugged at Elei’s arm. “Come.”

She went in first, down a rough stairway, winding into the earth. He kept his hand on the wall, not sure of his balance. The dark was broken by phosphorescent fungi that shed light on symbols carved in the walls. The steps gave way to a hallway, and then an underground chamber. 

Maera walked to the wall and pulled a lever, so that air and some light spilled inside, showing stone benches and a table. The floor was composed of gray flagstones, the same material as the standing stones outside. It was bitter cold. 

Elei shuddered. “What is this place?”

Maera stood at one of the openings, eyes closed, breathing in the air. “Pelia brought us here once. She was to meet someone, never let us see who it was. She showed us the entrance, told us to wait here. We came here a couple of times. It was fun back then.”

She turned to him. “We’ll wait here today. Then tomorrow I’ll go back to town, see if things have calmed down.”

“Dangerous.” Elei sat down on one of the stone benches and took slow breaths, trying to convince his stomach to stop roiling. “You shouldn’t go.”

“We can’t stay here indefinitely. We’re not prepared. The water and food will run out by tomorrow.”

She was right, of course. They couldn’t remain on the run forever. First he’d caused them to lose everything, and now he was placing them in grave danger again. 

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “You had no other choice.”

Oh great, he was doing it again, speaking his thoughts out loud. He had to explain. “I should never have come to you. To Kalaes.”

She shook her head. “Then where would you go?” She frowned and tilted her head at the stairwell. “What’s taking Kalaes so long?”

He was about to stand up, too, when Kalaes appeared at the door, his cheeks red from the cold. He came to sit beside Elei, face serious.

“Now we wait,” he said. 

Maera sat opposite them. “This woman…”

“Hera.” Kalaes rubbed his eyes.

“Hera then. Are we going to see her again or is she done helping us out?”

Kalaes sighed. “I wish I knew.”

Pelia had brought them here years before Elei met her. Pelia worked for the Undercurrent, fighting for a world with fewer taxes, fewer problems, less fear — more water, more food, more calm. 

He saw again her face, her eyes wide, blood everywhere. Her lips were moving, she was telling him something, calling his name, but he couldn’t hear the words. There was a sound like a storm brewing, wind blowing in his ears and blotting out all sound, a roaring gale that shook him. His head throbbed in time with his heartbeat, and his body convulsed with pain. He bent over and vomited onto the stone floor.

“Hells, not again,” Kalaes muttered. Elei’s legs were sliding off the bench and Kalaes thrust out his arm, stopping him from falling to the floor.  

Maera’s voice said very close to Elei’s ear, “What in the hells do you mean again?”

Something about the situation struck him as funny, but for the life of him, Elei couldn’t put his finger on it, not when he hadn’t felt this bad since telmion had almost killed him as a child. 

On cue, he vomited again, thick, bitter bile, for his stomach was completely empty by now. Moving was out of the question, but somehow he found himself lying on his side on the bench. Hands held him down. A jacket fell on him, covering him. 

“It started last night, when Hera was there at your place,” Kalaes was saying. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but whatever it is, it’s bad. He’s burning up. I think he needs a hospital.”

“Yeah, and how are we going to take him there with the Gultur after him?”

Elei closed his eyes. A relapse. It had to be. He’d been quite healthy in the last years, apart from the occasional gut twinge. He didn’t remember going to the hospital, except for one time. Pelia had taken him there. A drip of strong painkillers had been inserted in his hand, and later Pelia told him he’d spent the night weeping and calling for Albi. He didn’t recall any of it, thank the gods for small mercies.

“Hey.” Maera touched his face. “How do you feel?”

He wasn’t sure how he was supposed to answer that.

“Like shit, that’s what he must feel like,” Kalaes said, and Elei felt a smile tug at his lips again.

He thought that it was strange how often that had happened in the last days, considering all that had taken place. It was pleasant in a disconcerting way; it made the world seem brighter, even in sickness.






  







 

 

Chapter Fifteen



 

With stern instructions to a sulking Iliathan to cover her tracks, since he had a knack for hacking into official files, Hera climbed into his small aircar, drove out of Aerica and set a course toward the field of stones. Funny how she’d driven by so many times in the past but had never stopped there, had never wondered what hid below. She’d taken it for a cemetery. 

The stones rose from the field like the islands rising from the deep in her dream. She saw them again emerging, soaring, resplendent and blinding in their radiance. 

Stop daydreaming, hatha. Focus.

Disappointment simmered inside her skull. She’d thought that, by finding the boy, she would have her answer and the shipment. She’d been so sure the boy would know, that Pelia had confided in him. 

She’d made so many wrong assumptions. No wonder she was trying to escape in her mind.

Hands clenching on the levers, she turned into the field of stones and parked the aircar. Why was she still trying, still helping these three? The boy was sick and clueless, the others just tagging along, carried by the events. Given the circumstances, she should have left them to perish and returned to headquarters. 

Yet, a tiny doubt lingered. What if Elei’s memory returned? What if she left him and the Gultur found him and extracted the information? She could not allow that to happen. Too much was at stake.

With a sigh, she turned off the ignition and stepped out.

 

 

***

 

 

The soft buzzing in Elei’s ears broke down into words.

“I think he’s awake,” Kalaes said in a low voice, “look.”

Awake. Elei lay on his side on cold stone. In the dark, bunches of green fungi glimmered on the concave roof, illuminating a tall, cavernous space. The stale air stank of cold humidity. Stiff and frozen to the bone, he tried to move his lips, to ask for water. 

“Welcome back to the world of the living,” Kalaes said. He sounded pleased. Strange man. “Here, drink.” He pushed a bottle to Elei’s mouth and dribbled cool water through his parched lips and down his chin. 

Albi had done that for him when he’d been sick, spoon feeding him water and soup. He recalled her rough hands and her wrinkled face. Gods down deep, he missed her still, even after all these years. 

Pelia, too. 

He’d never see them again. 

He turned away from the bottle and closed his eyes, the cold void inside echoing the ice in his limbs. He wished to feel her warm hand on his brow, her voice telling him he’d be all right. She had to be there, had to come back. 

Elei drifted in and out of sleep. The girl Poena giggled in his dream, running from fields to shores to trashlands, blond hair flying. She gestured for him to follow, but he lagged behind. 

She turned, stood in a halo of yellow light. “Blood in the water, Elei. Find the fountainhead.”

“What do you mean?” He reached out to her. “What fountainhead? Where is this?”

She placed her hands on her slim hips, cocked her head to the side and pursed her lips. “There’s only one fountainhead that matters.” She walked over to him, and he wondered why he had to look up into her face when she was just a little girl. “Only one thing that counts. Blood in the water.” She caressed his cheek. “Go to the sacred citadel, Elei, to the Bone Tower. It’s almost time.”

Loud knocking broke her image into tiny pieces that lingered when Elei opened his eyes. Disoriented, he blinked at his surroundings until he realized his cheek was pressed against hard stone. Someone sat next to him. Kalaes. A heavy object lay on his ribs, radiating warmth.

“Hey.” Kalaes shifted, and Elei realized the heavy object was Kalaes’ hand, keeping the covers from slipping to the floor.

A low buzz rose through the stone to his ear; the sound of machinery. “They’ve come,” Elei croaked, his voice a rough whisper.

“What?” Kalaes jumped to his feet. “Have you heard something?”

Too late, Elei realized that Kalaes’ hand hadn’t kept only the covers from sliding off the narrow bench, but also Elei himself. He grabbed the edge not to fall as Kalaes hurried, cursing, to the dark staircase leading out of the underground chamber.

Elei pushed himself back from the edge, his knuckles white on the stone. The movement left him winded and he blinked dark spots from his eyes. The thought of getting up was enough to make him dizzy. 

Still, no way he’d let the Gultur take him. He patted his belt, found his Rasmus, took it out and aimed at the door, steadying his hand on the stone surface of the bench. Whoever came through would find him ready. Lying flat or not, he wasn’t going down without a fight. 

Only he saw two doors instead of one. He frowned and his aim wavered. An echoing noise filled the room. Deafening footsteps reverberated in his head, crashed on the walls of his skull. He gritted his teeth, fighting down nausea, and had to swallow. He steadied his hand.

In walked Kalaes and Maera with their afterimages, and Hera. 

Cronion didn’t react. Relieved, Elei laid his gun down on the bench and his cheek against his arm, and just stared at Hera.

Gods, she was beautiful. Even with her back so stiff as if she’d swallowed a rod, even scowling like she’d spank them for being naughty, he had to catch his breath at the symmetry of her face, the contrast of her dark eyes and luminous skin. 

“You truly have no idea how to hide, do you?” Hera bit off each word.

“How did you find us?” Kalaes folded his arms over his chest and tilted his head back, observing her through narrowed eyes.

“I found your signal. From your beeper most probably.” The furrow between Hera’s brows deepened. “Give it to me. If I could find you, so will they. I shall dispose of it somewhere far, throw them off your track.” She threw a bulging bag on the table. “Here. Water, food, blankets. They should get you through a couple of days if you’re careful. Stay here, they’re combing the town. It would be a bad idea to go back.”

“Crap.” Maera kicked at a wall. “You’re so full of good news.”

“Still no memory of what Pelia told you?” Hera strode to where Elei lay and bent over him, a dark silhouette. He tried to focus his blurry eyes on her face. He blinked and that helped. Her features sharpened, fine and lovely, her lips full and shapely. There was only one of her now and suddenly Elei wished there would be more.

“No memory,” Elei said. “Nothing new.”

“He’s sick.” Maera offered it like a challenge. 

Hera leaned closer, straight brows drawn together. Her dark eyes flashed. “Sick, oh really? What an astute observation. He has telmion, one of the most lethal parasites of the seven islands. It tends to kill people within days, if not hours. Sick is an understatement.”

He shivered. 

Maera threw her hands in the air and stomped over to the table. With jerky movements, she lifted bottles out of the bag Hera had brought and banged them on the stone surface so hard Elei winced.

Kalaes clucked his tongue. “You’re wrong, Hera. His telmion is controlled by cronion. Looks like it’s been in check for years now.”

“Has it? Well, not anymore,” Hera said coolly. “He has telmion now, and I do not see cronion controlling it. In fact, you can see the tel-marks spreading on his neck. These,” she gripped Elei’s chin and turned his head, “were not here when last I looked. They have reached his cheek.” She released him and stepped back.

What? Elei raised a shaky hand to his face. 

Kalaes loomed over him, cutting off the dim light. He pulled down the polo neck of Elei’s sweater. “Shit. You’re right.”

Five hells. He’d thought cronion was acting mad in the past days. What if it had lost the battle to telmion? Elei wanted to laugh, but couldn’t, his breath short. With cronion defeated, nothing could save him. It was the only parasite strong enough to control telmion. With telmion released, he was done for.

Hera frowned. “It’s not the common kind of telmion. It’s the gray one, most dangerous.”

Of course it was. It had almost killed him once. Maybe now it would finish the job it started so many years ago.

“How do you know so much about it?” Kalaes asked.

Hera pursed her lips. “Telmion is a strain of the Regina parasite. I have studied it thoroughly.”

“What are you, a doctor?”

“A parasitologist. Studying to be one.”

“I bet you got a rich family, huh?” Kalaes sat heavily on the bench. “What happened? Why did telmion flare?”

“Maybe it’s stress,” Maera said from behind them. “From running away and being shot.”

Hera snorted. “No amount of stress can cause this, little girl.” 

“Little girl?” Maera didn’t sound amused, her voice flat and angry. “If it isn’t stress, Miss Know-It-All, then what could cause cronion to fail?”   

“Blood loss?” Kalaes offered.

Hera’s face was neutral. She didn’t seem to notice Maera’s sarcasm. “Yes, maybe blood loss. Then again, he has more parasites in his body. Maybe another one matured and went on to attack and weaken cronion.”

“Ate it up, maybe?” Kalaes grimaced and ran his hands through his hair, raising it into spikes.

“I cannot think of any parasite that can fully suppress cronion. Except Regina, and Regina in a body that has not mutated means certain death.” 

“So cronion is pissing number two on the list of nightmares?” One side of Kalaes’ mouth curled up in a savage grin. 

Hera leaned against the stone table. “Cronion was accidentally brought by the Gultur from Torq, their home island, when they first moved to Dakru and made it their stronghold.” 

Her lilting accent sounded as if from the western islands, Ert or Aue. Her musical voice was low. Elei’s eyelids grew heavy. 

“So the Gultur brought this curse on us as well. Why aren’t I surprised, huh?” Kalaes muttered.

“Cronion used to be Regina’s natural antagonist, its only worthy enemy, the only parasite that could at times control it. Then of course, Regina mutated to fend off the problems of parthenogenesis, to fight off other infections, and became much stronger. Cronion lost its sway.” 

“Hey, this isn’t a parasitology class, Hera,” Kalaes snapped. “Save the lesson for some other time.” 

“Fine,” her voice cracked like a gunshot. 

Elei hated it, lying there, so vulnerable. Yet when he tried to push himself up on his elbow, he found he didn’t have the strength. 

Kalaes glanced down at him, eyes stark, then quickly looked away. “Can you help him?” 

 “The main danger is dehydration. Give him lots of water. It could work, you never know.”

“Dammit, he’s still a kid,” Kalaes whispered. The pain in his voice echoed somewhere in Elei’s chest, as if it’d touched a chord.

“Practically an adult. He might survive.”

“Might survive? Might?” Kalaes raised a fist. “That’s not good enough. He damn well shall.”

“I’ll see if I can find some serum.” Hera shook her head. “So many diseases. A good excuse for the Gultur to clean out the world.”

“Are you defending them?” Maera said in a deadly voice, hands curling into fists.

“Merely stating a fact.” Hera leaned over Elei. Her eyes were a deep, dark color, yet limpid like glass, brown or green. There was a softness in their depths that he hadn’t expected and he couldn’t look away. His breath caught. 

“Say,” Maera said, “is it true the Gultur reproduce alone?”

Silence. They all turned to stare at her.

Then Hera’s mouth twisted, one side tilting up in a half smile. She winked at Elei, leaving him confused, and straightened. “It’s true.”

“What about sex? Don’t they miss it?” There was an interesting little silence. Maera frowned. “What? It’s a legit question.”

Kalaes’ face turned a pretty shade of red. “Maera…”

“Oh, they have nothing against sex.” Hera shifted her weight so that a slender hip jutted out. The curves of her breasts and waist were soft and pleasing. “After all, that kind of physical stimulation is needed for ovulation, and therefore reproduction. But the priestesses are the ones in charge of that, usually.”

Well, that brought interesting images to mind. Women on women. Elei felt his eyes go wide and his throat dry.

Kalaes made a noise as if he’d swallowed a fly and turned his face away.

Hera leaned back, smirking. “Why do you care anyway?”

“Just wondering.” Maera snorted. “You do know a lot about the Gultur, don’t you?”

“An awful lot,” Hera said in a voice like steel. “You cannot begin to imagine.” She turned to Kalaes. “Your beeper. Now. I have delayed too much already. Be alert in case they find you. I must return to work.” She turned to Maera. “Do you have a beeper, too?”

“Left it at work,” Maera said. Kalaes took his beeper out and tossed it to Hera. 

She caught it deftly and placed it in a hip pocket of her suit. “So long.”

“What are you going to do?” Kalaes called out to her retreating back.

“You would rather not know,” her voice floated from the stairwell, and then she was gone like a ghost.

“Rest,” Kalaes said to Elei. “There’s nothing else to do right now but wait.”

Elei curled tight, too cold. His legs ached, his chest felt compressed. His stomach twisted. The void waited, an open mouth, to swallow him again. He slipped under instantly. Time fragmented. 

The little girl, Poena, flicked her golden hair and laughed at him, laughed and laughed, her face turning into a grotesque animal mask, a long muzzle with sharp teeth dripping saliva.

A great weight crushed him. He heard tinny voices, the rustle of bodies moving. He was drowning in blood, swallowing it, choking, unable to breathe. 

Space lurched. He felt himself moving, but he wasn’t the one in control of his limbs. Vomit rose in his throat and he tasted the sweet copper of blood. 

Urgent voices, a shout, indistinct sounds. 

Fresh liquid trickled through his lips and he licked them, grateful for something else than the sourness of his mouth. Coolness rested against his forehead, and he shivered because he was hopelessly cold, his body made of marble stone, heavy and not his to command. His limbs shook and something held him down, against the hardness of the bench. Then more bile rose, more blood to vomit, more disorientation. 

And then nothing.






  







 

 

Chapter Sixteen



 

First came gravity, pressing his body down. Then came feeling. Elei lay on something hard, even and cold as ice — like a grave must feel. But a bulky jacket and blankets wrapped him in a warm cocoon, so the probabilities of being buried were not so high. Who would waste a perfectly good jacket on a corpse?

Smell was an unwelcome bonus. The sour stench of vomit cloyed the air. Then taste returned, and he wished it hadn’t either, foul as rotten garbage. On its heels followed pain, a splitting headache, and his midsection felt as if someone had laid him open with a chainsaw, though he was sure he’d remember something like that.  

Sounds filtered in, low voices and the dripping of liquid. A distant buzz like the wind. Rustling of clothes. 

Time to test another sense. He fought to open his eyes. That was kind of difficult; they refused to obey. He tried again, moving his head, as if to dislodge the spiderwebs that sealed them closed. 

A gasp, then steps. A man’s voice. Kalaes. “He’s awake.” 

“Thank the gods.” Maera. “Elei, can you hear me?”

The events of the last hours returned. Hera, the flight from Aerica, the secret chamber under the field of stones. Words wouldn’t come, his throat was too dry, his breath was too shallow, his mind too sluggish. Answering was beyond him. He shut out the voices and concentrated on his un-cooperative eyes. He cursed silently, struggled harder, and finally his crusted lashes parted. 

Hazy outlines. Muted colors, shades of brown and gray. His dry, gritty eyes itched. He now saw a face in a halo of curls. Something alighted on his cheek — a hand. 

“Maera,” he attempted to say. His voice wouldn’t come out. But he saw her teeth glinting. She was smiling. That made him feel better.

“Drink this.” She pressed something cool to his lips, and liquid wet his lips. She raised his head with one strong hand and he gulped down the water. She took the cup away far too soon. “Enough.”

Right. He concentrated on keeping it down. 

“Hey.” Kalaes crouched before him, his face inches from Elei’s. “Feeling better?”

He blinked, not sure it would be taken as an answer, but Kalaes seemed to understand. He ruffled Elei’s hair, then pulled back his hand. “You almost gave me a heart attack, fe. I don’t want to add your name to the list of my dead, so have a care.”

“The marks haven’t spread more,” Maera said. “The gods saved you. It’s a miracle.”

Only Elei didn’t believe in miracles. The gifts the gods gave always had a price attached, didn’t they? 

“Maybe it’s Phorkys, the god of the sea foam, riding on his serpentine fish,” Maera whispered, brushing her smooth fingertips on Elei’s forehead. He sighed, returning for a moment to the past, in Pelia’s apartment, and thought he felt her cool hand on his face, her scent on the air. 

“Or maybe cronion fought back,” Kalaes said, breaking the spell. He grinned. “Your own private champion.”

“Maybe,” Elei rasped.

“He speaks! I can’t believe my ears!” Kalaes whooped, then pressed a hand to his brow, pretending to swoon, and said in a melodramatic voice, “That’s it, I’m a believer. Elei’s possessed by a god.”

Maera laughed and shoved at Kalaes’ shoulder. Her eyes glowed as if lit from within. “Don’t make fun of him when he’s sick.”

“But it’s the best time. He can’t fight back!” Kalaes winked at Elei and grabbed Maera’s hand, keeping it against his shoulder. “Come on, fe. Tell me which god has taken possession of you. Magic-shitting Nereus with his fishtail and big fork, or is it a goddess, that awesome chick, Thetis, who rules in her coral palace?”

“Stop it!” Maera giggled. “You’re such a clown.” 

Elei’s mouth twitched.

Kalaes opened his mouth to say more, but his gaze snapped to the side and he raised a hand as if to silence them.

“What?” The blankets shifted against Elei and Maera rose, arms crossed over her stomach. 

“There’s someone outside.” Kalaes straightened, a dark silhouette against the luminescence of the green fungi covering the walls. 

On cue, loud banging rang on the trapdoor, followed by a woman’s voice. “Open this door right now. It is urgent.”

“Hera.” Kalaes strode to the stairwell and disappeared up the stairs. 

Maera scowled. She caught Elei’s concerned look and blushed, mouth twisting. “Sorry. I don’t trust Hera.” She rubbed her arms. 

He could understand that. Who knew what role Hera played in all this.

Hera followed Kalaes inside. Her hair was loose today and she looked frazzled. A red flush marked her cheekbones.

“You must leave immediately.” Her voice fell like a whip. “You have been found.”

Elei gathered his legs closer to his body. A chill snaked up his spine.

Kalaes cursed. “How?”

“Hard to tell.” Hera paced to the wall and back. “They must have tracked the signal of your beeper through the system before I destroyed the chip. Gods, I knew this was going to happen.”

“And it took them so long?”

“All systems are down or barely working. Gultur policy, remember? Trying to slow down the Undercurrent. Well, they’re slowing down their own people, too, the ones staying outside the Bone Tower.”

“Great.” Maera went to gather their things from the table — bottles, packages and bags. 

“Elei.” Hera nodded in his direction. “I see you are still alive. Good.” A mote of satisfaction danced in her voice.

“He was out for two days,” Maera said.  

Elei gaped. Two days?   

“Come on, fe.” Kalaes hauled Elei up. The world tilted madly and he hung in Kalaes’ arms. “Come on, we must go.”

He agreed wholeheartedly, only his legs wouldn’t carry him and he hardly felt his feet inside his boots. His head seemed too heavy for his neck. Leaning on Kalaes, he took laborious steps in the direction of the stairs. Maera took his other side and together they half-carried him up the steps and out into the late afternoon. 

A thick gray cloud sat on the horizon. Elei squinted at it as he stood wheezing, and it expanded like a malevolent spirit.

“It’s them.” Hera stepped out, gun in hand. She strode over to a covered vehicle and pulled back the cover. 

Their aircar. Hera unlocked it. “Get in. I’ll drive.”

They climbed inside. Kalaes and Maera settled Elei down, wedged between them. He was cold and glad for the warmth of their bodies on either side of him, and for their solid presence after the nightmares.

“How do you get around without being caught?” Kalaes asked. “Don’t they ever stop you at the checkpoints?”

“I have the necessary codes.” Hera took the driver’s seat and powered the aircar up. It rumbled and rose from the ground vertically, then shot away. “As long as I have some access to their communications system, we’re fine.”

At a dizzying speed they flew over the plain, over patches of cultivated land and brown spongy earth, in the direction of the mountains. Holes marred the slopes of the hills, and hoverbarges surrounded them. They overflew small towns, patches of brightness. They were approaching the first dakron mines. 

“Where to now?” Maera cleared the foggy window with her sleeve and pressed her nose to it. 

“An apartment in Akmon. I’ll leave you there, come later with provisions. Try and make the stupid boy remember what Pelia told him. You cannot keep running forever; they will find you.”

No kidding, Elei thought muzzily. Stupid boy, huh? Maybe he was. He couldn’t understand why these people were after him. But at least he was finally getting warmer and feeling was returning to his extremities. He wiggled his toes inside his boots. Good. He’d been afraid someone had cut off his feet and they weren’t telling him. He moved his fingers in his lap. All there. Thank the gods. He wondered if things could get any crazier — if that was even possible.

“Feeling better, fe?” Kalaes grinned and tousled Elei’s hair. 

“You’ll make him dizzy again, and he’ll throw up all over us,” Maera muttered. 

Kalaes shuddered dramatically and withdrew his hand. “Gods forbid.”

Elei’s lips twitched.

“Where are you going, Hera?” Kalaes pressed his forehead to the window, hand coming up to clear the glass pane. “There’s no town here.”

“I’m trying to lose them, they’re at our backs.”

“What?” Kalaes twisted to look through the back window. “Whoa, what in the hells? It’s the whole pissing Fleet of the Gultur! I can’t believe it.”

Elei opened his mouth but no sound came out. The Fleet?

Maera squeaked and turned around too. The aircar rocked. 

“Nunet’s snakes, stop moving around! You’ll get us all killed.” Hera’s voice shook with fury. She jabbed at the accelerator button and they got knocked back against their seats. 

Elei looked behind. The Fleet darkened the sky, growing like a malignant fungus. 

The aircar shot off the main road, the propellers at the back giving a pitiful whine. Off the cemented track, the aircar dipped and rocked. Maera yelped. Hera chose a narrow dirt road that wound around a hill. Houses littered one side — low, yellow square buildings with flat roofs. Blue algae ponds stretched ahead like mirrors. The aircar glided over the dark water, straightening, as it raced toward the mass of mountains. 

“Do you even know what’s after the next hill?” Kalaes shouted over the whir of the sputtering engine. 

The fields ended and Hera drove onto land once more. She swerved around a tall, tower-like building that looked like a storehouse and the aircar wobbled. “Do you?”

“Hells, what are you doing? We’ll crash!” Kalaes climbed over the backrest and fell next to Hera on the front seat as she took another dirt road seemingly at random. “Let me drive.”

“Sit. Down.” Hera didn’t even turn toward him. “I know the area. We shall hide.”

“Where?” Kalaes settled with a muffled curse and pulled out his gun, glancing out of the front windowpane.

“I know a place.” She grunted. “Put away your gun. A gunshot could give them our exact position.”

Kalaes lowered it. “It’s reflex.” He shrugged. “I’m not going to try and take out the Fleet with one gun.”

“Good to know.” She killed the lights with a flick of her hand, eyes intent on the road ahead as they drove on. The last rays of daylight traversed the aircar like golden ribbons.

Elei stared at the back of her head, all that dark hair dancing like a curtain of beads in a breeze. In the faint light from the panel, he could see Hera’s hand on the controls, a fine wrist, long fingers. Tiny black marks traced the finger bones. He wondered what they were. A tattoo?

“They’re coming,” Maera hissed and pressed her face to the window. “Dammit, Hera, they’re almost on top of us.”

“They have not seen us yet.”

The supersonic hum vibrated now through the moving aircar and through Elei’s teeth and bones. The windows rattled. He turned. The Fleet was splitting up; triangular formations of seleukids broke off and flew in opposing directions. 

“Search parties,” Maera muttered. “Dammit.”

“Hera!” Kalaes grabbed the steering lever. “Give me the steer.”

They wrestled for the lever and the aircar whirled, knocking Elei against the back seat.

“Let go.” Hera snarled. “We’re almost there.” 

“What about their radars? Are you screwing with us?”

“The hills here contain magnetite. It will scramble their signals. I told you, I know this place.”

Elei swallowed hard, his body shaking as he straightened. They were going to die. He was caught in a nightmare that wouldn’t end.

Maera reached over the seat, grabbed Hera’s shoulder. “Kalaes will drive,” she hissed. “He’ll get us out of here.”

“And take us where? We can take cover behind that hill over there. We must hide, do you understand?” Hera panted, immobilized by Maera’s grip, as the sound of search parties flying not far overhead drowned out her voice. The aircar had slowed. “Let go of me.”

Maera hesitated, and Kalaes shook his head, his face white. “She led us into a pissing trap.”

But what if she was telling the truth? 

“Kalaes.” Elei placed a hand on Maera’s arm and looked into Kalaes’ wide eyes. “We haven’t got the time for anything else. Let her.”

“If they see us, the game is over,” Hera muttered. “Now or never.”

Sweat beaded Kalaes’ forehead like minute teardrops. Maera’s arm trembled under Elei’s fingers. The Fleet rumbled behind them, a gigantic wave rising to engulf them.

Kalaes released the lever. Elei sagged. With Maera’s hand still on her shoulder, Hera pushed the lever and straightened the aircar. Punching the acceleration to the maximum, she drove them up the steep hill road. The whole vehicle vibrated with tension. They crested the summit, plunged behind it and came to land in a hollow, immediately powering down into stand-by mode. 

Bathed in golden late afternoon light, they sat and listened to the quiet. Above the whisper of rapid breathing, the hum of the seleukids came and went.

 “Now what?” Kalaes said after a moment.

Hera didn’t turn toward them. “We hide and wait until they pass. It could work for a while.” She sat still in her seat, her hands relaxed on the controls. She didn’t even seem to be breathing, and Elei had a brief moment of fear that she’d somehow died sitting there. Then she twitched her hand and pressed the energy conservation button, and he crushed his stupid thoughts. 

Above boomed seleukids. The diamond-shaped, military aircrafts flew over their tiny craft in long, black lines, splitting the sky. 

Gods, so many! Kalaes was right. They’d sent the Fleet. The whole damn Fleet to find him. Elei’s heart sank in dark despair.

They waited in silence until the last ones had passed and vanished over the mountain, leaving behind white lines of fumes. Kalaes’ and Maera’s faces were pale, their eyes wide. Hera just looked pissed. She jabbed at the controls.

The aircar powered up again. A loose panel rattled, grating on Elei’s nerves. Hera thumbed the screen, switched to flight mode and took them out of the depression in the ground in whose shadow they’d hidden. They flew toward the mountains. 

The first one rose like a pinnacle, and they traveled over gray hamlets nestled on mountain terraces, on to Akmon. It was a small mining town built on the slope, on a plateau, with high buildings half-carved into the mountainside, half-built over the road that curled around it. Hera took them down on a narrow landing pad, setting the aircar down perfectly on the indicated lines, near another small vehicle. 

She turned toward them, face expressionless. “Here.” She reached over the seat and placed a piece of paper into Elei’s lax hand. His fingers curled around it reflexively. “The code for the main door, on the ground level. Apartment number 16. It’s the building beside the air-truck station.” Her eyes hid in shadow.

Elei pushed the paper into his pocket, patted it. The gesture reminded him of the paper Pelia had shoved into his pocket. He wondered why Hera had given it to him, and not to one of the others. Kalaes seemed a more natural choice.

“You’ll just leave us here? With no way to leave?” Maera’s voice rose in volume with each word.

Hera gave her a long look. “Yes. Are you going to cry, little girl?”

“Hey.” Kalaes placed his arm around Maera’s thin shoulders. “You don’t have to be rude. We’re not used to running from the Fleet. Are you?”

Hera scowled. “Off you go.”

Maera huffed and pushed the door open. She climbed out without a word. 

“They must have realized we fooled them,” Hera said, her expression not changing. “I’ll try to distract them and keep them as far away from you as possible.”

Elei opened his mouth, but Hera’s dark gaze pinned him like an insect, examining him. Her lips parted slightly, just enough for a faint exhalation that sent a white cloud into the air. 

“Thank you,” was all he had the time to say before Kalaes went out of the door and called his name. Elei struggled to the opening and sat with his legs hanging over the edge. Kalaes gripped his arms and pulled him out bodily. They joined Maera on the landing pad. Together they stood on the wind-swept flank of the mountain, hair whipping, and watched as the aircar took off with a roar of engines. Following the narrow road, it dipped down the slope, vanishing from view, like part of a conjuring trick. 

The mountain rose above them, vertical cliffs cut with platforms of mines and desolate hamlets. Akmon had one main street, lit with four street lamps, and a couple of back streets. As they walked down the road, they saw a food store, a lamp flashing on its porch. A skinny dog hobbled around a corner and whined. 

“There.” Kalaes pointed at the air-truck station. Maera went up front, Kalaes helped Elei along, for which Elei was both grateful and embarrassed. The building next to the station was gray and dark. Nothing moved around it, no light burned in its windows. Didn’t anybody live there? 

A spiral staircase wound up its façade, creaking in the cold wind, with landings at each floor. Maera waited at the main ground level door, while Elei fumbled with the piece of paper, turning it in the direction of the faint light from the station. Hesitantly he punched in the code, and the door hissed open. 

They stumbled in the black of the corridor as the door shut behind them, found the apartment at its end and entered. Kalaes cursed as he searched the walls for a switch. It was Maera who found it, illuminating two big furnished rooms and what looked like a bathroom. 

Maera went to explore. “Hey, would you look at this! A shower.” She whistled.

Elei fell into a black, cloth-covered armchair and sighed. A shower? He wondered how the Undercurrent could afford such luxury. The water used was undrinkable, of course, tainted a light blue from silla remnants. Not a problem for the skin. He’d love to use it, but he was just too tired to move. On Ost, he’d paid a small fortune to use the communal showers once in a while. Sometimes people stared at his marked back, sometimes they picked fights with him. Mostly, though, they avoided him with a sort of superstitious fear, for having survived.

They weren’t more surprised than he was about it.

“Never seen a shower in a private apartment before,” Kalaes muttered.

Elei hadn’t either. Did Pelia have one? He’d never entered beyond her living room. So many things he’d never thought to ask her, and now it was too late.

“Hey, are you going into a coma again, fe?” Kalaes’ eyes narrowed. “Drink some more water first, eat some bread. Here.”

Kalaes dropped his bag on a table and took out the bottle. He unscrewed it and pushed it into Elei’s hands. “Are you listening?”

Elei took a swig and realized how thirsty he was. He swallowed and swallowed, and he’d probably have drunk it all if Kalaes hadn’t pried it from his fingers with a snort.      

“You’re really feeling better, aren’t you?”

Elei took stock of his sluggish body, flexed his fingers, rolled his shoulders. Yes, he was feeling better. But he needed to sleep. Kalaes pushed a chunk of bread into his hand, and he bit into it mechanically, eyelids drooping. 

When Maera checked the furniture, brushing off dust and cobwebs, Kalaes bent to help her and their shoulders touched. Maera giggled. Kalaes shoved her playfully and she shoved him back. 

They were flirting. 

Elei’s chest tightened and he wiped the breadcrumbs from his lap. They seemed happy together. And they had no homes anymore and no jobs, thanks to him. He’d taken everything from them, given nothing back. Just like he had done to Pelia. She’d taken him in and he’d never had the chance to do something nice for her or even thank her. 

He wasn’t worth keeping around.

That was his last little thought before he fell fast asleep where he sat.

“Still alive, huh?” said Poena and reached out to him. “Come, take my hand.” She stood in a long boat on a blue lake, her yellow dress blinding bright against a black horizon. “Come on, try.”

He tried to move in his dreamscape, but couldn’t control his body. “Can’t. Why?” A temple rose behind her, though he was sure it wasn’t there a moment ago. Tall statues of nude women held its marble roof, and jets of water jumped before the many steps that led up to the entrance. “What is this place?”  

“The fountainhead.” The girl smiled. “The great source. Where you must go. Spill the blood in the water, Elei.”

He managed to raise his hand, as if through hardening glue, but he still couldn’t touch her. “I’ve met you somewhere before, haven’t I?”

She giggled. “Everything is possible, my king.”

“King?” He laughed. “This is a good dream.”

“Is it?” She turned serious, dropped her hand and glanced over her shoulder at the temple with the water jets. Her eyes glinted like a cat’s, and sudden fear rose in his throat. “Not everything is as it seems to be, my king. You’ll see.” 

He jerked awake to a sound he couldn’t place. It made him think of pain. He stayed very still, listening. 

A moan.

He pushed himself to his feet, muscles screaming, pulled out his gun, and stumbled to the door. His heart thumped, but the world didn’t bloom into colors like every time since he could remember. Why was cronion not reacting? Was it truly dead? 

He considered the situation. They’d been found, obviously. Someone had hurt the others, but had missed him. 

Screw them. They were going to pay dearly. Now this sickness was over, he would finally take action. He leveled his gun and softly pushed the door of the other room, looked inside. 

And froze. 

On the couch lay two bodies. Elei stared, hardly breathing. The bodies moved. Not dead, they were not dead. And… He saw dark curls and a woman’s beautiful breasts, small and firm with sugar brown nipples. Her long legs were creamy white, stretched out and displayed against the dark green fabric of the couch. A man’s broad back, unmarred, smooth, rippled with muscles as he nuzzled her neck. Drops of sweat rolled down his spine, catching a lamp’s faint light with tiny sparks. A soft moan sounded.  

And Elei still stared like a fool. Pissing hells. 

He’d almost shot them.

Elei lowered his gun and backed out before they sensed his presence, before he spoilt it for them. He staggered out, leaned on a wall and cursed silently. Of course. He should have expected it. 

Kalaes had finally convinced Maera to have sex. 

Perhaps Kalaes would laugh all day now — after all, he’d grinned through most of the previous mess. There had to be an upping of the stakes. Perhaps he’d jump around and shout. Perhaps he’d sing stupid love songs. 

Elei felt empty as he fell back into his armchair. He should be happy for them. He didn’t know why he wasn’t. A strange feeling of betrayal turned his thoughts bitter. 

Come on, he told himself. What is this now? Did you want Maera for yourself? Is that it? Did you intend to try and take her from Kalaes, the guy who has helped you and lost everything because of you? Who was going to buy a mattress, let you sleep in his apartment while he had one? Aren’t you disgusted with yourself?

He was. He stared at his gun stupidly. Was that the reason he felt like that? Jealousy? Pettiness?

Or did he feel left out? Pushed aside? Like the proverbial third wheel?

Hells. He’d thought himself nobler.

But, as usual, he was wrong when it came to judging human character. Even his own.






  







 

 

Chapter Seventeen



 

Draped uncomfortably on the armchair, Elei closed his eyes and tried to catch another wink before dawn broke. Then the sunlight from the window hit him square in the face and he gave up. He stood and tried to work out the kinks by stretching his arms and walking up and down. His body still wasn’t very happy with him, but Elei couldn’t complain. He’d brushed by death close enough to believe there would be no return this time — yet here he was, alive and kicking.

Elei rubbed the side of his neck and up his cheek, feeling the new tel-marks, rough snake scales that had spread there. His skin felt hot, like burning dakron. He stood at the window and gazed over the mountain slope at the scintillating rocks and a hint of the plain below, the light spreading wide like water. 

Water. Poena’s words echoed in his head. Spill blood in the water. The fountainhead and the temple. What a weird dream. 

Then he remembered Maera and Kalaes. Embarrassment fought with unease, hot and cold rushing through him. What in the hells is wrong with me? He raked his hands through his hair and spun around. He’d take a shower. Celebrate his survival. 

Scratching at the maddening, all-consuming itch on his arms, he entered the bathroom. A rusty showerhead jutted from the wall, and in a corner of the concrete floor was a drain. A stained curtain hung from hooks in the ceiling, but otherwise the room was clean. Good enough. A cracked mirror was mounted on the wall and he consciously opted not to look. He didn’t need to see his own accusing glare. He noticed a stool underneath the sink with a stack of folded towels. What else could anyone ask for? 

He shut and locked the door, placed his gun on top of the towels and stripped. Carefully, he unwound the bandage from his waist. The wound was healing, red and tender. He stepped underneath the showerhead and turned the faucet on. Pipes creaked and groaned, then came a rushing noise and water gurgled. He let out an involuntary cry as the cold water hit him, a rain of razor blades. In his limited experience with washing, he’d never been drenched in such icy water and with such pressure. The wet rags he’d normally use to clean up just didn’t compare. 

Teeth chattering, Elei scrubbed himself with his hands the best he could and washed as thoroughly as possible without a soap. Well, at least his skin was now numb and the burning sensations ceased. He hissed when he turned his face into the icy spray, and his fists clenched in reaction. Oh, gods, the things one did to get clean.

He bowed his head under the spray, letting it drench his grimy hair, and passed his hands through it, dislodging dried blood and grit. He rubbed his neck, his shoulders, his stomach. The image of Maera’s naked breasts flashed through his mind briefly, teasingly, and despite the cold he ached with desire. 

Elei snarled at himself and his idiocy. He’d never even been with a woman before, not past the kissing part anyway, and he wasn’t about to start with Kalaes’ girlfriend. There would be other women, perhaps, if he got out of this mess. 

The sting of the cold became too much. Screw showering. He took a step away from the spray. 

His skin flared with fire, an unbearable itch that burned and ate at his flesh. With a gasp, he returned under the showerhead to find relief, hand closing over the faucet and cranking it up. The shock of the cold gave way to a need for wetness, a deep urge to fall into the water, to dissipate in it. Whispers played in his mind, images of fountains and streams gurgling down wide ditches, the water swirling in transparent eddies, bringing with it all that was dead. He saw himself fall into the streams, carried out and plummeting into sea; diving to green and blue depths, steeped in quiet. 

A boom shattered the calm. 

He blinked and blue radiance jumped around him, outlining each object. He rubbed his eye and took a deep breath when the brightness faded. 

The booming sound came again and he became aware of loud knocking on the door. 

“Dammit, Elei, are you all right in there?” Kalaes’ worried voice. “You’ve been in there for ages. Elei!”

He raised his hands and spread his fingers. His nails were a deep blue from the cold and he started to shiver all over. “I’m fine!” His clenched jaw didn’t allow more words. 

Kalaes stopped trying to cave in the door and quiet fell once more. 

Turning off the water, he grabbed a towel and rubbed himself roughly, more to restart circulation rather than to get dry. He forced his shaking limbs into his clothes and finally glanced at the mirror. With his fingers, he tried to straighten his short hair as much as he could, ignoring the image of his hollow cheeks and angry eyes. 

But then something caught his attention and he leaned closer. If cronion was gone, instead of cronion’s dull green, his right eye ought to be the same brown color as the other one. But it wasn’t; it was a clear, light blue. 

Elei frowned. The hell? Then his gaze caught dark spots on his neck. He pulled down his high polo-neck. New marks, small, dark and round like beads, a necklace of them. 

Shaking his head, he unlocked and yanked the door open.

“Elei? What are you doing?” 

He flinched. Maera stood at the opening, wrapped in a blanket, her naked shoulders round and flawless. His body got that same appropriate reaction again — or was it inappropriate, now that she was Kalaes’ girlfriend? — and he realized he was gaping. “I’m just—” 

“Are you finished here? Can I use the toilet?” 

Cursing inwardly, he nodded. He brushed by her on his way out and stumbled, barely avoided falling onto his face by hanging onto the door handle at the last second. 

Just pissing great. He wondered if he could make a greater fool of himself. It had to stop right there. He didn’t desire Maera. He didn’t, really didn’t. 

It was his new mantra. 

Then the fine hairs on his nape bristled. He whirled about.

Kalaes stared at him with a grin on his face, leaning on the door frame, arms folded over his naked chest. A pendant hung around his neck, a medallion of dull metal with a map of the seven islands. He had an old palantin scar on one arm, a nasty disease Elei had thankfully managed to avoid as a child, and plenty of old fight scars on his chest and forearms. It looked like, in his past, Kalaes had been stabbed, slashed and shot at quite a lot. He also had a tattoo over his heart — a circle with a star inside. 

“What are you staring at, fe?” Kalaes grinned and lifted his chin. “D’you like my tattoos?”

Elei wrenched his gaze away. “Are they gang tattoos?”

Kalaes tsked. “This one is.” He placed three fingers against the three parallel lines marking his cheek. “Though I don’t have a gang anymore.”

So much for belonging to Kalaes’ gang, then. Maera and her ideas. Oddly disappointed, Elei stomped out and into the room where he’d spent the night. He rubbed his burning shoulders through the rough cloth of the sweater and told himself to get a grip. 

Kalaes’ steps followed him. “You took a shower, huh? How was the experience?” 

“It was pissing cold.” 

Kalaes laughed out loud, a deep resonating sound. So, Kalaes was laughing. Check. Wait for the dance of joy, coming up next. 

“Sorry, fe. I’ve never heard you say the word ‘pissing’ before. I must be rubbing off on you.” 

Yeah. 

“You won’t believe this, fe.” 

Try me, Elei thought darkly. 

“Maera and I…” 

Elei waited, heart pounding. 

Kalaes just chuckled and shook his head. He played with the medallion hanging on his chest. “Um, listen. I need to thank you.” 

“Thank me?” 

“Yeah. All this being chased around and the stress, well, it kind of made up her mind. To have sex with me, fe.” 

“You’re crazy, you know that?” An exasperated sigh left his lips, despite his best efforts. Kalaes had lost his job and his apartment and he was on the run. But he’d gotten some and now he was floating on a pink cloud. 

And why not? Elei rubbed the back of his neck. I’ve lost everything and got no sex. At least he did, and with a pretty girl, too. The one he wanted. He has a right to be happy. 

So happy he hadn’t noticed anything strange about Elei’s fast recovery, or about the strange new color of his right eye. 

Elei turned to the window. 

And why wouldn’t Maera make up her mind about Kalaes? He was a handsome man. Apart from his hands and the old palantin scar on his arm, he had no other marks of parasites that Elei had noticed. Strong shoulders, square jaw. Clean of illnesses. Probably had lots of different antibodies. Just what a girl might want. 

“What’s this?” Kalaes came to stand beside Elei, wrinkling his nose. “Can you smell it?” 

“Smell what, Kalaes?” Elei sniffed. 

“Just call me Kal, all right, fe? Smells like spice. Like pepper. It must be the soap.” 

Elei pursed his lips. He’d found no soap. “Nah.” He sniffed his skin and stiffened. Pepper. Spot on. Cronion and telmion didn’t smell like that. A new parasite. Everything pointed to such a conclusion. 

Kalaes spun around at the sound of the bathroom door opening. “I’ll go clean myself, then let’s see what we’ve got to eat.” 

Elei shook himself like a dog. He had to move, not let his mind sink into useless fears and doubts. It had always worked for him before. 

He went to check and found half a bottle of water and a slice of stale blue bread. End of list. He turned the slice of bread over in his hand, hungry but not sure it was fair to eat it and leave nothing for the others. 

“Hey.” 

He almost dropped the bread. 

Maera smirked at him. “I’m going out.”

“Where?”

“To the food store we saw on our way here” She winked. “I’ll go buy something to eat.”

He put the bread down. “That’s dangerous. Let me—” 

But Maera laughed lightly and strolled out of the living room. He heard the main door click shut behind her. 

“—go instead,” he finished the sentence to himself.

“Where did she go?” Kalaes said from behind his back. 

Elei gasped and turned, his pulse screaming in his ears. “Gods, don’t pissing do that!” Holy shit. He still half-expected cronion to react, but of course nothing happened. He inhaled deeply to calm his pounding heart. “She went to buy food.” 

Kalaes rubbed his eyes. “Oh. Good. Food’s good.” 

He had a point. Elei’s stomach agreed quite loudly. A craving for sugar made his mouth water. He hoped Maera would bring something sweet. 

“I feel as if a freight-barge hit me, fe. I’m exhausted.” Kalaes flopped into the chair where Elei had spent the night. “But you look much better. Back at the ruins, in the basement, you kept vomiting, and we couldn’t wake you, and you were burning up. It was all we could do to keep your airways clear for breathing and trickle water down your throat. Pissing scary, I tell you.” 

Elei shuddered. 

Kalaes pulled his knees up to his chest and rested his chin on them. The two braids hanging over his ear swung forward over his cheek. “Did you manage to remember anything, fe? About what Pelia told you?” 

“No. Do you think they’ll ever stop looking for me?” The Gultur, their spies, the Fleet. 

“Perhaps some day.” Kalaes shrugged. “But not any day soon.” 

Elei had feared as much. With nothing else to occupy his mind, which was going around in useless circles, he picked up his gun. Methodically he took it apart and put it back together. An automatic check. Then he did it again, faster.

“Damn, you’re quick, fe.” Kalaes’ awe sounded genuine. “Looks like you know your gun. A Rasmus, isn’t it? Old model. Are you a good shot?” 

Elei nodded. Cronion helped with quick reflexes and good vision. He wondered how his skill would be affected now cronion was gone, and he swallowed fear. He’d been the best of his line at the training drills of the factory convent. Probably the reason Pelia had chosen him as her driver. Maybe. That was what the monks had said. 

He preferred to think she’d liked him from the start, like a mother who would recognize her child in a crowd. 

Yeah, right. What a moronic notion. Just like the happy endings in Albi’s bedtime stories. 

The main door of the apartment creaked and cold washed down Elei’s spine. He jumped to his feet and stepped out of the room and into the hallway, gun trained on whoever walked through. 

“I’m back, guys!” Maera entered like a bright morning, smiling and carrying two bags in her arms. 

Elei sagged against the wall and lowered his gun. Just Maera. She brushed past him and he trailed after her. She dropped the bags on the table and took out smoked herring and blue bread. He helped her unpack the rest and they sat down to eat. With each bite, he tried not to stare at the two of them, at the way their thighs touched and their hands brushed against each other all the time, at their secret smiles and giggles. 

Instead, he gazed at the packages of food without really seeing them.

Yeah, well, he wasn’t going to stay with Kalaes and Maera forever. At some point he’d have to leave and leave for good. Leave them in peace. He owed them that much. Let them rebuild their lives, free of suspicion and pursuers. 

“Hey! Where’s your mind wandering off to again, fe?” 

He dredged up a smile for Kalaes and stuffed his mouth with sugary K-blooms to avoid answering. He sighed in relief at the sweet taste and something unclenched in his gut. 

“What are we going to do now?” Maera asked. 

Her question hung like a cleaver over their heads. 

“Wait.” Kalaes bit into an algae biscuit and chewed noisily. “We wait. Hera said she’ll come.” 

“And you trust her? I don’t.” Maera pulled one cloth-clad leg up and rested her elbow on her knee. 

“Because she makes fun of you.” Kalaes poked her side and she giggled. “Hey, little girl.” His grin reached his ears, and Elei looked away, wincing. 

Stop it, he told himself. Be happy. Smile.


He tried to, but it felt like a grimace. 

“Whatever, Kal.” Maera rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not the reason.” 

“I know. I don’t trust her either, Mae. But she’s helping us. I can’t think of anyone else who would right now.” 

“And when Hera comes,” Maera drew out the name, “what then? Can we go back to Aerica? We have no jobs, and you’ve got no apartment, and I’m sure if I’m gone any longer my landlady will throw my things into the street, or, better still, sell them.” 

They sat in stale silence. 

All this supposing we survive, Elei thought. Supposing at some point they let us go and live in peace. He pressed his thumb against his forehead. Or at least them. 

Kalaes pulled Maera closer, his arms circling her waist, and Elei shot to his feet. He grabbed a piece of bread and went to ruminate by the window. 

Morning had rolled into high noon. Daylight glinted on the mountain slopes, reflecting on buildings and aircars. Blinded, he half-closed his eyes. They hurt, and lights danced before him. It was as if the sky swarmed with aircraft. 

He blinked and rubbed his eyes. 

The sky swarmed with aircraft. 

He dropped to the floor, the bread falling from his hand. “Shit!” Fear rolled inside him in great, towering waves.

“Elei?” Kalaes scrambled out of his seat. His whole body blazed a deep crimson. “What is—”

“Get down!” Elei shouted. “We’ve been found.” 

Maera rose, her face a white oval, red sparks jumping from her chest. “No. They can’t. Kal?”

“I can see them,” Kalaes’ voice grated, rough like sandpaper. “Get on the floor, Mae. How did they find us?”

“Damn Hera!” Maera’s voice shook as she dropped to her knees. “She betrayed us! She left us here with no means of transport—” 

“She’s been helping us!” Kalaes said. 

Maera stabbed a finger at him. “You just like her pretty face!” 

“What? No!” Kalaes cursed. “I don’t like her any more than you do.” 

“We’ve got to get out of here.” Elei moved toward the door, keeping low. Hopefully their pursuers didn’t know which apartment to target. 

The boom of cannons blasted through the apartment. The windows exploded and glass rained inside. Maera squealed. 

The Fleet didn’t need to know which apartment to target. They could take down the building. Or the whole town of Akmon. In his experience, the Gultur didn’t hold the human life to much value.

Kalaes grabbed his t-shirt from a chair. Elei inched out the door and down the hallway, pulling Maera by the hand. The passage flashed red, then blue, and it seemed to be breathing, expanding and contracting like a hallucination born of high fever. 

An explosion rocked the building. Fire burst through the front door and they ducked as debris flew, hitting the walls.

“Back away. Find the fire escape!” Kalaes shouted.

Maera jerked on their hands. “There.”

They raced toward the narrow metal door at the other end of the dark passage. Kalaes kicked it open with a booted foot, and they stepped out into the daylight. Shading their eyes they looked up at the Fleet, then they hurtled into the narrow streets. The hum of the seleukids filled the air and shells exploded in the air-truck station. Fragments flew, slamming into everything, and they cowered, covering their heads. 

Kalaes sprinted down a side street, his naked torso pale in the faint light, dragging them along by their hands. They turned the corner and Maera grunted and slowed down. Elei pulled at her hand, fear clawing at his insides. They ran behind the buildings, in narrow streets, but the rain of fire followed them. A house to their left exploded. Maera gasped and fell to her knees. Elei pulled her to her feet and hesitated, not knowing which way to go. 

There were only so many places to hide in the small town, and the seleukids were methodically destroying them one by one. Rectangular drones burst from the seleukids and flew through the narrow alleys, the rat-a-tat of their machine guns echoing. People ran down the main street, screaming. Thick smoke curled over the rubble of bombed buildings. Dust hung thick in the air. 

Kalaes coughed as he pulled them away from a crumbling block of apartments. An aircar rumbled down the street, packed with miners dressed in their dark uniforms and yellow helmets.

“Hey!” Kalaes let go of Maera’s hand and ran after them, waving his t-shirt in the air. “Take us with you!”

They were too far and didn’t notice him. The vehicle accelerated and vanished behind a corner. Another large aircar was already traveling full speed down the mountain slope from the mines. 

They had to find a way to leave Akmon on their own. Beside the landing pad, the previous night he’d seen a small aircar under a camo cover. Elei took the lead. 

“Where are you going?” Kalaes shouted, pulling on his t-shirt as he ran to join them. 

Elei tugged on Maera’s hand. “Follow me.” 

Burning debris rained down on them. Sirens wailed. A woman passed them by, sobbing into her hands. 

“Hey!” Kalaes called after her, but she squealed and ran away. “Wait.”

Smoke blotted out the world. Drones flew overhead, their whine ringing in Elei’s ears. He stopped and rubbed his smarting eyes, trying to see. “Kalaes!”

Maera disengaged from his hold, leaving him alone in the cloud of dust. He groped about, coughing. An explosion boomed to his left. The ground shook. “Dammit, Kalaes!”

Then a hand caught his arm. “I found him,” Maera said and dragged Kalaes next to Elei. The older boy was limping.

Shit.  

Elei wiped his watering eyes again. He had to get them out of here if it was the last thing he did. He had to find that aircar. As the smoke cleared somewhat, he made out the slope. “Come on.”

He placed Kalaes between him and Maera, to make sure he wouldn’t lag behind, and headed for the steep mountain slope where Hera had deposited them. The seleukid guns boomed again, shells slamming into the slope, exploding into a rain of sharp stones. 

Elei halted. The landing pad was empty. The aircar was gone. 

They weren’t going to make it. The certainty of the fact landed like a punch in his stomach. He’d get Kalaes and Maera killed. 

His pulse roared, blotting out the explosions. There was no way they could scale this steep slope up or down, unless Hera came. They needed to find a protected place and wait for her. He licked dry lips. She’d come, wouldn’t she? He didn’t know why he believed it. Maybe it was that softness he’d seen in her gaze. 

A narrow ledge led up to a mine. The path was deserted. If they were fast enough, maybe they could hide in the tunnels. 

Hera, where are you? 

Elei raced along the ledge, and the two others followed, slipping in mineral dust and loose earth. Huge chunks of rock jutted out of the slope further down. Good hiding places, if only they were in time. If only the enemy didn’t shoot them down before that. 

The seleukids rose higher and more drones spilled out of their bellies. His heart sank. No chance. 

But then he smelled the bitter fumes of dakron and silla coming from below their feet. A vehicle was there, hidden behind a rocky outcrop. He hesitated. 

It could be Hera, or it could be the enemy. The seleukids boomed as they passed overhead, and explosions rocked the ground. He staggered and made up his mind. He changed direction, leaving the ledge, and climbed off the path. “This way. It’s an aircar.” 

“Are you nuts? Maybe it’s theirs. We have to keep going up, we need to—” 

“Come on.” He turned, grabbed Kalaes’ hand and dragged him down a few feet. Bullets flew around them, hitting the rocks and sending chips of stone flying. Fragments stung Elei’s face and shoulders. 

Kalaes dug his heels in and squinted down. “What’re you talking about, fe? I don’t see or hear a pissing thing.” 

 “But I do.” Elei pulled Kalaes behind him. The smell was stronger now, and his gut twanged like a chord. Odd. It was as if something called him, hooked him and invited him over. “The vehicle’s hidden by the outcrop.” 

The hum of the aircar finally reached his ears. The craft rose right before them, motionless and shimmering like a dragonfly. The door gaped open. 

Through the exhaust fumes that filled the air, he smelled Hera’s scent of ripe fruit. Really odd. “Get ready to jump.” 

“Come!” Hera’s voice sounded tinny, as if from a deep cave. 

“Go!” Elei pushed Maera before him and toward the door. She jumped the small distance and grabbed the doorframe. Kalaes sprang after her, listing for a dreadful second, then going in. Elei sprinted just as the aircar wavered in position and Kalaes grabbed his arms and hauled him inside. They cowered as bullets rattled. Then they were out of there, rising above the mountain slope and diving toward the plain. 

“I was coming to recover you,” she said while her long fingers danced on the console. “They got here first. I thought I was too late.”

Elei risked a look behind. The Fleet was a black cloud descending upon Akmon. In contrast to their old aircar, the seleukids slipped through space fast as thoughts. “Hera, please tell me you have a plan.” 

“Oh, you can speak!” She arched an eyebrow at him, but kept her gaze ahead. Her face glowed like a mask of gold. “That is a change. And you are not vomiting all over the place. I’m positively impressed. Have you remembered Pelia’s words?” 

His ears burned. “I asked if you have a plan.” 

“Yes, I do. My plan is to move up this slope undetected and hide you close by. We cannot move down to the plain while the Fleet is here.”

“That’s hardly a plan,” Elei muttered, disheartened. 

“Listen, boy. Your usefulness is limited to Pelia’s words. As for my plans, they have been overturned too many times already. It’s getting increasingly difficult to think ahead, to think of places to hide you.” She shifted in her seat, shoulders tensing. “Actually, things are getting difficult in general.” 

The roar of the Fleet drowned all sound now. 

Maera screamed to be heard. “So what? We all die?” 

The aircar rose and dipped among boulders, dove down into valleys where trucks moved, loaded with dakron and other minerals, seemingly oblivious to the destruction taking place on the mountain slope. 

“I never said that, little girl, so stop your whining. I no more have access to their codes of passage, true. The plain highways are forbidden to us until the Resistance finds a way to contact me again. But I do have one last hiding place, a place nobody knows about, not even my team. If I manage to take you there in time, you’ll be safe for a while.” 

Safe. The magical word. “What got us into trouble this time?” 

Hera laughed, a harsh sound. “You’re always in trouble.” 

“That’s not an answer,” Kalaes said quietly. 

“Why should I answer to you?” She maneuvered the craft among rock formations, gripping the lever so hard her knuckles blanched.  

“Please, Hera,” Elei said. “Just tell us.” 

She threw him a sharp look. Her dark eyes glimmered. “I do not know. Monitoring their communications is not easy. They encrypted the message going out to all seleukids, but I cracked the code. They did not explain how they knew. My only hope was to reach you before them, but as you see I failed.” 

Kalaes fell silent then, and so did Elei. The aircar rounded a crag and zoomed into a black opening in the rock. There it powered down and rested in darkness. 

“A cave?” Kalaes’ voice rang too loud. Elei flinched. 

The metallic structure holding up the tunnel looked manmade.

“Looks like an abandoned mine.” Elei unlocked the door and dropped outside into a crouch. He straightened. Rock and sand crunched underneath his boots, startlingly loud in the quiet, and he looked into the dark. With his possessed right eye, he saw roughly hewn walls, the track lines of a mine train, and in the depths of the tunnel a pile of rocks. The mine was blocked. 

Kalaes stumbled and fell, cursing. “I can’t see a damn thing.” 

Maera staggered out. Elei frowned and reached out to help her. He caught Maera’s flailing arms and Kalaes’ shoulder and pushed them against a wall. 

“Elei? Damn, is that you? How come you’re not floundering like us, huh?” Then Kalaes exhaled loudly and it sounded like laughter. “You can see, can’t you, fe?” 

Elei shrugged, then remembered they couldn’t see him. “Yes.” 

“But I thought cronion was gone.” 

So did I. 

If cronion was gone, what made him see in the dark? He remembered the new color in his eye, the dark marks on his neck, the new smell of his skin, the burning sensations. Another intruder. Another parasite. 

A shudder of unease went through his bones. 

“Here,” came Hera’s voice. He saw her lean out of the aircar, a phosphorus torch in her hand. “You might need this. And this.” 

She lowered out a thermos and a bread box. Elei went and caught them, and saw her teeth flash in a quick smile. Pretty, his mind said and he shushed it. Scary, he amended and stepped back. 

Hera landed softly on her feet. She rubbed her arms and went to lean against the aircar’s front. Kalaes limped to Elei, grabbed the torch and flashed it around, illumining the long shaft. Crystals shimmered, embedded in the rock. The light fragmented into rainbows where it touched them. 

“You’re bleeding.” Maera nudged Kalaes until his back met the wall and knelt down to check his calf. He pointed the torch down to give her light. Blood seeped through the khaki cloth. 

Elei held himself very straight, hands curling into fists. “Is it bad?”

Maera took the torch, placed it on the floor so that it shone on Kalaes and tore off the leg of his pants. “Shrapnel from the shells. Don’t move, I’ve got it.” She wrapped her hand in the cloth, grabbed the piece and yanked it out in one smooth movement.

Kalaes cried out, in pain or surprise, or both. “Pissing hells, warn me next time, okay?” 

Elei winced in sympathy. 

With jerky motions, face pale, Kalaes ripped a strip from his t-shirt. “Here.” He handed it down to Maera who wrapped it around his calf and tied it off.

“Where did you get military training, little girl?” Hera asked in a flat voice.

Maera pushed herself to her feet and turned to face Hera with a dark frown. “I got no military training. Why are you saying that?” 

Hera shrugged. “I saw you jump onto the aircar like a pro. And you recognized and pulled the shrapnel out without hesitation. It looks like you have seen and treated wounds like that before.” 

“Well, I—” 

“We’ve both seen wounds like this.” Kalaes reached out and pulled Maera to lean against his chest. “She’s worked in a hospital in Artemisia, right, Mae?” 

She nodded, biting her lip. Kalaes’ hand smoothed over her curls. 

“Why would she have seen shrapnel wounds in a hospital?” Hera asked.

“Machinery exploding, bombs going off in cars and buildings.” Kalaes flashed her a grim smile. “Terrorism, remember? Haven’t you read about it in the news?” 

Hera shook her head. “I should get going.” She gave a mocking bow. “Nice to see you’re one happy family.” 

“Right.” Kalaes cocked his head to the side. “Our five minutes with you are up?”

Hera huffed. “I must return before my absence causes suspicion.” 

“Return where? How do we know you won’t betray us?” 

She turned around, eyes flashing anger. “Return to work. I have helped you every single time, risking my life and…” She trailed off, staring wide-eyed at Elei, and pressed her hand to her stomach. 

Was she sick, too? “What’s wrong?”

She jabbed her finger at him. “It’s you!”

He looked down at himself, wondering what it was she saw, uneasy. “What now?” 

“You.” She licked her lips. “Your smell is different, peppery sweet. And your eye…” She strode to him and gripped his chin in her strong hand. “Your right eye has changed color.”

“It’s nothing.” He pried her hand off and turned his face away. “You see really well in the dark, don’t you?” Peculiar.

“And this… What’s this?” She twisted her hand in his polo-neck sweater and pulled the neckline down. Then she let go, hissing, hands clenching on nothingness. “These marks are new. It’s not telmion.”

“So it’s another parasite.” He tried not to dwell on the fact that it had somehow beaten cronion and telmion to submission. A parasite that strong couldn’t be good news for its host.

Kalaes limped over to them, the torch flashing in Hera’s face. “What are these marks you’re talking about?” 

“Ask your little girlfriend, why not? She must know.” 

“You leave her out of this game you’re playing!” Kalaes snarled. 

“Why? She would know the signs of most diseases if she worked in a hospital. Do you know what this new parasite is, little girl?” 

Maera didn’t answer. She folded her arms across her chest, scowling. 

“What. Is. It.” Kalaes’ fists rose. 

Hera grinned but it was strained, like a rictus of death. “I do not know.”

“But it scares you, why?” Kalaes whispered. 

“Hera,” Elei said and his breath wheezed with his own fear. “You know what it is, don’t you?” 

“I know it has taken a seat in your eye and lets you see in the dark, and probably not only heat sources, am I right?” When Elei nodded, she shuddered. “It suppressed telmion, then overthrew cronion and took its place. Odds are it comes from cronion’s family, but in a variant I have never encountered before. What else does it do, Elei?”

The marks on his throat burned like lit coals. “I can smell and hear better.” He didn’t want to tell them about the burning sensations, about his obsession with the water and sweet food. He was scaring them enough already. 

“That’s how you found Hera,” Maera whispered breathlessly. “You smelled the fumes of the aircar, didn’t you?”

Elei nodded.

“You haven’t answered my question, Hera,” Kalaes said. “Why were you scared?”

Elei saw again the look on her face as she’d turned, hand pressed to her stomach, and something clicked. “Because her own parasite responded, right, Hera? All the tiny microscopic parasites in your blood, in your organs, moving as one.” He pressed his hand against his twinging stomach and his mind whirred through a maze of thoughts. “Maybe this wasn’t even the first time you felt it, but you didn’t know what it was before. I know you didn’t see the marks on my neck. You couldn’t have. My sweater hides them. But you felt it, didn’t you? In your gut.”

She took a step back and covered her mouth with her hand.

“A strong parasite reacting to another strong one,” Elei said, “one that used to be an enemy to yours. I have a new strain of cronion, so you said.” Pieces fell into place with frightening clangs. His lungs felt crushed. The picture emerging was not possible, not true. 

But then he thought of the unusual colors her body pulsed. Her attractive scent. The marks on her fingers. The reason she knew so much about Regina and about the Gulturs’ codes and movements. 

Elei didn’t know much about them, had never met one face to face. But somehow, at this moment, he knew he was looking at one of them. “You’re a Gultur.” 






  







 

 

Chapter Eighteen



 

Hera struggled with shock, confusion and anger, all twisting in knots inside her. Why had she made the mistake and come back for them? They did not trust her before, and would never trust her now. The reputation of the Gultur — well deserved at that — was sufficient to brand her as the enemy. 

She could not blame Elei. 

Could not blame anyone at all.

Sobek’s fish tail. She looked down, at the dark marks of Regina on her hands, wondering if they would kill her now or if she had a chance to escape.

Not that she knew where she could go. With a start, she realized she’d become used to being with these three, to their constant bickering and complex relationships; to their odd trust in each other.

Oh for the sake of all the gods. She did not need these mortals. She would go…

The Undercurrent. She mentally slapped her forehead. Of course, hatha, think! She would find a way to contact the rebels and they would find her a hiding place until she was able to leave Dakru for a less dangerous island, as far as possible from the central Gultur administration. 

A shuffling sound brought her gaze back up and she narrowed her eyes at Kalaes who had his hand resting on the grip of his gun, apparently torn between shooting her on the spot and waiting a few minutes in case more information was forthcoming.

She did not want to kill him. He was a nice young man and she liked his dry humor. What a waste.

With a sigh, she prepared to run for her life. Contacting the Undercurrent was the best course of action.

If she survived today.

 

 

***

 

 

A Gultur. Elei cocked his head to the side, considering his own words, wondering if he was right. “Hera?”

Kalaes glanced from him to Hera and back. Then he bared his teeth and lifted his chin. He had his gun out and pointed at Hera’s head so fast the movement was a blur. “Is it true?”

Maera stepped behind Kalaes, arms tense at her sides. 

Elei, for some reason, didn’t move, or take out his gun. He willed himself to do something even as he realized he’d somehow known the truth all along. Why wasn’t she speaking? Wasn’t she going to deny it? He hunted for any emotion on her face, but apart from a slight widening of her eyes, it remained blank.

“It was you then.” Kalaes growled. “Playing with us, are you? Trying to trick us into thinking you’re on our side, while leading everyone to us?”

“Do not be stupid.” Hera sounded surprisingly calm with the gun aimed at her forehead. “I have not set you up. I’m on your side.”

“A Gultur?” Maera’s voice cracked. “On our side? Try again. For all we know, you’re the one who shot Pelia.”

Elei’s gut clenched. She could be, he supposed. He hadn’t considered the possibility. Why not? Why did he feel he could trust Hera?

He snorted. You’re the worst judge of character there is. That’s why you trust her. Who’s ever heard of a Gultur going against their strict codes and laws? Joining an underground organization to overthrow the matriarchal elite of her kind? 

One of the Gultur. 

She could have turned them in from the start. If she hadn’t, and if she was lying, then she was playing a complex game. But a game of what? 

“I must go,” Hera said, her voice flat. “Our only hope lies in my access to their communications, and I cannot let them suspect me by being away too long.”

“Cheap excuse.” Maera clucked her tongue. “Try another.”

“This is not funny.” Hera exhaled. “All our lives depend on me.”

“Oh, so melodramatic,” Maera purred. “Tell me, Hera, why should I trust a single word you say? Are you even human anymore?”

Human. Elei sucked a sharp breath. Hells, who was he to say the Gultur weren’t human anymore? His body was possessed by so many parasites as to practically outnumber his human parts. What made someone human? Where did you draw the line?

“I must go,” Hera repeated.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Kalaes said in a voice so cold it crackled. “You’ll bring them down on us, right here.”

“I swear to you I’m on your side.” Hera arched an eyebrow. “What do you want me to do to prove it to you, jump into the void? Open my veins? Cut out my heart?”

“Mae’s right, you’re a drama queen,” Kalaes said with a tight smile. “Why would I trust you? You appear at my apartment, and the next thing I know they burn it down. You make us move out, and then we’re found again. And again.”

“Why would I come in and save you every single time?”

“You’re trying to get Elei’s secret from him,” Maera said. “That’s what you want. You’re a mole, trying to gain our trust.”

That summed it up well. Elei swallowed a sigh.

Hera’s eyes narrowed. “He’ll never remember. He’s a lost cause.”

‘A lost cause,’ Pelia’s lilting voice echoed in Elei’s memory. ‘You’re a lost cause, Elei, I’m telling you the tale is true. Stop making me laugh like that.’ He wanted to laugh too, Pelia’s laughter was so warm, like a cup of sweet tea, like a freshly-cooked fooncake. ‘Laughing’s good,’ he’d replied, ‘but that’s a tale for children.’ ‘Yes, and you’re so very old,’ she teased, smiling. Then shots rang, tearing through the air, shattering the windowpanes of the aircar. Pelia slumped toward him, blood blossoming on her blouse, eyes wide. She pressed a gun to his side and whispered, ‘I’m… Elei, I’m…’

A hand shook him. “Elei! Hey, are you all right?”

He looked up into Kalaes’ worried face. “Pelia…” 

“What about her?”

“She said to me… She said she was sorry.”

“What? When did she say that, why?” Kalaes looked past him and his eyebrows shot up. “Hey!” He started toward the mouth of the mine. “Hera! Dammit, where the hell do you think you’re going?”

Elei turned to see Hera enter the aircar, a lithe, luminous silhouette, and slam the door shut. His feet felt rooted to the ground.

“Come back!” Kalaes reached the aircraft and slammed his fists against its door. He kicked the metal frame. His shouts faded in the roar of the engine as the aircar rose off the ground and backed out to hover in front of the mine, before it flew away. “She’s gone! Damn!” Kalaes kicked at a loose stone and it skidded across the cave floor.

She’d used the distraction Elei had unwittingly provided. He stood there, numb. So she was a Gultur. She was the enemy. And they were now on their own, because, enemy or not, she’d saved them three times so far, at least. 

“Kal?” Maera took the bottle from the floor and sat down, cradling it in her arms. “Nothing we can do about Hera now. Come sit with me.”

In the soft darkness, Kalaes’ limping steps sounded overloud. Elei turned away to give them some illusion of privacy and smelled the metallic tang of blood. Kalaes’ wound still bled.

Beyond the entrance of the cave, night had fallen. All was quiet but for a lone cricket outside. 

“Hey, fe, is that all Pelia said to you? That she was pissing sorry?” Kalaes sounded disappointed. No wonder. 

He turned. Kalaes sat slumped against the rock wall, his shoulders drooping, next to Maera. 

“No.” Elei stared down at his boots. 

“What then? Come on, spit it out, fe!”

Elei shook his head. “Right before she died, she was telling me a tale. A children’s bedtime story about a king sleeping in the dark.”

Kalaes shook his head. “Anything else?”

“Yeah.” It seemed funny now, somehow, and ironic, and downright cruel on her part. “She shot me. And then she wished me luck.”

 

 

***

 

 

Hera parked the aircar outside the Gultur headquarters of Sicyon, a small town in the plain, not far from Akmon. Built on the main road to the capital of Dakru, it was a crossroads that bustled with life. The plan was to check in, report, allay all suspicion.

The usual.

Inside the headquarters building, the quiet of the long entrance hall was only broken by her soft, booted footsteps. She slowed as she reached the end of the hall and turned left toward the offices. With her hand trailing on the cold metal wall, she thought of Elei and the madness of the current situation. 

She’d been a fool. Pelia had obviously been murdered before telling anyone about the medicine shipment. Elei knew nothing, was a liability, and the trio distracted her from her mission and placed her in danger. 

She stood still, a hand on the wall. Perhaps it was time to leave them, let them fend off the Fleet and all the other misguided Gultur on their own. The Gultur, according to the last report she’d seen, had destroyed the laboratories on Ost along with every sample they were able to find. The cure was gone, unless Pelia had hidden it well, or, and that twisted Hera’s stomach, she’d never really discovered one.

Reaching down, she rubbed the crook of her elbow with the ghost pain of the needle going into her veins, pumping the serum. That had not been a cure, of course, only an experimental product administrated to counterbalance the effects of the parasite for a while. The way she’d felt then, the complete change in her mood as if bright light had flooded the world, had convinced her she was doing the right thing. 

Yet Elei did not have the cure.

Dammit all. She scrubbed a hand down her face. The boy was rubbing off on her; she was becoming fond of him. Even during his bout of nearly fatal illness he’d shown guts. She would never forget walking into that dank, frigid basement only to find him pointing his gun at her as he lay there, semi-conscious. Hera’s lips pulled in a smile.

You had to love such a heart-felt welcome.

Not that Kalaes did not have a certain charm as well. Hells, the boy was turning into a devastatingly handsome man with his wild hair and dark eyes — if you were attracted to men, of course. And Maera… She closed her eyes for a moment. Though not Hera’s type, she was pretty and spunky, and hated Hera with everything she had. Fascinating combination. 

These were the people the Gultur considered stupid and filthy and due for a mass extermination.

With a sigh, Hera pushed off the wall, weariness and frustration lending a drag to her steps. She shoved the door open. The offices were quiet and still. Faint noises behind the bathroom door told her she would not be alone for long. With a sigh, she sat at the first desk and tapped the activating command into the data processor. 

An alert icon came up on the screen, flashing red. 

Hera blinked, at first not understanding what she read: ‘Red alert. Hera, Echo No Seven thousand and twenty one, has betrayed the Race. Contact the headquarters in Dakru City. Red alert.’

Gods. Hera swallowed a gasp as she pushed away from the desk and staggered to her feet. The world tilted and she leaned over the desk, fighting nausea. 

She’d been discovered. 

As thousand possibilities raced through her head, another Gultur stepped into the room, tall and wiry with short dark hair. Her gaze flicked to the screen and her body tensed. 

“Hatha.” Her voice held hatred instead of respect. She reached behind her back for her longgun. 

Hera was faster. She drew hers, clicking off the safety, and pointed, proud at how steady her hands were even though she shook inside. She squinted down the barrel, aiming between the woman’s wide eyes. 

“One word and I shoot,” she said. The woman took a step toward the screen and Hera caressed the trigger. “Do I sound like I’m joking, senet?” Sister indeed. “Go back into the bathroom and close the door.”

 The Gultur obeyed, a muscle leaping in her locked jaw, her eyebrows knitting. She backed away until she reached the bathroom, then pushed the door open with her back and disappeared inside. 

Hera took a deep breath and released it before she strode forward and jammed the bathroom door shut with a chair. That meant nothing, of course — the other woman could have a beeper with her to alert the others, but at least it bought Hera some precious time. 

Sheathing her gun, she turned and with two strides bolted out of the door and raced down the hall to the exit. Someone shouted behind her and she ran faster. Outside, a few passers-by threw her curious looks as she raced down the street to her aircar.

She was a fugitive now, too. Repeated glances over her shoulder showed her a Gultur coming out of the headquarters, shouting something, longgun in one hand. Nunet in the deep. When she finally reached the aircar, her fingers trembled so much she almost dropped the key twice before she managed to insert it into the lock. Legs shaking, she climbed into the aircar and turned it on, shooting furtive glances into the rearview mirror at the woman now running toward her. Damn. 

Hera took the aircar out of the street onto the main avenue and accelerated, weaving between old streetcars. 

Who, or what had betrayed her? Had she made a mistake? Had she trusted the wrong person? She turned into another sidestreet as soon as she could, even though she noted no pursuit behind her yet.

No matter who was to blame, the most important thing was to decide what she would do now.

Easier said than done.






  







 

 

Chapter Nineteen



 

“I think your memory’s all jumbled,” Maera muttered. “I told you, Elei, Pelia can’t have shot you. You were in shock, got all confused.”

Elei gave a half-hearted shrug. He couldn’t argue with that, but the memory wouldn’t fade or change. His head hurt.

“We should leave,” Kalaes said.

“Not yet. The Fleet’s still here. I can hear the seleukids. Turn off the torch.” Elei sat with his back against the wall. Once remembered, Pelia’s words rang in his mind. ‘I’m sorry, Elei. So sorry, kid. Good luck.’

They waited in darkness. Kalaes sat next to him, forehead resting on his knees. Maera was curled at the cave entrance, looking out.

“They must have leveled Akmon by now,” Maera whispered.

“Yeah.” Elei closed his eyes, listening. “The Fleet’s moving away. They should be gone soon.”

Why had Pelia said she was sorry? For shooting him? For leaving him? For dying? For not telling him the truth and so getting him into this trouble? 

His headache intensified. Fire crawled down his spine, slithered along the back of his legs. Pissing hells. 

Kalaes shifted. “What if they don’t leave? Why wouldn’t she tell them where she left us?” 

Hera. A Gultur.

Elei rubbed his forehead. “She won’t betray us.” The sorrow in her dark eyes when she’d leaned over him, when she’d given him the key to the apartment, was lodged in his memory. “I even think she’ll come back to help us.”

“Sure, fe, and I’ll be the king of Dakru.” Kalaes stretched his long legs and popped his back. “Unless she’s still deadly curious to know Pelia’s famous last words. Maybe she’s obsessed with that. She looks like the obsessive kind.”

“She heard me say what Pelia’s last words were.”

“I bet she thinks there’s more.”

Did she? Elei wondered what Hera wanted. She’d been kind to them. Aloof and arrogant, yes, but also perceptive. She must have realized he didn’t remember anything else. 

Hera was suspicious of Maera.

He hesitated. “Maera, is it true you worked in a hospital in Artemisia?”

“Sure it is. For three years.”

“She left right after Pelia did,” Kalaes said. “She was always very determined to get what she wanted.”

His torso flashed a pulsing red, which grew darker right over his heart. Elei frowned. Why now? What danger was there? He tried to ignore it and turned to Maera, but her face was blank. “And what was it you wanted?”

She chuckled softly. “To become rich. To escape Aerica.”

“But you returned.”

She shifted toward them and clasped her knees to her chest. “I did.” 

Her profile glowed white, but her chest was a deep yellow, her heartbeat red. The new parasite seemed as determined as cronion had been to identify every possible target. Though why it showed him Maera’s vital centers now, as they sat in the calm and quiet, was anybody’s guess. “Why did you?”

“These new Gultur policies make living in the black too hard. They want everyone registered, demand to see IDs and qualifications. I had to leave. Aerica is more relaxed, you come and go and nobody ever checks you.”

“You’ve got no family there?”

“No.”

“She has her father,” Kalaes said.

A father? So why was she denying it?

She humphed and turned away. “He’s not my father. Scum, that’s what he is. I’ve got no family.”

“Hey, come here, fe.” Kalaes opened his arms for her. “What’s with the interrogation, Elei? Leave her be.” 

She smiled, scooted over to him. He wrapped her in the nest of his arms, pulled her close. “You’ve got family. We’re family, aren’t we?”

She didn’t answer him, but laid her head on his shoulder. 

Elei supposed that was answer enough, and had to avert his eyes. He had that funny, empty feeling in the pit of his stomach again, and drawing his legs in, he hugged his knees.  

Stop it, he ordered himself. So they’ve found each other, they’re a family now. Period. 

His stomach kept clenching and he ground his teeth against the painful, uncomfortable sensation. Adrenaline. That was it. It pumped through his body, making sweat roll down his forehead, his hands curl into tight fists, his heart pump faster and faster. Why? It couldn’t be the sight of Kalaes and Maera sitting there. No, this had to be…

The distant buzzing finally registered, along with the supersonic booms of seleukids. 

He scrambled to his feet and lurched to the mine entrance. Nothing was visible yet, no lights or flashes. 

“Shit.” He stood there, hunched over, panting. His knees wobbled. They’d been found. Again. This time leaving their hideout would be hell. In the night, on the mountain slopes, losing one’s footing would be deadly. “Follow me.” 

“Elei?” Maera’s voice lilted with curiosity. “What are you talking about?”

Couldn’t they hear it? “They found us. We have to leave.”

“You’re shitting me.” But Kalaes didn’t sound angry, only frightened. “How would you know?”

“How did I know they’d torch your apartment? I’m telling you, I can hear them coming.” Shit, they had no time. “Please trust me on this, Kalaes. Come on, let’s go!”

He saw them fumble in the darkness, coming toward him, and he was already out on the small platform of the mine entrance. “I can see my way, okay? Just follow me.” He grabbed Kalaes’ hand and trusted him to hold Maera’s.

“Where are we going?” Kalaes whispered.

“Just keep walking.” Elei jogged down the mountain slope, pulling Kalaes along. In his enhanced vision, the slope glowed a faint green. Protrusions cast long shadows and the path glimmered bone white — a faint trail, old and crumbling. The subsonic hum of the engines in the distance grew louder. The Fleet. Gathering again. Coming for them.

He led the others as fast as he dared, concerned that Kalaes was limping and slowing them down. He tried not to look past the sheer cliff on their left, aware that the others couldn’t even see it. They stumbled around a ridge and down a crevice. Pebbles and fine dust rolled down the slope, dislodged by their feet — fine crystals that would reflect any light beam. It was only a matter of time before they were spotted. If they had an aircar, they might make it out before the Fleet zoomed in on them.

Please, Hera. Be here. Even if it was just to find out what Pelia had said. 

He shook his head. He was doing it again, placing his trust in the wrong person. Besides, how would she know they’d found them yet again?

How had she known every time that they’d been found?

Easy. She was a spy, working against the Gultur. She had access to their systems. Insider information.

She was a spy all right, but for the Gultur. Trying to gain his trust. Trying to find what Pelia had hidden and where. 

He staggered, tried to focus back on the path. He slipped and almost fell. Maera managed to keep the three of them standing. 

A bird flew overhead, white and bright against the night, hooting softly. An owl. 

“This is mad,” Maera whispered. “You’ll get us killed, Elei, and for what? We should have stayed in the mine. I can’t see anything. The seleukids are gone.”

But she was wrong. They zoomed closer with each breath and sent shivers over his skin, raising goosebumps. 

“Hurry up!” A complex of standing stones stood further down, ghostly gray. If they reached it, if they lay low and hid in their shadow, perhaps the Fleet would move on. 

Yeah, and Hera might grow a sense of humor.

Hope was a terrible thing. Racing off the path, he pulled on Kalaes’ sweaty hand and glanced back to make sure Maera tagged along. They hurtled down, skidding and slipping. Maera tumbled and only Kalaes’ death grip on her hand kept her from rolling off. 

The rumble of the Fleet was deafening. Elei groaned, scrunching his eyes shut. “Can you hear them?” 

Maera straightened, leaning on Kalaes’ arm, and they started again their descent, sending clouds of dust and pebbles down the slope and up into the air. “I can hear something.”

They wouldn’t make it to the standing stones. She’ll come, he kept telling himself. Hera will come. But he wasn’t sure he believed it anymore. 

The hum of seleukids rose in the air and their lights flashed against the dark sky as they approached. Maera whimpered. 

“Pissing gods in the deep,” Kalaes said, forcing the words between heaving breaths. “Shit.”

The stones loomed, tall pillars of rock, like some forgotten temple. Flashes of red, green and blue lit up the landscape, and Elei’s possessed eye throbbed and itched. He sprinted toward the stones, dragging the others with him. 

“Faster!” His lungs burned and the healing wound in his side pulsed to his racing heartbeat. 

A large, deeper shadow detached itself from the standing stones. Long and tall, it looked like an aircar. A scent of ripe fruit and flowers mingled with the acrid stench of dakron fumes. 

Elei staggered and slowed down, hardly daring to believe it. “She’s here.”

“What are you mumbling about, fe?”

He dragged them on. No light betrayed the aircar’s presence. But he could see her light through the aircar windows, her body heat. It pulsed silver and gold.

“Elei, where—?”

The door of the aircar dropped open with a loud hiss as they approached.

“Come in,” Hera called out dryly, fine brows knitted, mouth pressed in a thin line. “Hurry.”

“Well, I’ll be damned”, Kalaes said in a hushed voice as he climbed in. “Elei was right.”

Elei followed, pulling Maera behind him. “Don’t sound so surprised. I’ve been right before.” 

But the main thing was that Hera had come back, or never left. Thank all the gods and their powers. 

Silent, they took their seats on the nepheline benches. His heart still boomed and the sweat was cooling on his back as he sat next to Hera. In his aching eye, she was a phantasmagoria of colors, changing as she moved. She switched on the flight mode and took them out fast, dipping down to the plain, zigzagging between standing rocks. She seemed to follow no pattern, no route, but suddenly she stopped the aircraft in the shadow of a slope or grove and waited. Kalaes and Maera gripped their seats hard and looked at each other, shrugging.

“Why are you stopping?” Kalaes asked.

Elei heard the boom of the seleukids in the distance. The Gultur parasite, Regina, seemed to allow Hera to hear the supersonic and subsonic sounds, just like his new parasite allowed him. 

A niggling fear twisted Elei’s insides. All these things he could now do - being able to hear the Fleet from afar, see the slopes, smell Hera from a distance — what would the flip side of these new abilities be? What would the new parasite demand of him?

The sound of the Fleet approached, then receded like a great wave on a beach. 

“Any more questions?” Hera ground out. Nobody answered.

Elei rolled his eyes discreetly.

With fits and starts, Hera led them away from the mountain, toward small towns and villages. Factories littered the countryside and fungi fields phosphoresced, yellow and green, like great avenues cutting through the night.

The silence became stifling.

Kalaes spoke first. “Thank you, Hera.”

“Are you nuts? What are you thanking her for?” Maera thumped her fist on the seat. “She left us stranded, almost got us killed.” 

“Be thankful I came for you again,” Hera muttered.

“Why did you?” Kalaes asked.

It was the question of the day.

“Listen, you ungrateful bastards,” Hera said in an uncharacteristically quiet, shaky voice. “Until now I had access to their system and put my life in danger to help you. This time, not only did they locate you, but they found out I was helping you. Sobek’s tail, I do not know how! I have been flushed out. Now they’re after me, too.”

“Nice tale.” Maera’s voice was low and angry. “Expect us to believe that, do you?” 

Hera’s hands were white-knuckled on the controls. She said nothing, yet Elei believed her. 

Not that it proved anything. “Where to now?”

“How about you give me some ideas for a change?” Hera muttered.

“You must know a hideout.” Elei glanced outside. “You’re from here, aren’t you?” 

She gave a low growl and flew even faster, so they had to hold on to their seats not to fall. They flew past a town resting on a low hill, square houses, some of their windows lit with a faint golden glow. 

A white radiance blazed at the horizon, like a huge rising moon. The slopes of the mountains rising behind shone as if coated in polished steel, reflecting the light. Their peaks cut a serrated bright line against the dark sky.

“What’s that?” Elei asked, even as he knew what he would hear.

“Those are the agaric forests and beyond them the Bone Tower.” The light was mirrored in Hera’s eyes and her voice was hushed. “That is the sacred citadel of the Gultur.”






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty



 

As the aircar flew on, mile after mile, the forest of giant mushrooms loomed larger. They phosphoresced, ghostly stalks with stellar pileus caps. The Bone Tower blinked in the distance, all silver spires and turrets, rising on a plateau like a jagged, dangerous gemstone. 

“So many reflections, like glass.” As the aircar turned away from a hill crowned with a military camp, taking a side road, Elei thought he saw lakes and rivers around the citadel, reflecting the moonlight. “Or is it water?” 

“Don’t you know, fe?” Kalaes lifted his head. “There’s their sacred fountainhead. Only Gultur may drink of that water. It flows with underground tubes to all their cities, garrisons and outposts.” 

The fountainhead. Poena’s voice buzzed in Elei’s ears. Blood in the water. “Why sacred?” 

“Regina came from the water,” Hera said. “The Writings of Sarpion tell us so and we know it’s probable. On Torq, the island where we came from, a form of the parasite lives in one particular lake. Apparently it passed to us and lived inside us for long years, mutating and changing us, making us who we are today. What was first considered a curse became a goddess, Regina, who sustained and kept us strong. When the first Gultur arrived in Dakru, they brought Regina with them in golden jars, protected by the priestesses. They built the sacred citadel, with the temple as its crown, over the fountainhead. The priestesses keep Regina in deep vaults, making sure she never dies.” 

The temple. Elei shivered. The sacred citadel. 

Hera cursed. “A Gultur convoy.” She swerved and flew around a bare hillock with big square pillars like the ruins of a building, covered in yellow lichen. They waited for the convoy to pass. Their breaths sounded overly loud in Elei’s ears. 

Or was it just his own? 

A fungi field stretched, white and brown, on the right side of the vehicle and beyond it an algae pond glittered green and blue, the layer of brine barely rising above the ground. Elei’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth with thirst. He needed to get out, reach the water, immerse himself in it. His back burned as if fire licked it, his arms and legs itched fiercely. Even though he knew drinking the slimy, salty water would make him sick, he swallowed convulsively and reached for the door handle. 

As if reading his thoughts, Hera raised the aircar, sending him back into his seat. His back thumped on the backrest and he blinked, dazed. 

“Everything all right?” Maera asked him. He nodded, stomach churning. He dug his fingers into his thighs to control his body. The urge to jump out, run back to the water was wrenching at his guts. 

A beeping noise started. 

“We have more serious problems than his strange moods.” Hera flew toward a hamlet — a few houses scattered among fields, a few streets and storehouses. Barely avoiding a red K-fungi field, she landed the aircar behind an agaric grove. 

“Really.” Maera’s voice was icy. 

Elei pressed his face to the window, thankful for its coolness against his hot forehead. “Why are we stopping here?” 

“We have to change vehicle or change its appearance. The Fleet is on our heels. Apart from that,” her hand curled into a tight fist, “we have run out of fuel. The aircar runs on purified dakron mixed with silla and it’s all out.” 

“So we refuel.” 

“Here? Are you joking? This is not a refueling station.” 

Maera cleared her throat. “And what—” 

“Shut up!” Hera rose, hair undulating around her. The scent of sugar, ripe fili fruit and como flowers filled the air. She leaned over Elei and cupped his cheek. “Tell me,” she commanded, though her voice was soft. “What did Pelia tell you the day of her death?” 

He looked at her, entranced. She could have pulled out her gun and pointed at his head. It didn’t seem to matter and he couldn’t move even if he wanted. She gazed down on him with eyes so dark they swallowed the world. She was more beautiful than any thought of resistance. He wanted to grab her and—

“What the hells are you doing?” Kalaes’s voice sounded distant. 

“I told you,” Elei whispered, breathless, staring into Hera’s eyes. “Pelia said she was sorry. Wished me luck. Can’t remember any more.” 

“How about before the day she died. About her research, tell me what she has said to you about it.” 

Elei couldn’t think straight. There was a tug in his chest, in his head, his pulse was rising, his body trembling. Hera’s scent filled him, stirred something in him. Silver light pulsed in her eyes, in her throat, where he knew the jugular must be. The urge to press his lips to hers was all-consuming. He shook his head, tried to dislodge the strange lassitude and the wisps of desire coiling in his body, to dredge up anything useful. 

“Not much. Work on the vaccine for telmion was going fine. She was happy.” Elei winced as he saw Pelia’s face in his memory, knowing that her death would soon follow. “So happy.” 

“Telmion? Gods. She never did tell you, did she?” Hera suddenly collapsed back into her seat, releasing him. The spell broke. The three of them looked at each other, silent. 

Elei became aware that Hera’s shoulders shook. Was she laughing or crying? “Hera?” 

“What?” Her voice gave no indication, bland, empty. 

“What is it the Gultur are after? You know, don’t you?” 

“Yes, I do know!” Hera shouted, a furious shrill cry, and smashed her hand on the controls. “I know. Pelia was going to try it on me. I waited for months, years…”

It broke the spell binding Elei and he stirred. “She was going to experiment on you?”

“Oh sure, this makes sense,” Maera muttered drily. 

Hera ignored her. “I volunteered.” 

“Why?” Elei asked. “You don’t have telmion. You have Regina.” 

“Regina is a form of telmion.” Hera rubbed her eyes. “Pelia was looking for a cure for Regina. She agreed to test it on me.” 

“A cure for Regina?” Kalaes spat. “Whatever, fe.”

 “That’s what the Gultur are after. The cure for Regina. That’s what Pelia was trying to find.” Hera jabbed a finger at Elei. “And that’s what they’ll kill you for.”

Elei pressed himself back into the seat, heart thumping against his ribs. A cure for Regina. Was the woman completely nuts? “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe what you want. Pelia was sure it could work.”

Pelia had been a down-to-earth person. She couldn’t have hoped to bring down the Gultur, the goddesses of the seven islands. She just couldn’t. Elei shook his head.

“This is madness, fe.” Kalaes’ wild hair hid his eyes. “Madness. A cure for Regina? Come on!”

“And why would you want to be cured?” Elei just couldn’t get it. To be a Gultur was to inherit the world, to be in charge, to have everything one wished for and more, to have power and choices and freedom. 

“Because…” She wiped her eyes angrily, turned her profile to them. Her cheek glimmered wet. “Because I do not agree with them. Because I do not believe in their racist, dictatorial cause. Because there are things happening that horrify me.” Hera bit her lip. “I think they’re turning insane. I will not be like them!” 

Silence followed her words. Elei wondered if everyone was still too stunned to think straight, like he was. 

“And it was you of all your kind who realized this?” Kalaes asked. For the first time since their flight from Aerica, he sounded calm. Way too calm. 

Elei shivered. 

She turned to Kalaes, searching his face. “I’m sure there are more of us who joined the resistance, but I’m not in touch with them.”

Kalaes scowled and looked away, twin braids swinging.

“Regina is… willful.” Hera stared at her hands. “It controls your actions. Makes you obey your line of elders. Pushes you to fight other lines.” She swallowed hard. “It’s there, inside of me, whispering softly in my mind. It makes me seek out others of my kind, because with them I feel right, I feel safe and good. It makes me seek the water, the coolness of it, the lush gardens of Bone Tower, the scent of other Gultur.”

Seek the water…

Hera turned to Elei, as if she’d heard his thought. “Once I made up my mind to join the Undercurrent, I learned that there are drugs which lessen these thoughts, these needs, these feelings. I used them, I asked Pelia to send them to me and she did. They pulled a veil from my eyes, so that I could see and think for myself.” 

“But Regina’s still in you,” Maera said and it was almost a shout. “You weren’t cured. You’re still one of them!” 

“Can you be cured?” Kalaes asked and sounded genuinely curious. 

Hera took a long-drawn breath, as if about to dive into a deep well. “I’m not sure any of us would survive a complete cure.” 

This time the silence pressed against Elei, suffocating. Night was falling, curling around him like a hand, crushing him. “You mean, you’ll die if the parasite dies?” 

“I’m not sure. Maybe so. Or maybe the effects will not be so immediate, but will kill us eventually.” 

“The reproductive system,” Kalaes said in a quiet voice. 

“What about it?” Elei glanced at Kalaes’s serious face. 

“It’s controlled by Regina, fe.” 

He let that sink in. “Are you saying that without Regina, the Gultur will die out?” 

“Yeah. Their bodies have mutated, incorporated Regina. But Regina may control more than just that, fe. It may even control vital systems, like the breathing reflex. Like Hera says, curing them could also kill them outright.” 

Fascinating. It made Elei curious to know how Kalaes knew all that.

“Some believe that even a vaccine is impossible,” Hera said softly. “It’s a curse. It has taken over our bodies.” 

“So?” Maera’s voice was hostile. “Why is getting rid of the Gultur such a big loss? You’ve been controlling the Seven Islands for centuries, keeping the riches for yourselves, making our lives miserable. You want to kill off all the men, or are you telling me you don’t know this? You’re planning a gendercide.” 

Elei rubbed his forehead, images ricocheting in his mind — of the group of naked men led to the temple of the Gultur, of the two men getting shot down in the square. 

“So are the rumors true?” Kalaes’ dark eyes flicked from Maera to Hera. 

Hera hung her head, the faint light from the agaric grove turning her forehead ghostly. “Yes and no. There are objections in the Council. Some have said that our body defenses are falling drastically as a result of the parthenogenesis. Even Regina cannot protect us forever against all the mutations of other parasites, no matter how often Regina also mutates. That we might need… a man’s contribution.” Her cheekbones pinked. 

Kalaes’ low snicker turned into a guffaw. “Really.” 

“Contribution?” Maera sneered. “Whatever…” 

“Regina is always mutating,” Hera said. “There’s the hope that it will recognize the danger of parthenogenesis and reverse the reproduction-related mutations, so that we can reproduce sexually again. Therefore we cannot eliminate males.” 

“Glad to know we’re so important to you.” Kalaes snorted. “So everything depends on Regina.” 

Hera nodded. “The purpose of the cure was to somehow keep Regina in check, control it. There are fears among us that the parthenogenesis has gone on for so long now that more and more cases of mental illnesses occur. On the surface of our bodies everything looks all right, but below the skin, something is wrong. In our heads something is foul. And yet, we cannot rid ourselves of Regina, even less so we of the Echo royal line. We are Regina.” 

“You’re a member of the Elite?” Elei just couldn’t believe it. He pressed his hands on the nepheline seat, his fingers digging into the material. 

A childish voice from a dream buzzed in his head. ‘Echoes wander there and one has found you.’
Hera. An Echo. More things clicked into place — the black marks on her finger bones, the brand of the Regina parasite, and her strange accent. Pelia had told him about Echoes. They grew up inside the sacred citadel, speaking the language of their ancestors, learning the old songs and rituals, guardians of their race. 

“How do you think I had access to all their codes and information?” Hera scowled. “Yes, I’m hatha, an Echo princess. My being Elite served the resistance well.”

Elei rubbed his temples. “You’re saying you gave up on the Echo princess lines to become a subject for an untested cure?” 

“Someone had to,” her voice cracked and she lifted her chin, jaw clenching, “and I know of no other Gultur willing to do it.” 

Maera thumped the seat. “Why do you both sound as if you believe all she says? It’s all a scheme to make you trust her.” She opened the door and stormed out of the aircar, descending the ladder quickly. 

“She hates me,” Hera muttered, her tone flat.

Kalaes gave her a dirty look as he proceeded to follow Maera’s example. “We all do.”

We do? Elei holstered his gun and waited for Hera, then followed her down. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Hera, not yet. 

“No, I don’t think you understand.” Maera was whispering so loudly Elei heard the words before his feet hit the ground. “An Echo princess would never give up her position to be a spy for the Undercurrent. Use your heads, for the gods’ sake!” Maera’s voice rose slightly. “Listen to me. We must take over this aircar and go. Leave her here. Go hide.” 

Hera opened her mouth to retort, but Kalaes pulled his gun and aimed at Hera’s head. 

“Maera has a point.” Kalaes shrugged. “But without fuel we can’t go far. Hera, you’re coming with us.”

Hera let out a low growl. 

“Kal.” Maera spluttered. “Are you mad?” 

“We need to keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t betray us again.” 

“Are you out of your damn mind?” Maera leaned back. “She’ll be tracked, she has to have a transmitter on her. Probably even embedded in her skin. High-tech.” 

“Hells. Hadn’t thought of that. But leaving her here’s just as bad.” 

Hera produced her longgun seemingly out of nowhere and aimed it at Kalaes’ head. “You think you can tell me what to do?” 

Elei’s heart boomed and colors flashed around him. Hera’s yellow, Kalaes’s red and orange — and the trajectories the bullets would follow crisscrossing space like silvery snail tracks. 

He drew his Rasmus, pointed it at Hera’s chest. “Stop.” 

“Drop your guns, damn you,” Hera grated. “I would give my life to save your kind and you do not even give me the benefit of a doubt.” 

“Save our kind, or yours?” Elei asked. 

“Drop your guns, or I shoot Kalaes.” Hera’s aim was steady. “I would like to save both our kinds, if possible. We are the same species, after all.” 

“Well, fe,” Kalaes drawled in thick street accent, “after what your kind’s done to mine, can’t see why you’d expect any trust from me.” 

“Someone has to take the first step,” Hera snapped. 

Elei didn’t move. “Then maybe you should. Who says it’s us who must take the first step?” 

“Never said it was.” Hera lifted her chin in defiance. “I took the first step by helping you so far, and I have no transmitter, no matter what the little girl here says.”

“You must report to the headquarters somehow.”

“I use a glitcher. It does not mark my position.”

“Yeah, right, whatever.” Kalaes snorted. “Hand it over.”

“Fine.” Yet she didn’t make any move. “No need for it now, is there, seeing as I’m a fugitive. Drop your gun and I’ll hand it over.”

Kalaes chewed on his lip. He glanced at Elei, who shrugged minutely, his heart thumping. 

Kalaes lowered his gun. “Fine.”

Elei kept his gun trained on her as she reached with one hand into her pocket, her gun still aiming at Kalaes. She took something out and threw it at Elei. He caught it, one-handed. If she thought she’d distract him, she was wrong. 

He kept his gun trained on her, not daring to look down at the glitcher in case she shot Kalaes. 

“You know I have to destroy it.” Her link to her world. To her line. To the other Echoes. 

“Do it.” 

“This is all crap,” Maera said. “I don’t buy it. With such technology, would they depend on a portable glitcher to communicate?” 

Hera lowered her longgun and something inside Elei relaxed a fraction. “The latest mutations of Regina have rejected the biotransmitters. The Gultur labs are working on a different version now, using Regina strains to make them work.” 

“But your variant of Regina is weaker now, because of the drug, or so I understood.” Maera rested one hand on her hip and flicked her brown curls from her eyes. “So perhaps you’re carrying one and this is all just a full load of shit.” 

“I’m still a Gultur, and a hatha — an Echo,” Hera said softly. “Pure Gultur. I carry the principal mutations of my generation.” 

Maera shook her head. Kalaes held his gun pointed to the ground, his stance tense and unsure.

Elei lowered his gun, laid it on the ground and knelt next to it. He opened the glitcher and located the micro-grain. “Maera, give me your tweezers.” He pinched the grain, dislodged it and shook it out into the palm of his hand. Then he crushed it with the tweezers until there was an uneven lump of metal. He threw it down and stomped on it for good measure. 

“Now what?” Hera said. 

Elei looked at the others. Kalaes shrugged. Maera looked pissed but said nothing. 

“We can’t stay in here forever.” Elei gestured at the agaric grove. “We need to find fuel or another vehicle.” The mass of the aircraft caught his eye. It loomed over them, a dark, brooding presence. “We need to hide the aircar too.” 

“I’ll get the camo.” Kalaes climbed inside and dragged the net out. They threw the camo over the craft and secured it with the hooks. At least from the air it shouldn’t be visible. 

Now to the hard part. Elei turned to Hera. “Give me your longgun.” 

“You’re out of your mind.” Hera spat.  

They stood there, staring at each other. He supposed he would have answered exactly the same, had she asked him for his Rasmus. But could he trust her? She’d pointed the gun at Kalaes, and she could do it again. “Maybe you’re lying. Maybe you do have a biotransmitter somewhere in your body, giving away our location.” 

“Or maybe I’m not the one who has been betraying your position.” Her dark eyes flashed with annoyance. “And I do not lie.” 

“So you say.” He held her stare, annoyance burning in his chest. “Funny how the whole Gultur race could call you out on that, though.”

Her brows lifted in surprise, as if she hadn’t seen it that way. She humphed and turned her face away. 

“What if we tied her inside the grove and left her there?” Kalaes said. “A decoy. She’d give a false position as we move away.”

“That’s assuming we find another vehicle,” Elei pointed out. “And that she really does carry a biotransmitter.”

“You’re not leaving me here.” Her eyes glittered and her face paled. “You do not know what they’ll do to me. They have no mercy.”

Elei shivered and turned to the others. “What do you say?”

“There’s a way to trace biotransmitters,” Maera said. “Saw it once done in Artemisia.” 

“What way?” Kalaes raised a skeptical eyebrow. 

Hera’s gaze jumped from face to face and rested on Maera’s last. “You also learned that at the hospital, little girl?” 

Maera didn’t rise to the bait. “You need to pass pure dakron over the skin. It reacts with the transmitter’s metatite crystals.” 

“That will burn like all the hells,” Elei protested. 

“A small burn.” 

“As if you care whether the burn is big or small.” Hera sneered. “It will not be on your flesh, will it?” 

It was a solution — find the transmitter, snuff it out, make sure their position wasn’t known. Elei nodded. “We can try it.” 

“The hells.” Hera folded her arms across her breasts. “I’m not doing this. Not unless you all go through with it.”

 “You’re the one under suspicion here.” Elei shrugged. “You’re the Gultur.” He glanced over his shoulder at the hamlet. The streets and houses were dark. No sounds came. “Let’s go to the grove. Someone might hear us.” 

“I may be Gultur, but you have your share of parasites,” Hera retorted as they walked toward the grove. “I’m no traitor because of the mutations I carry.”

Elei had nothing to reply to that.

The agaric stalks shed white light into the night. He led the others underneath the huge milky caps. Kalaes and Maera huddled at the base of a huge mushroom. Their breaths rose in clouds into the air, mingling with fireflies and scintillating flying spores. 

Hera slid down the trunk of another mushroom till she sat on the soft, moist ground. She stretched her long legs, crossed her ankles and sighed. Her face looked peaceful, but her eyes observed them with unnerving intensity, never leaving them. 

Elei sat opposite her. His heart thumped none too gently, but the colors never changed. The parasite sensed no immediate danger. He unclenched his fingers around the gun and dissembled it, taking out the dakron energy unit, unwrapping it from the isolating film of surin. He held it in his hand, a dark, shiny cube, practically unused. He wondered briefly how Maera knew this, why someone would perform such a procedure at a hospital. 

“Here.” Kalaes held out his hand, his eyes hard and flat like metal. “Hera, undress.” 

She snarled and drew out her longgun again, though she didn’t take aim. “And if I refuse to put on a show for you?” 

“Then we know for sure you lied, that you’re carrying a biotransmitter, and we kill you.” Kalaes grinned but his eyes narrowed and he laid his other hand on the handle of his gun. “What will it be, fe?”

Hera held his gaze for a moment and then dropped her head, dark hair sliding forward to hide her face. “I’m so tired of all this fighting. Of this running and getting nowhere.” She looked up, her stony façade crumbling for the first time. Lines of pain etched her mouth and her eyes held the sheen of sorrow Elei had noticed in them once before. “Fine.” 

Elei’s chest tightened.

She rose and unglued her belt, dropped it to the ground. She jerked when Maera reached out and took it, pulling out the longgun. Hera reached out for it, a jerky, instinctive movement, and opened her mouth as if to shout. 

Kalaes tapped the handle of his gun warningly, and Hera said nothing. She pulled back. Her face became blank, wiped clean of all emotion. She kicked off her boots, unclipped her soft gray suit and shrugged it off. It pooled around her feet as if made of liquid. She stepped out of it to stand naked in the white glow of the agaric grove. 

Well, that’s nice, was all Elei’s stunned mind could supply. Very, very nice. Gods. For another race, she looked perfectly human. Perfectly beautiful. 

Hera stared at some point beyond them, not meeting anyone’s gaze, a nude sculpture, so still she didn’t seem to be breathing. Most of the changes had taken place inside, as was Elei’s case. Her skin was so smooth it glowed, the proportions were pleasing, the breasts were small, the belly flat, the shoulders strong. The legs were long and graceful, the arms sculpted, the neck arched, the face… Well, the face had pulled him from the beginning and it was elegant in its beauty. Her mouth was small but full, her cheekbones high, her eyes large. 

There were differences, of course, not visible at first glance, but when Hera shifted her weight and placed a hand on one slim hip, glaring at them, tiny scales on her neck and on her breasts caught the light and shimmered. Another shift, and more of them glimmered on her thighs, pearly and iridescent, reminiscent of telmion’s rough snakeskin, Regina’s close relative, yet fine like jewels. They were strangely beautiful, and Elei drew a sharp breath.

Her scent of fruit and flowers hit him so hard he’d have staggered if he stood. He gasped, his free hand digging into the soft soil, his body tightening low. The need to touch her was so strong it verged on the point of pain. 

Maera cleared her throat, snapping Elei out of his trance. “Just be quick.”

Kalaes stepped toward Hera, his cheeks flushed. He passed the dakron cube all over her, making her twitch a couple of times when he touched her ribs, her nipples, her ears, her eyes. He pressed it deep into her belly, against her thorax, in the small of her back, in her calves, in her thighs. Anywhere a transmitter might be hidden. 

Elei tugged at the polo neck of his pullover, too warm. A burning flush climbed up his neck and his pants felt a size too small. “Nothing, huh?” 

Kalaes nodded. “She doesn’t seem to have a transmitter.” 

Hera leaned over and pulled on her suit with jerky motions. She clipped it closed and pulled on her boots. “My gun.” 

“Uh-huh, no way.” Maera grinned. “This little girl’s keeping it.” 

Hera scowled. “Was this just a ploy to get my gun?” 

“No, it really is supposed to work. Basic chemical reaction.” Kalaes passed the cube idly over the back of his hand. “Maera’s right. Even though the transmitter’s tiny, the metatite’s signal is strong enough to react.” 

Hera sat down and folded her arms across her chest. “The little girl should give it back.” 

Maera stuck her tongue out at the Gultur woman and laid the gun by her side, way out of Hera’s reach. “The difference between you and us,” she grabbed the cube, passed it over Kalaes’ thigh, pressing into the dark material of his pants, “is that we aren’t traitors, huh, Kal?”

“Stop it.” He tried to push her hand away, but she laughed and slid it down underneath his knee. He jumped a little. “It’s cold. Maera…”

“If you’re done playing like little children,” Hera sniffed, “give me my gun back.” 

“Tsk.” Kalaes grinned and tried to grab the cube from Maera’s hand. He failed and she snickered. “Maybe without your big gun you’ll finally have to learn to be polite, fe, like us simple mortals. See it as a good thing. A chance to learn to be nice.” 

Hera growled. “I have no need for sugary words. It’s my gun, and I’ll have it back.” 

“Well, fe, this is the difference between your military Gultur culture and the real world. Here, we negotiate. We barter. We don’t demand things as if we have a right to everything.” 

The cube glided down his calf to his ankle and back up to his knee. It sparkled in the milky light. Elei couldn’t take his eyes off it. 

“The gun is mine. She’s a thief.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re a traitor, so…” Maera tapped the longgun by her side and started caressing Kalaes’ other leg with the dakron cube. Kalaes shivered as the cube traveled up his left thigh. 

“Give me the gun, Maera.” Hera pursed her lips. Her brows knitted. “Please.” 

“Hey, hear that?” Kalaes cocked his head. “Did she say please?” 

Maera chuckled. “No way.” 

Hera smacked the ground, her lips pressed together in a firm line. “For Sobek’s sake!”

Kalaes snorted. “Well, this isn’t how it’s supposed…ow! Dammit!” 

Maera gave a small cry, scrambled back and let the glittering cube fall. It rolled to a stop at Elei’s feet. 

What in the hells? 

Kalaes’ eyes had gone very wide. As Elei watched, all blood drained from his face. 

“Kal?” Maera came closer. 

Elei jumped to his feet and took two steps toward them. Shit. He swallowed hard and wished for a moment he was blind. Wished he
couldn’t see the burn. 

The dakron had burned through the cloth of Kalaes’ pants, leaving a black mark inside. That had to hurt. Elei winced. 

Kalaes looked at them, mouth open. “No. I… No!” 

Maera’s cheeks already shone with tears. “Kal?” 

“Mae,” his voice broke, “you can’t believe this of me.” 

“So it was you.” Hera stood, hands on hips. “I knew there had to be a mole. After all, someone had to have told the others I betrayed them, and it was too big a coincidence that it happened when I started helping you. All along, it was you!” 

Kalaes’ face grew paler. 

Again I misjudged, Elei thought bitterly. The one person I was starting to feel as close to as a brother. The one I thought I could really trust. He’s the one who betrayed us all. 

Maera pointed the longgun at Kalaes. “Drop your gun, Kal.” Her voice trembled. 

And he never thought Maera would be so strong. She’d known Kalaes for so long. Hells. He’d destroyed them both. 

“Please, Maera…” Kalaes stared into her face, jaw clenched so that his voice came strained. “Believe me.” 

“You got a biotransmitter in your body, for the gods’ sakes, Kal!” She sounded hysterical. She sounded like Elei felt. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

Kalaes turned his face away. “Damn you all.” 

“What now?” Elei asked, unable to think. His chest was so tight he could barely breathe.

“Take his gun,” Maera said. 

Elei did, passed it in his belt next to his own holstered gun. “And?” 

“Kill the transmitter.” Hera took a tiny knife from her belt. Elei wondered what other weapons she hid on her body. 

Kalaes’ eyes looked glazed. He didn’t move when Hera sliced through his pants and cut out a square patch, revealing the pale flesh underneath. He didn’t make any sound when the blade jabbed into his thigh, though Elei scrambled toward them with a gasp, certain she’d hurt him. She must have. Shit. 

Hera pulled out the blade. She’d cut him deep. Blood spurted from the wound. The transmitter hung on the point of the blade, a bead dripping crimson. 

Elei swallowed hard, nauseous. 

“They’re easy to insert,” she muttered. “Gultur transmitter, fine and long as a needle. Once in, it bunches up and starts transmitting.” 

She jerked the blade, throwing the gray blob to the ground, and then stepped on it, squishing it. 

All Elei could hear was Kalaes’ harsh breathing. Shock. He’s in shock, Elei thought. He squatted next to the older boy and pressed his hand on the wound to stop the bleeding. 

“Press here,” he told him, and when nothing happened, he took Kalaes’ limp hand and pressed down on the bloody cut. Once he was sure Kalaes kept some pressure there, he tore the rest of Kalaes’ pant leg and wrapped it tightly in a makeshift bandage around Kalaes’ thigh.

Satisfied Kalaes wasn’t bleeding to death, he took the dakron cube and wrapped it back in the surin film. He put it back into his gun and shut it, but didn’t lift it. He sat with his head down. From the corner of his eye, he saw Kalaes’ lips tremble momentarily, then press together tight. 

“Why didn’t you just hand me over to the Gultur?” he whispered. 

Kalaes said nothing, didn’t look up.

“To find out about the shipment,” Hera snapped. “The cure.”

“If he had the transmitter all along,” Elei turned to Hera, searching her face for any emotion, “why would it take so long for the Fleet to find us every time?”

“Magnetite deposits in the plain,” Hera said, gaze flat and empty. “They have a natural scattering effect on the signal. They interfere.” 

Maera lowered the longgun. She held it one-handedly at her side. Her eyes glittered with new tears. “Why, Kal? How could you do this?” 

Kalaes still said nothing. 

It made no sense. If Kalaes collaborated with the Gultur, why would he give himself away? 

It wasn’t helping that Kalaes was silent. His face was deathly white.

“Was it money?” Hera stood before him. “Was it a position in the spy hierarchy?” 

Maera wiped her eyes and sat down. “Did you have Elei followed since he left Ost? Were you in contact with the Ost team?” 

“Maera, you knew him for so long.” Elei tried to understand. “Could we be wrong?” 

“Gods, Elei.” She pressed the heel of one small hand against her brow, grimacing. “I hope so, but what about the transmitter in his leg?” She sighed. “I only came back to Aerica two months ago. I thought I knew him. I still can’t believe it.” 

But you slept with him, Elei accused her in his mind, and bit his lip because that was none of his business. He told himself to get rid of this pettiness and jealousy. Especially now. Maera had to feel so betrayed. Hells, he did and he barely knew Kalaes.

“What else did you tell them, Kalaes?” Hera asked. 

“Say something,” Elei whispered and squeezed Kalaes’ shoulder. “Come on, speak. We need to know. Do you have a contact in Dakru City?” 

Kalaes turned to him, eyes wide. “No. No, I don’t. I didn’t do it.” 

Elei’s breath came out in a whistle. “Maybe he didn’t—”

“Damn lies!” Hera hissed. “You betrayed us all.” 

“I wouldn’t.” Kalaes’ voice shook. “I’m with the Undercurrent too.” 

“What?” Elei’s head buzzed. He shifted to look at Kalaes better. His face was blank, but his eyes blazed.  

Maera’s eyes widened.

“If you were, I would know!” Hera’s hands fisted. “I answer directly to the Undercurrent Council. What is the codeword?” 

“Question,” Kalaes whispered. 

Hera folded her arms across her chest. “Wrong answer. You’re out of the game.” 

“I said, if you want the right codeword,” Kalaes said, “you’d better give me the right question.” 

Hera frowned, glanced at Elei and Maera and hesitated. With a shrug, she rose, went to Kalaes and knelt next to him. Gripping his two small braids, she drew his face closer to hers until their cheeks almost touched and whispered something in his ear. Then she turned her head to listen and his lips almost brushed her neck when he answered. 

Elei bent his head. In his enhanced hearing, their hushed voices rang loud and clear, although a sideways glance at Maera’s stormy face revealed she could hear nothing. Hera had asked where Kalaes went for drinks at night, of all strange things to ask, and he replied he frequented a bar in Artemisia recommended by his cousin Dione. Coded language for sure.

He looked up when Hera gasped softly. Rising, she turned and went to lean against a stalk, folding her arms over her breasts. “Interesting game you play.” 

All right. Elei rubbed the bridge of his nose. It looks like Kalaes knows the codeword. But where does that leave us? 

Maera watched Hera with bright eyes. “Did he give the codeword? Does that mean he’s innocent?” 

“Innocent?” Hera spat on the ground and wiped her mouth. “Senet, he had a Gultur biotransmitter in his damned thigh! He was signaling your position ever since you left Aerica, bright as a beacon at sea.” 

Blood seeped from the bandage, between Kalaes’ fingers, and his breathing sounded fast and erratic. Elei scooted closer, leaned over and pressed Kalaes’ hand harder on the small wound. “Keep the pressure.”

Kalaes gave no indication he’d heard him.

“What do we do now?” Maera asked.

Elei’s head ached, a hammer pounding behind his eyes. Dawn was not far off. He looked around at the others’ haggard faces and made a decision. “We’ll rest for an hour or two before we move on.” 

He expected Maera or Hera to protest, but they didn’t. They looked exhausted.

“I’ll keep watch.” Maera got up, the longgun held loosely in her hand. 

Kalaes stared at her back for some time, fear and desperation lighting his gaze. When he lowered his face, there was no emotion to be seen there anymore. 

“It’s okay, I’ll do it. You sleep.” Elei nodded at her. “I need to think.”

“But Kalaes—”

“We should tie him.” Hera frowned. “If not, he can run away or take us out if you nod off.” 

Elei raised his hand to stop her. “How will you tie him?” 

She produced a small roll of duct tape from her suit. 

“Give it here.” He didn’t trust her not to be brutal. He took the tape in shaky hands, mind rolling like a loose pebble, and proceeded to tie Kalaes’ hands and feet. There was something very wrong in seeing Kalaes at the point of a gun, getting tied up like some animal going to slaughter. It was wrong to see that blankness on his normally expressive face. 

But he’d had the biotransmitter. No matter what he said, he had to have a contact to the Gultur police HQ. 

There was no way to verify his betrayal. That thought alone told Elei clearly that he didn’t believe it. Deep inside, his instinct told him that Kalaes couldn’t have done it, because he wasn’t that kind of person. 

And that instinct had been proven wrong a number of times already. 

He watched Maera and Hera, their forms curled under the agaric stalks, pretending to ignore each other. Kalaes lay on his side, his tied hands resting next to his face. He didn’t stir, but Elei could see the glint of his open eyes in the milky light. 

Trust the facts. Nothing else. The facts. 

But there were always the dreams of Poena, and the unanswered questions, his flight from Ost and the cure everyone was searching for. With his fingertips he felt his side, the now healing wound, and tried to convince himself the bullet had been taken out, that it hadn’t fallen somewhere inside his body, slowly killing him. He thought of Pelia and welcomed the bittersweet pain. He thought of every little bit of information she’d given him about the labs and the drugs produced there. Had she ever mentioned an antidote for Regina? Had she given him any clue that he had ignored?

He pulled his hood back and looked up at the glowing roof of the giant mushroom he was under. He wondered if the gods in the deep ever imagined how much their children would change. He wondered if the gods knew or even cared. 

Maybe their lack of interest was what made them gods, he thought bitterly, and his worry and fear what made him human.






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty-One



 

Elei scratched at his arms for the thousandth time, hissing at the sting, and licked cracked lips. Water, his mind chanted. Find water.

Light dribbled between the agaric stalks, filtering through their semi-transparent caps, casting a filigree of silver on the ground. It was time to wake everyone up. Nobody had approached their camp, but as day broke someone might. 

Beside him, curled on his side, tied hands thrown before his frowning face, slept Kalaes. There were black tracks on his cheeks. He’d wept at some point and his tears had turned to mud against the ground. 

Elei’s chest constricted. 

Some steps away, Hera slept on her back, arms at her sides, still as if carved of rock. He remembered her standing there, dressed only in her luminous skin, radiating anger and pride, and swallowed hard with a flare of lust. 

A Gultur, not to be trusted, that’s whom he desired. That’s how messed up he was. 

Where was Maera?

He stood up, rubbing his gritty eyes. Maera sat a little further, longgun in her lap, fast asleep. There was something in her relaxed posture that made him want to smile.

Which was entirely out of place on such a morning. In such a year. After all that had happened.

Pelia…

The skin of his legs and arms burned. He rubbed and rubbed, and wished he could just take his skin off, slip if off like a shirt he no longer needed. He wished he could erase these past few days and start again. 

Hera rolled on her side and blinked. “So you stayed up after all.” Elei wasn’t sure if she sounded dubious or pleasantly surprised. He just stared at her, refusing to answer. 

She gave a quick look around, rose in one fluid movement, dusted her gray suit and walked over to Elei. Her hands twitched on her belt, probably seeking her longgun, and furrows formed on her brow.  She passed Elei, stood over Kalaes and with her boot pushed him over on his back. Kalaes groaned and then rolled again on his side, hiding his face.  

“We must look for cover,” she said. “In the daylight we are exposed even here, and the aircar will be found at some point, camo or no camo. Maybe we can find some fuel, you never know. Or a vehicle to rent, with codes that might allow us to travel. In all honesty, in a place like this one, it’s improbable.” She shrugged. “Then again, in life, all is a matter of luck.”

On that they agreed.

“If we find a vehicle we can use on the road, where would we go from here?”

She gave a grim smile. “Far. With this mad chase, the Gultur will heighten security measures and roadblocks. Unless we find a legitimate transport vehicle, we’re stuck here. And doomed.”

“Right.” She had a point.

“What about him?” She prodded Kalaes with her shoe. “Should we leave him here?”

“You can’t.” Maera approached, turning pleading eyes on Elei. “Don’t leave him to the Gultur. You heard what Hera said about them. They’ve got no mercy.”

Kalaes’ head jerked up at her words. He watched her, his dark gaze unreadable. 

“He comes with us.” Elei took a deep breath. “You said it yourself, we have to keep an eye on him, and maybe we could trade him if they corner us.” Although his chest ached at the thought, he had to accept Kalaes had betrayed them. “Come on, let’s move.”

It was weird, this change of roles. There he was, helping Kalaes up, cutting off the tape that bound his ankles, while Maera pointed the longgun, tracking Kalaes’ every movement, her lips trembling. Unreal.

Hera shoved Kalaes forward and he stumbled, barely catching himself. 

Hot anger tinted the world a faint red. Elei strode to place himself between them and raised his hands. “Hey, cut it out. Don’t hurt him.”

“He’s a traitor!”

A growl rose in Elei’s throat. “We still don’t know on whose side you are, so don’t go thinking you’re off the hook. Is that clear?” 

She kicked a loose stone, sent it thumping against an agaric stalk, and said nothing more.

“Let’s go then,” Maera said quietly. 

Hera led their small group, striding ahead. Elei took Kalaes’ side as they walked toward the hamlet. Maera followed behind, covering their backs. 

“Hey, how are you doing?” He nudged Kalaes.

It was also odd how he was the one who did most of the talking now. Kalaes just staggered on beside him, staring at some vague point, hardly blinking. 

“Here, give me your hands.”

As they walked, Elei unwound the tape. He winced. The wrists were red and cut, bleeding sluggishly. He threw the tape away, disgusted. 

“Do you believe me, Elei?” Kalaes asked, his voice low and a little hoarse.

Elei turned, surprised. He pushed his hands deep into his pockets. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

He thought he saw a flicker of hope in Kalaes’ eyes. But then Kalaes looked away and he couldn’t be sure.

They walked into the hamlet just as farmers left for their fungi fields and blue algae ponds of brine. A baker was punching a roll of dough on a bench outside his house, and a woman was sweeping her doorstep. A cat strolled by, sniffing the air. Birds rose in flocks, chirping.

Hera stopped at a tall fence at the end of the main street, peeked over it and then went on walking. Nothing there. 

“There has to be dakron somewhere,” Maera said from behind. “Can’t be that no-one has any.”

He glanced back. She looked grim and sad, the longgun hanging in her belt, her curls flattened and dull. 

“We’ll find something,” he said, mostly to convince himself. Ahead, Hera was asking more people and receiving headshakes and shrugs. Just their luck.

Hera. Kalaes. Elei wished he knew who to trust, what to do next. He could see things, or at least the surface, scratch the skin, but not catch the real meaning.

Someone was shouting. He blinked.

Hera held a bearded man by the scruff of his neck.

“Hey, leave him alone!”

Hera paid Elei no heed. She dragged the unfortunate man toward them with ease. Elei snorted. It looked like the muscles in her slim arms weren’t just decoration. “No fuel for an aircar in the village. But we’re in luck. He has a transport aircar that’s still in use.”

Great, so kill him now, why don’t you, for owning the thing we need. Elei shook his head. “Great news. But I haven’t got any money to pay him.”  

Hera took out a handful of bills from a pocket. “Here.” She thrust them into the man’s hands.

He sputtered, his scraggly beard trembling. “This is barely enough to buy the dakron for it!”

“You’ll take it and you’ll provide the road codes and the dakron for it at no further cost,” Hera said in a tone that brooked no argument, each word punctuated by a shake. The man fought to get free of her grip. She let go of him and he stumbled sideways, falling against a stack of dusty boxes. 

“That’s thievery!” he whined.

“No, it’s a discount.” Hera’s eyes narrowed. “You keep your miserable life as a bonus.”

Oh, they had just crossed the line to death threats. Just pissing great. “Hera, are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Yes.” She stepped closer to Elei, pitched her voice low. “Taking the car instead of fuel is much better. They know by now the numbers of the one we have been using and will block it at any checkpoint. This one’s codes should make it through.” 

Yeah, let’s think positive.

Hera turned back to the man and gave a dangerous grin. “Well?”

The man cowered. He unhooked the keys and the code tags from his belt, and offered them to Hera with a shaking hand. 

She grabbed them and shoved the man off. She turned to the others, who were openly gaping at her. “Have I missed something? I thought we were in a hurry. And why is Kalaes untied?”

“I’m keeping an eye on him, no worries.” Elei kept his voice firm, and she just raised her chin and looked away.

The aircar was kept in a storehouse off the road. The building had a run-down feel about it. Crows rose in a black cloud from the rafters with loud cries when the man, whose expression grew sourer by the minute, threw the doors open with a thud. 

Inside, half-darkness swallowed space. Faint light slipped in silver shafts from the roof where planks hung, dangling over their heads. Holes littered the walls where the nepheline had rotted. The smell of mold tickled Elei’s nostrils.

The man strode to the back and pulled off the cover sheet. The aircar was an old design but had no visible problems. The man went to a corner, took out dakron ingots and pushed them into the aircar’s tanking port. 

“Two more,” Hera ordered, and he obeyed, glaring.

And that’s with her unarmed, Elei thought, amused. 

Then again Maera was there, a few steps back, hefting the longgun in a very determined way.

They climbed aboard. Elei tapped Hera’s shoulder and motioned at her to let him drive. She tensed and scowled. He wasn’t having any of it. He stared right back, until she pressed her lips together and moved out of the driver’s seat, leaving it to him. 

She hadn’t objected or questioned him, and he tried not to wonder about her obedience. Later.

He took a deep breath, powered up the aircar and took them out. His hands moved smoothly over the buttons and levers, his mind glided through the sequences of take off and driving. The emergency lights went off, plunging them all into grayness. He flipped on the stabilizer and the aircar swerved into the village main street and out, into the plain highway. 

They’d barely placed themselves between the mark lines of the highway when the monitor beeped, asking for identification numbers.

“Codes.”

Hera passed him the tags without a word. He inserted them in the slots and waited, heart in his throat. 

“What’s going on?” Maera breathed.

Hera shushed her. 

“Come on, work,” Elei whispered. If the man had managed to report them so soon, bypassing the bureaucracy of the Gultur, if his vehicle had been stolen, if his codes had expired, if the Gultur decided to ground every single vehicle in Dakru…

The monitor jingled and the message ‘Access accepted, have a good trip’ appeared in flashing yellow letters.

Elei sighed and slumped back on his seat. “We’re clear.”

Maera muttered something, and Hera snorted.

Elei took deep breaths, willing the buzzing in his ears to fade. “Where to?” 

Hera humphed. “If you would just let me drive—”

“No. Where?”

“I have told you, I have no more hideouts. I’m on the run, same as you.”

“How did you know they found you out?” 

They sped on the phosphorescent road, leading toward a processing plant. Fungi fields spread on either side, red and white and brown, and shallow blue ponds lay covered in patches of spongy algae. 

“I’m an Echo. I have — I had — access to the inner system. I caught the alert as it was first announced. I cut all contact and came to find you.”

“Whatever,” Maera grumbled. 

“Why didn’t you come tell us, then? Why were you hiding on the slope before Akmon?” That had been bugging him. If he hadn’t sensed her, if he hadn’t believed she’d come, if he hadn’t smelled her…

“In spite of your accusations and demands,” her eyes flashed back to where Kalaes sat, “I was going to do so. But I was too late. I hoped you would come out and find me, if you were still alive. But, in truth, I thought you were dead already. I was surprised when you showed up. How did you escape? How did you know I was even there?”

Elei sighed. “I’m not sure.” He wondered how much he was willing to share. “I heard them coming. And I hoped you’d be there.”

“You heard them? Is that the new parasite’s doing?”

Pressing his lips together, he flew on, focused on the controls, hoping his silence would be a hint that he didn’t want to talk about it. Surprisingly, Hera seemed to understand and sat quiet, staring ahead.

They flew over uninhabited land, overgrown with agaric stems. There had to be plenty of surin deposits. The giant mushrooms loved that soil. Nothing else could grow on it. In the light of day, the stalks looked dull and dirty, quite unlike their otherworldly night glow.

Wandering like that on the landscape, exposed like a fly on a dish, they made easy target. He knew it, and he bet the others knew it too. They needed a plan, but what? His shoulder blades itched and the skin down his back burned, not letting him think clearly.

“We need to decide where to head.” He avoided Hera’s gaze, kept his eyes on the road. “We need to go…” Where?
Water. The fountain.

“We should double back to the coast, cross to another island,” Maera said from the back seat. “They think we’re heading north, we can—”

“Impossible,” Hera snapped. “They’re swarming all over the eastern coast, in Artemisia and Krisia and the other seaports.”

“Then what?”

“We must press ahead, bypassing Dakru City,” Hera gestured with one hand to the hills littered with dakron mines ahead, “across the island to the northern coast, if we’re to catch a boat and escape. The Undercurrent will contact us somehow by then—”

“The sacred citadel.” Elei realized he’d spoken the words out loud when he heard them. 

“What did you say?” Maera breathed. 

“The Bone Tower.” It sounded crazy even to his own ears. “We should go there.”

Maera snorted. Kalaes said nothing. 

Hera tsked. “It might work. They would never expect that. We could hang around the citadel in one of the towns catering to the temple.”

“Yeah right.” Maera dragged the muzzle of the longgun on Hera’s shoulder. The Gultur woman shivered. “That place must be buzzing with Gultur police.”

“Yes, but they’ll not be counting on us going there. It’s the last place they’ll expect us to choose.” Hera smiled; Elei saw the glint of her white teeth in the dirty glass of the windshield. “I like it. Not bad, boy.”

Elei nodded, accepting the half-compliment. The Bone Tower beckoned in the distance, yellow and white as the name implied. He kept off the main road, took uneven sidetracks instead, rocking them and sliding into fields. He jerked the aircar around and managed to bring it back to the road. Having a goal eased his mind into a temporary, false lull. Whenever Poena’s words rang in his head, he gripped the levels harder and looked around at Hera’s serene, beautiful profile. It was like gazing at a calm sea.

The road stretched on through a monotonous landscape. He nodded off, coming back to his senses with a jerk when Hera placed a hand on his arm. 

“Let me drive for a while,” she said, but he shook his head. He drove on, grinding his teeth to keep awake.

“Checkpoint,” Hera said, breaking the quiet.

We’re screwed. His pulse soared. “Any way around it?”

“Not if we’re heading toward the west. The electrified fence runs all the way to the mountains.”

Well, wasn’t that just great. “You drive us through, Hera.” 

“I cannot. I was one of them. They have my photo on their data rods.”

Elei’s tongue stuck to the roof of his parched mouth. “What about ours? Do they have it?”

“They have new photos of the two in the back. As for you, they have an old one, from the records of a monks’ factory on Ost, a couple of years back.” Her gaze slid sideways to him and lingered on his face. “You have grown a lot.”

Why did his ears burn now? “Lie low,” Elei said, gripping the levers so tight his knuckles ached. “I’ll drive through.”

“Are you nuts?” Maera harrumphed. “They’ll recognize you immediately. How many people have eyes of two different colors?”

The checkpoint loomed ahead, a watchtower like the stalk of an agaric mushroom. His heart thudded uncomfortably in his chest. “The light is already low. They won’t notice. Lie down, all of you.”

In the back seat Maera and Kalaes fumbled with the camo cover, getting underneath it, and Hera, casting him one last worried look, crouched down next to her seat. Her eyes glimmered like a cat’s in the half-dark.

Elei slowed to a stop as they approached the checkpoint. A Gultur, armed with a longgun, ambled to his window and tapped it with the barrel of the gun. With a shaking hand, he pressed the button to lower it.

A whiff of flowers entered and twisted Elei’s gut in a knot. Similar to Hera’s scent, yet different, it gripped him, squeezing his chest. 

“Traveling alone?” The Gultur’s visored face moved from right to left, her eyes behind the visor slits shifting as she scanned the vehicle’s interior. A data rod flashed in her free hand. “Are you the owner of this craft?”

“Yes.” His mind whirred with possible questions and answers. He faced straight, only showing her his unaffected eye. His stomach twisted and sweat rolled down his back.

“Transport of dakron,” she raised the data rod, flicking the scroll wheel, “and food provision? I cannot see anything of the sort inside your vehicle.”

“Going back to restock,” he said, his throat dry as a bone. His possessed eye throbbed, lighting up the world outside the aircar with white fire. His breath came in short pants. He struggled to keep it quiet.

“I see.” Then the Gultur stiffened and hunched over slightly. With a small gasp, she curled an arm around her middle. “Sobek’s balls.” 

Hera’s parasite had reacted that way, too.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly, wondering how this development would affect their chances of survival. 

“Fine,” grunted the Gultur, belted the data rod and pulled back from the window. Sweat rolled down her throat, a shiny path. She drew up her weapon, rested the barrel against her shoulder and nodded at him. “Move along.” She kept her hand on her stomach as if in pain.

Elei swallowed hard. Hail Regina. He pressed the accelerator button and flew at a low speed past the checkpoint, resisting the urge to slam his fist down on it and shoot out of there. He drove past a trash processing plant with a huge gray chimney that spewed black smoke into the sky, and then turned for the first time to look at Hera’s curled up form.

“I think—” Shakes cascaded down his limbs. He tightened his hold on the levers. “It’s safe now. You can come out.” He drew in a breath and held it, releasing it when his voice steadied. “Which way should we go?”

Hera uncurled and raised herself to sit next to him. A quick glance showed him her tense shoulders, her white face. She seemed strung so high that something told him she might lash out if touched. “Hera. Which way.”

Her nostrils flared. She pointed right. 

And they say I’m the quiet one.

With muffled curses, the other two climbed out of the camo and stretched on the back seat. Maera patted Elei’s shoulder. “Good work, Elei.”

Kalaes’ continued silence lay on Elei like a tombstone.

He flew on. As afternoon turned to evening and the lights of the road below jumped like jets of glowing water into the darkness, he slowed down.

“We should find a room for the night.” He scanned the landscape. “Any towns this way?’

“Up there is Tisis, a market town.” Hera’s breath tickled his shoulder, too hot. She pointed at a cluster of lights in the distance. “It’s big enough so that we can lose ourselves in the crowd.”

He took the road leading west. Other aircars overtook them, newer, faster models. Elei’s hands twitched on the levers, but this model didn’t have the power to go much faster without the engine burning out. Silence crawled from the back seat and pressed, heavy, on his chest.  

A biotransmitter, he thought, and a bullet, metal entering your body, turning you into something you weren’t before, a new being. Something nagged at Elei’s mind. Something demanding attention. But thirst distracted him, made it hard to think. A transmitter. A girl in a back alley, digging into his wound. A bullet. 

Had he seen the metal in her hand? Had she really taken the bullet out?

The fine hairs on the back of his neck bristled as a terrible idea hit him. He cleared his throat to dislodge the ball of fear. “Hera, can one feel a biotransmitter? If it’s in your body, is it big enough to bother you?”

At first Hera didn’t answer and he thought she hadn’t heard. He was about to repeat the question when she spoke.

“You could feel the older models. They were uncomfortable. Not these last ones. The one Kalaes had looked like the latest type with which the Gultur have been experimenting. This model is small and goes in deep enough not to notice if you’re not searching for it.”

“And you said they’re easy to insert.”

“Very easy. They come already in the shape of needles. Insert them and they do the rest. Just a tiny prickle, you hardly feel anything.”

The road stretched ahead, silver, and Elei thought he saw lakes, gentle waves of clear water. His eyes blurred. Water, cool, fresh water.

Five Hells, what was wrong with him? He blinked and wiped his eyes. He had to concentrate on the road. They passed more agaric groves, and outpost stations rising from the flat expanse like white fish surfacing from water, delicate and gleaming. 

“There.” The seat squeaked as Hera shifted. “Tisis.”

Lights in the distance, squat buildings. Elei took the abrupt turn into the town. Small and dirty like Ponds and Aerica, Tisis looked kind of sad in the midday light. Elei turned into the main street and hovered there, undecided. At least the aircar wouldn’t look out of place here, one could hide it in plain sight among the other vehicles. He turned into a side street and then another, checking out the shop fronts for any sign of a place to stay. 

“Look,” Maera said. “Rooms for rent.”

With an inward sigh of relief, Elei brought the aircar to a halt.

“You go, Maera.” They couldn’t trust Kalaes or Hera to do it. He swallowed hard. Damn right.

Maera had barely jumped out when Hera rose from her seat, jaw set, nostrils flaring. “She’s not to go in alone. I do not trust her. I’ll go with her.”

Before Elei could reply, she jumped out to follow the other woman. Yeah, pissing perfect.  

Kalaes’ silence was unnerving. He hadn’t spoken a word the whole way. Elei turned around and found him staring in his direction, expressionless, mouth a straight line. 

Elei looked away and rubbed the back of his neck, where the tel-marks began. How could gut feeling prove so wrong? Why did it insist to trust Kalaes despite all evidence?

Maera’s knock on the windowpane jolted him. “We got a room. Come on!”

He powered down the aircar and stepped out onto the deck. Kalaes came out, his face a mask. Behind him, Maera held the longgun pressed to the small of his back. They went down the ladder, entered the old house. A young girl stood there, hands twisting, eyes very wide. 

“The key,” Maera said, and the girl held it out to her. 

“First floor, door number two. You must pay…”

They ignored the girl and left her standing there, her lips quivering.

The stairs creaked ominously. Black stains of mold decorated door number two. Maera turned the key and they entered a large room, lit by a small dakron lamp and a huge window. Four narrow beds stood there, a scratched nepheline table and two chairs. Maera claimed a bed at the far side and sat with the longgun in her lap, while Kalaes stood by the table, still. 

Elei crossed to the window, looked out at the traffic, then moved away, feeling exposed. He spotted a sink at the opposite wall and he checked the faucet, determined to drink even that unfiltered water. 

It was dry.

“Dammit!” He slammed his fist into the wall, then leaned against it, pressing his forehead on its cool surface. Shit.

“Elei,” Hera said. She was staring right at him with an odd look in her eyes.

“What?”

She cocked her head. “We need water and food. You’re all exhausted. Let me go and get it.”

“No,” Maera and Elei said at the same time. “I’ll go.”

They looked at each other, frowning. 

“Let’s ask the girl downstairs,” Elei finally said. “To avoid being seen.”

Maera shrugged. “Okay. I’ll go tell her.”

“I’ll come with you,” Hera said, steel in her voice.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Maera walked to the door, “especially not you. Hear that, Gultur spy?”

“We established I carry no transmitter.” Hera strode after her and caught the open door before it closed. “And I’m not letting you go alone.”

The door clicked shut and their arguing voices diminished, then faded. Elei sighed and butted his head lightly against the wall.  “Have fun.” 

He pushed off the wall and sat on one of the beds, hunching into himself, head bowed. He was numb with weariness and uncomfortable. His neck itched, his back still burned and he had a nagging doubt he couldn’t shake — that he was missing some important clue. The burning sensation gnawed at his concentration, nibble by nibble. He reached up to scratch the back of his neck.

Two sets of quick steps approached. Hera opened the door, face a thunderstorm, followed by Maera who wore a smug smile.

Elei frowned. “What in the hells happened?” 

“She left me with the receptionist to arrange the payment and went to tell the girl herself.” Hera scowled. “She tricked me.”

Maera snorted.

Elei pressed the pads of his thumbs against his temples. Truth be told, he was surprised and relieved they hadn’t torn each other’s throats out. Kalaes sat on the bed across from his, arms clasped around his knees, head bowed.

Elei’s hands moved, restless, on the bed cover and his heart was heavy. If nobody was as they seemed, then he could trust nobody, nobody at all. Not even Pelia.

Yeah, what if… He splayed his fingers on the yellowish sheets. What if Pelia couldn’t be trusted either? 

What if she hadn’t shot a bullet into him but something else?

He had to make sure. Fighting the tremor in his hands, he took his gun and picked out the dakron cube. He unwrapped it from its surin film and placed it on the mattress.

“What are you doing?” Hera who stood leaning against the wall lifted her chin. 

Maera went to sit in one of the chairs. She caught the tension in the room and looked up. “Something wrong?”

Elei supposed that yes, many things were wrong. He almost growled at her. “I think I’m carrying a biotransmitter, too.” He said it with much more calm than he felt, and was quite proud of himself for not letting the hysteria show. 

The hush that fell was short-lived.

“You?” Hera stalked across the room to him, the color draining from her face. Her fine brows drew together in a dark scowl. “Whatever makes you say that?”

He resisted the urge to scratch his arms. “I was shot, remember?” 

“Shot, Elei. A bullet is not the same as a biotransmitter.”

“There was no bullet.”

Kalaes made a small snorting sound.

Maera stood up, eyes narrowed. “You dug it out, didn’t you?”

Elei shook his head. “I never dug it out. It just wasn’t there.”

“And you think it could be…” Hera shook her head. “But I told you how biotransmitters are. You would not need a gun for them, nor would they leave you with a wound.”

“What about the older types?”

Hera started pacing, hands held behind her back. “Yes, well, the older kinds were bigger, true, and needed some force to be embedded if no surgeon was present. A gun could have been used.”

“Elei, you’re making no sense!” Maera threw up her hands. “You got hit by a stray bullet. How can that be a transmitter?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure about that. I told you. Pelia shot me. My memory is real.”

Maera snorted. “Yeah, right.”

Hera halted. “But even if she did inject it in you, why would she use an older type? Why should she put a transmitter in you at all?”

Elei shrugged. Had he said it made any sense? Because it didn’t. “Maybe she worked for the Gultur after all, not the resistance. Maybe the Undercurrent was just a cover. And as for the transmitter… Well maybe she had nothing else at hand to inject it with.”

“Oh come on!” Maera tapped her fingers on the table. 

“Nevertheless, we must make sure,” Hera said matter-of-factly, face expressionless, and Elei hadn’t expected anything less from her. 

Kalaes lifted his head, a strange expression in his gaze, curious and confused. 

Elei stood up and paused, suddenly unsure of the whole thing, including undressing in front of everyone. Snakeskin sure wasn’t pretty. Kalaes has seen it, a small voice in his head said. Hells, yeah, he had. But Kalaes was a guy. It didn’t make undressing with two pretty girls gaping at him any easier.

He shrugged and took off his jacket, then the polo neck sweater and the t-shirt. He dropped them on the mattress. 

Strangely, it was Kalaes who gasped. 

Elei stiffened and stayed still.

Kalaes stood from the bed and walked over to him, then stopped just shy of touching. “They’ve changed.”

Elei was about to ask what Kalaes was on about, when he realized what those words meant. He twisted his shoulder to look behind, dreading what he’d find. 

Indeed. Changed. The scales had turned a light blue. Like his eye. His knees decided not to hold him anymore and he sat down heavily on the bed.

“What is it?” Hera growled. “What are you talking about?”

But Kalaes stepped back and sat on his bed, mouth a hard line.

“The snakeskin,” Elei grated. “It’s a different color now.”

Hera leaned and looked over his shoulder. “I see. Pale blue. And these?”

“Huh?”

She grabbed his shoulders and turned him sideways. “Here,” she tapped along his spine, where he couldn’t see. “Black spots, like the ones around your neck.”

 “Whatever this parasite is, it’s fighting telmion very hard,” Hera said in a quiet voice. “I know of no parasite capable of such a feat, not even cronion, let alone a poor relative.”

He shook his head. Right. And the point was? “But we don’t know what it is. So let’s get on with this. If I’ve got a transmitter inside my body, we have to remove it.”

She took the dakron cube, face blank. “Where?”

He turned to face her, presenting her his healing wound. She squinted at it, shrugged and passed the dakron over it. Nothing. They stared at each other. 

“Just pass me the dakron cube,” he said gruffly, fear crushing his chest. He caught the cube from her fingers and passed it all over his chest, pressing it deep into his abdomen and his sides. Then he just sat there, holding it on the palm of his hand, shivering. 

“No transmitter. Good.” Hera smiled, a glint of her teeth barely showing through her lips. “Things were getting too complicated.”

“Good,” he forced his mouth to say. 

“You said you did not remove the bullet?”

“That’s right, I didn’t.”

“But someone else did?”

He wondered at the intensity in Hera’s eyes, in her voice. Her thoughts had probably followed a similar path to his, examining the possibility that the bullet was still inside him somewhere. He shuddered. “There was a girl in an alley, just when I arrived in Dakru.” He remembered fingers digging into his side and a smile of black teeth. “She tried to get the bullet out. Maybe she did.”

“She must have. The street gangs always try to get bullets,” Hera said. 

Elei pulled his t-shirt and sweater back on, wincing as they rubbed on skin that felt raw and tender, and wondered once again if he’d seen the girl take the bullet away with her or not. “We should be able to rest today. No transmitters. Perhaps we’ll have some peace.”

Hera snorted softly and lay down on one of the beds, lacing her hands under her head. “It sounds too good to be true.”

Maera threw herself on the other bed, making the springs creak. 

“And you?” Elei turned to Kalaes. 

“Leave me alone, fe,” Kalaes said coldly and didn’t look up. 

“Are you all right?”

“Just shut the hell up.”

Elei cringed. He was a fool to expect the easy camaraderie they’d had before. He’d made Kalaes lose his house, his job, his girlfriend, now his cover and maybe soon enough his life.

But Kalaes was a traitor.

Wasn’t he?

Elei’s head pounded and his skin crawled and burned. Whatever parasite this was, it was driving him crazy. Elei groaned and lay on his belly on the bed, resting his head on his folded arms. He observed under lowered lids as Kalaes shifted on his bed and checked the bandage over the small wound in his thigh where Hera had removed the transmitter. 

It made no sense. Why had Kalaes revealed the use of the transmitter? He had no reason to. He’d let Maera play with the dakron cube unconcerned. What was this game about?

He was half-asleep and images of Ost flashed before his eyes — the trashlands and Albi’s wrinkled face, the piles of electronic garbage leaking toxic liquids and deformed animals prowling the vast expanses. He saw his first gun, made of discarded parts, and heard the howl of his first kill, a rabid dog. There was blood. Always the blood. Albi’s death. More blood. Gore. Pain. It was never a kind death in the maw of a dog. And he’d shot it too late.

Always too late. He never saw things in time. They caught up with him later, when he huddled in fear and anguish; they came in waves, taunting him, showing him what could have been if he’d been quicker, cleverer, more prepared. If he’d been ready.

The air turned to water and he floated in it, suspended. He gasped, fighting for breath.

He heard a girl’s silvery laughter and looked up, able to breathe again. “Poena.” 

She approached him, wreathed in red flames, walking on the water. She smiled. “Elei. You will find that the king is awake and doing war. You will find the armies are spreading.” She came closer, her eyes, a metal gray, looking right into his mind, hurting him, thrusting deep like knives. “What is it? Swamped by guilt again?” Flames jumped, twisted around him like tongues, wrapping him in pain. He writhed. “Time is in short supply. The king is here.” What was that obsession with the damn king? “Get into the water, Elei!” She pushed his face down until earth filled his mouth and he couldn’t breathe. “You must die!”






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two



 

In Hera’s dream, the seven islands rose from the ocean deep with a noise like thunder. They broke the blue surface, water rolling off their summits, and soared toward the gray sky. The water surged in huge waves that battered the bulk of the emerging peaks. Sleek they were, these mountains, covered in green algae, corals and seashells. Fish writhed and jumped on the dry land, silvery scales glittering as light broke from the clouds. The islands kept rising and there was a glint of metal on the mountain slopes, as if they were man-made constructions, towers of steel operated with machinery. A deep thrum went through the earth. They rose and rose.

She knew they would cut into her with their sharp summits, pinning her limbs, as she lay spread-eagled against the sky, staring down at them.

Dakru, rising at their center, higher than all others, would pierce her heart.

 

 

***

 

 

Damn nightmares. When his heart stopped thumping madly and the sweat dried on his skin, Elei forced his eyes shut and tried to go back to sleep. Poena haunted his thoughts, though, and the sound of splashing water echoed in his ears, making sleep impossible. So he settled for staring at the ceiling, too tired to get up. 

But contemplating the peeling paint didn’t bring him any closer to falling asleep. Elei heaved a sigh.  He turned on his side and bit back a groan as new scalding tongues of fire licked at his limbs. It was dark inside the room, night had fallen, but he could clearly see the three others sleeping atop their beds, scintillating forms of gold and orange with blue at the extremities. Hera’s form had a silvery tinge to it. A Gultur. He’d seen the difference from the start. Had not trusted his eyes. 

The urge to immerse his burning body into cold water ate away at his thoughts. He hadn’t wanted to make noise and wake the others up, but the pain was too much. 

Screw it. 

He stood up quietly and padded to the water faucet. His first attempt got him nothing and his pulse thumped behind his eyes. Struggling to clear the red haze from his gaze, he twisted the faucet viciously until some water dribbled out and he spread it on his neck and shoulders, sighing at the brief respite of coolness. Bracing himself one-handed on the sink, he rubbed the back of his neck and shoulders, trying to ease the burning itch. 

This was ridiculous. He’d barely avoided a harrowing death by telmion, only to burn from the inside out. 

Cursing silently, he padded over to the window. Outside, Tisis twinkled, some flickering street lamps, lights flickering in a few windows. The Bone Tower gleamed in the distance. 

The fountainhead.

A bed creaked. A silhouette came to stand beside him. He wasn’t surprised to see Hera. In the faint light from the street, her lashes cast long shadows. Her cheekbones seemed to sparkle. 

Elei tried to pull his gaze away but couldn’t. “Can’t sleep?”

“No. Too many things have been happening.”

No shit. 

She moved away from the window and leaned her back against the wall, one arm crossed over her stomach, half her face lost in shadow. Her gray suit of polyesthene was open now at the neck and small scales shimmered on her breastbone. 

“Do you dream?”

The unexpectedness of her question snapped him out of his surely impolite scrutiny. He forced his gaze up to meet her dark eyes. She looked away. 

“I do.” He didn’t ask her if she also woke drenched in cold sweat, like he did. Besides, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“I do as well.” She took a deep breath, let it out slowly and it looked like he wasn’t going to be spared. “I dream of the islands rising from the deep blue of the ocean. They rise higher and higher and seem made of metal, like naked blades. Then…” She closed her eyes, opened them again and this time she was the one who met his reluctant gaze. “They impale me.”

Under her hard stare, he fought a shudder and said, “That doesn’t sound pleasant.”

“Do you ever wonder, Elei? Do you ask yourself if there are other people elsewhere? Do you ever want to know where we came from, where the islands came from? And do not tell me the gods created everything because I’ll shoot you.”

But her hand didn’t move toward her gun and, besides, he was a good shot himself if it came to that. “I don’t think about it.” 

Only a Gultur would have the luxury to wonder about the origin of life and the meaning of it all. He’d always had more urgent things to worry about. Food. Water. Medicines. Survival.

Like now. 

“I see,” she whispered. Her hand trembled slightly when she raised it to tuck a strand of dark hair behind her ear. He never thought he’d see her affected so much by a dream. 

More immediate concerns buried the thought. “Listen. If we manage to hide in the towns around the Bone Tower, where can we flee to if we’re discovered?” His knowledge of the geography of Dakru was patchy. Beyond the Bone Tower, there were hills and then mountains, and at some point one would reach the northern coast, or go around the mountains, to the west. 

“Two towns in the mountains house resistance groups.” She spoke so low he leaned closer to hear. “We need to reach either one of them, to get fake IDs and codes. I’m sure the Gultur will not stop until they get us. My advice, as I said before, is to reach the northern coast, hire a boat and travel to another island, maybe Ker.”

“You’re coming with us, aren’t you?”

She nodded. 

His shoulders relaxed. Maybe relying on her so much was a mistake, but he had no other option. “Will the vehicle codes get us that far?”

“I think they’ll last long enough for us to reach the mountains, at least. I…” A faint blush formed on her cheeks. She gripped his shoulder with her long fingers and breathed the next words into his ear, so that he shivered, “I messaged the Undercurrent. They’ll look for us to provide an escort. You’re…” She shrugged and turned toward the window, releasing him. “Somehow, right now you’re the only one I can trust.”

He started. “Would they risk themselves for us?”

She shook her head. “Yes. We still have hope.” She glanced sideways at him and her eyes were hard. “Hope that you’ll remember more of what Pelia told you.”

Clenching his jaw, he went back to looking at Tisis. He’d thought she’d done it to help him, but it was only to get to the information he might have buried in his memories.

And why are you so disappointed?

Someone knocked on the door. His breath hissed out and he drew his gun. “Who’s there?” He went to stand behind the door and his hand twitched on his Rasmus. 

“You asked for water and food!”

It was a young girl’s voice. Still, paranoia kept Elei in place. He pointed his gun at the door, nodding at Hera to open it. The girl came in, a package gripped tightly in her hands. For a moment, he thought he saw Poena, golden hair and a tattered dress. Breath caught in his throat, he stepped out from behind the door. She stiffened and turned to him. 

Not Poena.

Her eyes widening, the girl dropped the package and covered her mouth with her small hands; then she wailed and ran out. Her steps echoed down the corridor. 

“You scared her,” Hera said in a flat voice.

“Coming from you,” Elei muttered, “that’s almost funny.”

She grinned.

Maera and Kalaes stirred in their beds. 

“Food.” Hera plopped the package on the table and tore it open. 

Water. Elei rummaged until he found a bottle. He twisted off the cap, raised the bottle to his lips and drank in great gulps. Coolness ran down his throat to his chest and stomach, soothing the fire. 

Hands wrenched the bottle away. “Whoa. Leave some for us too.” Cradling it to her chest, Maera walked back to her bed. 

He stared after the bottle with longing, his hand reaching out for it. He was still parched.

At least there was food. 

Inside the package, he found blue bread, but also some algae cheese and K-fungi. He bit into the bread. He hadn’t felt this hungry in a while. He wolfed down chunks of bread and algae cheese, barely chewing. 

“Slow down,” Hera gripped his arm, not looking at him, “you’ll choke.”

He stopped chewing and followed her gaze. 

Kalaes sat still, head bowed. When had he last had water and food?

Hells. Dropping the bread, Elei wiped his mouth and strode over to Maera, took the bottle of water right out of her hands. “If you’re finished…” She made a grab for it but he was already out of her reach. He sat down next to Kalaes and pushed the bottle into his hands. “Drink.”

Kalaes’ hands closed automatically around it. He looked up, eyes wide. “Thanks.”

Elei nodded and reached up to rub his itchy shoulder blades. 

“What’s wrong with your shoulders?” Maera came to stand before him, chewing. “You keep rubbing them.”

“Let me see,” Hera said. “Whatever it is, it’s probably spreading.”

Elei turned his back and let Hera poke at him with cold fingers. 

“Well?”

“The pepper smell is stronger.” Hera sniffed. “I was right, it’s spreading. What in the hells is this parasite? Did you come in contact with anything unusual lately?”

Spreading. His breath hitched. “You mean apart from you?”

“Very funny,” Hera said drily. “Did you, Elei?”

“No.”

“The bullet,” Kalaes said, voice barely above a whisper. 

“What about the bullet?” Hera’s fingers lingered on Elei’s shoulder. Her cool touch felt divine on his overheated body. 

Silence. Outside an aircar zoomed, a man’s angry voice rang from the street. 

Elei got that empty feeling in his stomach again and his vision blurred. “Pelia. She injected me with something, but not a transmitter.”

“What then?” Maera came to join them. “What is it?” 

“Don’t you see it?” Kalaes said.

“You do not mean…” Hera trailed off, sounding uncertain. 

“What’s this about?” Maera’s voice rose in pitch. 

“The cure.” Sweat ran down Elei’s temples. 

Maera snorted. “The cure? The thing everyone is after?”

Hera rested her hand on Elei’s shoulder. “The marks of this parasite are spreading down your back, over the snakeskin. But it’s a parasite, not a cure for anything.”

Frigid hells. Elei reached back, traced the marks with his fingertips. Slightly raised, they spilled from the line around his neck down his spine. “You said you don’t know this parasite.”

Hera shook her head. “Whatever it is, it’s powerful. Yet, cronion and telmion are the strongest parasites we know of.”

“Except Regina,” Maera said.

“Except Regina,” Hera agreed and fell silent.

Elei shifted his weight. Sweat trickled down his face. What if…

“Think about it, Hera!” Kalaes’ breath was coming in short gasps and he gestured toward Elei. “Think of Regina’s constant mutating. Only a parasite could ever beat it, a parasite developing and changing at the same pace, matching Regina change for change.”

Exactly.

“I have studied this,” Hera said firmly. “There is no such parasite, nothing as powerful as Regina, not even telmion.”

“But Regina’s a strain of telmion. You said so yourself, fe. Telmion is controlled by cronion. This new parasite sent the telmion in Elei’s body into a total remission in a matter of days.”

So Pelia had discovered a parasite that could mark the end of the Gultur. Holy shit.

“Just think about it.” Kalaes voice rose with excitement. “A stronger form of cronion. It’s been maturing. It replaced cronion, took its place. That done, it went on to attack telmion and suppressed it, maybe ate it up. I wonder if—”

“You’re just guessing things,” Maera said. “We know nothing.” 

Kalaes shrugged, frowning. 

Elei’s back burned, the fire was spreading to his legs. He was so damn thirsty. Waterwaterwater.

“What will you do now, Elei?” Hera whispered.

Running away, that had been the only thought. Escaping, surviving. And now they were talking about… what, exactly? “What do you expect me to do?”

Hera turned to him, face somber. “Stop Regina.”

“But you can’t live without it,” he pointed out. “You said it’d kill you.”

Kill the entire Gultur race? Gods, what an idea.

“I do not think this parasite will kill Regina, or me,” Hera whispered.

Pelia had been happy that day. So happy. She must have found the solution. And yet… “The parasite seems to have killed telmion off.”

Hera nodded. “Perhaps. We do not know this for sure. But, in any case, Regina is much stronger than telmion. Regina will fight back, and maybe, hopefully, there will be a balance, like you had between cronion and telmion. You’re carrying Rex, the King. The stuff of old tales.”   

The king. Pelia had been talking about it right before she died.  A tale for children, or so he’d thought.

Kalaes raised a brow. “King?”

“It is a story we are taught at school. About the opponent of the golden queen,” Hera whispered. “I never thought… Like cronion controls telmion, Rex can control Regina. Rex, the strong one, who was locked away and kept in darkness in the box of dreams.”

Elei shivered. The tale spoke of a temple where the king was kept dormant, lying underneath a knife, in a sealed box. Preserved for eternity until someone sought him out again. Then, once aroused, the king had to merge with a living body. 

My body. Elei wiped his palms on his thighs and swallowed hard. 

So the priests had kept the parasite dormant for centuries and forgot its power, its function, its possibilities, until Pelia had made sense of the tales and gone to visit the temple. She’d found Rex and stolen it, revived it and given it to Elei.

Joy. 

Pelia had injected him with Rex and had either explained and he’d been too out of it to understand, or she’d hoped the parasite would make sure he did what he had to do.

Had she thought of what Rex would do to him? Or had she simply placed the fate of the islands above him? One down to save the many?

He wondered if he could ever hate her for that.

“How long does it take the parasite to incubate?” Hera’s long fingers curled into fists. “Did Pelia tell you?”

Pelia’s voice whispered in Elei’s memory. “Ten days,” he said, surprised that he remembered. “That’s what she said. Ten days for the king to rise.” She’d laughed at his perplexity and told him it all really made sense.

Well, it did now. 

“So the tale runs true,” Hera said in a hushed voice. “The King will emerge to claim what is his.” 

“What does that mean?” Elei mumbled. “Claim who?”

“His bride,” Hera said. “The queen.”

Regina. 

Ten days. How many had passed already? ‘My king.’ Poena’s face came to his mind. ‘I represent the king in you.’ 

He didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. “And now?”

“That’s all. We know no more.” Hera glanced at Elei and a light played in her gaze. Maybe fear. Maybe hope. “You’re the King now. What will you do?”






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three



 

Rex. The King.


Hera’s pulse raced. Now she saw how it all fit together — the way Regina reacted in Elei’s presence, twisting in her gut; the way telmion flared, then lost the fight.

Was that really what Pelia had been trying to find? A super parasite? Impossible. Yet what if it was true? 

It had to be. All the signs told her so. Sudden fear gripped her. What if Rex did not just weaken Regina? What if it suppressed Regina, devoured the parasite, killed the Gultur? No matter how much she wanted them to fall and change, she had not wished for their death.

The fear turned into jagged crystals of ice digging into her insides. She was of the Echo line, pure Gultur. She had not told the others how Pelia’s drugs had affected her — the pain, the vomiting, the strange visions. 

Maybe that was where it had all started, her dreams of the islands rising, her obsession with the beginning of the world. Maybe it had affected her mind.

What would it be like to be overcome by Rex, to be conquered and possessed?

She shuddered and wondered how Elei would change as the parasite matured in him. Maybe he’d already been changing, in stages, and she had not noticed. 

Soon they might all notice. Soon everything might change.

For better or for worse.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei stayed up while the others went back to their beds. It was after all still the middle of the night. Slumped over the table, his heavy head resting on his folded arms, he wondered what to do. 

‘You are the King now.’ Poena’s voice teased him. ‘The king is awake.’


Pissing hells.

Save the world from the Gultur. Shit, yeah. “How?” His head pounded. “Break into the Sacred Citadel, the Bone Tower? Spill my blood into the water? That’s insane.”

‘So you’ll just sit back and let the world crumble when you could fix this?’ he thought he heard Poena say, and her small, frowning face flashed before his eyes. ‘Show some backbone!’

Backbone. Right.

He rubbed his eyes, pinched his nose. He stretched, wincing as muscles pulled, bones creaked and skin burned like fire. He passed a hand over this neck, felt the tiny marks there and swallowed past a permanently parched throat.

A parasite to save the world. What if it wasn’t true? What if they were all wrong? Blood in the water. Could he do it? Could he make it to the fountain, drip some of his blood and escape alive? 

He realized he hoped for the parasite to take him over, to force him to do what had to be done. But it didn’t work that way, did it? He was on his own in this. As in everything. 

Pelia had died for this cure. ‘Good luck,’ she’d said — had she known what he had to do? If she loved him as a mother, would she send him to open his veins in the Gultur fountain? Did she think the world was more important than him?

Was it?

Pale light seeped through the window, outlining the others’ slumbering forms on the beds. Kalaes, Maera, Hera. They deserved a better life. What if he could give it to them? 

Besides, what did he have to go back to? Albi and Pelia were dead and gone.

A deafening buzz broke through his thoughts. It rose to a high-pitched whine and he clutched at his head. From the corner of his eye, he saw lights moving. 

Shit.

He pushed back the chair and distantly heard it crash to the floor. The lights danced in the distance, flying in a diamond formation.

“The Fleet!” He stood in a daze. How had they found them again? Had the Gultur at the checkpoint recognized him after all?

It made no sense. Why would they have waited so long to come and get them?

“Elei?” rasped Kalaes’ sleepy voice.

“We’re out of here, now! The damn Fleet’s here!” Elei raced to the door and threw it open into the dim corridor.

“Elei, have you lost it?” Maera groaned. “It’s still night time! What are you talking about?”

“Get up.” Hera tsked. “You know he can see in the dark. Come on. Hurry.”

Kalaes drew his legs to the side. “What’s happening, fe?”

The buzzing shrilled. Elei gritted his teeth. “Hurry up! They’re almost here.”

He stumbled down the narrow stairs, the others at his back, and startled an old man dozing at the reception desk. They spilled out into the street and clambered into the aircar, cursing. Elei took the driver’s seat, while Hera climbed next to him and the others into the back, not talking, huddling together for warmth. 

Elei’s hands shook so much that the act of fitting the key in the ignition came close to defeating him. His head pounded. He thought for a moment to ask Hera to drive, or even Kalaes, but then thought better of it and forced himself to function. He couldn’t trust anyone. Someone among them had betrayed them again — and it wasn’t Kalaes. 

The aircar rose from the ground with a hum that vibrated through the nepheline seats. Elei checked the systems, while his vision lit up the inside of the aircar in a pale blue glow. He set the accelerator and they took off down the dirty, empty avenue. The gloam was chilly and gray. Mist rose from the soil in low clouds. The Fleet darkened the horizon. How to lose them?

He turned into side streets, trying to gauge their width so that the aircar wouldn’t become stuck between the buildings. 

“They’re coming!” Hera’s long hair hung in loose waves, softening her grim expression. “They cannot follow you in the narrow streets.”

“But they can level the town,” he said through gritted teeth.

“They’ll bomb us down!” Maera shouted.

“There is nowhere else to hide around here. Go to the northern side, there are many tall buildings.” Hera didn’t even look back, but her voice held a warning tone. “Elei…”

“Got it.” 

He cocked the balance lever, steadying the vehicle, and took them through deserted suburbs with their overgrown gardens, then, checking the vehicle compass, headed north. Missiles zipped by, rocking them. Ahead, a tall building exploded into fire and a rain of mortar and metal. 

“Shit.” He maneuvered the aircar behind a two-story building and then onto a main avenue. “Hold on.”

A multiple-story storehouse exploded on their right and the impact sent the vehicle skidding. Elei pulled the brake, slowing, but the aircar crashed sideways into a squat administrative building. Elei’s head slammed into the side window and for a moment he blacked out. 

The world swam back into focus. Keeping his groan behind gritted teeth, he straightened and turned around. “Is everyone okay?”

They all looked dazed but nobody seemed hurt. Heart pounding, he forced himself to focus. He checked the systems one by one, fingers flying on the control panel. Apart from damage reported on one of the dakron slots, everything was okay. He slumped in relief and took the aircar off the ground once more. If he led the Fleet on a mad chase through the town and came out on the western side, they’d hopefully lose them and then he’d drive west, to the mountains. 

Another explosion rocked them. Jaw clenched, he turned into a side street, wobbling crazily as he fought to equalize the protesting car systems. 

“This way!” Hera pointed left, and he swerved into a huge refueling station, roofed and walled. 

“Are you mad?” Elei’s jaw ached from the tension as he drove into the dimness of the high-ceilinged building. “If a missile hits the fuel, we’re history.” The explosion would be spectacular. What a way to go.

“Now right,” she said, calm and imperturbable. That moment he envied her composure. “Hurry or your fears may come true.”

Damn her. Maybe she wasn’t human after all.

They shot through a maze of alleys and claustrophobic twisting roads. One turn was too narrow, and the aircar screeched against the station wall as they veered into a dark multi-level parking lot. “How’s this so much better?”

“Down, go down!” Maera yelled from the back seat. “If a missile hits this, the whole thing may fall on our heads.”

The walls glimmered white, pulsing with a pale glow, and an arrow pointed to the left. He slowed as he took the turns, and they spiraled down. 

A detonation shook them, rattling Elei’s teeth and bones. The ground trembled, and the aircar swayed and careened into the wall. Jerking on the steering lever, he brought it back to the passage as a light ahead announced the exit. He drove on, grim, gaze fixed ahead. 

That had been the refuel station. They’d barely made it out alive.

They shot out of the parking lot, in the last minute avoiding a frontal collision with another vehicle. Heart in his throat, Elei twisted the lever and they spun about. 

“Elei, take right!” Kalaes hollered. 

At least the chase had managed to snap the man out of the daze he’d been in.

Elei managed to steady the aircar, drove around the other vehicle with the driver shouting obscenities at them, and zoomed down the narrow road. A deep hum entered his audio sphere and then the high pitched whine was back. “Incoming.”

Maera grabbed his shoulder from behind. “What are you saying—”

He swerved and dipped into an alley. Blinding light erupted behind them, followed by a deafening boom, and debris clattered on the roof of the aircar. 

“Pissing hells,” Kalaes muttered.

The hum of planes rose closer, sending pulses of pain through Elei’s head. “They’re sending drones now.” He spotted an old garage on one side and turned the aircar into the dark opening. 

“We’ll be trapped!” Kalaes said. “Dammit, Elei!”

“Wait.” Elei didn’t power down the vehicle. Rectangular drone crafts zipped past outside the garage, line after line of flashing lights, while the Fleet darkened the sky above. Elei checked the compass. Hands tight on the controls, he waited until the last drone zoomed past, then he backed the aircar out onto the street. He hit on the lights and fell in line with the last drone, following it.

“What in Sobek’s name are you doing?” Hera whispered, breathless. “They’ll see us—”

“Blending in.” The aircar was slightly bigger than the drones — but drones were basic tech. There was the possibility they wouldn’t notice.

“Gods,” Maera muttered, grabbing the back of Elei’s seat. 

They zoomed through alley after alley, at the tail of the drone row. “They’re heading south. We need to break off.”

“Where to?” Kalaes asked.

“West,” was all Elei said as he veered off and dove back into the maze of alleys and streets. 

Nobody spoke as he wove through dead-end streets and narrow lanes, everyone’s gaze up to the sky, checking if the Fleet had spotted them. The houses started to thin out and they shot out of the town onto the connecting road, among algae fields.

In the distance, the Bone Tower soared against the gray sky. The mountains around it rose steeply from the plain, pale pinnacles like the buildings of an oversized city. They reminded him of Ost, of the Spire Mountains that lay beyond the trashlands and the marshes. 

The rearview mirror didn’t show him any pursuers. Pressing down on the accelerator, Elei drove away from Tisis.

As adrenaline faded and the pounding in his head eased, the scalding need for water returned full force. Waves of fiery pain rippled down his legs. He thought he heard water rushing and looked down, expecting to see it lapping at his knees. He licked lips dry as paper, tried to swallow past a closed throat.

Waterwaterwater. He had to submerge himself in it, fall into it, let it close over his head. The skin on his face burned against his cheekbones and his jaw, around his eyes and mouth.

Ponds. Algae ponds had to line the interplain road, the one leading to the sacred heart of Dakru, to the Bone Tower. Most of them were brine, but some may be brackish. He didn’t mind brackish. Not at this point.

 “Not bad, Elei.” Hera was studying her hands as if she’d never seen them before. “Not bad at all.”

A weight fell on his shoulder. “Good job, fe.” Kalaes pulled his hand back. “Relax, Mae. I’m not trying anything.”

“Just being careful,” she ground out.

And things were back to their delightful normalcy. 

He drove. Where to? Which town? He didn’t ask. He didn’t care.

Water.

Always checking for anyone tailing them, he skirted towns and farms, but saw no pond or even a salt lake. No water. The headache threatened to blind him, pounding hammers behind his eyes. Nothing. No shimmer of a fountain or brook.

Ahead, the glimmering waters of Bone Tower called to him, and the great source waited. 

His hands finally stopped shaking. Of course. He was only delaying the inevitable, when he’d already made his decision. He had to hurry, before the Fleet discovered them again. He set the course in the direction of the Bone Tower, the sacred citadel of the Gultur. 

The others were so out of it that it took them some time to figure it out. 

Maera was the first to speak. “Elei, where do you think you’re going? You can’t go into the Citadel!”

Kalaes and Hera stirred.

“Turn around.” Hera grabbed his arm. “Sobek’s piss, turn right now! Have you gone mad?”

He didn’t answer and didn’t swerve. The Fleet thundered over them, making another pass, heading back toward Tisis, rows of seleukids flying low in streaks of blinding light. Elei wished they would crash and disappear like smoke. He wished Poena was there, making it all a dream. But no fountain splashed, no girlish voice spoke in his ear. He flew grimly on, toward the ghostly agaric forest and the citadel of Bone Tower. 

“What in the hells are you doing, Elei?” Maera slapped his shoulder. “Turn around!”

He ignored her and continued until the white stems rose tall and then he entered the Tower road.

“You’re taking us into their hands!” Hera grabbed his arm and shook him. “Stop! Soon the police vehicles will come to investigate who we are.”

He pulled free, but then Maera thumped on his chair, almost throwing him on the controls. She grabbed him from behind, pressing his aching shoulders against the backrest. 

“No!” He struggled against her. “You don’t understand. The fountain.” He had to find it. Nothing else mattered.

“What’s wrong with him?” Maera whispered.

Maera. Such a sweet girl. Holding the longgun like a pro. Lying about her father. Lying to them.

He fought her hold, suddenly realizing the situation was worse than he thought.

Hera climbed over him and wrestled the controls from his hands. She shoved him just as Maera yanked him aside. “Just hold him down,” she said, taking the driver’s seat. 

“Elei?” Kalaes’ voice, strained. “What’s happening to you now, fe?”

“It could be the parasite,” Hera said.

Elei pushed against Maera’s hold. She jerked him back, forcing a gasp from his throat.

Nobody could be trusted. Only one person hadn’t been checked for a biotransmitter. Only one. They’d be found again, it was too late. He closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath. Now he knew why.

Hera flew around the forest, the white light washing them in milky torrents, and then took them behind the high walls. She stopped the aircar, powered it down, and turned to him. “What in the five hells, Elei? Are you a traitor, too?”

Maera’s hold loosened. He wanted to laugh as he pried Maera’s hands off him and turned to look at her and Kalaes. Their white, frightened faces smothered his laughter. 

“I’m not the traitor here. There’s another transmitter.” Elei fought to hear himself over the screeching in his head. Waterwaterwater. “That’s how they found us again.”

“Shit.” Kalaes raked his hand through his spiky hair, then tugged on the two thin braids hanging over his ear. “If he’s right, it won’t take them long to find us again.”

“What are you saying?” Hera looked into Elei’s eyes. Hers were stern and cold. “We checked. Are you saying Kalaes has another transmitter?”

Kalaes shrank back, then lifted his chin at her. “Can’t wait to cut me again?”

“We could check him,” Elei said quietly, fighting the urge to grab the controls and fly on, toward the water. His body shook. “But I’m pretty sure we won’t find it in him.”

He hadn’t misjudged Kalaes. He knew that now.

“Then what are you saying?” Maera frowned. 

 He saw her in his mind’s eye, holding the gun with the ease of long practice, pointing, swinging it around. The ease with which she’d taken out the shrapnel from Kalaes’ leg. The ease with which she’d turned against him.

“I mean that the transmitter is in you, Maera.”

The moment of stunned silence stretched, then snapped. 

“Damn you,” Maera said.

Elei drew both the guns from his belt, just as Maera pointed the longgun at him. 

Stalemate. 

“Maera?” Kalaes whispered, all blood draining from his face. He hadn’t seen it, Elei thought. He’d been blinded by love and lust, even after everything that had happened. 

Hera’s hands twitched at her sides. She snarled. “You! I never trusted you.”

The ‘little girl’ a traitor. Working for the Gultur. A spy.

Shitshitshit, his mind chanted. This is Maera. The one who helped you out. Kalaes’ girlfriend. 

So what? Kill her? Wound her? What was he expected to do?

Survive. That didn’t leave so many options. His body was on fire. Get the hell out of here. Find water. 

His back muscles contracted and he fought not to lose his grip on the gun, not to lose aim. Screw this. “Why, Maera?” He really wanted to know. 

“None of your business,” she snapped, not denying it. “I’m not going to spill my heart out to you. Forget it.”

Elei supposed he should have expected that. Still.

“She hates men,” Hera said. “Hates her father.”

But she’d had sex with Kalaes. Why? 

Ah. “You slept with Kalaes to implant the transmitter.” He saw Maera’s eyes widen a fraction. “Because you realized sooner or later all of us would be checked, and you needed to have someone accused. It was easy to implant it in Kalaes.” His mouth was so dry his tongue stuck to the roof. “You wanted to find out what Pelia told me. Well, now you know it all.”

“We thought Pelia told you everything.” Maera’s voice was stony. “I had to make sure.”

“You knew Pelia might send information to Kalaes,” Hera said. “You counted on it. You never thought she would send a person, or the antidote itself.”

Maera shifted to the side, scowling, revealing what she held in her other hand.

Elei winced. She had the longgun trained on him, while pushing her tweezers into Kalaes’ neck. Into his jugular. No wonder Kalaes sat so still. 

He could only hope Hera wasn’t about to reveal she’d been against them all along. He peered at her. She sat, hands in her lap, mouth downturned. On their side. Good. 

It had to be killing her, Elei thought clinically. A Gultur princess, raised to believe she owned the worlds, used to having the upper hand. 

Trapped. 

Sweat dripped down his neck, tickling, itching. The marks on his neck and shoulders blazed like a wildfire, and everything around him flashed in hues of gold and silver. He could see the trajectories his bullets would take to slam into Maera’s pulsing heart and her brain. He could see the path her hand would follow to push the tweezers into Kalaes’ neck as the impact of the bullet threw her backwards. The trails of her bullets, one after another, racing toward his own heart as her finger pressed the trigger button. A calculated chain reaction.

But he couldn’t lower his weapons. Because she’d press the trigger. All she needed from him was a blood sample. She would eliminate him. Eliminate the possibility of a threat to the Gultur. If she was ready to kill Kalaes — her hand on the tweezers pressing deeply into his throat was steady as steel — then what compunction would she have to kill Elei whom she hardly knew? 

His hands flexed on the guns. Two guns. If he could create a diversion… He’d be taking a great risk. Depending on how good her reflexes were. Depending on how good his hunch was, how fast he was, how well he did it.

Risking Kalaes’ life. 

And his own of course, but he tried not to think too hard about that.

He began to move, noticing Hera was moving too, and it almost cost him his concentration. He threw himself sideways, firing both guns, the angle of the bullets meant to throw Maera away from Kalaes, and he found Hera cushioning his fall, cradling his head. His bullets flew true, striking Maera on the left shoulder and side, throwing her back against the door.  

Her gun fired twice and her bullets slammed into the ceiling. Before he could move she fired again, this time grazing his cheek and upper arm, making him hiss. He shot at her hand, and she dropped the longgun. Hera pushed him off her and rose smoothly. He grabbed the longgun and pulled Kalaes down with him, away from Maera. 

“Shit,” was all Elei could say. There was Maera, bleeding on the seat, barely conscious. Then Kalaes, his blank expression and deathly pallor more worrying than the tiny wound on his throat that bled sluggishly. Hera, unharmed and seeming to be on their side, though nobody could know for sure where they stood, apparently. And himself, cheek and arm stinging like all the hells, still holding the two guns, lying there like an idiot.

Maera moaned. And what to do with her? Let her die? It didn’t sit well with him. No matter what she’d done. 

Pissing great.

Meanwhile, flames licked his spine, hot needles jabbing into his sides until his back arched. Gods, he had to find water. Now.

 “We must kill her transmitter,” he heard himself say as if from afar. He watched Hera reach out and take one of the guns from his hands. He let her. She dissembled it and took out the dakron cube. Then she knelt before Maera and passed it over her body. The transmitter was in her right calf. He saw the burn form on her pants. 

Hera plunged her blade inside and pulled the transmitter out. Dropped it to the floor and squished it. “Done.”

Maera was losing blood. If Elei wanted to keep her alive, he had to do something — because he had a nagging suspicion that if Kalaes came out of his shell-shocked frame of mind to find Maera dead, he might go completely mad. And Elei couldn’t allow that.

So he forced himself to crawl over to her and try to staunch the blood. It was a lot, pooling on the seat. 

Suddenly Hera was beside him, moving so fast he was dizzy. She pushed him aside. “I’ll do it. Go sit and put some pressure on your shoulder.”

He watched her strip cloth from Maera’s blouse and bunch it against her side, which seemed to be the deepest of the three wounds. Hera worked efficiently, every movement precise. 

“Still here?” she threw over her shoulder at him. “Move.”

He wanted to shove her aside, take control of the vehicle and get going toward the water, but shrugged instead, fighting his need. He scooted backwards until his back met the aircar wall. He put a hand to his cheek and wiped blood. It looked black in the pale light of the phosphorescent walls outside. He tried to strip a piece of his polo shirt, but couldn’t find the strength for it. The adrenaline was washing away and it left him trembling. He chanced a glance at Kalaes.

“Hey.” He dragged himself closer to the older boy. “Are you all right?”

Kalaes’ eyes were fixed on Maera. Elei swallowed hard. “I’m sorry about that, about shooting her, I mean. I could see no other way out of the mess. I think she’ll be all right. Hera seems to know what she’s doing.”

Kalaes finally looked at him, eyes bloodshot. He raised a hand and grabbed Elei’s shoulder. “Is she dead?” he whispered.

“No.” Elei winced and tried to shrug the hand off his wounded shoulder. “She’s alive.”

Kalaes blinked and let him go. “Is she?”

Elei’s eyes smarted. He turned his head away. Had he killed her?

“It’s all right, fe,” Kalaes said quietly. “You did the right thing.”

“Sure.”

“Hey. All this wasn’t your fault.”

Elei nodded, not believing it. Blood trickled into his mouth. He licked his lips, so thirsty. His skin felt like it would burn right off his bones and flesh. Water.

Hera crawled back to them. “She’ll be okay, I think. No major arteries or organs seem to have been hit. I have stopped the bleeding as best I could.”

“We should get going,” Elei said, words coming with difficulty to his dry mouth. “They may have detected the transmitter signal anyway.”

He couldn’t even find the energy to move to the seat. He groaned as he got to his knees, then grabbed Kalaes’ arm and hauled him up with him, dropping them both on the old nepheline. 

Colors flashed in his eyes, pulsing. Maera’s spilled blood made his mouth water. He needed liquid, so desperately he ached with the need. 

Hera looked him up and down. “Will you let me drive now?”

Blood seeped from the wound on his shoulder. It burnt, as did his cheek. “Be my guest.”

He fingered his Rasmus, then glanced at Kalaes, realized he still had Kalaes’ gun. He winced when he thought he’d mistrusted Kalaes. He took it out of his belt and held it out to him, then winced again as his shoulder protested the movement. 

Kalaes moved to take it, eyes flicking to Elei. His lip curled into a faint half-smile. “Is that shoulder okay, fe?”

Elei nodded and slumped against the nepheline seat. He rubbed at his eyes. His head throbbed. 

Hera revved up the aircar. “Where are we going?” She glanced sideways at him. 

Gods, what to do? Fear drilled a hole in his stomach. Blood in the water. Death. This was madness. Maybe he carried no cure, maybe the parasite was just using him, using them all to spread and infect. Water. He needed to control himself. Control, dammit.

“Far from here.” He closed his eyes, bright pain lighting the inside of his eyelids. He groaned and glanced up again. 

She was quiet, her hands still on the controls, the black marks on them stark against their pallor. “Where?”

“Take me far from the Tower. Far away, do you hear?” He realized he was shouting and snapped his mouth shut. 

“We could go north as I originally suggested,” Hera muttered. “Yet I’m not sure how safe it is to leave now. Maybe we could lie low in one of the towns until tonight.”

“Elei?” Kalaes tapped his back. 

Terror clawed its way up his throat. He had glimpses of horrible things, decay and death, washing over him in great black waves. He heaved. The light was too bright. He shaded his watering eyes. “Please. Leave me alone.”

“You all right, fe?” Kalaes grabbed his shoulder. “Hey.”

The fire was consuming him like a twig. “Water…” Hera’s scent of como flowers rose to his nostrils, sugary sweetness, and he breathed in deeply. It sent his heart thumping, his vision flashing. Then dizziness hit him. The world narrowed to a split second, a razor-thin view. The Bone Tower, the great fountain, the splash of cool water. His hands shook. “Move out of the way.”

“What?”

He shoved Hera out of the seat. He was momentarily blinded by her creamy skin, her wide gaze, her soft lips, and distantly he wondered if Rex was the one interested in Hera, or in Regina, and not him. 

Yet he didn’t have the time to ponder. “We’re going in.”

“But you just said—”

Kalaes tried to reach over Hera — to grab his arm. “Elei, what in the hells do you think you’re doing?”

“Not sure. I’m working on it.” He grabbed the controls, pulled back the steering lever and raised the aircar high. It soared into the sky, over the walls. His hands were numb, his back ached, his bones hurt all the way to the marrow. 

‘Die, Elei, you must die.’
It was a child’s voice. A girl’s voice. Poena.

Black ate at the edges of Elei’s vision. He knew he had to somehow finish this. He didn’t matter. Nothing did, apart from getting to the fountain. His hands held so tight he was losing feeling in his fingers. That broke through the haze for a moment. This wasn’t right. He tried to unclench his hands from the controls, to turn the vehicle around. I don’t want to die.

Diediedie. His hands gripped the levers harder, his teeth ground together. Find the water supply. The Fountainhead. In his mind, images of lakes and rivers crashed into each other. He flew on.

Hands grappled him from behind. “Elei!” 

He pulled out his gun and shot at the ceiling. The impact of the bullet rocked the vehicle, but he didn’t veer off course, holding the steering lever steady. “Don’t touch me.” 

Curses. 

“Stop, fe! You’ll kill yourself, kill us all!”

Not important. He kept the gun pointed at Hera and flew on, over the markings of the Tower road, in the arid emptiness that surrounded the citadel.

“Please, Elei.” Hera’s voice was quiet and strained. “Stop. Stop the vehicle.”

Her voice faded, lost in the buzzing inside his head. He flew over the low city surrounding the Bone Tower, over barracks and broad avenues. The sight was quite unlike any other Elei had seen. White buildings lined parallel, broad streets with trees covered in yellow blooms. Shiny web antennas formed crowns on spherical constructions, and palaces with turrets stood on higher places. Elei’s gaze slid over this glorious cityscape, his mind blank.

Waterwaterwater.

“Stop!” Kalaes’ hand landed on Elei’s shoulder. He shrugged it off, tightened his finger on the trigger, prepared to shoot. With his other hand, he pulled the lever and raised the aircar higher.

“Elei.” Hera gripped his shoulder.

He fired past her, grazing her arm. She gasped and flinched back. 

“Dammit, Elei!” Kalaes tried to grab him again.

Gunfire hit the aircar, rocking them, throwing Kalaes back. Elei kept his aim on Hera, his route to the citadel. Alarms sounded and flashing beacons streaked the sky with red. The vehicle rose higher, along the winding heavenway. Straight up. To the white gate.

The Bone Tower rose in eerie splendor above the town, a bright white pinnacle with the citadel as its crown. Elei needed both hands for this. He pushed his gun into the holster, changed the gear to the first for more power, raised the amortisseur in the front, braced his legs against the console. 

“He’s going to crash through the gates.” Kalaes grunted. “Hera, hold tight!”

The gates loomed before them, above them, enormous, oblong, carved with scenes from the ascent of the gods and the tortures of the deepest hell, deep in the ocean, complete with monsters and evil sea demons, devouring the damned. The gods hovered above the rippling waters.

Water.

Elei set the aircar on a collision course. It crashed through the gates, tearing them open. 

His head snapped forward and hit the control board. 

Darkness.






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four



 

“This is typical behavior.” The voice tickled Elei’s senses, smooth and low — a woman’s familiar voice. “Rex is mature now and will push him to extremes to infect others. Trust me, I have studied all these kinds of parasites. Stay with him.”

“He’s out, fe, don’t worry. Let me try to get you out of there first.”

Warm liquid trickled down Elei’s face. Scent of copper. Blood.

“No. Kalaes, do not let him out of your sight. Rex wants to infect. I’m afraid… I think Elei will try to sacrifice himself.”

“They’ll probably kill him before he manages that, fe; they’ll kill us all.”

He heard the words their voices formed, but couldn’t understand them.

“They’re not prepared for this. They do not have many battle-worthy vehicles and will need time to regroup. Besides,” she clucked her tongue, “I notified the Undercurrent.”

“When?”

“In Tisis, when I went with Maera to get the food. She went out, probably to give the Fleet our position, and I used the hotel’s net to send an emergency code. If we’re lucky, they’re on their way to help us.”

“Do you really think they’ll come into Bone Tower for us?”

“I sent a code red. Extremely important information is at stake. They’ll come.”

A grunt. “Dammit, fe, this seat won’t budge. Push with me, I’ve got to get you free.” He grunted again. “So what about the Fleet? Won’t they come and gun us down before help arrives?”

“That’s my main concern. We have to get out of here fast.”

Elei groaned as he sat up, his body burning inside and out. Blood ran down one side of his face from a gash on the forehead, and from his nose, dribbling between his lips. He licked them.

When he gripped the backrest and pushed himself to his feet, pain ripped through his body and head. The world grayed. 

He found himself leaning against the console. Hot needles dug into his back. Molten metal flowed in his veins, carving his body from the inside.

Die, Elei, die.

With his fingertips he wiped the blood from his nostrils. He had to… Had to… The door. Go out. Find the water. 

He stumbled to the door, grabbed the handle. 

“Elei! Stop, dammit. Don’t go out!” Kalaes. “They’ll kill you. We’ve got to fix the vehicle and leave now.”

Elei ignored him and pushed the door open to the early evening. Dogs barked as he jumped out onto the marble platform. Then, gunfire. Instinctively he rolled as bullets glanced off the aircar’s sides and ripped the air around him. He raced around the vehicle, bracing himself. Bullets ricocheted and a line of fire etched itself into his arm.

He crouched low, waiting. The air was sweet with moisture and the scent of flowers, wet earth and grass. Elei inhaled and knew which way to go. The water called him like a cool touch in his mind. 

When the rain of bullets slowed, he sprinted toward the first building in sight, a domed house. He broke the window with his gun, reached inside for the handle. As the rat-tat-tat of gunfire sounded again, he unlatched the window and fell inside, groaning as his shoulder flared with fresh pain. Crouching against the wall, his breathing the loudest sound in his ears, he glanced at the desk and shelves lining the walls, filled with boxes, and saw her.

He aimed his gun at the sole occupant of the room, a Gultur. 

She sat in a tall-backed chair with red leather armrests. She held herself still and straight, gaze fixed on Elei’s face and a longgun trained on his head. Her blue eyes glinted like steel, and her red hair, gathered in a tall ponytail, fell on her shoulders where medals gleamed. Her chest was a deep, pulsing orange, tipped with blue, like a flame.

Elei frowned and gripped his gun tighter, his gut twisting, his mind clearing enough to realize where he was and what he was doing.

He’d entered the sacred Gultur citadel. And this woman… He knew her face from somewhere. That red hair, those medals… the newsprint he’d read when he’d first arrived to Artemisia.

She was Nekut, head of the Gultur investigations department, sworn to crack down and smother the Undercurrent movement. 

Hells. He’d broken into the police department of the citadel. Just how much worse could his luck get?

But his thoughts began to fray as agony shot through his limbs. Water.

Her smell of fruit and flowers, the scent of Gultur women, wafted through the room, intensifying, twining around his neck like a noose, drawing him. He tightened his fingers around his gun handle to regain control. But control was impossible. 

“I trust,” she said, brows drawn together, her gun steady, “that you shall put down your guns and bow away slowly. For if you do not, the guards coming in now will blow you to pieces.”

But she was wrong in trusting. Burning. Thirst. Find water. Nothing could stop him from locating the fountain. 

He lowered the gun and supported it on his drawn-in knee. Rex sent shivers down his spine. “They’ll be too late.” 

“You’re making—“

He fired at her chest and her stunned eyes stopped blinking. Taking his eyes off the blood that sprouted on her pale blouse, as another face, a woman with crimson blooms on her chest filled his thoughts, he rose on wobbly legs. His arms trembled with fatigue. Water, find water. He had to move, move now! Do it, dammit.

His legs heavy, he stumbled out of the room into a dim corridor with rooms opening on either side. With his back to the wall as much as possible, he shuffled through the building, any noise sending him to hide behind pillars and marble counters. 

Then Gultur scent surrounded him again, sugar sweet and flower spice, and his gut clenched. He fired before he even took good aim, and a statue exploded into fragments. Bullets grazed the pillar he hid behind, zipped by his head. He fired again and the leaden hail stopped.

He spotted a metal door and inched toward it. He thought of shooting the lock, then tried the handle. Unlocked. Licking dry lips, he exited, half-crouching, his gun on the ready, and plunged into a different world. 

It was so unexpected, it stopped him in his tracks.

Joyful daylight danced on gleaming surfaces. A small garden with red and yellow flowers stretched to his right, a tall tree with needle-shaped leaves shaded a stone-built well. Gray cats rested on a green fence, like fluffy pillows. Low, white houses in neat rows rolled to his left. A woman was combing her golden hair, sitting on a low wooden bench. Two young girls dressed in shimmering blue dresses played with a rope in the smooth street. 

Water trickled down stone walls, into round ponds, flowed in canals, reflecting every ray. Blue light rippled on every plane, every edge, causing the world to dance. Water.

The street climbed upward. A tall and narrow temple of sparkling white stone crowned the citadel. Huge statues guarded its entrance. Water fountained and jets of spray danced high into the air. 

There. Fire washed down his back to his thighs and calves. Go!

He ran upslope, searching with his gaze for suspect movement. Somewhere at his back shots went off and the whiff of smoke reached his nostrils. Kalaes and Hera, were they still alive? Fire spread on his back, down his thighs, deep in his chest. Water. Nothing else mattered.

A woman was crossing the street, black hair catching the light in blue streaks, when he ran past. She cried out in fear. He held back his fire, unwilling to attract more attention. He shoved her aside and ran on, his vision splotched with blackness. The temple dwarfed him, rising like a mountain over his head. He had to climb up, make it to the water. Come on.

“Elei!” Kalaes was running upslope toward him, a dark apparition in the golden light. “Come back, dammit!”

The water fountained into a gigantic urn. Its outer wall was made of that same white stone. Crystals in its texture sparkled and blinked. Marble. Slippery and smooth, it looked like a hell of a climb — but across its surface enormous friezes of battles and fish-tailed heroes rising from the waves were carved; an uneven surface he could use. He sheathed his gun and licked his dry lips. Glancing over one shoulder, he checked on Kalaes’ progress. He was just a few meters away. 

With a deep breath, Elei reached up to clutch at a sea monster’s tail and hauled himself onto the outer shell of the fountain. His hands sought purchase on the smooth rock, his fingers buried themselves in engravings and caught on sculpted shapes and he climbed higher and higher toward the water that splashed and gurgled above. 

Kalaes cursed below.

The scent of water wafted to Elei’s nostrils and his vision tunneled, focusing on the goal of his climb, the rim of the great urn. Sounds faded as he clambered on, clinging to the rock. As the rim loomed above him, the sheer marble surface almost defeated him, but he ground his teeth and clawed at the rock wall, finally finding a crevice that allowed him to haul himself upward. He thought he heard his name being yelled and a coldness gripped his heart — had Kalaes fallen? — but he didn’t dare turn to look. One slip and he’d fall. Not acceptable, not before he was in the water. 

He threw one leg over the edge and lay on his belly, flat on the wide rim. Panting, he gazed down at the citadel houses, the city wall and the whole of the island of Dakru. White sprawls of cities and towns glowed faintly in the distance. Somewhere far, at the horizon, shimmered the blue band of the sea.

Spray tickled his face where the water burst out of the fanged mouths of fish and splashed into the urn. He turned his face toward the fine mist. Here. At last. He rose unsteadily on the ledge, pulled out his gun and pressed it into his belly. Blood. Into the water. 

Someone grabbed his ankles and yanked his feet from under him. He slammed onto the fountain rim, distantly feeling the impact on his back, and his shot went wild. A frieze exploded overhead, on a temple pillar. 

Kalaes rose over the rim. He threw a leg over the ledge and sprawled, panting. “Don’t do it, Elei,” he rasped as he grabbed onto Elei’s ankles. “We’ll find another way.”

“Let go of me!” Elei snarled and reloaded. Kalaes’ face twisted in a grimace. His brows lifted and his mouth opened. He was saying something, but Elei couldn’t hear.

He angled the Rasmus down and fired twice into his thigh. His whole body jerked and his vision went black, then white. As the colors returned, one by one — red, blue, green — lightning hit his nerves and sent lights flashing around him. He hissed. An inferno spread through his thigh, eating at his flesh. The water. Get into the water. Spill blood into the water.

Kalaes’s hold had relaxed. Elei strained against the loosened grip, jaw locked tightly against the pain, and turned toward the water. He stared down at it. Golden fireflies were dancing on its surface, and silver fish jumped and dived, leaving behind them brilliant trails. The temple writhed above like a giant opening his arms, his dark mouth. 

He kicked out at the hands holding him down and twisted his body to bend over the fountain. His momentum dragged them both down. They hit the water like stones, breaking through with an earsplitting splash, and went under, into the deep quiet vault. 

Released, he tumbled alone, weightless, somersaulting in the water. Light fractured on the surface above, broke into golden squares that rippled and danced. Beautiful. The cold numbed the pain. Elei sank lower, fingertips trailing on the smooth marble walls. Bubbles escaped his mouth. 

Streaks of red rose from his leg, dissipating into pink clouds. His chest pounded, his pulse deafening in his ears. He opened his mouth to breathe and inhaled water. He choked and flailed. He tried to swim up, toward the bright surface, but couldn’t rise. He fought the reflex of breathing and his lungs burned. Blood swirled around him, tinting the water crimson. Is it enough? His body twitched and he raised his face to the light. 

Hands dug into his shoulders and hauled him up and up, in an endless ascent. He broke the surface and cold air slapped his face. He sputtered, swallowed more water and sank again. 

A hand dragged him back up. “Elei, dammit to the five hells, come on!” Kalaes held Elei’s head above the churning water where he gasped and coughed. “We have to go, they’re coming!”

He coughed and coughed, water coming out of his mouth and nose, stinging. Go where? “Let them.” More bullets, more blood into the water.

“No! Come on! You’ve done enough.”

Had he?

The sound of an aircar engine split the air. They’re here.

Kalaes pushed him up onto the broad marble rim, underneath the stinging fall of water. Elei’s numb fingers dragged on the rough surface, leaving red trails. Something lifted his foot — Kalaes was giving him a leg up. He flopped on the rim, panting. 

With a grunt, Kalaes heaved himself up and scooted next to Elei. “It’s Hera. She got the aircar running again. Come.”

Hera?

The aircar hovered before the fountain and Kalaes pulled him to his feet. Behind the vehicle three more hovered, humming. Gunshots ripped through the air. A bullet caught Elei in the side, another in the chest. The impacts rattled his bones and teeth. Pressing his hand against the new wound in his side, he felt the hot blood pumping out, washing into the fountain with the spray of water.

Done. Relief filled him. Completion. Absolution.

Kalaes’ hold on him tightened. “Stay with me, fe. We’ll make it out of here. You hear me?”

A chuckle rose in Elei’s throat like a sob. “Yeah sure.”

“Come on.” Kalaes grabbed him around the waist and dragged him onto the deck of the aircar. “Climb in.” 

The aircar provided some cover from the bullets. Hera leaned out, grabbed Elei’s arm and pulled him inside. He sprawled on the seat and the world exploded into white light and noise when the nepheline pressed on the fire of his wounds.

“Good to see you, Hera!” Kalaes shouted, scrambling inside, next to Elei. 

She flipped the power switch. “Good to see you both.” The engines roared as they took off high and swerved behind the temple to avoid the gunfire. She shouted over the noise, “When you jumped out after him, I was not sure I would see either of you again.”

The aircar shook with small impacts.

“You were right. They didn’t expect anyone to crash into their citadel.” Kalaes closed and barred the door. He turned around. “Who are the other three aircars?”

“Undercurrent. They got my message.”

Kalaes’ voice softened. “How did you make it out? I left you pinned between the seat and the control panel.” 

“I managed to wiggle out. I’m quite flexible.” Hera snorted. “The dogs were barking at the door, but they could smell I was Gultur. The others stopped shooting, came to investigate. It bought me the time to get the take off sequence running…”

Her words faded. Someone shook Elei’s shoulder and the sound rushed back in. He heard his name and he blinked, trying to clear his eyes. Red filled his vision. A metallic tang filled his mouth. He licked his lips. Blood. So thirsty. Blood everywhere. 

Kalaes leaned over him, brows drawn together. He unglued Elei’s jacket, opened it and hissed. “Dammit, fe, you’re riddled with bullet holes!” Cursing, he pulled up Elei’s t-shirt and prodded areas of varying degrees of pain. “Pissing frigid hells.”

Elei whimpered. He was wrapped in a dull, distant, all-encompassing pain — but whenever Kalaes touched his skin, the pain sharpened like a blade cutting through him. Darkness framed everything, waiting to swallow the world. 

“Elei. Can you hear me?” Kalaes pulled off his own t-shirt, tore it into strips and began bandaging Elei’s thigh. “Nothing looks broken, but, hells, you’re too keen on killing yourself.”

“I told you, it was Rex doing that, not him.” Hera sounded angry. “Rex was trying to spread.”

“Yeah, I know.”

The pain was fading, and so was the world. “Blood in the water,” Elei muttered, his body light, made of air, floating. 

“You spilled a great deal of it into the fountain, fe. So if that’s what Rex wanted, you can relax now.”

Relax. Elei’s vision blurred. He couldn’t feel his body anymore. Talking was becoming hard. “I’m cold.”

“Son of a bitch.” Kalaes grabbed Elei’s chin, forced it up. “We’re going into hiding. We’ll make it. Stay with me, fe. Stay with me!” His dark eyes swam in Elei’s vision. 

“I can’t,” Elei tried to say, but wasn’t sure he made it.






  







 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five



 

Despite her intense focus on avoiding missiles from the now activated watchtower as they flew out of the citadel, Hera felt the waves of tension radiating off Kalaes who sat in the back seat with Elei. Worse still, she knew why.

“How bad is it?”

Kalaes said nothing. His silence presaged nothing good. Glancing in the rearview mirror, she saw his dark head, bent over Elei. He kept pressure on Elei’s chest and side and avoided her gaze. The younger boy’s face was ashen and blood had dried in a black crust on his lips and cheek. Dammit, he could easily pass for dead. 

That was not acceptable. Hera hated the way her chest constricted at the thought of Elei dying. She considered her options. She’d visited Bone Tower before and knew the routes in the mountains. Behind them, a pursuit squadron of seleukids was assembling. The distraction offered by the other Undercurrent aircars could only do so much.

 Time to say goodbye, sisters.

Accelerating, she set the course north and sent the small aircar down slippery dirt roads between hamlets and abandoned mines. 

“We have to find a hospital,” she said. “He’ll need blood transfusion, at the very least. I know a place in Teos, at the northern coast.”

“Fine,” Kalaes said, his voice hoarse. Hera wanted to comfort him but was not sure how. 

Nunet’s snakes.

“Keep him warm.” When he said nothing, she felt a strange urge to fill the silence. “Put pressure on the wounds, make sure he does not bleed out.” She winced at her sharp tone. Maybe silence was not such a bad idea after all. “Hold on,” she muttered. “I’ll lose our tails.”

Snapping her mouth shut, she swerved into a narrow pass between shiny peaks and took a path just wide enough for the aircar to bear down toward the northern plain.

The Fleet was after them, and Rex was already in the water. Whether that would change anything or everything, she had no idea. Survival was now in her hands once more, and she had to save Kalaes and Elei, take them out of danger’s path. 

For the first time, she did not care about bringing down the Gultur, destroying them, or knowing how the world came into existence.

Not while her people were in danger. 

 

 

***

 

 

A small hand fit into his and tugged. “Look at me.”

Gray eyes. A pouting mouth. “Poena.” Water rippled. A bird whistled. “Am I asleep, then?”

“In a way.” She cocked her head to the side. 

He gave this some thought. No reason to beat about the bush. “Am I dead?”

She shook her head, ringlets of golden hair flying. “You are close.”

Close. “I remember you.” Suddenly the memory was there. “On Ost. Albi took care of you, but you…” You died. Too sick. Too fragile. Telmion took you away.

She leaned over him, her lips touched his cheek, soft like flower petals. “I remember you, too.”

“But if you’re dead, then maybe so am I.”

Poena smiled. “Not this time. Wake up. She’s here.”

“Who?” he reached after her, but Poena was gone, a puff of smoke. He gasped and drew back.

Wake up.

Opening his eyes was like pushing at a wall. His lids felt glued down. He peeled them open, ever so slowly, and slitted his eyes against the too-bright light. 

A shadow leaned over him, black against a backwash of blinding radiance. His eyes stung and watered. He waited for his sight to clear.

A woman’s face. Her flowing black hair framed her face like a fine mist. 

“Elei.”

Moving like a big cat, graceful and dangerous, she sat down on the bed, jolting him a little. She raised a hand to his cheek. A name came to his lips and he knew it to be hers.

“Hera…”

Her smile hung like a star in the dark. “Sen. How are you feeling?”

His body was strangely numb; no pain, no feeling, though his chest felt heavy. Her concern filled him with warmth. “Fine.”

“You’re pumped full with painkillers.” Her eyes glittered. “You can do this, Elei.”

He frowned, wondered what she was talking about. “Okay.”

“You have two broken ribs, but the bullets hit nothing vital, though you lost a lot of blood. You’re a lucky man.”

In the golden haze that filled his mind, he knew she was right. “Yes.”

“Elei.” Her scent of sweet fruit made his mouth water. “Did the parasite, did Rex tell you to find the fountain?”

“Poena.” He licked his dry lips. “Said I should. And I agreed.”

“You agreed?” She leaned closer, her dark eyes intent. “You knew what would happen at the fountain?”

He nodded. “It scared me.” He tried to smile, to lighten the mood. He didn’t like the sheen of sadness in her eyes.

She leaned back. “Do you want to know what happened after you spilled your blood into the water?”

He watched a light entering her gaze and her lips tilt again, and he nodded. “Yes.” 

“At first nothing. Kalaes and I thought… We thought we’d been wrong. We thought we’d lost you, and in vain.” A tear rolled down her cheek, so bright. “Then the system broke down in certain towns. An epidemic was reported among the Gultur, filling their hospitals.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Most Gultur fell sick, although some worse than others. Some were affected worse or simply faster. A message was issued from Dakru City, reporting that the Council decided to enter official discussions with the population, in an attempt to improve living conditions. You…” She covered her mouth with her hand, muffling her words. “You did it, Elei. You’re changing our world. You did it, with your blood in the water.”

He shook his head, slowly, unable to grasp what she was saying. These convoluted words sounded a lot like something Poena would say. He heard a giggle, and saw the girl peek at him from the side of the bed. He reached for her, and she stuck out her tongue to him. “Poena…”

Water closed over his head and rocks pressed his legs. Panic made him struggle, but he was trapped deep down. He was unable to surface.

A woman sat across from him, crimson blooming on her pale blouse, and he held the gun still pointed at her. Her head was turned away, her hair was a burnished red. “You killed me. You’re tearing down my world.”

He shook his head, his chest tight. “I had to.”

She turned around and she had Pelia’s face. “Elei, I just wanted to say…” 

He screamed but no sound came. He lowered his gun. Hot tears coursed down his cheeks. He’d shot her. He’d killed her. “No. Don’t leave.”

Pelia smiled. “Just wanted to say good luck. The Gultur will come after you for this, hunt you down. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, son.”

The light was sucked out of the room, sucked into her eyes. She regarded him, somber and beautiful, until she faded.

His eyes fluttered open. The pale light of morning fell through the window like a rain of knives. He winced; a headache he didn’t know he had asserted itself, stabbing the back of his eyes.

Pain erupted in his middle and he curled on his side. Gods, that hurt. The pain radiated down his sides and legs, up his spine to his shoulders, wrapped around his chest and stomach. Was he dying? Dying from the onslaught of Rex, that was strong enough to control Regina, the goddess of parasites.

He groaned, his breath coming in short gasps. Cold and heat flashed through his body, and shivers racked his frame. Diediediedie.

“Elei.” Hands turned him on his back and pulled blankets up to his chin, tucking him in. Kalaes sat next to him. “You can fight this. You must. Don’t let it kill you, do you hear?”

Elei breathed out in relief. He wouldn’t die alone. “Too strong.” The parasite. Played him like a puppet.

“Telmion’s fighting back. So are a couple other parasites you’re carrying around. Here, drink this.”

He gulped down an acid liquid that brought tears to his eyes. “What’s this for?” His teeth chattered.

“Makes telmion stronger so it can fight Rex.”

Pissing great. Elei wanted to laugh till he rolled on the floor. The one parasite that had almost killed him as a child was now his only chance to live.

“Hera? Where is she?”

“Went to rest. She’s been checking on you, you know.” Kalaes winked. 

What in all the hells? “Why?”

“I think she kinda likes you, fe.”

“Hera?” Elei shook his head at Kalaes’ idiotic suggestion, then stopped when his stomach roiled. He remembered a dream with her. She was worried and sad, and was telling him the Gultur were falling sick. Dreams were weird things. “Hera doesn’t care about me, just… Shut up.”

Kalaes snorted. “Whatever you say.”

The doubt made him want to ask again — maybe the dream hadn’t been just a dream, but he was scared to know what else was true. “And Maera?”

Kalaes’ mouth thinned. “Gultur hospital.”

Elei nodded. So she was alive. The pain intensified, needles of fire jabbing inside his spine, every muscle and organ cramping, and he clutched the bedsheets in his fists, groaning.

“Hey, look what you’ve done,” Kalaes grumbled. “No wonder you’re in pain, fe. Wait.”

A sting in his hand. “What’s that?”

“Fluids and some pretty strong painkillers. You knocked the needle out, and the bullet wounds are just starting to heal.”

Kalaes taped the needle back in place and leaned back. 

The pain receded. Drowsy, Elei blinked at the older boy. Kalaes’ dark eyes looked huge in his gaunt face and the lines of his tattoo were like scars etched in his cheek. He reeked of ama cigarette smoke. “You should get some sleep, Kal. You look like shit.”

“Yeah.” He sounded even worse than he looked. His voice creaked like a rusty pipe. “Not as bad as you, though.” He rubbed his eyes and pushed his two braids behind his ear irritably. Then his lips quirked and he winked. “But Hera doesn’t seem to mind how banged up you look. She resisted your charming personality for as long as she could, fe, but in the end she had to give in.” 

Hilarious. “Does she really visit me?”

“Yeah, all the time. She sometimes stays the night, too. You have nightmares, you know.”  

Elei rolled his head to the side. He felt as if made of glass, about to break. Nightmares. Dreams. “I dreamed I shot myself and fell into a fountain. That I carried a parasite that would control Regina.”

“You did. You do.”

“I shot…” He swallowed hard. A woman, crimson blooming on her pale blouse and the gun in his hand, his ears still ringing. “I shot a Gultur.”

“Nekut, head of the Gultur police. In the police station.”

Elei’s pulse leaped in his throat and stomach like a trapped animal. “Did I kill her?”

“Hells if I know.” Kalaes shook his head. “They haven’t breathed a word to the press about it.”

“Kalaes?” Elei’s fingers curled in the cool sheets. “What happened? After I fell in the water, after you and Hera got me out of Bone Tower. What did Rex do?”

“About time you knew, too. It was your blood in the water, after all, wasn’t it? All that blood…” Kalaes shivered and shook his head. “Well, for several days we didn’t know. Your life was hanging on a thread, fe. I didn’t care about the Gultur, whether they lived or died or even started a new race. Then…” His eyes narrowed. “Then people started talking, saying the Gultur had fallen sick. Helicopters swarmed the sky, transporting them to their hospitals. Control slackened in the cities, workers went on strike at the factories. Representatives of Gultur came out to talk to the people. They said something had changed about them, something in their eyes, in the way they spoke. The Gultur wanted to talk to our leaders, to meet with the Undercurrent.”

“Shit. And you believed them?” Elei thought his heart might find a way up his throat. 

“I don’t know. The Undercurrent hasn’t agreed to meet with them yet.” Kalaes nodded. “They’re waiting.” 

Elei shuddered. “Are the Gultur really nicer now?”

“Yeah. Well, some of them seem to be, at any rate.”

“And what happens now?”

“No clue. Not all Gultur are affected. Not all of them are sick. Hera says it will take time to know if one of the two parasites will dominate the other, or if they’ll reach a balance. But the main thing is that it worked, fe. Your half-assed plan worked.”

“What plan?” He’d never had one, apart from spilling his blood into the water of the fountain.

Kalaes chuckled. 

He thinks I’m joking. “And now what?”

Kalaes pressed three fingers to the parallel lines tattooed on his cheek, his gang symbol, then pressed them to Elei’s cheek. He withdrew his hand, his face serious. “You heal and come home with me.”

“Home.” Elei swallowed past a knot in his throat. Damned painkillers, made him weak. Made him want to cry. He wouldn’t. “You said you take no strays.”

“For you I’m thinking of making an exception.” Kalaes ruffled Elei’s hair and his eyes held pain. “Come on, kid. You can do it. You’re strong.”

Kalaes had stuck with him all the way. Kalaes hadn’t put the fate of the islands above him, like Pelia had. He’d been right about Kalaes all along.

“The parasites.” He looked away, not wanting Kalaes to see his crumbling face. “The ones inside me. Can we get rid of them?”

“Too late for that, fe. It’d kill you. Better let them fight it out, decide on a new balance.”

“So we’ll never find out what I’m really like beneath them all, huh?”

Kalaes snorted. “You worried about that? You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met. No need to get rid of the parasites to know that.”

Elei bit his lip, wondering what exactly that meant. He glared at Kalaes, but his eyes were closing. He probably didn’t look threatening enough, because Kalaes grinned. Hera liked him, and Kalaes looked happy. When he got better, they’d go home. 

Maybe Pelia hadn’t planned to inject him with the deadliest parasite of the seven islands. Maybe that was why she’d said she was sorry. Yet, maybe she’d planned to send him to Kalaes all along. Because Kalaes cared.

And those things were worth a battle or two and all the pain in the world. 

 








  








Table of Contents for Rex Rising

 

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five
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Are dreams real?

 

Still recovering at a hospital on the north coast of Dakru, Elei is convinced that his part in bringing down the Gultur is over. Rex has infected the other race and their dictatorial system is starting to collapse. Not every Gultur, though, has been affected, and on top of that, inside Elei’s body, Rex has matured and goes through another transformation. Elei isn’t sure he can survive Rex’s new strength — but that may prove the last of his worries as the Gultur descend on him again.   
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Chapter One



 

Inserted in Elei’s wrist, a thick needle dripped painkillers and serum into a vein. He stared at the sliver of metal thrust into his bruised flesh, wondering what drew him out of his drugged sleep. Then his eyes drifted closed again, dreams crowding behind his lids.

A vicious stab in his stomach jerked him wide awake and he curled around the pain, his breathing harsh and shallow. The room flashed with colors, and even as the pain subsided, he knew he wouldn’t be returning to sleep any time soon. Rex, the king of his parasites, had sensed something. 

Danger.

Trying to remember if he’d always reacted so strongly to the parasite’s alerts, Elei pulled out the needle, hissing at the sting, and threw it on the bedside table. Using his non-too-clean sheet to staunch the bleeding, he glanced around the room, blinking to clear his eyes. The meds made him sluggish, and his body felt heavy and cold like stone.

Everything was quiet. No noises drifted into his room from the hospital. On the surface, all seemed calm and peaceful.

But Rex had other ideas. Pulses went through the room, lighting it up in different hues, sweeping it for clues. A blue flash showed Elei the metal table, the needle in a small black puddle of blood, the metal bed frame, the iron door. A green pulse highlighted the leftovers of the food in a plate, blood on the bunched up sheet he held against his wrist, older blood stains on the gray mattress. A red pulse went through the room picking out a mosquito, a fly on the wall.

Rex had never done this before — this systematic sweeping, color after color, layer after layer. Had never inflicted such pain on him to get his attention, to force him to act. 

With a groan, he pressed the heel of his hand against his throbbing, possessed eye. Deprived of vision, the parasite switched to his hearing. The booming of regular heartbeats at different speeds filled his head — some louder, some quieter, coming from across the walls. None outside his door.

“What do you want, Rex?” he whispered, his heart hammering against his ribcage.

Maybe it was nothing. He was probably twitchy because Kalaes wasn’t there to make him feel safe, and that had triggered Rex’s reflexes. He’d become used to having the older boy close by this past week at the hospital.

Another pulse swept the room, blinding white.

Kalaes probably wouldn’t come in till later. At Elei’s insistence and reassurances that he felt much better already, he’d retired to catch some much needed sleep, whether in the hospital or elsewhere, Elei had no idea. As for Hera, she usually came during night time and now it was early morning. Not likely to show up soon. 

He sat hunched over, breathing in and out, trying to calm down.

Another shudder shook him from head to toe, wrenching a small cry of pain from his lips as the gunshot wounds pulled, still not completely healed. Warm blood trickled down his thigh, tickling the back of his knee. Something was definitely different about the parasite. If anything, it was much stronger than ever.

“I am paying attention to you, dammit.” Elei pressed his hands against the throbbing wounds. “Relax.”

Of all the parasites he carried, Rex was by far the most powerful and still an unknown factor. Worse still, his body had scant defenses against it. Even telmion, the killer parasite he’d carried inside him since childhood, the only one offering any real resistance, was obviously struggling against Rex. 

Spilled in the water of the Gultur sacred fountain together with his blood, Rex had been supposed to bring down the Gultur, the dominant all-women race who’d been genetically altered by Regina, another powerful parasite, in centuries past.

It had succeeded, hadn’t it? He tried to remember what Hera and Kalaes had told him. Something about Rex infecting the Gultur, about the resulting chaos.

He swung his legs off the bed, gritting his teeth. “Nothing’s wrong,” he whispered, soothing, but Rex sent lightning pain through his skull and blinding light to smother his vision. 

If Rex believed Elei was in danger, it’d probably do anything to ensure his survival — and so its own.

It would help if Elei knew what Rex found threatening. He stood, swaying and blinking away black spots. He reached for his gun, then remembered he didn’t have it and had no clue where it could be. He should stop by Kalaes first, wherever he was, tell him about Rex’s warning and find a way to contact Hera. Getting his hands on some clothes and shoes wouldn’t be a bad idea, either, in case he had to run. Barefoot and in a hospital gown he wouldn’t make it anywhere. 

He tottered to the wall and leaned against it. His bandaged thigh burned. Various other hurts flared in his torso. The gods knew how much time he had until the painkillers in his bloodstream wore off. After a small hesitation, he opened the iron door and stepped out.

A green pulse went through his vision, showing him a passage empty of human presence, with doors along either side. Since he’d never been outside his room in a conscious state, he had no idea which way to go. Choosing randomly, he shuffled to his right, passing metal doors identical to his. Women’s voices rang from behind one, and he paused. Maybe if a nurse was there, he could—

His body jerked and he gasped, almost falling to his knees. The corridor flashed white and he closed his eyes, blinded.

Okay, fine. I won’t knock.

Forcing the pain down, he hurried past the door as fast as he could. Obeying Rex seemed the only way to avoid the pain. Anger swam through despair and heated his neck. He wouldn’t be slave to a damned parasite. Maybe Kalaes knew a way out of this mess. 

With Kalaes he’d be safe. He only had to find him. 

Move.

His possessed eye throbbing along with every healing wound on his body, he limped to the end of the corridor and wrenched open the emergency double door. A flight of stairs led down and he descended in near darkness. The eye Rex controlled took over and everything around him glowed as if lit from the inside. He heard a commotion above — voices, footsteps, crashes, racing heartbeats — the sounds echoing inside his head. He thought he caught a whiff of sweetness and flowers.

Gultur? No, that couldn’t be. They’d been infected, destabilized. 

But the scent persisted, and Rex sent bright flashes and changing colors through his vision. With new urgency, he exited into the lower floor and hobbled toward what looked like an entrance hall, with a reception cubicle in one corner and rows of black nepheline seats. 

He slowed. Where were Kalaes and Hera?

Rex sent another warning jolt through his limbs, but anger kept Elei on his feet. Hells, no. He wasn’t leaving his friends behind, not if someone was after them, but where could those two be? He stopped and opened the first door he found. An empty bed greeted him. The next two doors revealed more of the same. Opening the fourth one, he found an old woman in a bed. 

She screamed.

His pulse leaped, the room lit up in a dizzying sequence, and the woman’s shriek threatened to split his eardrums. He backed out, swallowing hard, his heart slamming against his ribs. Voices rang farther to his right, at the stairwell. He limped into the next room and found it unoccupied. He stared at the empty bed, trying to gather his wits.

His memories of the previous days were hazy at best. Perhaps Kalaes said he was staying somewhere else. Maybe together with Hera? He wished he could recall.

Rex screeched inside his skull. Holy gods. Footsteps in the distance, coming down the stairs. Urgent voices. The click of guns ready to fire. The sound of a knob rattling down the corridor perhaps fifty paces away. Closer. Always closer. The sweet scent swirled on the air, tickled his senses.

Dammit, he’d been right. Rex had been right. They were Gultur, and they’d found him. His heartbeat went up another notch, kicking the insides of his skull. 

Elei backed away from the door and turned toward the entrance hall. He half-ran, half-staggered across the large room, past a couple of wide-eyed people, his hospital gown flapping. His pulse throbbed in his ears and the pain faded as more adrenaline pumped through his veins. He reached the revolving doors just as a shot rang behind him, the bullet smashing a glass window. He stumbled but caught himself and pushed through the doors, his bare feet hitting the cold, rough asphalt. 

With barely a glance to either side, he raced across the avenue toward the smaller streets that opened between gray blocks of apartments and offices. Hera had said he was at the north coast of Dakru, in Teos. He’d never heard of the town before, knew nothing about it and hadn’t the vaguest orientation. 

Just perfect.

The sound of helicopters thundered overhead and he pressed on, grinding his teeth. Bullets zipped by, hitting aircars with ear-splitting eruptions of noise. 

Get out of the avenue.


He chose a street at random and ran between graffiti-covered walls, evading piles of trash and cats fighting. A woman in a long coat stared at him, a dead rat clutched in one hand. Elei jumped over a rotting paper box and almost fell, his hurt leg giving a warning twinge through the haze of adrenaline. He kept running, aware of shouts and more gunshots behind him, wondering when his leg would give out and how in the hells he ever thought he’d escape the Gultur on foot. 

The ties at the back split, and his hospital gown flapped, getting in the way. Impatiently, he tore it off and ran naked but for the thick bandages winding around his torso and thigh. 

He burst into another avenue, and a woman squealed, pointing at him.

Unwanted attention. Rex sent a blue pulse, then a green one, zooming on an alley too narrow for aircars. Elei sped up, his side burning, and zigzagged between pedestrians and vehicles to reach it. He entered the darkness of the alley at a dead run, tripped over a twisted tube of rusted metal and crashed, putting out his hands to stop the fall. He groaned at the impact. He rolled, his whole body one giant ache. 

Move!

Blood trickled down his chest and back. His gunshot wounds had reopened — whether from his desperate running or his fall, or both. They burned like fire. On all fours, he crawled behind a blue trash container and huddled on the rough asphalt. The sour stench of rotten vegetables, meat and piss was familiar, as was the fear tightening his stomach.

Just like old times. He never thought he’d flash back to his childhood in the trashlands of Ost while awake. He often visited the place in his dreams, dreams that often turned into nightmares replaying Albi’s death. 

Everyone who cared for him died in the end. Albi, Pelia. But not Hera and Kalaes. He wouldn’t let anything happen to them. He needed to find them, make sure they were okay.

The adrenaline rush was fading. Shivers wracked his body and rattled his teeth as he fought to stay still. Large vehicles passed in the avenue, just a few steps away, and shouts rang. He was sure the Gultur were combing every nook and corner of the town. He wasn’t safe there, but the thought of using his leg again made him grit his teeth. 

Braced with one arm against the container, he felt the wounds on his thigh. They were the worst of all his injuries. Shot at almost point blank, the bullets had barely missed the femoral artery. The bandage had slipped, and wetness met his fingers. He swallowed hard and rested his pounding forehead on his arm.

I’m screwed.


Cold wind blew through the alley, whistling, and Elei trembled, feeling the ice all the way to his bone marrow. Buck naked, sitting on the dirty cement, he hugged himself and clenched his teeth, afraid their loud gnashing might give him away. 

A cat’s meow startled the holy crap out of him, and he hissed. The animal wandered closer, a black cat with green eyes that glittered. A female most probably, small and thin, she butted her head against his thigh. He shoved her off. Animals carried parasites and he had enough of his own, thank you very much. 

The cat returned, unruffled, which was strange. Had nobody ever kicked her or was some parasite playing with her memory? When she butted him again, he fought the urge to grab her and throw her across the alley. Minutes trickled by. He sat as still as he could, shaking. 

The cat observed him, sniffed his leg. Something in the shape of her bullet-like head, her silky fur, drew him to caress her nose and he felt a rough, warm tongue. She licked between his fingers at the still-wet blood streaking them, pulling at the skin there, purring. 

He snatched his hand back, his breath coming in gasps. What’s wrong with me? The cold pressed on him, made his face ache. 

Then the cat, the alley, the sour smell of garbage — it all faded as a mechanical hum reached his ears. A flash of color went through his vision, and he knew he had to hide, that he’d be found if he stayed.

Movement caught his eye. A rat flashed red, scuttling along a wall. The cat didn’t stir, sitting by his side, a pulsing orange. Puddles of water stood on the street, glowing green and white.

More shouts from the avenue. The buzz of engines. Helicopters.

Shit. A dark shape on the wall across from him drew his attention. His gaze zeroed on a small black door close to the ground. A basement.

Managing to keep a groan of pain behind his teeth, he got to his feet and stumbled across the alley to the door. The helicopters were closing in, their helices adding to the wind currents blasting through the alley.

The cat mewed behind him, hard on his heels.

He fell to his knees before the door and yanked on the handle with both hands. It resisted. A surge of power went through his arms and his heartbeat redoubled. Sweat poured down his back, scalding. Heat went up his neck and face, and his breathing hitched, turning shallow.

Do this or die.

With one last pull, he wrenched the door open, cracking the lock, and damn well fell on his back from shock. He stared at his hands, then back at the lock. He’d forgotten for a moment he carried the king of parasites — or had it been his own desperation that lent him this sort of strength?

He went in, feet first, finding a metallic ladder. Pushing the curious cat back out, he pulled the door closed over his head. He slid down, flashes showing him a dead place stacked high with boxes. Broken stuff spilled from them — ceramics and chairs and tools. 

As soon as his feet hit the floor, he collapsed, blood running hot down his leg. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself.

A gun safety clicked off, spoiling his efforts. Dammit, need a moment to catch my breath. With a groan, Elei grabbed the ladder and heaved himself back to his feet, straightening knees that threatened to buckle. 

“Who the hells are you,” asked a man’s voice from the gloom, “and what do you think you’re doing in my basement?”

 

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Two



 

The boat was old and small, a skiff with an outboard motor. It rocked alarmingly when Hera shifted her weight. 

Standing at the prow, she nodded at the owner of this sorry excuse of a watercraft. She forced a smile, trying to appear non-threatening and fighting her growing irritation at the delay this caused. 

“I’ll take this... boat.” If you can call it that. She gestured at the dilapidated benches and the threadbare tent. “If you make me a better price.”

He scowled. “Why should I? You need my boat and I need money to feed my family.”

“You do not want to anger me,” Hera said calmly. “Do you?”

The mortal seemed shaken, just a little. Lines appeared between his brows and he lifted a hand to rub his thin moustache. “Hey, listen.” He glanced around. “I’d love to help, but it’s a long way to Torq, and I need the money to pay for the fuel.”

“You did not understand me.” Hera leaned closer to the man and bared her teeth. “I am buying your boat. Is this clear?”

“Buying it?” He paled. “No, lady, I’m not selling—”

“Oh really.” She took a breath to say more, then remembered what Kalaes had told her about mortals preferring politeness in negotiations. She licked her lips. “Um, please?”

He frowned. “No, I can’t, I—”

“Yes, you can.” Politeness obviously did not work. “And you will.” She opened her mouth, then jerked at the crack of thunder behind her. No, not thunder. She spun around, hand going to her longgun. What in the five hells? The rattling, echoing sound could only be gunshots. From the direction of the town.

The man’s already pale face went gray. “Gultur police,” he whispered and started his dakron engine. “Get out. I’m leaving now.”

With a curse, Hera rushed to climb out. She’d barely stepped onto the pier when the boat turned around and raced away along the coast.

Another shot rang, and Hera’s spine went rigid. It had come from the direction of the hospital, she was sure of that.

Frigid hells. Kalaes. Elei.

And then she was already running.

 

 

***

 

 

“Who are you?” The dark-haired man was dressed in gray overalls and black boots. He raised his gun and hesitated on the steps going down into the basement. “If you’re here to rob me, think again.” 

Elei took a limping step toward the man and shivered. Damn but it was cold. “I won’t hurt you.”

The man cocked his head to the side, rubbing the stubble on his chin, and squinted in the half light from a swinging bulb overhead. He took one more step and swore softly. “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s just a naked kid.”

Elei frowned. A kid. Well, better look harmless than not, he supposed. 

The man came down the steps. “Son of a bitch, what’s with all the bandages? Someone beat you up? Did you get into a fight?” His voice echoed in the basement. “How did you get inside? I’d swear the door was locked.”

“Door was open,” Elei lied. “I was cold.” And that was the truth.

The man shook his head, cursing under his breath. Up close, his forehead was lined and there were fine wrinkles around his eyes. He had to be quite old, in his thirties or forties. “What are you doing here? Did you run away from the hospital?” 

So many questions he needed to avoid answering. 

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Are the Gultur police after you?”

Dammit. He had to distract him. “The Gultur are still in power?”

The man scowled. “Yeah, they are. Are you talking about the infection rumors?” He tsked. “You still haven’t answered me. Are they after you?”

“No.” The less the man knew the better. Elei licked his cracked lips, fighting fear and worry. Apparently nothing had changed. The Gultur ruled and he was still on the run. “I only need to borrow some clothes. Please. Then I’ll be out of your way. I promise.”

Suspicion lit the man’s dark eyes. He raised his gun again. “I don’t know. Can’t trust you, kid, too risky. I think you’d better leave.”

White light flashed on his plexus, the side of his knee, his neck. Rex was suggesting where to hit the man. Eliminate danger.

No. I’m leaving. Elei opened his mouth to say so.

Rex jolted him, twisted his insides and knocked out his breath, sending him to his knees. Another jab in his gut and he whimpered. 

“Hey, are you all right, kid?” The man stepped closer and hissed. “Holy gods in the nether hells, you’re bleeding.” 

Screw you, Rex. Elei struggled to rise, but the pain still rippled through him in waves, stealing his breath. I’m not your damn puppet.

“To the hells with this. Come.” The man slung his gun over one shoulder, hooked his hands under Elei’s armpits and pulled him upright. “I can’t send you out like this.”

“Just some clothes,” Elei gritted through chattering teeth. “That’s all.”

Muttering, the man helped him up the stairs to the main house, and to his embarrassment Elei found the help necessary. Without the adrenaline Rex injected into him when it sensed danger, his battered body shook with exhaustion.

“Name’s Idomeneus, by the way,” said the man. “Menes for short.”

“Menes.” Elei glanced around as he was dragged up the steps and through the door. The apartment was old but in good condition, the walls newly painted, the furniture clean.

“Papa?” A little girl appeared around a corner and took Menes’ other hand. “Who’s he?”

Elei hastily covered his naked groin with his hand. Oh gods, a kid. He needed to leave here soon. If the Gultur entered and found him in their house, they’d both be dead, father and child. 

“Look.” Elei tried to disengage from Menes’ hold. “I’m fine, really. Pants and a shirt, if you can afford it, that’s all I need—”

“Hush, boy.” Menes’ brow furrowed. “You’re bleeding, you limp, and you look like you haven’t had a plate of food in a while.” 

Well, there was no arguing that.

Menes turned to the girl, reached out to stroke her hair. “Sweetie, go and fetch Papa a pair of pants, a shirt, and my old boots, they’re in my closet. Hurry now.”

Sweat ran down Elei’s back, stinging reopened wounds, and his thigh throbbed. Menes helped him to a chair and sat across from him, a bowl of water in his hands. He put it down.

“Those marks on your cheek and back.” He grabbed Elei’s chin and turned his head to have a better look. Elei let him. “They took a long time to give you the medicine, didn’t they? Never seen anyone with so much snakeskin before.”

Elei said nothing. Medicine. If Albi hadn’t given him cronion, another parasite, he would never have survived. 

“You’re a quiet one,” muttered Menes. He unwound the bandages and grimaced. “Who shot you?” When Elei didn’t reply, he started washing the blood off. “It is the Gultur, isn’t it? You’re running from them.”

Elei winced. He couldn’t deny it any longer. “Yes.”

“This isn’t the usual roundup of suspects I’ve seen them do, is it?” Menes said. “After those rumors of a parasite released in their sacred fountain and the changes in the government, the police haven’t been active at all in the past week. What did you do to make them want you so badly?”

Even if he told Menes, the man couldn’t possibly believe him. I’m the one who spilled his blood into the sacred fountain and infected the Gultur. Yeah, right. 

“I’m sorry but I can’t tell you,” he said, while Menes cleaned out the wounds and dabbed disinfectant that stung and burned. “It’s dangerous, do you understand? If they found me here, with your little girl…” His teeth rattled and he hunched over, trying to get warmer.

Menes nodded, wrapped Elei in the same stained bandages and patted him on the shoulder. “Damn, you’re frozen solid. How long were you down in the basement?” He stood, without waiting for an answer. “Phyllis, where are you, baby?”

“Coming!” The girl bounded back into the room, her pigtails flying, brandishing a pair of black pants, a white shirt and a pair of scuffed and holed combat boots. “Look!”

“Thanks sweetie.” Menes smiled, and the pull of his lips transformed his grim face. He snatched the clothes from the girl and passed them to Elei. “Here, try them on. Phyllis, boil some water for an herbal tea, will you? Our guest is cold.”

“Yes, Papa.” So serious, Phyllis stood on tiptoe to fill a black kettle with water from the tap, and then lit the stove and set it on top. “Can he stay?”

Elei stilled with the clothes in his hands. Something in his chest clenched. He tried to imagine for a moment how it could be, to be part of this family, a big brother to Phyllis, a son to Menes, in this cozy kitchen, and found he couldn’t. 

Kalaes and Hera. They were his family. He had to find them, had to make sure they were okay. 

“He can’t, sweetie,” Menes said.

She turned to face her father, her large eyes wide. “But, Papa, he’s cute. We could play together.”

Cute? Elei choked. He resisted the urge to touch the snakeskin on his cheek. His eyes were different colors, the one possessed by Rex a bright blue, the other brown. Black dots went around his neck like a necklace, another manifestation of Rex. His torso and back were a mottled surface of scars, wounds and snakeskin patterns. 

He buried his face in his hands and laughed quietly. 

Small hands touched his own and he blinked, uncovering his face. She touched his cheek, the unmarked one, and smiled. Afraid his laughter might turn into something else altogether, Elei shook his head and clutched the clothes. 

“Come here, sweetie.” Menes held out his hand to the girl. “Let’s make that herbal tea, shall we?”

Elei stared after them, their bodies touching lightly, the way her small arms clutched his leg. He wanted to belong like that. 

Well, no reason why he couldn’t. Hera liked him, and Kalaes had promised, hadn’t he? That they’d go home.

Mouth pressed tight, he pulled on the pants and the shirt. They hung overlarge on his skinny frame. The pants slipped down to his sharp hipbones. Menes was right; he’d lost a lot of weight. 

The clothes were soft and held a faint scent of burnt dakron. Maybe the man worked with aircars. Elei’s shivering lessened. There were even socks. Grateful, he pulled them on, and then the boots. They were close to his size, thank all the gods. He laced them up and sat back, tucking his shaking hands under his armpits to warm them.

Menes returned to the table with a steaming mug of tea. Inhaling the aroma of mint and sageron, Elei sipped and let the warmth seep into his chilled fingers, trickle down his throat to his stomach and chase the shivers away. Wordlessly, Menes placed some K-blooms before him in a chipped white plate, and Elei’s stomach rumbled loudly. Suddenly ravenous, he stuffed his mouth with them, chewing on their sweetness. His eyes closed in bliss. He felt almost human again.

Phyllis chuckled and he cracked one eye at her. She covered her mouth with both hands and snickered quietly, then inflated her cheeks and pointed at him. 

Heat spread into his cheeks and he slowed down, eating one bloom at a time. Yet his lips twitched, and Phyllis snickered again. He ate another bloom and discovered to his consternation that he’d finished them off.

“I’ll make some real food.” Menes grabbed a pan and a spoon. “Something warm to fill your belly.”

“No, I really have to go—”

“Nonsense. Just a while longer.” Menes turned his back and stood still for a moment. “Phyllis wants you to stay.”

I can’t stay, Elei wanted to say. My friends are in danger. But he did want to stay longer, for this illusion of safety, this respite in the frantic chase, with Rex quiet inside his head. 

“Maybe they gave up on finding you,” Menes muttered as he opened a box and shook out some red mushrooms. He washed them and threw them into the oiled pan. “Maybe they’re already gone.”

Elei said nothing. Gone. Not likely. His thigh hurt like a bitch now that the painkillers were leaving his system. He really had to leave — for them. Placing his hands on the table top, he started to push himself up, but his wounded leg buckled. 

Maybe resting a little longer — just a little, he told himself sternly — wasn’t such a bad idea. He drank his tea, let the warmth spread inside his chest. 

Menes placed the food on the table and sat. He clasped his hands to say a prayer to the gods of the deep, and Elei froze while reaching for a mushroom. He drew back and bowed his head. 

Some people still believed. 

The last word of the prayer still hung in the air, a soft whisper, when flashes lit Elei’s vision. With a groan, he pushed back his chair and stood unsteadily, his heart pumping hard. His possessed eye ached and throbbed. The aches in his body faded to background noise as his pulse filled his ears. 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” he heard Menes say as if from a deep well. 

“They’re here. I’m leaving.” His own voice echoed in his ears. He stumbled around the table toward the door. Where to go?

“Don’t leave!” Phyllis wailed. She ran toward him. 

“Keep her off me,” he said harshly and kept walking. “Where’s the emergency exit?”

Menes hurried along, his face dark with fear and worry. He opened another room, revealing a ladder, and led the way upstairs. Elei followed him, climbing easily, dimly wondering how his leg held. 

A study was there, and a black metal door. Menes unlocked it and icy gusts of wind whipped inside, strewing papers on the floor. 

Elei looked outside. A rusty ladder led down into an alley. He turned to Menes. “You never saw me.”

“Who are you?” Menes’ eyes narrowed. “They said the guy who infected the Gultur with Rex was very young. Are you—?”

“Just forget you ever met me. And thank you for everything.” A moment of fear — for them — gripped Elei’s chest so tightly he couldn’t breathe. Then he heard the pounding on the front door and swung himself out. 

“Take care,” he whispered and descended into the madness of the chase once more. 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei ran. His steps echoed in the dark alley as he raced toward its intersection with a wide, brighter street. At the corner, behind a fire escape, he crouched and took in the traffic. Old aircars rumbled by. The Gultur were probably standing inside Menes’ apartment right now. He and his daughter might pay for their kindness with their lives. Elei shuddered. He might as well use the distraction while it lasted. 

When he dashed out into the street, a beggar reached out to grab him, asking for money. He twisted to avoid the claw-like hands, and ran along dusty window and storehouse fronts, the blood pumping so fast in his veins he barely limped, barely felt his wounds.

Possibilities flashed through his mind. Hide. Run. Find the others. But where? Back at the hospital? Had Kalaes met with Hera? Were they looking for him?

He dived into another alley and slowed. In his tainted eye, emergency fire escapes and doors flashed blue. The urge to open one and hide rooted him to the spot. Stay low. Wait. Be safe. 

Hesitantly, he shuffled over to the first fire escape and grabbed the rusty rungs. He placed his foot on the first one. Break into another house. Hide. Disappear for a while, a day or two. Let the Gultur move on.

He climbed four rungs up and stopped, hanging on the wall like an insect. And Kalaes? Hera? He frowned and looked down. 

Hide. It was practically a voice in his ear, a male voice that sounded suspiciously like his own, soothing, reassuring. You can’t face the Gultur alone, without a gun. And for what? The emergency door above him blinked with blue light, a pulsing beacon. Save yourself. The thought of a secure, quiet place, dark and warm like a womb, sent vibrations of pleasure through his body — a caress on his back, a feathery kiss on his cheek, a touch on his hip. Do it. Be safe.

Before he realized, he was all the way up, reaching for the black door handle, his body still tingling with vague pleasure and his mind filled with a sense of calm and joy.

What the hells? Rex was getting way out of hand. Lips pressed together tight, Elei started to descend. He expected the jolt of pain when it came and gritted his teeth, his hands tightening on the rungs. 

“Stop it,” he hissed and resumed his descent. “It won’t work.” Burning pain stabbed his head and his vision went white. “Shit.” Blindly, stubbornly, he kept moving downward, until his feet touched the ground. He folded down, panting, until his knees hit the asphalt. 

“Stop this, you hear me?” He felt like an idiot, talking to a parasite, but its actions were calculated and subtle like a person’s.

Rex wouldn’t go as far as to kill him, he hoped. He was the host and Rex needed him. Sometimes, though, he wondered if Rex might make a mistake and end both their lives. Nobody was perfect, not even the king of parasites.

Besides, if it had released its offspring or whatever it was in the water, then what did Rex need him for? It was a sobering thought.

One hand against the wall, soaked in sweat, he got to his feet. It finally hit him how bad the situation was. When he’d fled Ost, he’d been shot, true, but at least he had money, his gun, and a simple goal: Find Kalaes Ster. He even had Kalaes’ address. 

Now he had no money, no gun, and no clue where Kalaes was. Damn.

He straightened and scanned the alley. A stray dog padded along one wall, sniffing his way. A street urchin scuttled away to hide behind a green dumpster. Street kids probably kept tabs on everything that went on in the town. Maybe this one could help.

Mind made up, not giving Rex a chance to react, he took off at a sprint. The child squealed, uncoiled from its spot behind the dumpster and shot like a bullet to the left. Cursing, Elei made a grab for the child and missed. His head buzzed, and warning jolts went through his body. 

Screw you, Rex. 

He accelerated, booted feet hitting the asphalt hard, eyes narrowing as he marked the kid’s path. He gripped the kid’s arm and pulled, bringing them both down. The impact jarred his leg and he rolled onto his back, managing to hold onto the thin arm he’d grabbed.

“You’re hurting me,” muttered the child, a girl, eyes wide, blood oozing from a scrape on her cheek. She sat up, trying to tug her arm free. “What do you want?”

For a moment Elei had to close his eyes, dizzy, his memory overlaying the image with Poena — the dead girl who’d visited his dreams before. 

She tried to pry his fingers open with her free hand. He tightened his grip, wrenching a small whimper from her throat. Her eyes were a light blue, her hair black like Kalaes’. He took a deep breath. Not Poena.

“I need your help.” He sat up. “I’m looking for my friends. A tall woman with long dark hair, and a guy with spiky hair and two small braids.” He met her fearful gaze and forced a smile on his lips. “Please. Ask around, ask your friends in the alleys if they’ve seen them. I need to know they’re okay and where to find them.”

She relaxed slightly, her arm going lax in his hand. “What will you give me?”

Shit, what did he have to give? “If you find him, I’ll give you money. I swear.” 

The girl squinted up, giving him a speculative look. “Why should I believe you?” She sniffed. “You come here in your fancy clothes and say you’ll pay me. You rich people have no idea what it’s like to live on the street, fe.”

Fancy clothes? Startled, Elei glanced down at his borrowed clothes. He couldn’t deny they were clean and crisp, apart from a couple of smudges from the rusty ladders he’d climbed. “I’m not—” 

“You don’t know what’s like not to eat for days,” she spat the words at him. “To be hungry and cold and afraid. And you want me to work for free?”

“But I said I’ll pay you,” he pointed out.

“Don’t you think I stink?” She raised her chin defiantly. “Like the trash I roll in?”

It sounded like a phrase she heard someone use and he winced in sympathy. “You don’t stink,” he lied. At least not worse than I used to stink.

She snorted and rolled her eyes, an adult imitation, but her gaze snagged on something. With a soft gasp, she raised her free hand toward his face. “What’s this?”

Elei reached up and touched his cheek — the roughness of the snakeskin. His fingers followed it down to his jawbone and he had to force himself to stop. “Telmion.”

Her eyes widened. “Why would you have telmion? You…” She tugged at his shirt. “And the marks on your neck?”

His hand trailed lower. “Another parasite.”

“And your eye…” Her eyes went round. “You’re one of us.” 

Shaken, he released her and got up, wincing. “Yeah, I’m one of you.” Of the street, of the trash and filth. He tried to swallow but his throat was bone-dry. “Forget it, it’s okay. I’ll find them myself.”

“Wait.” She rose too. The top of her head barely reached his waist, and she tilted up her face to stare into his eyes. Hers were determined. “I’ll do it, I’ll ask around. Will I find you here later?”

Startled, he battled with himself, but that was probably the best way to do this. “Yeah.”

“What are their names?”

“Hera and Kalaes.”

All color drained from her face. “You’re the one,” she mumbled and backed away. 

“The one what?” Desperate, he reached out for her again, but she slipped from his grasp like an eel. She didn’t run away, though, she merely looked over her shoulder and waved at him to follow. 

“Where are you taking me, kid?” he asked as he limped after her.

The girl led him to the mouth of the alley and stopped. She pressed a small, grimy finger to her lips and he almost laughed. Did she think this was some sort of game?

“What is it?” He opened his mouth to ask again and she tugged at his hand, pulling him in the shadow of the wall. A large aircar was approaching, its engines rumbling. A booming voice sounded over a loudspeaker, setting Elei’s teeth on edge. 

“Who’s that?”

“Gultur,” the girl said.

A woman’s voice thundered: “Come forth, Elei. We have your friend Kalaes at the hospital. If you do not come soon, we will end his life. Come out, Elei. We have your friend Kalaes...”

A wave of cold went through Elei, and he slid down the wall. He’d really hoped Kalaes hadn’t been at the hospital, or that he’d made it out in time. An image of Kalaes lying in a pool of blood flashed before his eyes.  

“It’s a lie,” he croaked. “They’re trying to lure me out.”

And Hera? Why hadn’t they mentioned her name? Hope kindled his thoughts. Perhaps they hadn’t caught her, or... Oh gods, what if they’d already killed her?

“Come with me.” She tugged on his arm and he got up and followed her, too dazed to pull free or ask where she was taking him. 

Their descent into a dark tunnel brought him back to his senses and he jerked back, but they were already splashing through cold, ankle-deep water. The walls were bare concrete, a metal door opening into one side, perhaps an emergency exit. The girl only towed him onward until they stepped out into the light, and then she hustled him behind a telespeak cabin.

“Look,” she whispered, “look at the screen.”

There was a large square on the other side of the avenue. A monument to the Gultur victory disgraced its center, a massive black monstrosity depicting a visored Gultur stepping on the body of a man. But that was not what made him shudder so hard his teeth rattled.

Mounted on a building behind the square was a giant screen, and a short footage played in a loop. Elei stared, his hands curling into fists. Gods, Kalaes. 

On screen, three Gultur held him as he struggled, shouting and cursing, hair wilder than usual, eyes huge with fear. Blood spattered his face. Then another Gultur approached and backhanded him, splitting his lip. She snatched the medallion hanging around his neck and ripped it off. She raised it before the camera.

The medallion depicting the Seven Islands.

Elei’s heart raced, his stomach roiled. There was an acid taste in his mouth. “I have to save him,” he whispered, his mind blank. “How can I save him?”

The girl’s bony fingers dug into his wrist but he barely felt them. “Follow me.” Without another word, she pointed to another side street, and he resisted briefly, trying to catch another glimpse of the screen. 

“You saw it,” she muttered sharply and pulled again on his wrist. “Come.”

“Where are you taking me?” 

But he followed her into a narrow side street with the starchy smell of fried blue algae and the sharp stench of dog piss, walking as if in a dream. She drew him into a dark corner and pushed him down. He groaned as he let himself sink to the cold pavement.

She squatted before him, hands on her knees over her threadbare blue pants. Her small, bare feet were callused and black with dirt. “I’m Afia. And you’re Elei.”

“Yeah.”

“Elei. I’ll help you,” she said, her small face set in earnest lines, and she held his gaze without flinching.

Laughter bubbled up his throat, burning and bitter. “The Gultur have him, for the gods’ sakes. How’re you going to help?”

“I have friends.” Her mouth pressed into a straight line. She raised her hand to his marked cheek. “What do you need?”

“To do what? Storm the hospital? Attack the Gultur on my own?” His breath hitched. He saw in his mind Kalaes struggling against the Gultur, saw his split lip dripping blood. On the giant screen, the liquid had looked black like pitch, running down his chin. Oh hells. He closed his eyes, inhaled the cold air. 

He couldn’t wait for Hera to save the day this time. He couldn’t just pissing sit and wait. 

“I need watchdogs to have my back,” he heard himself say as if from a distance. “And grenades. Guns and bullets.”

“Automatic guns, machine guns, rifles?”

He looked up. “You know about guns?”

“Jek knows more. I’ll ask him.”

His eyes narrowed. “Who’s Jek?”

“You’ll see. What else?”

Elei remembered Kalaes talking of street gangs and fights. It seemed normal here, that a girl of six or seven knew so much about weapons. “Machine guns,” he muttered. “And an automatic.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said, all business, and rose. She patted her pants, raising a cloud of dust. “Stay here, wait for me.” She turned to go, throwing a look over her shoulder. “And don’t forget, after you’re done, you owe me money.”

He did laugh then, out loud, at the insanity of it all. “I won’t.”

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Three



The hospital swarmed with Gultur and vehicles. Hiding inside an abandoned building, concealed behind a tattered curtain, Hera counted at least fifteen aircars and a hundred guards. When in Sobek’s name had they arrived? If they’d crossed Teos, she’d have seen them, heard them. 

Which only left the sea. They must have come by boat.

Hera butted her head against the wall. Maybe some pain might help with the frustration and worry. It felt as if a half-dozen rats gnawed at her stomach. 

Cursing silently, she left her hideout and walked the perimeter, keeping low and weaving through stinky alleys, looking for any signs they’d captured Kalaes and Elei. 

She saw nothing. Not that she knew what exactly she was looking for. For signs of struggle, perhaps, severed limbs, photos of the two boys tied up and beaten bloody, displayed proudly on the hospital facade.

At any rate, the absence of evidence only meant she had to assume the worst. Knowing the Gultur interrogation methods only served to tighten the knot in her stomach.

Sweat rolling down her face, she walked around the back, hoping for a breach in the security, a wall she could scale, a fire escape she could climb. It was useless. The hospital was guarded on all sides, and even worse, a stench of unwashed fur and rotten meat reached her nostrils. She sniffed.

Geryon’s balls. They’d brought molosse, huge, blood-thirsty hunting dogs that could shred anyone to pieces in seconds. They would probably not attack her, but it made breaking the mortals out all the more difficult.

Hera kicked a bag of rotting trash that split on the street and she strode off into the maze of alleys, away from the hospital. There was not much she could do on her own. 

She needed to contact the rebels. The Undercurrent. 

 

 

***

 

 

The light changed subtly, shifting the shadows across the dirty concrete of the walls. Elei waited, hidden behind the dumpster in the filthy alley. More than once he wondered if the girl had lied to him about helping — but what reason would she have?

Unless she’d gone to betray his position to the Gultur. For all he knew they’d offered a good prize on his head. Fear made his hands clammy. Why hadn’t he thought of that earlier? Too tired, perhaps, his mind too slow. Rex didn’t react to the thought. Did that mean he was safe, or was Rex sulking? 

Damned complicated parasite.

With the new fear taking root inside, he scooted back and examined the alley for hiding places. He suddenly felt trapped. Wondering what lay beyond, he hobbled to the other end of the street where an aircar was parked. He peeked around the corner into a broad avenue with shops and knew he was better off where he stood. A creaking of metal above his head made him glance up. Another fire escape, a metal staircase this time, not a ladder. If he hid on the first landing and the Gultur came for him, he could jump onto the vehicle and get down from there, escape into the avenue.

As plans went, it was terrible — but he couldn’t think of a better one. He climbed the creaky staircase, his thigh protesting. He crouched on the rusty landing, careful to be hidden from view, and watched both sides.

White wisps of mist curled on the street below. A rat crossed, followed by another; gray shadows. A scrawny gray dog came sniffing in, following a zigzag trail Elei couldn’t fathom, and left. By the time the girl found her gang and the guns — if she did — it would probably be evening. Elei yawned, his jaw cracking with the force of it. 

Movement on the far left caught his attention and he hunched down even lower, his heart pounding madly. He dared peek above the metal rail, just barely. Blurred movement streaked through the alley, then it was gone.

Blinking, he raised his head higher. A soft squeak sounded and Elei slumped. More rats.

Then something tapped on the metal staircase, the sound ringing and vibrating through Elei’s bones. “Are you up there?” a soft, boyish voice said.

Elei jerked, hissing when wounds pulled. He reached for his gun only to remember he didn’t have one. 

He glanced down. The girl stared up, a frown on her small face. A skinny boy accompanied her, slightly taller than her, dressed in overalls of unidentifiable color, with a duffel resting at his booted feet. His tangled blond hair fell down to his shoulders and covered his eyes.

“Coming.” Elei climbed down the rickety steps, eyes flicking right and left, scanning the alley in case he’d been betrayed after all. “You were quick.”

She shook her head, cast a furtive glance at the boy. “Tell him, Jek.”

“You tell him.” He looked down, avoiding Elei’s gaze. “Your friend, not mine.”

“Jek!” She elbowed him hard in the ribs.

Elei winced in sympathy. “Tell me what?”

Jek grimaced. His eyes were a dark blue when he finally looked up. “If we don’t hurry, your friend won’t make it.”

Ice spread in Elei’s insides. “Kalaes?”

“Not so loud!” Jek glanced wildly around. “You never know who’s listening. Tell him, Afia!”

She flinched and Jek sighed. He patted her back in an awkward gesture. It was obvious he normally took care of her, because she accepted the small comfort, turning her bright stare on the boy.

They both looked so little. Elei swallowed past a knot in his throat. Had he seemed like that to Albi when she’d found him in the trashlands? He’d been a lot younger than Afia was. “Just tell me.”

“Okay.” Afia straightened her thin, narrow shoulders. “The Gultur have him, right? And they’ll want to know what he knows. Where you are. Where the Undercurrent is. They’ll ‘terrogate him. We know their methods.”

Elei’s hands clenched at his sides, nails digging into his palms. “They’re killing him, aren’t they?” Bile rose in his throat. “Torturing him.” And Hera might be dead already. 

She nodded, biting her lower lip. Jet shuffled his booted feet.

The world darkened. “How will I ever get him out of there?” He’d run from the Gultur before, but hells, he’d never run toward them, well, not when in his right mind.

“Here you are.” Jek gestured at the duffel. “Machine guns, grenades. That’s what you asked for, right?”

Like cold water, the words washed over Elei, steadying him. “You found weapons?” He dropped to his knees and opened the bag. Three machine guns, several bullet cartridges, five grenades. He whistled softly. “Where did you get these?”

“Better not know, fe,” drawled Jek, and for a moment, superimposed on the blond boy, Elei saw Kalaes, black hair sticking in all directions. He swallowed hard. 

“Right.” Elei scratched his cheek. “Thanks. I’ll… I’ll pay you later. I told Afia—”

“We’re coming with you.”

“What? Are you mad?” Elei stood, shaking. “That’s out of the question. You’re just kids.”

“And you’re so much older,” Jek said with a sniff.

“Think of Afia,” Elei said. “Would you put her in such danger?”

Afia stomped her small foot, brows drawn together. “You’re not going in alone,” she said.

“You heard her.” Jek lifted an eyebrow.

Five Hells. Would these kids not see reason? Elei cocked his head to the side and tried to sound firm. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Exactly. Not a job for one person. Or do you think you can take the Gultur on alone?”

Jek’s quiet words sent a shiver through Elei. “I have to.” Then a jolt of fire went through him. Rex had to be sensing his fear and reacting, accelerating his pulse. Dammit.

Jek glanced at Afia and some silent understanding took place between them. “No, you don’t have to.” Jek cleared his throat, somewhat theatrically. “Afia put out a yellow roach.”

“A what?” Elei’s head hurt like all the hells. Colors flashed in his possessed eye. He focused on his breathing, tried to relax. 

“A code of emergency. The gang’ll find us at the hospital. We’ll distract them, fe, keep them busy while you get your friend out. And we know how to use the grenades and guns, so don’t you worry about us.” His young voice was serious. The damn kid couldn’t be more than twelve.

“Why are you doing this?” Elei asked. 

It was Afia who spoke. “Because you promised to pay us back.” Her small chin trembled for a moment, then she set her slender jaw. “I trust you. I know you’ll keep your promise.”

“You do, huh?”

Elei swallowed hard as crimson flashed over Afia’s chest, and sweat rolled down his temples. That was a tough little girl. He had to hope that, if he didn’t find a way to come up with the money, she’d not have her gang shoot him down.

Then again, with the stunt he was planning, storming the hospital and the Gultur together with a bunch of kids, a few guns and five grenades, soon enough he’d probably be too dead to care.

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes’ pendant, his bloody mouth, images of the Gultur hitting him flashed before Elei’s eyes as he trudged behind the two kids, following them through a maze of streets and alleys he would’ve had trouble negotiating even on better days. His stomach twisted with fear and adrenaline and something else he couldn’t put his finger on. Saliva pooled in his mouth. Sugar. 

Damn, now was not the time for cravings. He wished he had his Rasmus, but the gun had probably stayed with Kalaes. Now the Gultur surely held it, and the thought curdled in his mind. His only possession, his gift from Pelia, the woman who’d been a mother to him and who had died, leaving him to make sense of a world gone mad.

Madder.

His combat boots squeaked on concrete and splashed in runny mud. He followed the kids to a flight of wide concrete steps. Jek and Afia scampered up like cats, not even looking back to see if he followed. Walking had been okay, but his damn leg protested when he took the first step up. Clenching his jaw, dragging his leg, he climbed after them and into an avenue, passing underneath lit windows. 

Night fell as they crossed the town of Teos, and Elei realized he’d run much farther from the hospital than he’d thought possible. He pressed a hand against the bandage winding around his chest and a stab of pain helped him locate one of the bullet wounds. He felt shaky now that Rex had receded to the background. Obviously the parasite would react only if it sensed immediate danger, but Elei had to wonder if it needed time to rest after each such take-over, to replenish its forces. What did a parasite need to keep strong? How was it using his body?

Not so long ago, it had wanted Elei to die — or had it? Rex had pushed him to shoot himself and spill his blood into the water, but hadn’t made him blow his brains out. Maybe Rex hadn’t wanted his death back then; maybe the parasite had been confident that Elei would survive, although what gave it such confidence was anybody’s guess. He’d barely survived, if his memory was anything to go by. 

“Here,” Jek called, breaking through his muddled thoughts. “There’s the hospital, eastern wing.”

They’d entered a covered parking lot. Rough concrete under his feet, dimness in the vastness of space where small aircars stood in orderly rows, like dogs waiting for their masters. The two kids marched between the vehicles, lugging the heavy bag behind them, and it occurred to Elei he should’ve offered to help, though walking was challenging enough already. They reached a low wall at the end of the parking, and a vista spread beyond and below. They stood at the height of a second floor, overlooking the town.

With a grunt of relief, Elei sank down next to the boy, stretching his leg and kneading the cramping muscle of his thigh. Leaning over the parapet, he took in the area.

The hospital, which he’d only seen from the inside so far, was a square block of a building, silver in the moonlight with rows of small windows lining its walls. Some were lit, some dark. Where would they keep Kalaes? 

“He might not be here at all,” he whispered, the thought driving the air from his lungs. “This could be a trap without bait.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw small shapes move inside the parking lot. Cats. 

Afia crouched next to him, frowning. “Your friend was here in the film they showed.”

“What if they moved him some place else?” It would be a logical step, and the Gultur were nothing if not practical and rational in a cold and scary way. 

“He’s here,” Afia said. “The rats checked when I sent out word. I’m sure he’s still kept inside the hospital.”

“Rats?”

“Street rats,” Jek muttered without turning. “Street children.”

“They saw him?” Elei tried to control his excitement. 

“No, but they’re keeping someone locked up with lots of guards outside the door.”

Elei nodded. It had to be Kalaes. Unless they’d got Hera, but that made no sense. Why wouldn’t they use her as bait, too, if they held her? 

He shifted to look at the avenue running in front of the hospital, noting the absence of traffic. They probably controlled the whole area. Hells, who was he kidding? They surely had outposts and wouldn’t let him come within half a mile of the damn building.

Still, he had to find a way in. “Where’s your gang?”

“We’re waiting for them,” Afia said, a little absently, a hand toying with a strand of her black hair. “Should be here any moment.”

He turned fully to face her, incredulous. “Here?”

She shrugged, a roll of narrow shoulders. “They’re scouting, checking the area.”

“Dammit, Afia. You’ll get them killed.” His heart stuttered. “Don’t involve them any more.”

“Too late.” She flicked a crooked smile at him. “Just sit tight, they’ll come. Hey.” She placed a small hand on his leg. “You’re bleeding.”

He didn’t even look down. The wounds in his chest burned, and the bandages stuck to them with fresh and dried blood. He shuddered just thinking about removing them, and didn’t want to even imagine what his leg looked like. “I’m fine.”

With time to kill, his thoughts took a down-spiraling path along well-worn ruts in his mind. Pelia dying, blood soaking her blouse. Hera driving the aircar, her long hair dancing. Kalaes, pulling him out of the water of the sacred fountain, risking his life to save him, sitting at his bedside at the hospital. Kalaes bleeding on the giant screen.

“What are they doing to him?” Elei muttered.

“Are you sure you wanna know?” Afia asked.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Yes, I do.”

“What if then you wish you didn’t know?” 

“No matter.” He lifted his chin. “I still need to know.”

She nodded, approving, and why the hells did that bring warmth to his face? “Jek.”

The boy in question had been staring across the expanse separating them from the hospital as if memorizing different routes. Perhaps that’s exactly what he’d been doing.

He looked their way and quirked a pale brow. “What?”

“Tell him about the Gultur,” Afia said. “Their ‘terrogation methods.” 

“Why would he know?” Elei glanced at Jek.

“They caught him once.” Afia’s voice was as flat as a blade, and just about as sharp. “The Gultur thought he and other kids were planning something. Jek escaped.”

Before or after he was tortured? Elei opened his mouth to say it didn’t matter, to spare the boy some pain, but he stopped himself. To help Kalaes he needed all the information he could get. Damn. 

Jek nodded, the only sign of agitation a stiffening of his posture. “They’ll find his worst wound.” His eyes flicked sideways, as if distracted by something, then turned to Elei’s. The intensity of that stare sent Elei’s hand to his hip for his Rasmus, but of course it wasn’t there. “His worst pain.” He kept staring at Elei as if daring him to understand, to read between the words, and suddenly Elei knew he wasn’t talking about physical pain, or perhaps not only. “They’ll use it, fe. They’ll extract as much agony from that as they can, until he’ll wish he was dead. And then they’ll kill him. Slowly.”

The colors leeched away, leaving everything gray. Elei felt sick. He had to go in right now, stop them, this couldn’t be happening, not to Kalaes. He needed the grenades and then he’d move in—

“Sit.” 

Fingers gripped his forearm, and he realized he’d half-risen from his crouch, his hand twitching at his side, faint flashes lighting up the buildings below and ahead. 

“I have to rescue him,” he ground out.

“And who’ll rescue you if you go in half-cocked like that and they get you too?” Jek’s voice and words were far too reasonable for a twelve-year-old, dammit.

Reluctantly Elei sank back down. “The more we wait, the more they’ll hurt him.”

Jek nodded. “We need more information before we go in,” he said.

Then again, it wasn’t his friend, his family being tortured. “I’m not letting him suffer more than he has already. I’m going in.”

A soft scuffle sounded from his right and he twisted around, his hand again going to his belt for a weapon he didn’t have. He bit back a curse. Shadows detached from the dark shapes of the parked aircars and skulked toward them, silent and moving in pairs.

“They’re here,” Afia said. 

Children, between five and ten, dressed in rags, their faces so filthy they blended with the darkness like those of ghosts. They stopped a few paces away and hunkered down. Only one, a girl with a scarred face, a knife slash down one cheek, moved forward to where Jek crouched. 

“Hey, boss,” she muttered, a sneer on her small face that didn’t manage to hide her awe of the older boy. She turned her gaze on Elei and it hardened. “This the guy?”

Elei kept still under the scrutiny and wondered what they’d expected. The girl stared some more, then nodded once, as if satisfied, and turned her attention back to Jek.

“What have you got, Shona?” Jek said in a voice used to commanding, although he kept it soft. 

“Top security, like you thought.” She reached out and patted Afia’s shoulder, as if checking the smaller girl was okay. “Three zones secured. The guards are hidden.” He shivered. She tsked. “They think you’re stupid.” That last one was directed to Elei. 

If only she knew he’d been about to march right into their hands... Afia glanced his way but said nothing. 

“Any gaps, any way to get past?” Jek asked in a tone that suggested they’d been through such drills before, and Elei wondered if Jek had broken others from the clutches of the Gultur in the past.

“Perhaps.” The girl cocked her head to the side. “North. Storehouse side.” She leaned toward Jek and whispered something in his ear.

She didn’t trust him yet and Elei understood that well, but his nerves were raw with tension and Rex made sure he heard everything. 

What in the hells was a tatty crock? 

“What did she find?” he asked. “Jek, tell me.”

“You can’t make it,” Jek said matter-of-factly, his face blank of expression. “Even with our help.”

“Let me be the judge of that.” Elei clenched and unclenched his fists, his heartbeat racing. “Give me the information.”

“Not even with superhuman abilities—”

Afia shifted closer to Jek, interrupting him. She cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered in Jek’s ear. Her enumeration of Elei’s abilities was of course exaggerated and quite inaccurate, but he wasn’t about to point that out. 

Jek shoved her off lightly. “You can’t be serious.” He turned to glare at her. “Afia...”

“But you know it’s him.” She stomped, hands going to her hips. “I told you.”

“Even if it’s him, they’re just rumors.” Jek dismissed her words with a flick of his hand. “Just because he’s a few years older, that doesn’t mean he can do all that.”

Probably not, but this once Elei had to convince Jek he could. 

“Shona told you,” Elei pointed at the scowling girl, feeling a matching expression on his own face, “that the northern side has a breach in security, a passage behind something she called a tatty crock, and then Afia” — the girl flinched — “told you that I have a parasite that lets me see in the dark, hear every sound and do much more besides that. So you’ll pissing tell me if there’s anything you can do to help me, or I’m going in, and may the gods help me.”

Jek’s dark blue eyes widened, then nailed Elei, face still unreadable, while Afia sniffed and folded her thin arms across her chest, the haughty expression funny on her small face. Whispers and shuffling feet betrayed the curiosity of the gang, but this was between the three of them — Jek, Afia and himself. 

“This guy, this ... Kalaes.” Jek’s gaze flicked toward the hospital. “He means a lot to you.”

It hadn’t been a question, but Elei answered anyway. “He does.” Somehow, he felt more was expected as the weight of all the kids’ eyes fell on him. “He saved my life many times. He’s...” He swallowed hard. “He’s my only family.”

There, he’d said it. He’d laid himself bare to the bone and had to hope they’d not see it as a sign of weakness they could exploit. Afia had, after all, only agreed to help on the condition of being paid, and he had no clue where to find money, even if he got out alive.

“Your... powers.” Jek’s left eye twitched. “Are you sure they’ll allow you to go in and get your friend back all alone?”

Hells no. “Yes.” 

“Gultur aren’t like us. Their senses are sharp. Sharper than their instruments.”

“I know. I’ll do it.” No matter what. 

“We can only distract them outside the perimeter,” Jek said, still sounding dubious, and Elei couldn’t blame him, knowing what Jek saw: a skinny boy with the mark of diseases on his skin and bleeding gunshot wounds on his chest and leg. “Once you get inside, you’re on your own.”

Elei nodded, swallowing past the tight noose of fear around his throat. “Tell me your plan.”

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Four



It was a simple plan. 

Simple as death, Elei thought, his head pounding as they circled the hospital, heading to its northern gate. Black spots danced before his eyes. 

The wind picked up, ice shards knifing into his thin shirt and pants. For the hundredth time he wondered if he’d gone pissing mad. There was no way he could pull this off on his own, even if he wasn’t feeling so lightheaded and his leg wasn’t ready to fold underneath him with every step — but there was nobody else, no way he could wait for Hera to show up, if she was still alive, and he’d be damned before he’d leave Kalaes stranded.

All my fault. My fault he’s in there.

“Here,” Jek said, eyes narrowing to slits. “You, Jam, Edra and Pattock,” he pointed at three scrawny kids who lingered behind them, “take your people and wait at the western and southern sides until I give the sign to start making noise.”

The kids fell back, waiting, while Jek and Afia shared a nod and led the way into a narrow street, lugging the duffel bag with the weapons between them. The street was flanked by tall storehouses that smelled of rotten fish guts, the stench so powerful Elei’s eyes watered. 

The two children moved close to the wall, whispering to each other about surveillance cameras and the best view to the gate, and Elei fell behind. He stopped and leaned against the rough cement facade to catch his breath, then he followed them into a dark doorway that smelled of rat shit, human piss and black mold. He saw both kids climb up a steep set of stairs, their boots treading softly on the concrete, leaving trails of whispers. A mouse scuttled into the hallway and a bird flapped on the roof as he followed them, mingling with thousands and millions of other sounds, clamoring for attention, ricocheting inside his skull.

He climbed up the stairs and stepped into a huge empty room. There were signs of squatters, holed blankets and empty spirit bottles, the remnants of a fire. A big window, broken to the wind and cold, gave a perfect view of the hospital.

“Here.” Afia, standing next to the duffel bag, gestured imperiously for him to approach, and in spite of it all he grinned as he stepped over broken glass, food wrappers and pools of water and piss.

Jek stood by the window, half-hidden behind a ratty curtain, shoulder-length strands of hair blowing in the wind. He looked like he was about to jump out, and Elei forced his hands from reaching out to stop him. 

“Anything interesting?” he asked the kid. 

“Come see.” 

Boots crunching lightly on the floor, Elei came to stand right behind him and looked over the boy’s shoulder. The hospital squatted like a huge turtle in the midst of narrower buildings. Several windows were lit on every floor. It made no sense for the Gultur to spread their forces like that, so they’d either not evacuated the whole hospital, or had left some lights on to confuse the enemy. 

“Where are they?” Elei asked, keeping his voice low even though they were alone.

“There.” Jek exhaled. “Second floor, ninth or tenth window from the left.”

They were lit. Still... “Why do you think they’re there?”

“It’s the only floor where you can see people moving inside, and it’s close to the stairwell.”

A patter on the stairs behind them and a shuffle, and Elei bent and grabbed a broken piece of glass from the floor, wishing he had something better. Why wasn’t Rex reacting?

The sound was light, too light for a person, he realized as he spun about, and a gray cat entered and rubbed itself on the doorframe. 

“Damned cat.” He shook his head and found Afia’s eyes lit with amusement. “Glad I’m entertaining you,” he muttered and she giggled.

Ignoring the stupid animal, he turned back to his scrutiny of the hospital. “So, supposing they’re where you say, how do I get inside?”

“See the surrounding wall and the northern gate? Okay.” Jek pointed. “See the graffiti that says ‘Bread and water for all’? In blue.”

Elei squinted. “I see it.”

“The trash container. Behind it, there’s a hole in the wall. Shona found it. The rats checked the whole perimeter, inch by inch.”

“Cameras?”

“Of course.” He looked Elei up and down, a brow lifting. “Why, are you saying your super abilities don’t include invisibility?”

Elei snorted. The cat mewled, coming to butt its head against his legs. He resisted the urge to kick the animal away and instead shoved it to the side. “Unless Rex surprises me in a good way, which rarely happens, I don’t think I can make myself disappear, no. I don’t suppose you’ve got a dark shirt to lend me?”

Jek looked down at his own scrawny, short frame and shrugged. 

Okay. Improvise. Elei strode to the charred remains of a cardboard box and a few gnawed bones. He grabbed the blackened pieces and rubbed them over his shirt, his face, neck and hands. 

“What else?” he asked.

Afia’s face was bemused but also curious, her eyes huge as she watched him. “You look like a big piece of coal.” She snickered. 

“That’s the idea.” Elei shrugged. “As long as I don’t catch fire...”

“When you’re ready to go in, I’ll tell the kids to provide a distraction on the other side,” Jek said. “That’ll draw the attention of the guards, hopefully long enough for you to slip into the building.”

Where locks, alarms, cameras, machine guns and longguns would await him. Pissing fantastic.

“Give me the weapons.” He rubbed his sooty fingers over his ears, the back of his neck, buried them into the roots of his hair as Jek knelt by the bag and pulled out the grenades. 

“Here. They’re already loaded.” He gave Elei two machine guns and four of the six cartridges. “We keep the other gun to cover you if need be.”

Storm the Gultur stronghold with two machine guns and five grenades. Elei closed his eyes, drew a deep breath and picked everything up. The grenades he hung on his belt, and he slung the two machine guns across his back. 

It was real. He was going in. Colors flashed around the room, picking organic, then metal objects. His heart began to pound.

“Have you used a machine gun before?” Afia asked.

No, though he knew how — in theory. “Don’t worry.”

“And have you stormed a building before?” Jek asked.

Elei rolled his eyes. “Every day before breakfast,” he said and caught a surprised flicker in Jek’s eyes. “Keeps the doctors away,” he continued and turned toward the door, scowling. 

A plan, he needed a plan that went farther than just crawling through the hole in the wall and across a yard where he’d present a perfect target. No matter the distraction the other street rats provided, he was sure the Gultur wouldn’t leave their main posts at the entrances.

He twisted to look at Jek. “What else can you tell me? What did Shona see inside? Anything to help me reach the building entrance?”

Jek shrugged, a brief rolling of bony shoulders, arms folded over his chest, and the gesture was so reminiscent of Kalaes it made Elei’s chest ache. 

“The hole in the wall leads to an open park lot, about sixty feet from the northern entrance of the building.” He cocked his head to the side, dark blond hair hiding his eyes. He pushed out his lower lip and puffed. “Shona said she saw an info-pole more or less half way through to the building. That’s a good forty feet run in the open you’ve got there, fe.” He looked away. “I hope that parasite of yours can work miracles.”

Right. “Thanks. Now go back to your gang and make sure nobody’s hurt, okay?”

“You kidding me?” Jek snorted. “We’re going to cover your ass from here.” He hefted the rifle. “I’m a good shot.”

Elei shuddered and turned back toward the stairs. “Whatever. Just make sure you don’t shoot me. Stay here and don’t fire unless you have to,” he said with as much firmness and authority as he could muster, his vision reduced to flashing colors, his head throbbing to the speed of his racing heart. He splashed through a puddle and strode toward the stairs.

What in the hells am I doing? How am I ever going to make
it?

Something stopped his advance, and it took him some time to realize it was thin arms wrapped around his waist. “What?” he growled, his whole body buzzing.

“Be careful,” Afia whispered and let go.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera took one last look at the rendezvous point — a metal bench outside a fish shop where she’d hoped to hide in the steady stream of customers — and turned away. The bench was empty. She did not know what had delayed the Undercurrent, or whether they simply had not received her emergency alert. The connection of the data processor she’d used in a dirty call shop had been sort of patchy, though she’d thought the message went through.

The fact was she’d lost too much time waiting already. She needed to break the boys out of that hospital before they were damaged beyond repair.

Damaged. The image of Elei’s bloody body kept flashing before her eyes, Kalaes’ pale face, splattered with crimson. She’d sworn to herself she’d save them, protect them. 

Hera checked her longgun, took a deep breath and started walking. She knew what she had to do.

Break into the hospital, alone with her longgun and her anger. Wreak havoc. Fight her sisters, and save her friends. 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei exited the storehouse and took three steps toward the hospital before the pain hit. It cut through his focus like a blade, throwing him to his knees. White-hot agony traveled down his spine, exploring every wound, wrenching a muffled cry from his lips.

Get up. The two kids were watching from the window, and the Gultur may be observing from the gate. On your feet, dammit! He thought he heard Afia call his name and he gritted his teeth, trying to move. 

“What in the hells do you want?” he asked Rex, not expecting an answer. Why was the parasite hurting him when he most needed its help? 

With a groan, he carefully pushed himself up. 

Pain bit into his chest and down his leg, and a tremble went through his body. The pain intensified, sharp teeth of fire digging into every limb, under his ribs, inside his head. His back arched, then bent, and he curled in a ball, breathless, terrified, his breath coming in harsh pants — and still the pain went on, relentless, pointless.

“What do you want, damn you!” His cry shred the silence and he knew for sure he was about to die. Someone must’ve heard, must’ve seen him.

Rex didn’t want him to go into the hospital. It knew Elei may die in his mission to save Kalaes and was trying to prevent him from going. 

Well, isn’t this touching? Knowledge brought clarity. With a snarl, Elei uncurled and got to his unsteady feet, rushing before Rex hit again. 

“You know what?” he muttered, gathering his scattered thoughts and shaking limbs to march toward the hospital wall, “you can’t do whatever you want all the time. You can’t control me, pest. I’m—”

Rex tore through him with a massive shot of pain, and he staggered. Damned parasite was controlling parts of his brain and sending pain down his nerves. I’ll get rid of you. He limped toward the hospital wall as fast as he could, breath rattling in his chest, blackness framing his vision. I’ll find a way. 

His breathing echoed in his ears, counterpoint to his heartbeat booming in his eardrums, drowning out all other sound. Fresh waves of pain washed through him, almost throwing him back down.

Almost. But not quite.

If he got inside, then Rex would have no choice but to help him, to make sure he survived. If he died, Rex would die with him. Right? He stumbled on. He had to hurry. Breaking cover, he emerged from the shadows, coming up against the wall surrounding the hospital. It was made of concrete blocks where patches of mold had created abstract designs in yellow and black. A graffiti read, ‘Screw the authorities.’ 

Oh, he wished.

He glanced right and left at the crumpling buildings. The northern gate of the hospital loomed on his left — a metal door with a watchtower where a Gultur stood guard. Thank the gods he didn’t have to pass through there, and — lightning pain through his muscles, his bones, his head, his legs — just hold on, hold on. He spotted the graffiti and the trash container Jek had shown him and forced his legs to carry him there. 

Darting glances around, he stumbled behind the container and dropped to his knees, his vision narrowing to a tunnel. He examined the wall with his fingertips. Where was the passage? His felt along the uneven surface, fingers slipping on slimy mold and lichen, and the cold intensified, clearing his head. 

Nothing. 

Restraining himself from putting a fist through the wall, he moved to his right, fingertips brushing over the graffiti, searching, seeking the opening. A meow jolted him and he cursed as a cat appeared in his line of sight, purring and trying to look cuddly. 

Piss off.

More small forms appeared, meowing and rubbing themselves on the trash container — arched backs, fluffy tails and perked ears.

And take your friends with you.

His blood rushing in his ears, he worked on and ignored the stupid animals. Time was running out. He swiped his hand farther.

His fingers snagged on something. He tugged. It moved.

A piece of concrete detached itself from the wall and fell out, Elei’s desperate lunge barely saving it from clanking thunderously to the street. Heart in his throat, he held onto the concrete chunk and eyed the opening.

How in the hells would he fit through that? The girl, what was her name — Shona — she was much smaller than him. Shit. 

He put down the concrete chunk and leaned forward, trying to see if his shoulders fit. Deciding they would, he unslung the two machine guns and passed them through first, then followed with his head, glancing right and left, checking the field was clear. 

Grunting, he shoved himself through the hole, scraping shoulders and arms on the jagged edges and tumbling into the hospital yard. He hoped the distraction of the street kids would work, because he had to cross that yard under cover of darkness, a darkness any Gultur could see through.

So I’m in danger, he thought, his mouth sour with fear. Will you help me now,
Rex?

One machine gun on the ready, the other slung over one shoulder, he rose, a motion at a time, in case Rex decided to bring him down again; though what good that would do the parasite he had no clue. A sharp pain went through his head and he braced for more, but it faded, leaving a throb behind he was well familiar with. 

The yard lit up in colors; bright, neon hues that pulsed. The Gultur in her watchtower glowed a lichen orange, and more orange forms were visible at the hospital door and behind some of the windows. Blue flashes showed him guns — metal, cold — and a multitude of sounds battered his ears — a bird chirping, an aircar passing outside, a helicopter in the distance.

The info-pole stood in the center of the parking lot. That was a good twenty feet he’d have to cover in one go and he glanced again up at the watchtower, his stomach in a knot. He tensed, ready to sprint across the lot, and Albi’s voice echoed in his head, wishing him luck. 

With a deep breath, he set off. He ran for Kalaes, for Hera, for the street kids, for Albi and Pelia. For himself. Everything blurred, his boots hitting the concrete like gunshots inside his head, his heart keeping double rhythm. 

Faster. Go faster.

Muscles clenched and released in his legs, his wounded thigh stinging, the stitch in his side a twisting knife, and sweat dribbled into his eyes, blinding him. The info-pole was now so near he could see the concave screen.

Almost there.

His leg buckled and he went sprawling, hitting the concrete hard. His breath hissed through his teeth. He pushed himself up, back on his feet, his head ringing. He scooped up the gun and limped on as fast as he could and — he heard very clearly the click of a gun loading from the direction of the gate.

Elei threw himself to the side and rolled, tasting dirt, glad he hadn’t unlatched the safety of his gun. A bullet hit the ground where his head had been a moment before. Another click and he rolled again, cursing as more bullets slammed against concrete and ricocheted, one zipping by his ear.

Another shot and he scrabbled back, then heard glass breaking. The Gultur in the watchtower toppled out of the window and dropped to the ground with a dull thump.

Jek. Jek had shot her. The damn kid had saved Elei’s life.

Elei pushed himself to his feet, blinking hard to clear his eyes, and stumbled to the info-pole. Waves of cold and hot went through him, and his pulse thundered in his throat. Running steps sounded from the hospital entrance, converging on him. 

He needed to reach the entrance, no matter what. 

Clutching his gun, he left the cover of the info-pole and ran in a crooked lope, ignoring the shards of pain grinding in his thigh. To his left, orange silhouettes blossomed in the dark, guns already firing — and he was rolling and finding his feet, clicking off the safety and pressing the trigger.

Two of them dropped, twitching, to the ground. Blood spread in a black pool around the bodies, and the other pursuers hesitated. His path to the door was still blocked, and the Gultur raised their guns again. More steps approached from inside the hospital. Overhead, the hum of a helicopter was nearing. He inched back, toward the wall of the hospital, hoping to hide in its shadow.

I’m screwed.

A meow sounded behind him and he knew the stupid cats had followed him inside. He tried to focus, decide what to do. Decide or die. He would go down fighting, at least.

Then his ear caught the beeping of a communicator, and he dared to hope. As he took another step back, his back melding with the wall, he clearly heard a Gultur whisper, “On the other side? What do you mean, many? How many? Sobek’s balls.”

And he grinned savagely, because the kids hadn’t let him down. 

“What about this one?” one of the Gultur muttered, motioning with her longgun toward him. 

“We’ll take care of him. Four of us should be enough. You go, help the others.”

With relief, Elei watched the Gultur leave and enter the building, leaving behind the indicated four.

“Bring the dogs,” another one said, and Elei’s elation evaporated. He slumped against the wall.

Shit.

He pressed himself farther back, eyeing the door only thirty feet away, but it might have been on the moon. If he threw a grenade, he might kill the Gultur, but he’d probably get caught in the blast. If he threw it farther away, it’d only serve to give away his position. 

Three bright red shapes appeared at the hospital door, moving on four legs. Police dogs, so tall they almost reached his shoulders, and just as wide as him. A scent of deep musk and unwashed fur tickled Elei’s nose and their growl raised his own hackles. He took a deep breath and aimed down the barrel of his gun, ready to shoot as soon as they moved.

An electric current went through his body, raising goose bumps. A spot beneath his ears burned, then his wrists and every pulse point on his body started to itch and ache. Frowning, he kept his eyes on the target, his finger on the trigger. 

The dogs hesitated at the entrance of the building, growling and sniffing, and Elei’s finger caressed the trigger, aiming at the largest of the three that drooled a puddle on the floor. That sucker, at least, was going down with him.

The dog raised its muzzle and whined, a plaintive sound that made Elei wince. The Gultur guards’ aim wavered.

“The dogs refuse to attack,” a blond Gultur said, her voice muffled behind the visor. “I thought it was a man, but could it be one of us instead?”

“Come out with your hands in the air!” called another.

Elei cowered in the shadow, panting. Rex. Had it changed Elei’s scent to imitate that of the enemy? Despite himself, Elei was impressed. 

“It cannot be.” The Gultur stepped forward. “Hera would not be so stupid as to show up here.”

“It does not have to be Hera. Maybe more Gultur have joined the rebels,” another said.

The itching in his wrists was fading, and the dogs stirred. Breath cut short, Elei wiped the sweat from his face, pouring in spite of the cold, and knew that this time he had to shoot. His heart lurched inside his ribcage like an animal trying to escape. 

Then dizziness hit him and his knees buckled. He sank heavily against the wall and slid down, barely feeling his hands on the machine gun. 

“Why can’t I see him?” The other Gultur raised her visor. “Where is he?”

Blackness tried to eat at his vision and he kept blinking his eyes to clear them. What’s happening to me?


“I get no heat signature,” he heard a Gultur say, her voice echoing as if from a great distance. “Like he simply vanished. We need a torch here.”

The dogs were growling again, the sounds like splinters inside Elei’s skull, and they shifted, their claws scraping on the floor. Why couldn’t the heat-sensitive vision of the Gultur pick him up? Dammit, everything was fading and his head was so heavy it bowed forward until his chin bumped against his chest.

No. He forced his gaze up, wisps of darkness swirling across his eyes, and saw small silhouettes dancing on four legs. He couldn’t be seeing...

Cats?

A pack of alley cats in all colors, hissing, their backs arched. A snort escaped his lips and he tightened his hold on the gun. Hallucinations were surely a bad sign for his mental state.

Shouts, growls, barking. More hissing. The cats looked real. They leaped en masse on top of the Gultur and the dogs, a scratching and biting swarm, tails swishing, ears flattened against their heads. A gun went off, and a bullet tore into the wall above Elei’s head. 

I’ll be damned. Using the machine gun as a crutch, he pushed himself upright, biting back a groan. Wondering if he was still hallucinating, he made his slow, staggering way along the wall toward the hospital entrance. He tuned out the hissing cats, the screams, the barks, the shots fired randomly, ducking once to avoid a bullet — still hallucinating? — and focused on his feet which felt oddly cold and numb, as if they weren’t his, as if he watched them move from a great height.

No heat signature. Elei stilled, fingers clenching hard around the grip of the gun. Had Rex lowered his body temperature so much he was invisible to the eyes of the Gultur?

No wonder he felt like shit. 

A chuckle tried to make its way past his lips but he shoved it back down ruthlessly. He still had to enter the building, find Kalaes, set him free and get him out — alive. As if there was a chance in all five hells he’d make it.

He reached the double glass door and peeked around it into the hospital. A wide hallway stretched ahead, empty of life signals. The sharp smell of disinfectant hung on the air, mingling with the characteristic scent of Regina — ripe fruit and como flowers — but also that of dogs and humans, laced with a faint whiff of blood. 

His pulse accelerated. I can’t do this. The thought hit him out of nowhere, and he squashed it like a bug. I can. I can do this.   

Raising the machine gun, he stepped inside, his stomach knotting. No steps running toward him, no whiff of burnt dakron from a gun. Releasing a pent-up breath, he slid along the smooth wall as fast as he dared, the squeak of his boots on the linoleum floor far too loud for his liking. He spotted the stairwell and hastened that way. 

The grenades hanging from his belt grated on the doorframe as he slid into the oily darkness, toward a golden ray of light spiraling down from the second floor. Taking a deep breath — scent of Gultur and humans, antiseptic, fresh paint, blood, above all blood — he raised his gun and started up the stairs. 

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Five



Facing the eastern wing of the hospital, Hera huddled behind a parked aircar. Her palms were clammy on her longgun and the multitude of scents made her head spin. There was the Gultur smell, of course, though she was so in tune with it she barely noticed, and the musk of the molosse dogs. There was also the metallic tang of blood and the bitterness of burnt dakron. Shouts reverberated on the street around the corner, and a shot rang, the twang and then smash of the ricocheting bullet making Hera wince. 

What in Sobek’s name was going on?

More shouts on the southern side, and a helicopter’s whine approaching from the west, its headlights cutting white cylinders into the night. They were chasing someone. Had Kalaes made an attempt to escape? Elei would not be able to run on his wounded leg any time soon; the bone had not yet healed completely, despite his swift recovery. 

Growling, she shifted, pointed her gun around the aircar and stepped out into the open, wishing she had a visor behind which to hide her identity. 

A squadron of Gultur ran out of the gate, steps synchronized and rhythmic, their boots pounding on the street, long ponytails bouncing on their backs, shields and guns at the ready. She followed them with her gaze, ready to step back behind the aircar or shoot if the need arose, but they vanished down a side street and never took notice. A dog barked ahead, in the maze of alleys, and Hera strangled the curious voice in her head demanding she go and investigate, see who they were after. In any case, she had to formulate a plan. Even if it was Kalaes they were after, she could not stand against the squadron alone and could not leave Elei behind. 

First, she ought to check out the hospital, make sure the boys were not locked inside, then take it from there.

Wing it, Hera. She chewed on her lower lip. There’s fighting going on. Show them what they expect to see.

Decision made, feral smile in place, she inched toward the gate. Knowing the guard in the watchtower would see her, she shook out her long hair and feigned a limp. She approached slowly, waving. Surreptitiously, she reached up and unglued her uniform at the neck, allowing a glimpse of her cleavage, and that, she decided, should be enough. 

She’d never been very good at acting. She only hoped the guard would be tempted to come down from the tower to help her.

When nothing happened, she waved again, pretending to stumble. She dropped to one knee and raised her hand in a distress signal, glancing up through her fall of dark hair. 

Ah, there. The guard was coming down the ladder. 

“Damn them,” she called out as soon as she judged the guard within easy earshot. “They run like demons from the deep.”

“Are you hurt?” asked the guard, not in a hurry to come closer. Wise girl. 

“Shrapnel in my leg,” Hera said, straightening and making her voice a little mournful — not too much, she told herself, do not overdo it — “and they took my visor.”

“How inconvenient,” mumbled the guard, taking another step closer, her eyes traveling down Hera’s half-hidden face to her cleavage. Unfortunately, she was not wearing a visor for Hera to steal, but entering the hospital was even more important.

“We’ll catch them,” Hera said fiercely, and then took a gamble, which came to her as naturally as pulling out her own teeth. “They’ll never escape again from these walls.”

“Escape?” The guard snorted. “These did not escape, they came from outs—”

Hera saw the moment the guard realized she’d been tricked and reached for her gun, but Hera was faster. She swung up her gun and clocked the guard a good one on the jaw. The Gultur crumpled to the ground, and Hera hit her one more time to make sure she wouldn’t wake up any time soon. She took the keys from the guard’s belt and unlocked the narrow side door, before dragging her inside the yard and depositing her beside the wall. 

She was inside. She gripped her gun in both hands and strode toward the hospital entrance. And may the gods help me.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei smelled the Gultur before he saw her. Vaulting over the rail, he landed on top of her and sent her crashing to the ground, his weight cutting off her cry of surprise. Ignoring the screaming pain in his leg, he pressed his gun against her windpipe until she passed out. With the handcuffs he found hanging from her belt, he secured her to the rail, then ripped off a strip of his shirt, wincing at the sound, and gagged her as best he could. Not that he had any hopes of saving Kalaes without killing anyone, but he didn’t even have a silencer and a gunshot would give him away.

The gun weighed down his hands as he climbed the stairs. He didn’t immediately enter the brightly lit corridor he found on the second floor, resisted the urge to barge in and shoot everyone on sight. His pulse beat so fast it sent sourness up his throat. Instead, he hid and watched, trying to gauge how many Gultur were there and where Kalaes was kept. 

Four stood guard in the corridor, longguns cocked and ready, checking every entrance and window. Two flanked a closed door, and it wasn’t hard to guess who was locked inside. Elei’s leg muscles quivered and the gun handle creaked in his clenching hands. 

Wait.

Another door opened and two Gultur stepped out, deep in conversation. Elei caught the tail of it, something about checking the database for certain chemicals. They stopped in the middle of the corridor, heads bent toward each other. One of them held a data-rod up, reading an entry. 

“Yes, Commander,” she said crisply and turned to the guarded door. The guards inclined their heads to her and let her through. 

A muffled cry sounded from inside the room before the door closed with a soft thud. A faint scent wafted out, ama cigarettes, musk and blood.

Kalaes. Elei’s heart jumped inside his chest and he ground his teeth together. Enough with waiting. 

He unhooked two grenades from his belt, pulled the pins and tossed them into the corridor, as far as he could. A bullet zipped by, leaving a line of fire on his forearm before he managed to take cover. More bullets zipped by, slamming into the opposite wall, at least two ricocheting and burying themselves on the wall above his head. 

Then the air exploded into noise and fire. Objects and shards blew through the door, and a glass shard burnt a bloody furrow into his hip, the blast scorching his side and face. With a gasp he huddled down, arms held protectively over his head, until the flames died out and quiet returned. 

Surprise was his only advantage and with each passing second he might lose even that. Now. Leaning his back against the wall, he inched up, blinked the black spots from his eyes and lurched into the smoke-filled corridor. The stench turned his stomach — burnt flesh, excrement and fresh blood. For once he was grateful for his battle vision, filtering reality through a kaleidoscope of colors. Still, he gagged when he saw the bodies, or what was left of them, scattered limbs and chunks of flesh.

Swallowing convulsively, he stepped over them and finally, at last, stood before Kalaes’ door. He let out a hissing breath. Here we go.

He kicked the splintered door in and entered, taking aim. 

Two Gultur flanked Kalaes, holding him up by the armpits. Blood painted a crimson mask over one side of his face and dripped from the tips of his braids to the floor. His eyes were shut.

Elei almost doubled over, the breath knocked out of his lungs.

The two guards held their guns to Kalaes’ head, while a third guard, at the side, aimed at Elei. The trajectories of the bullets shone in his mind’s eye, white, simple lines. Two bullets into Kalaes’ bowed head, one into his own chest. 

Stalemate. Death. The end.

“Drop your gun,” said the Gultur standing apart, her gaze a cold and furious green. She was beautiful in a clean, surgical way, with her chestnut hair caught in two buns and her wide-set eyes; the symmetry too perfect. He noticed her body, her soft curves. Why was he focusing on them now? His thoughts were oddly distant, as if he weren’t the one standing there with a gun pointed at him. 

“Drop your gun,” she said again, voice clipped and dry like a machine’s.

“And if I don’t?” He started at his own words.

She grinned and he knew she wouldn’t mind shooting him and then carving his heart out as a keepsake.

He’d have to break her focus. He lowered his gun and bent to place it on the floor. Poised, his hand still on the gun, his heart booming, he blinked. All color seeped out of the room, the only hue the bright yellow flashing over the Gultur’s booted feet. 

Hit her feet, bring her down, distract the others, shoot them.

Exhaling, he placed the gun on the floor and let his second machine gun swing forward. He sent the gun skittering across the floor with a jerk of his hand and threw himself sideways just as the Gultur gasped and fired. The bullet missed him, but another shot cracked and a bullet sliced through his upper arm as he crashed to the floor. 

Dazed, he lifted his other gun and shot the Gultur who stood aside. He missed her chest, hitting her instead in the leg, and she went down with a cry. More bullets zipped by, barely missing him, ricocheting off the floor. Sharp pieces of concrete hit his legs. Pushing himself up on his knees, he whipped the gun to his left hand and narrowed his eyes, Rex marking the targets with fiery red. 

Time slowed. He shot the other two Gultur in the chest, one after the other, the recoil of the gun jolting him time and again. Blood sprayed, bright red drops hanging still in space before they splashed the floor and walls.

The Gultur guards fell backward, their guns flying through the air, and landed on the floor, twitching. Lakes of crimson spread around them.

Kalaes collapsed to his knees and fell on his side, dark hair spilling on the yellow floor, face slack and streaked with blood.

Gods dammit. Panic crushed Elei’s chest and still he found his feet moving forward. He fell to his knees next to Kalaes and turned him over. Don’t. He swallowed hard. Please don’t be... He couldn’t even think of the word. He thought he saw Albi’s mutilated body, then Pelia dying in a pool of her own blood.

Must check. He pressed a trembling finger to Kalaes’ throat, holding his breath, and a faint pulse leaped beneath the skin. 

Alive, Kalaes was alive. Elei slumped over in dizzying relief and fought to gather his wits. His hands shook so badly he almost dropped the gun before slinging it over his shoulder. Something glinted in the belt of one of the Gultur, and he reached over to extract it. 

His Rasmus. 

He sheathed it. Kalaes’ pendant lay on the floor, bloodied, as if someone had flung it away. He gathered it and got up just as footsteps sounded from outside, somewhere down the corridor, perhaps on the stairs. He grabbed Kalaes under the armpits, debating how to lift him. Clenching his jaw, muscles burning in his arms and legs, Elei grunted as he slung Kalaes over his shoulder.

His knees buckled, tendons trying to pop out of his neck, but he managed to straighten. It wasn’t a small feat; Kalaes surely outweighed him by at least forty pounds. He shouldn’t have been able to lift the older boy, but for Rex. 

I owe you one, you bastard.  

Shouts. Gultur were coming. He stumbled out of the room and started down the corridor the moment shots rang out behind him. A bullet sliced a burning furrow in his already wounded leg, but the pain faded in the adrenaline pumping furiously through his veins. More bullets slammed into the walls over his head and he expected any moment the shot that would end it all, a bullet in the head, in the back, but it never came.  He hoped Kalaes wasn’t hit. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard cries of pain and wondered numbly what was happening behind him. 

Not sure how he was supposed to pull this off, past caring, he staggered in the opposite direction of the stairs, worried that Kalaes wasn’t waking, worried he’d drop him, worried he’d screw up. All his focus was on his feet, moving forward, step after step, afraid his legs would fold beneath him, spelling the end for them both. Securing Kalaes with one arm, he kept his other hand on the machine gun, holding it loosely, wondering all the while what in the hells he’d do with it if they were fired upon — use Kalaes as a shield? 

A door loomed at the end of the corridor. He didn’t know what lay beyond — stairs, or a locked room. No choice. He made it his goal. 

The running steps and voices behind him were getting closer, and several clicks that sounded like bullets sliding into gun chambers told him time was up. 

His turned slowly, as if through glue, raising the machine gun one-handed. Ten or so Gultur were approaching, his possessed eye picking out the targets in bright red as they came. He took aim, though his hand shook.

“Elei? Is that you?” The woman’s voice came from his left, startling him. Hard fingers grabbed his arm and dragged him sideways to crash into a door frame, and then farther, into a room, slamming him against a metal cupboard. The gun fell from his numb fingers, clattering to the floor, and Kalaes began to slip from his hold. Elei fought to straighten, his eyes seeking the owner of the voice.

Then the familiarity of the intonation clicked and he knew who it was, though he could barely believe it. “Hera?”

Her eyes were so wide her dark pupils looked like pinpricks in their center. “How can you be up? Yesterday you were barely conscious.” Then her eyes narrowed. “It’s Rex’s doing, is it not?”

Elei nodded.

Hera smiled, her loose hair fanning like black feathers around her face, then she bent and lifted the machine gun from the floor. She gave it to him, raising a fine eyebrow. “I did not know you liked big guns.”

Deep inside his mind a voice laughed drily, but everything else was blank, turning his skull into an empty, echoing space. He slung the machine gun over his shoulder.

“Wait here,” Hera said and her lips pulled in a savage grin. “I’m going to clear the way.” 

And she stepped out into the corridor, already firing. The rat-tat-tat of bullets drowned out all other sound, each impact sending vibrations through the floor. 

Stay up. Don’t fall. The muscles in Elei’s legs strained, his back cramped, his arm around Kalaes’ legs spasmed. Just a little longer.

He held his breath. Silence rolled down the corridor in a great wave, Hera’s soft steps barely disturbing it. She appeared in the doorway and gestured for him to follow. “Come,” she said, and he realized he was probably staring at her like an idiot.

He stepped out, his eyes drawn to the bodies he knew would be there, wincing at the amount of carnage and turning resolutely the other way. He really hoped Hera had a plan because he’d run out of ideas and the ability to think some time ago. Her long hair swished faintly in the quiet like an owl’s wings as she strode on, her hips swaying ever so slightly, as if she followed the steps of a sacred dance, a ritual she knew well. 

“Is he conscious?” she asked and he struggled to make sense of her words. She tugged at his arm and he jerked back. 

“No.”

Then she stopped at a nondescript door and wrenched it open.  

“Nunet’s snakes.” She heaved a long-drawn sigh. “Okay, you’ll pass him down to me in a minute.”

And she stepped out.

Pass him... Taking a step forward, he peered through the door and saw the hazy dawn spread across the sky and the town stretch beyond the enclosure wall. He finally noticed the void and the metal ladder below, and his stomach roiled. 

An emergency exit. 

Hera was already standing in the yard looking up at him, slender brows knit. She reached up with both hands and beckoned. 

Right, pass him down.


Voices, running steps, hells, would this ever end? With a soft groan, Elei bent forward and let Kalaes slide off his numb shoulder. Then he brought around his other arm to ease him lower, wondering in a sort of daze how they could make this work. Kalaes slipped downward, Elei’s hands under his armpits the only thing preventing him from falling to the yard like a sack of stones. 

Hera climbed on the first rung of the ladder to reach him, and the running steps were now close behind Elei, too close, sharp smell of burnt dakron and the cadence of death. The muscles in his arm were numb to the wrist and his fingers dug weakly into Kalaes’ body, barely keeping him from falling. 

“Hera,” he hissed, his hold beginning to slip. His other arm burned with the effort, tendons and muscles pulling in his wrist; the bone felt about to pop out of its joint. “Hurry.”

“Release him.” 

Her words took a moment to register, but by then Elei didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t feel his fingers anymore. His breath hitched as Kalaes fell from his grip, dropping for a heart-stopping moment toward the ground. 

Then Hera caught him, halting his descent. She stumbled backward, cradling Kalaes, then she looked up, her mouth pressed in an annoyed line.

“You hurry, boy,” she commanded. “They’re coming.”

Caught between relief and panic, he gripped the ladder in shaking hands and climbed down. His feet had barely touched the concrete when Hera bent her knees and lifted Kalaes over her shoulder. 

“Let’s go,” she said.

Wondering why she was giving him such a funny look, a cross between worry, fear and annoyance, he waved Hera forward and stumbled after her. Streaks of color and light went by — walls, doors, graffiti, a bench — his breathing echoing hollowly in his head, his legs not moving fast enough. His thigh burned, and his pants were wet with blood when he touched them. His foot dragged on the ground.

Hera turned the corner of the building, slowing, then picked up the pace and crossed between the hospital and a watchtower, heading to the side gate. The image of Kalaes’ dark head and arms flopping on her back was unreal. 

Not realizing when she’d stopped, he almost plowed into her. He bent over, trying to catch his breath, when he saw the other woman. A visored Gultur, her gun leveled on them and blocking their way, one of those huge dogs standing behind her. The dog growled, baring its sharp teeth.

He expected colors to flare around him, but instead blackness encroached on his vision. Maybe his reserves were at long last running out and not even Rex could pump him for more. His heart had been hammering for way too long.

“Hera?” asked the Gultur, her voice muffled by her visor, and he felt Hera stiffen next to him. 

The dog growled again, straining against a leash tied to a pole in the ground. The Gultur said something in a stern voice, in a language Elei didn’t understand, and the animal whined and fell silent. 

“Who are you?” Hera asked flatly.

The Gultur guard pushed up her visor, her sandy ponytail falling over one shoulder. Her face was more angular than Hera’s, paler, her eyes a clear gray. 

“Sacmis.” Hera took a deep, shuddering breath. “Are you going to kill us?”

The Gultur hefted her gun, lips pursed, and Elei waited for the gunshot, for the impact.

It never came. 

“Hera,” muttered the Gultur. “I need to talk to you.”

What?

“Talk to me?” Hera drew out the words, as if not understanding their meaning.

Sacmis nodded at Elei. “Is he the one?”

Hera’s breathing caught, then became faster. “Sacmis, I—”

“I must kill him.” The Gultur raised her longgun, pointed it at Elei. His breath caught and he stared, paralyzed, at the gun mouth. 

Hera stepped between them. “No, you must not. What’s going on?”

Sacmis’ face twisted with some strong emotion Elei couldn’t name. “It’s Rex. The results from the lab arrived. You’re in danger.” 

This took a moment to sink in. Elei frowned. “Am I infectious?”

Sacmis’ aim didn’t waver. “Only to those carrying a pathogenic fungus, like Regina, and then only by swallowing your blood. But that is not it. Rex wants Regina.”

As if that was any news.

“Really, Sacmis,” Hera said, her tone light and mocking. “If you want to kill the host of the only parasite that can control Regina and bring down the system, why are you trying to justify it? What’s the matter, is your conscience bothering you today?”

“Just be careful. He’s dangerous to you. Hera, please... Sobek.” Sacmis stiffened, and threw a backward glance. Then she lowered her visor again, hiding all expression. “You need to move along.”

Hera shifted Kalaes on her shoulder. “Will you explain?”

“Go!” snapped Sacmis. “They’re coming. Hurry. I’ll try to find you.”

Elei wondered if he’d heard correctly, but Hera jerked as if she’d been whipped and took a step forward. Sacmis moved aside, lifting her gun, her eyes glaring behind her visor, and they stumbled past. 

Who is she? he wanted to shout the question at Hera, but his leg hurt too much to think, and gravity was a chain wrapped around his neck, pulling him to the ground. He fought it. Not yet. 

Dazed, he limped after Hera through the gate. He thought he saw a body lying along the wall, splashed with blood, but couldn’t be sure. A smell of burnt dakron clung to the air, close, too close, and then he heard running footsteps from his right.

“Hera...” He winced at the sound of his hoarse voice. He took another step and his leg betrayed him, sending him down to all fours, colorful graffiti swimming in his eyes. We won’t make it. The thought rang inside his head, deafening, as waves of pain washed through him. His stomach roiled and he thought he might be sick. 

A hand grabbed his arm, lifted him and shoved him against the wall. He gasped, groping for purchase against his assailant.

“Elei.” It was Hera. She shook him lightly. “Someone is here.”

No shit. But the smell wasn’t that of Gultur and he stiffened. Human. “Who—”

“I think it’s our side.”

Our side?

In silence they watched, Hera’s hand a steel clamp on his forearm, as silhouettes moved out of the side streets — four armed, hooded persons. One of them, a man if his wide set of his shoulders was anything to go by, hurried toward them, while the others covered him with their assault-rifles. 

The man nodded at Hera, dark eyes worried, then he reached out and easily lifted Kalaes from her hold. He threw him over his shoulder as if Kalaes weighed nothing and started back toward the street he’d come from.

Elei pushed Hera off, lurched after them, he didn’t know these people, had to make sure Kalaes was okay—

“Sh...” Hera clasped his shoulder, unwittingly digging into fresh wounds and robbing Elei of breath. She pulled him off the wall and forced him to fall in step behind the others. “They’re with us. They finally came.”

The word hung in the air, unspoken, a harbinger of hope.

The resistance. Undercurrent.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei couldn’t gauge how long they’d been walking, but morning had broken over the town, illuminating the clear sky. Hera was silent, pulling him along, and he stumbled every few steps, losing balance and orientation. His leg was practically dead weight and his head felt screwed on wrong. Gray buildings, streets and sky swam in his eyes. A skinny child crossed the street ahead, scurrying like a rat, and Elei halted, digging in his heels when Hera tugged on his arm. 

Something nagged at his memory. “Hera. Kids. The kids.” 

“Have you banged your head?” Hera snarled. “What kids?”

“Street kids.” He pulled his arm back but her grip never weakened. “They helped me. They were the distraction.”

“Distraction?” Hera’s eyes flashed. “Damn. Come.”

“No, I have to make sure they—”

“I’ll take care of it. Come on.”

He glanced around but the child crossing the street was long gone and he wasn’t sure he could take another step; Hera left him no choice, yanking on his arm. The burning pain cleared his head enough to get his body into working order. He marched his feet forward. 

A cat meowed after him and the image of a horde of cats attacking flashed through his mind, so he had to wonder if he’d dreamed it up. Odd nightmare. Ahead, the resistance group turned into a narrow street and Hera lengthened her stride, dragging him along. His leg gave way, her strong grip saving him from going face down, and he staggered on like a drunk. Hera slowed down. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders. 

“Come on, Elei. You can make it.”

Then she clearly knew something he didn’t, because ice was spreading through his body, numbing his spine. He could barely feel his feet and, boy, did that make walking a tricky business.  

They turned into the street the Undercurrent people had taken and entered an arcade. It was made of steel with regular openings in the roof through which pale light slanted, flashing on pools of broken glass. The glass shards liquefied and swirled in eddies as they passed by, and he craned his neck to look at them. He thought he saw in them his reflection, mocking him, he thought the glass turned into blood, thick, congealing and dark that sucked at his feet, sucked him under. The darkness closed in, pouring into his mouth, sealing his eyes and he struggled against it but couldn’t move, couldn’t break through.

Couldn’t fight.

 

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Six



“Elei. Can you hear me?”

He blinked, still caught in the dark vortex, and tried to reach for his gun, but his arm wouldn’t move. Colors flashed in his eyes. Forcing down panic, he blinked again and wiggled his fingers. Those seemed to still be there.

“Elei.”

Hera’s voice. A sigh rose in his throat and the colors paled, then faded. As feeling returned to his limbs and his senses sharpened, he realized he knelt in a closed space, inside a building, Hera’s arms around his shoulders all that kept him from crashing to the yellow linoleum floor.

Damn, he couldn’t remember getting inside. He remembered walking through the town, Hera’s hand on his arm guiding him, her soft voice brushing his ear from time to time, a faint, distant sound, like the wind. There had been a cat, hadn’t there? And a kid crossing the street. He remembered walking alongside pools of blood. Had that been real?

“Elei, can you hear me?” Hera’s voice rose in pitch and he looked up at her. Her face was pinched, furrows between her fine brows.

“Yeah, I hear you,” he mumbled, not really feeling much of his body except for various areas of pain, mainly — he grunted as he tried to move — his left arm and leg. He was so cold his teeth chattered. “Kalaes?”

“I checked him for biotransmitters,” Hera said. “He’s clean.” 

Trust Hera to keep a cool head when all Elei could think was whether Kalaes was still alive. “How is he?”

“He’s still out.” Hera sighed. “He’s drugged.”

He didn’t ask how she knew. It was, after all, her kind, her race who’d done this to Kalaes. “Will he be okay?” 

Hera pulled Elei to sit up on the cold floor, then she drew back and squatted before him. She nodded to her left. 

Kalaes lay on top of a black jacket, face white, eyes closed, mouth slack. Without that bright energy that dictated his every move, he looked young and ill. 

A whimper left Elei’s throat and he tried to get up, but Hera caught his arms and easily kept him down. 

“I think he’ll be all right,” she said in an even voice. “They probably gave him the usual cocktail of hallucinogens, pain enhancers and truth serum. He should sleep off the worst of it, and when he wakes, we shall have to... evaluate his state.”

The dark mirror of her gaze flickered at the last words and he knew that wasn’t what she’d been about to say. See if he’s gone mad? If he recognizes us? If he can still make it?

“But all the blood...” Dripping from Kalaes’ face, from his braids, pooling on the floor as he hung from the Gultur guards’ hold.

“Head wounds bleed a lot.”

“What else?” he asked, needing to understand what had happened and what was to come.

“He may have hallucinations and nightmares until the drugs leave his system.” She glanced to the side, long lashes casting a black lace of shadow over her cheekbones. 

“Wounds?” He struggled with the blankness of the words, their empty sounds. “How bad did they hurt him?”

“Not too bad. You got him out in time.” She raised a hand to stop him just as he opened his mouth to demand more information. “I do not think anything is broken inside. It looks like they’d only started working on him when you stopped them.”

Despite her assurances, he needed to check, make sure Kalaes was okay. All my fault. He gritted his teeth and used his hands to drag himself closer to Kalaes.

“Elei...”

Ignoring her, he sat next to Kalaes and, with trembling hands, he lifted the blood-soaked shirt to check the wounds underneath. Knife-slashes and black-and-blue bruises spread over ribs and narrow hips. 

Elei pulled down the shirt, watching Kalaes’ chest rise and fall. He’s alive. Still alive.

“Look, I’ll take care of him. You should rest.” Hera moved to Elei’s side. “Your leg is bleeding. I think you pulled the stitches.”

Right, stitches. He’d practically tried to blow his leg to pieces by shooting it twice, and the doctors had stitched it back together. Odd how he couldn’t recall what the wounds looked like. He tried to imagine them and saw cobwebs covering his leg, a pattern of black thread, curling into flowers and starbursts. The black patterns spread up his leg to his hip and side, moving, reaching for his arm.

“Elei?”

“Hm?” Hera’s hand moved before his face, breaking the images. “What?”

“You keep spacing out. I need to check your leg, and your chest. You have so much blood on your shirt that I cannot tell if you’re bleeding in other places or if it’s all Kalaes’. You need to—” Her voice cracked, a tiny break that puzzled Elei, and she cleared her throat. “You have to sleep, let your body recuperate. You both need to rest. Listen.” She touched his arm, lightly, as if not to scare him. “You did it, Elei. You broke him out of the hospital. You saved his life. You can relax now.”

He glanced again down at the older boy, but he couldn’t relax. There was a tight knot of tension in his chest, and all his muscles were still strung tight. “What about the Gultur?”

“The others are keeping watch until we find a way out of the town,” Hera said, gesturing with her hand at the closed door. “This is a safe place. Rest.”

Safe. It was safe.

As if that was a password he’d been waiting to hear, a key to unlock his tense body and mind, he slumped forward, his eyes closing so fast he wasn’t able to even give a warning as he fell into a dark and deep well of sleep.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera caught Elei as he toppled sideways, limbs going slack, and laid him down on the floor. Her heart was beating a war song against her ribs, and her pulse choked her, kicking at the base of her throat.

She’d almost failed them. If she had not shown up when she did, if she’d been but a minute later...

But you were not late. You were there in time. She clenched her fist and breathed out. Just get to work.

She nudged Elei until he rolled onto his back, an arm draped over his middle. The way he’d passed out, the suddenness of it had been frightening, as if he’d been holding onto consciousness with teeth and nails.

Damn the boy, he’d surprised her yet again. She’d gone in to save him, thinking Kalaes might mount a rescue, and Elei had been the one trying to break Kalaes out. She brushed a strand of dark hair from Elei’s temple, fingers trailing on soft skin just above the tel-marks, the rough snakeskin caused by telmion. 

She was definitely getting too involved with these two mortals, and then her own past had come calling. 

Sacmis.

Those gray eyes, so soft when teasing. So hard when angry. So full of hatred in the end, and then indifference. That had hurt the most. 

What in the hells was Sacmis doing in Teos? Of all Gultur, of course Sacmis had to be the one assigned to this unit. Sacmis, her childhood friend. They’d fallen out over an incident during their first coast patrol, when Hera had experienced her first doubts about the system.  

But why had Sacmis let them live and go free? And what of the things she’d said? About Rex, about danger, about trying to find her.

Hera could not trust her. She just could not, not after all this time, not that easily. 

Wishing she knew what to believe, Hera undid Elei’s blood-stained shirt and peeled it back to check his torso. Her fingers brushed over a few spiral scars of urion and circular ones of the trieter parasite on his stomach, old marks, white and fading between swaths of bandages. She stripped off the stained gauze and gave the gunshot wounds a critical look. They’d bled and seeped, but looked otherwise healthy and on their way to healing, the scarring a light pink. His left arm had two new grazes from bullets, or maybe shrapnel, that still bled sluggishly. The skin was scorched and tender in the front, but the snakeskin covering the back of the arm had taken the brunt of what had to have been an explosion.

She shook her head. How had the boy gotten hold of grenades and weapons without leaving the hospital? How had he convinced street kids to provide him with a distraction? How had he broken out of his room, which had to have been heavily guarded?

Her stomach knotted. She should have been the one — the one to save them, break them out of the hospital, make sure they did not suffer again. 

She fished butterfly bandages out of the first aid kit and applied them to the bullet graze on his arm. If her guess was correct, Rex would heal those so fast stitches would not be needed. 

What concerned her mostly was the leg. Blood drenched the black material of the pants, and she was not sure she had the medical knowledge needed to patch such an injury up. With a sigh, she undid the fly of Elei’s pants — oversized, most probably not his, who knew where he’d found them. He was skinnier than when she’d first met him, bare muscle and bone, and looking way too young, passed out there on the floor. It made her want to hold him tight, to protect him.

Gods. She gritted her teeth. What was this feeling? A faint memory of a hand caressing her hair struggled to the surface and she reached up again to brush her fingers through Elei’s soft hair. 

A sharp pain went through her middle and she rubbed her chest. Why was Regina reacting? Nunet, she needed to focus. After all, Elei was not a little child. He was almost her height and was probably still growing. Almost a man.

Hera clenched her jaw. He does not need your pity, only your help. Get to work, hatha.

She pulled down the pants, averting her eyes from the boy’s genitals — they looked so different from educational illustrations — and hissed. 

He’d pulled the stitches all right. When he shot his leg at the Sacred Fountain, the bullet had ricocheted off the femur and fragmented. Pieces of it had blasted out, opening deep wounds, and others remained lodged inside. The surgeon had removed them at the hospital. These wounds had opened again, showing the torn muscle inside. She bent closer for a better look. 

His thigh was so soaked in blood she could not tell for sure, but it seemed like he had acquired two new bullet wounds on the way —scarlet furrows just below the hip that looked like they would need sutures. Frigid Hells. Although her training covered such operations, she did not particularly cherish the experience. Good thing the boy was passed out.

Grabbing a sponge and a bottle of water, she washed off the blood as best she could.  Rex would not let infection set in, she guessed, but she sprayed antiseptic over the open wounds to be on the safe side before taking the needle and thread. Pinching the lips of the new wounds together, she began stitching, her fingers slipping on the blood-sleek skin. Sweat dripped into her eyes and she wiped it with the back of her bloody hand. Her hand shook and she pinched the needle so hard between her fingers the metal bit into her skin. 

Seven stitches to one graze, six to the other, black stripes across scarlet flesh. She judged that the older bullet wounds only needed steri-strips and butterfly bandages. They’d bled, but the inner sutures held and the flesh was knitting fine. Rex had accelerated the process by at least a week.

She straightened with a deep sigh, sitting back on her heels. She picked up the bloody needle to clean it, but her hand twitched and the needle fell to the floor with a tiny clatter. She bent over it, tears pricking her eyes.

Gods, what sort of a world is this? She was sick of the violence and blood and gore and death and sorrow. Taking deep breaths, she forced herself to calm and bandage Elei’s thigh. She finished cleaning him up, washing a layer of soot from his face and neck, trickling water between his slack lips, and making a note to check if they had any serum to replace the lost blood. She pulled up his pants and settled him on the floor, wishing she had another blanket to cover him.

Then she moved over to Kalaes, to check him more carefully, make sure she had not missed any important injuries. Her hands hovered over his bruises and cuts, and she clenched her jaw. She’d change this, fix this. She’d make sure peace would come to the Seven Islands. Although she did not know yet how, she would find a way. 

And first of all, she’d hunt down an aircar, take the boys out of Teos to a place where they could recover. It was the least she could do.

No place for weakness, for emotions, for caring. She’d harden herself, make herself into a tool, a weapon until she saw this mission through.

I swear it by all the gods.

 

 

***

 

 

Someone sat on Elei’s chest, pressing his lungs, and he gasped for breath. That someone spoke softly in a child’s voice, saying a word over and over again, until he realized it was his name.

“Elei. Elei. Elei.”

“Shut up,” he growled between gasps. He looked up but all he saw was a bright halo around the child’s head. “P...Poena?”

The child laughed, a harsh sound that chilled his blood. “Call me what you like.”

He let his eyes close. “Stop... the games.”

“Fair enough.” The child shifted its weight and Elei groaned. “I’m here to guide you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Elei tried to lift his hands, to push the child off, but he couldn’t and panic churned his stomach. “I thought I did all Rex wanted.” He panted. “I found the sacred fountain, spilled my blood in the water. What else is there now?”

“Your blood was good.” The child leaned over, so that warm breath washed over Elei’s face, stealing his own. “But not enough.”

“Really.” He struggled to wiggle his fingers but his hands were dead stones at the ends of his arms. “Not enough for what?”

“To save the world,” said the child flatly. 

“Yeah.” Elei wanted to laugh but didn’t have the breath for it. “Right.” Blinding light was piercing his eyelids, hurting his eyes, and he couldn’t turn away. “What else am I supposed to do, try and kill myself again?”

“Your gun.” She knelt on his chest, choking him. “Your gun is the key.”

“So you do want that. You want me to shoot myself.”

“No, don’t shoot,” said the child, shaking him, “don’t shoot!”

The hells?

He opened his eyes to cold radiance, and he blinked furiously. Forms and outlines coalesced, rising out of the gloom, bathed in white light. No child anywhere. Just bare concrete walls, a bulb hanging from the ceiling and two nepheline chairs. 

Elei twisted and rolled, the weight falling off his chest, and he took a deep breath. His left leg was a mass of pain, his pulse thumping deep inside his flesh, hammering against the bone, tearing at it like a rabid dog.

A moan brought his gaze to a young man lying nearby, on the floor, on top of a black jacket. Kalaes.

“Don’t shoot,” mumbled Kalaes, his voice thick, pleading with someone Elei couldn’t see. “Zag, don’t shoot!”

It all came back in a rush, the break-out, the whiz of bullets, the flight through the streets.

“Kalaes!” Elei dragged himself over to him. “Kal, hey, wake up.”

Kalaes didn’t seem to hear him, body strung tight, arms rigid at his sides, his breathing fast and ragged. His face was twisted with what looked like pain, brows arched, jaw clenched, the tendons in his neck bulging.  “Zag,” he begged again, “don’t.”

Wondering who in the hells Zag was, Elei gripped Kalaes’ arm and shook it. The muscles under his hand were tense like steel cables. “Kal, wake up, dammit. It’s a nightmare. Come on!”

Nothing. Hells. Panic tightened Elei’s chest and he choked trying to breathe, snatches from his own dream returning, the child’s voice echoing in his ears. “Kalaes!” 

A door to his right banged open and more light burst into the room. He turned away, blinded, as quick steps thundered inside his skull. 

“Elei, what’s happening?” Hera asked. 

“He won’t wake up.” Please, help him.

She knelt, dark streaks of blood on her cheek and forehead, blood visible under her fingernails when she reached down to touch Kalaes’ shoulder. “He’s still under the effect of the drugs,” she said. “This must be why he is not waking. He has to ride this through.”

“It’s pissing killing him.” Elei bit his lip, unable to look away from Kalaes’ grimacing face. “What can we do?”

Her hair fell forward to hide her eyes. “I do not know.” 

He buried his fingers in his hair. Gods, he needed Kalaes to be okay. He’d hoped... He’d really hoped all this would be over, this running and hurting. 

At least Kalaes had calmed down, mumbling something unintelligible. His jaw was bruised and swollen. Hera ran her hand over his chest. Bandages peeked under the dark t-shirt and blood spotted the white gauze. Hera had patched him up. 

“Maybe,” she gave a minute shrug, “if he senses we’re close by he’ll feel safer.”

Safer. Elei opened his mouth and closed it. Kalaes was the one who made him feel safe, not the other way round. Kalaes was the strong one, not him. It was as if the ground had been pulled from under his feet. Fear chilled him. “How do you know what he needs?”

“Basic psychology training.”

“In treating victims of the Gultur?” 

“I was trained to break the enemy,” she grated, “not heal them. This is reverse psychology.”

He stiffened. As if in a dream, he watched her pull the blanket over Kalaes, covering him up to his chin. His pale face had relaxed. She must’ve cleaned off the blood because it bore no mark of it. The tattoo of the three parallel lines on his cheek looked fresh, stark black, as if it’d just been done.

Elei ran his hand over swaths of gauze winding around his waist and torso, and his other hand strayed to his aching thigh. He felt thick bandages under his fingers. Hera had patched him up, too. 

He had to get himself together, think of what to do next. “We should leave.” 

Hera’s hand hovered over Kalaes’ chest, then she let it fall to her side. “I’d planned to find a boat to the north, but now it’s too late.”

That didn’t sound reassuring. “What is this place?” He glanced around at the bare concrete walls and a shiver wracked him. 

“It belongs to friends of the resistance,” Hera said. “We’re lying low until the pursuit cools down.”

“A basement?” Elei guessed.

Hera nodded. “Like you said, we cannot stay here. It’s dangerous and we have no provisions. We’re trying to find an aircar.”

“Dangerous?” His heart lurched. “Didn’t you say here it’s safe?” 

“Safe for now. It will not be for long.”

The fine line of her jaw drew his gaze to her small mouth, her throat, even lower, to her collarbone where tiny scales glinted like crystals. Her scent of sweet fruit and flowers hit him like a slap in the face, focusing his attention. A vein pulsed under her skin and he thought he heard the rush of her blood. His hands curled at his sides with the overwhelming need to grab her and sink his teeth into her flesh, to taste her. 

His breath quickened. What was this? It wasn’t desire, hells, he didn’t even want to kiss her, no, above all he wanted to bite and draw blood and— 

“You must eat something,” she said.

“Wh- What?” His whole body shook. How did she know—?

“You lost a lot of blood. I’ll bring you some bread and mineralized serum. At least the others thought of bringing that much with them.” Her tone was reprimanding.

Maybe she was right. If he ate, maybe that other, unnatural hunger would wear off. ‘Rex wants Regina’ the Gultur — Sacmis — had said outside the hospital. Was this what she’d meant, that Rex wanted to snack on Regina? 

“Wait here.” Hera got up and left the room with quick steps, oblivious to the effort it took not to move, not to try and grab her, pull her close. Her scent lingered, rich and sugary, sending cramps through his middle.

She returned before he could get his body under control, carrying a bottle of what had to be the serum and a loaf of blue bread. But it was her smell that made his mouth water and his stomach growl.  

“Here,” she said, her voice distant over the roaring in his mind. “These are painkillers. We do not have anything stronger, but it’s something.”

He unclenched his hands, finger by finger, and took the pills, the bottle and the bread. He set them on the floor and stared at them. There was the tale of a demon, he remembered as he unscrewed the lid and took a swig of salty serum, a demon from the old days who drank blood and ate people. He closed his eyes and swallowed more serum, trying to chase away the image.

The image of bending over her, tearing with his teeth at her flesh while she clawed at him and screamed, her dark eyes wide, struggling to get away, to save herself, the small scales on her chest shimmering like the waves of the sea.

While he tasted her death.

He choked on the pills and the serum and lowered the bottle. Gods, this is sick. Damn you, Rex. A jolt went through his body, and the objects around him began to glow. “What do you want from me!”

“What?” Hera frowned. “Are you all right?”

He took a deep breath and picked up a slice of blue bread, crushing it in a death grip. “Yeah. It’s that pissing parasite. Rex is...” He wondered how he could say it without scaring her. “It’s trying to control me.” I won’t let it. Not if I have a choice. 

She cocked her head to the side. “Control you, how?”

“It wouldn’t let me go into the hospital.” He remembered the agonizing pain, slivers of fire jabbing into his bones—

“Go into the hospital?” Her eyebrows lifted. “What are you talking about? You were there already.”

Right, she didn’t know. “I escaped. Then I went back in to get Kalaes. The street kids helped me, gave me weapons.”

“Is that true?” Her dark gaze bore into him, pulled him apart and examined him. 

“I went in, but Rex didn’t want me to, and it tried to stop me.”

“For your own good,” she whispered.

He jerked. “What? Yeah, okay, but it wouldn’t let me—”

“Kill yourself?” Her voice snapped like a breaking thread, and a scowl darkened her face. “Is that it?”

He recoiled at her anger, wondering why he felt so jittery. “Who said anything about killing myself? I had to go get Kalaes.”

Hera’s nostrils flared. “Because I was not there.” 

Well, there was that. “No, you weren’t, and I didn’t know where to find you.”

“I let you down.” Her dark eyes shimmered with a sheen of sadness.

“I didn’t say that.” Gods, he was tired. “I just wish I could get rid of the damn parasite, that’s all.”

“The only reason you survived being shot at the Sacred Fountain,” Hera said, her tone soft but her voice hard, “is Rex. The only reason you and Kalaes are still alive is Rex. You’d never have been able to walk and run on that leg so soon. No way you’d have been able to carry Kalaes around and break him out of the hospital if it was not for Rex. So maybe you should be thankful.”

Her words hit him like a punch. He stared at her hard gaze, her clenched jaw, and wondered why she’d gone from sad to angry. 

“Fine.” He unclenched his fingers, stared at the mashed piece of bread. “Okay.”

“I have to go and talk with the others.” She sighed. She had streaks of blood on her cheeks and forehead, as if she’d wiped sweat or tears with bloodied hands. The dark bags under her eyes told him she hadn’t slept a wink since the gods knew when. Taking care of him, and Kalaes. Looking out for them. 

He vowed not to complain about Rex again.

“I have to see if there’s any chance of us moving out, if the blockades have opened,” she said. “Watch over Kalaes for a while. Eat.”

He nodded and looked at the bread in his hand, but his stomach was in knots. He put it down. With a sigh, he sat up as best he could, leaning back against the wall. He folded his arms across his chest, trying to conserve what little heat he had left, to ignore the throb in his thigh. 

I can do this. And he wasn’t even sure what exactly he meant to do, only that he had to try.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Seven



A muffled cry jolted Elei, and he looked around, dazed. He’d dozed where he sat propped against the wall. Eyes finally focusing, he saw Kalaes struggle with his blanket, caught in a nightmare. 

Paralyzed for a long, dreadful moment, Elei could only stare at the ashen face twisted in a grimace of pain and fear.

Then he shook himself. Hera wasn’t there to help. Move. He dragged himself across the floor, splinters of pain plunging into his thigh, and grabbed Kalaes’ shoulder.

“Hey, man, wake up. Kalaes!” 

“Zag,” Kalaes mumbled, his voice slurring with the swelling in his jaw. “Zag, no.”

Kalaes’ back arched off the floor, breath coming in harsh pants, and Elei shook him harder. “Kalaes. Please.”

Kalaes’ eyes flew open. Before Elei could think, a strong hand gripped his wrist, grinding the bones together. 

“Zag?” Kalaes frowned and squinted as if he couldn’t see well. “That you?”

“Who in the hells is Zag?” Elei muttered, scared. Hallucinations? Hera had said something about that. “Is he dead?” 

“Alive.” Kalaes’ grip loosened, though he didn’t let go, and he closed his eyes. His breathing evened out. “He’s alive.”

Elei rubbed a hand over his face. Kalaes would be fine, he just needed some time until the drugs’ effect passed. And then...

Then what, exactly? Things would go back to normal? What was normal anyway? He wouldn’t know it if it bit him in the ass. Was it like Menes and his daughter? A family and a place to call your own? He’d like that, he decided. Very much. He’d give everything for a chance to try it.

His stomach clenched on emptiness, and he was so parched his tongue stuck on the roof of his mouth. The bread and serum were by the wall where he’d left them, if only he could reach them. But when he tried to free his wrist from Kalaes’ hold, the other boy’s fingers tightened convulsively. 

He was also goddamn cold. With a sigh, he settled down, stretching his leg and trying to keep his teeth from chattering too hard. Half-formed images flashed before his eyes, snatches of memories and dreams, a girl’s grinning face and a gun, explosions and blood spraying.

A hand on his shoulder shook him awake. He grunted and forced his eyes open. “What?”

Hera crouched beside Kalaes, an eyebrow raised. She placed an empty bottle on the floor. “I did not know you liked Kalaes that way.” Her lips quirked. “I discover you like big guns and then boys, all in one day.”

“What?” Elei scowled. “Why are you saying that?” 

She shrugged and her lips twitched. “You’re holding hands.” 

“This isn’t ‘holding hands’.” Elei nodded down at Kalaes’ fingers around his wrist. He tugged, to no avail. “He won’t let go.”

“I see.” A spark went through her eyes, but her face remained blank. “Well, you’ve kept him quiet for a while, at least.”

And that, Elei realized, was the truth. Kalaes hadn’t given any signs of a nightmare. He licked his dry lips. “Hey. You fancy him, you hold his hand.”

“Who said anything about fancying him?”

He shrugged, tired, his head feeling strangely light on his shoulders. “Everyone fancies Kalaes.” His mouth had trouble forming the words, slurring them. “He’s the handsome one.”

She frowned, then leaned over to peer at him more closely. “Elei.”

“What?”

Her frown grew darker. “Have you had the serum, eaten any bread? I swear, you’re as white as Nunet’s tits.”

Again he tried to pull his wrist free, but Kalaes grip ground his bones together.

“Sobek. One moment.” Hera started to pry Kalaes’ fingers off, one by one, and he stirred, mumbling something. She pulled harder and managed to loosen the hold. “Go.”

Elei rubbed his bruised wrist and shifted. His leg ached so much he wanted to weep. He hadn’t had the chance to give this much thought, but how was he going to walk? He glanced around, looking for something to use as support. “I need the bathroom.”

“Better not put any weight on that leg just yet. I had to stitch you up again, and the older stitches are barely holding.” She held out the empty bottle she’d brought. “Here.”

He stared at it. What did she expect him to— Ah. He took it, unscrewed the lid and tried to decide how he was going to piss into that thing, when he felt her gaze on him and looked up. 

Hera hadn’t moved. Arms folded across her breasts, kneeling next to Kalaes, she was squinting, examining him as if he were a bug under the sole of her boot. She wasn’t going to sit there and watch him piss, was she? 

Tongues of fire curled around his neck, licked his face. He cleared his throat. “Could you... not look when...?” Gods, why was this so hard to say?

“You want me to leave?” Hera’s tone was mildly surprised, as if watching men piss into bottles was something she did every day.  

“Ah.” His fingers squeaked on the bottle, his ears burning. “S’okay, just turn—”

A knock on the door froze the words on his tongue. He twisted around, dropping the bottle, reaching for a gun he didn’t have. 

“Relax,” Hera said. “It’s only Alendra.”

His pulse drummed in his ears. “Who in the five hells is Alendra?”

“Resistance.” As if that explained anything. “I asked her to let me know when the others would be on their way to check on their aircar. We need to move out before we’re discovered.” She frowned. “I may need to leave as well at some point. I’ve asked Alendra to look after you while—”

“I don’t need a nurse.” He winced at the snappishness of his own voice. I need...  What exactly? 

“I see,” Hera said, rising, her face unreadable. “Then you’ll be fine if I go out with them.” She placed her hands on her hips. “Remember not to put weight on your leg.”

And what in the pissing hells did she expect him to do? How was he going to walk without putting weight—

“Wait.” His mind finally caught up, and he tried to hide his panic. “You’re going now?” With Kalaes out cold, she was the only constant he had, the only safe place, and he felt scattered and fragile like thin glass. 

“I will not be very long. Just get some serum into Kalaes. And yourself.” Hera started toward the door. She paused there, not turning. “Will you call Alendra if you need anything?”

“Yeah.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay.”

She nodded, and with that she was gone, the door closing behind her. 

Elei pressed the heel of his palm between his eyes, fighting the fear. He’d be okay. He didn’t need anyone’s help. He fumbled with the fly of his pants and grabbed the bottle again, determined to relieve himself before this Alendra or whoever walked in on him. When he finally managed, he bit his lip in relief as the pressure in his gut eased. It was one pain less.

Screwing the lid back on and plonking the bottle down, he closed his eyes and tried to gather his strength, his confidence, his courage. He told himself that was all he needed. 

He just had to believe it.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera leaned against the closed door and drew a deep breath. Calm down. How had she failed them so spectacularly? She was supposed to protect them, save them, be there for them, and instead Elei, a mere mortal boy barely out of the hospital bed, had done all the work, saving himself, saving Kalaes.

The boy was stronger than her. 

The realization barely assuaged her anger at herself, and barely lulled the need to check again, make sure he was okay. Elei did not need coddling, she told herself. He needed someone to take him out of this dank basement and to a safe place.

If only she knew how to reconcile the contradictory emotions, this sadness, and guilt, and anger, and the bittersweet sting of joy at seeing the two of them alive. The onslaught made her feel like curling up in a corner, crumbling into fine dust.   

Then a girl’s voice rang from the adjacent room and Hera straightened. 

Alendra.


She could not let anyone see her break down, least of all the mortal girl. Alendra looked up to her, needed her to be strong. The girl had joined the resistance a couple of years back, when her family had died. Hera did not know the details, only that the other two Undercurrent members who’d answered her call for help had asked Hera to take Alendra with her, drop her off in the town of Olous on her eventual way back north. Probably for some other mission. 

Hera did not mind. She liked Alendra and needed the help. She might as well admit it to herself, although she did not plan on saying it aloud, ever: for the first time, she was not sure she could make it alone.

 

 

***

 

 

Time slipped through the cracks of his consciousness as Elei dozed on and off, drifting through dreams. He was again inside Pelia’s aircar, with a cold foreboding in his chest, driving through the darkened streets of Sestos, Ost City. He drove faster, trying to outrun the night, but evening already crept over the old buildings, a dark tide that swallowed outlines, leaving behind only shadows.

Then gunshots rang, deafening eruptions of sound waves, and he twisted the aircar around to avoid a hit. From the corner of his eye he saw Pelia slumped forward, crimson blooming on her white blouse. His blood froze. Moving too slow, a voiceless scream clogging his throat, he stopped the vehicle and scrambled into the back seat. He settled at her feet, straightened her so he could see her face, and it was Hera’s beautiful, young face. Tiny scales glittered on her throat, and he squinted, blinded, worried because they had no place being there. 

Pelia wasn’t a Gultur. Was she? 

“Where’s your gun?” Hera muttered, bloody froth bubbling from her lips, and she had Pelia’s voice.

“My gun?” He released her, fumbling for the holster at his waist, but when he looked, a cry rose in his throat like bile. Black holes gaped through his bare chest. Half of it had been blown away, and he could see his ribs jutting out, broken and shiny like knives. 

His breathing was harsh in his ears.

“Your gun,” Hera said again, her words dying in a gurgle as more blood poured from her mouth. “The key.”

For what? he tried to say but the words wouldn’t come out. Key for what?

“Elei,” said a small voice, penetrating like a worm the loud thumping of his pulse. 

He looked around. A little girl stood there, inside the aircar, dressed in shabby pants and shirt, dark curls framing a small face set in serious lines. Her gaze was reproving. 

“Afia?” What was she doing there? 

She lifted his Rasmus with both hands and took aim.

“Afia, give me that,” he said.

“Read the numbers,” she said and fired. The bullet hit him in the upper arm and his body jerked. He was falling.

Elei’s eyes flew open and he twisted, stopping his fall. Damned nightmares. His stomach roiled, and he forced himself to calm down. A glance around confirmed that no girl stood in the basement, and that Hera wasn’t dying on the floor. Hera was alive. Pelia was the one who’d died. His mind tangled everything up.

The cold seeped into his bones, making him slow. He felt his chest and arm. Bandages. Wounds. But no holes. No fresh blood. Thank the gods. Where was his gun? Maybe Hera had it.

He turned to Kalaes and swallowed hard. The older boy lay there, barely twitching, his face slack, one hand resting on his chest. When would he wake up? 

Elei fought the need to rub his hands over his face, pull on his hair. Instead he grabbed the bottle of serum and drank. He finished half of it before he realized and forced himself to stop. Kalaes needed to drink as well, and there was no telling when there would be more of it. 

Frowning, he leaned over Kalaes, lifted the dark, tousled head and propped it on his own unhurt leg, then uncorked the bottle and dribbled serum between the other boy’s cracked lips. 

He didn’t know what he expected, maybe Kalaes to swallow or for the serum to spill out — but he hadn’t expected Kalaes to jerk, knock the bottle out of his hands and send it flying. 

Kalaes curled on his side, gasping. His body shook with great shudders. 

“Kal.” Elei scooted back to look into his friend’s face. Dark eyes turned on him, unfocused. “Are you okay?”

“Zag?” Kalaes whispered and the yearning in his voice made Elei’s chest constrict. “You came.”

“Kal...” Elei rubbed his eyes, exhausted. “I’m not Zag.” Whoever the hells he is.

Kalaes stared at Elei, his brows arched in surprise. His usually wild hair was flattened and fell in his eyes in greasy strands, matted with blood. He brought a hand to the side of his head and winced. Then he looked around, his eyes wide in wonder.  

“Kal, what is it?”

“What’s this?” Kalaes breathed, reaching out his hand, fingers splayed, and Elei wondered what in the hells he was seeing.

“A safe house. Kalaes—”

“Where’s Mei? And Fran?” His voice was hoarse, as if he’d been screaming for hours. Maybe he had, Elei thought with a wince. 

“Kal, can you hear me?” He grabbed Kalaes’ arm. “Hey, I’m talking to you. It’s me, Elei.”

Kalaes shook harder. He curled up tighter, his eyes squeezing shut. Was he cold, too, or was it some sort of seizure? Elei reached over awkwardly and pulled up the blanket, covering him to the chin. 

“Kal?” Fear constricted his chest. “Kalaes, hey.”

Kalaes’ face was white like a hospital sheet. “Pelia,” he rasped. “Don’t go. I can’t do this alone.” Sweat trickled down his temples, marking pale trails on his dirty skin. “Don’t go.”

It sounded like he was replaying a memory with Pelia, and, dammit, he wasn’t waking. 

“Hey, is anybody here?” Clenching his jaw, Elei grabbed the back of a chair to stand, clamping his jaw against the white-hot pain shooting through his thigh. “Help us!”

He barely registered the door bang open. Someone entered and rushed toward him, a woman. “Hera?” he whispered.

“What happened? Are you two okay?” the woman asked breathlessly.

But it wasn’t Hera. No, she was a mortal, not a Gultur. Her build was slighter, her scent different, like a light mist from the sea. She was a slim girl, about his height, with pale hair caught in a ponytail. And she was beautiful, her eyes translucent, her mouth red like a bush fruit.

“Alendra,” he muttered. Hera had mentioned the name.

She nodded. “And you’re Elei.” Her pale golden eyes widened. “What happened to your cheek?”

Dazed, he raised a hand to his cheek and touched the snakeskin. He still forgot sometimes it had spread to his face. “Telmion,” he muttered.

Alendra’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, gods,” she breathed. She took a step back, then, with obvious effort, she put her hand down by her side and schooled her features into a blank expression. Yet, he couldn’t help noticing that her eyes remained wide. He could smell the sharp tang of terror on her skin. 

“Help him,” he said. “Please.”

She nodded, a strand of blond hair swinging forward, falling in her eyes. She knelt by Kalaes’ side. “Is he awake?”

He stared down at her, the graceful shoulders, the pretty face with the wide-set eyes, the bow of the mouth, the small nose. “I don’t know,” he muttered, and tore his gaze from her face to look again at Kalaes, still trembling on the floor. “He won’t answer or recognize me.”

“Why is he shaking like that?”

Pain in his hands made him look down. He’d clenched his fists so tight his nails bit into his palms. “I don’t know.” He let himself down on the chair with a hiss and stretched out his leg. “Could be the drugs. Hera said they drugged him.” 

She placed a hand on Kalaes’ forehead. “He’s running a fever.”

The fear returned. “Hera said he’ll be fine.”

Alendra glanced up at him and grimaced. “Gods. It’s catching,” she whispered. 

“What?” He looked at Kalaes, then back at her, uncomprehending. “Him?”

“Not him.” She frowned. “Telmion.”

What was the obsession with the disease? “You can’t catch it from me,” he said as patiently as he could. 

“How can you be so sure?” She got up, pressing as hand to her stomach, as if she was about to throw up. “You caught it.”

“I’ve had these marks since I was little.”

“You’re lying.” Now she glared at him, nostrils flaring. “You take me for a fool? Nobody can survive that.”

“And yet, here I am.” 

She took another step back, her hands balling into fists. “You mock me.”

Anger was seeping through the cracks of his defenses, burning hot. He forced a cold smile on his face, and it stretched the skin over his cheekbones until it hurt. “Run away then. Maybe it’s not too damn late to save yourself.”

“Do you think this is funny? Gods.” Her eyes narrowed. “Hera never said anything about this.”

“Tough,” he said, letting the fake smile drop. He’d thought he was used to such reactions, but for some reason hers stung. “And you’re right, it isn’t funny.”

“You’re insufferable,” she said and turned away with a huff.

He was? He blinked at that as she left the room, the door slamming behind her. A weight settled on his chest and he stared at the opposite wall, breathing hard. 

Kalaes had stopped shaking at least. He would wake up soon. He had to. Then everything would be all right. 

Elei bent his head. He had to believe it or go mad.






  







 

 

 

Chapter Eight



Hera came back what seemed like hours later. Bright red spots marked her cheekbones from the cold outside, and a whiff of frost blew through the door. It looked like winter was finally settling in. 

She nodded absently at Elei. “We brought food.”

The smell of stew hit his nostrils — cabbage and mushrooms, maybe some fish — but above all he smelled her scent of flowers, and in his mind he saw torn flesh and death. His pulse quickened, and he almost tasted the sweet, metallic tang of blood on his tongue.

Her blood.

He shook his head to dispel the image, to dislodge the imaginary taste from his mouth. 

A woman entered, short and wiry with a shock of blond hair on her head and small, pale eyes. He focused on her, trying to get rid of the images. I can control this. She held a pot which Hera turned to take, stacked with bowls. Behind her came a man carrying a bottle of water. He was tall and muscular, the same man, Elei realized, who’d taken Kalaes from Hera outside the hospital and carried him here. The shape of his round face, his pale colors, marked him as a brother or cousin of the woman. 

“Greetings,” he said in a rumbling voice. He smiled, a wide, guileless expression. “Mind if we join you?”

Elei shifted on the chair, stretching his numb legs. Another crisp draft blew through the open door and he shuddered so hard he thought his bones might come loose from their joints.

“The boy’s cold,” said the man, pulling the other chair and settling down next to Elei. He placed the bottle on the floor. “Don’t we have another blanket, Leisa? The shirt he’s wearing is paper-thin.”

The woman, Leisa, scratched her cheek. “Well, there’s your jacket,” she said and went off, presumably to fetch it. 

Elei looked away and dipped his head in thanks when Leisa finally came back and draped a leather jacket over his shoulders. He huddled in it with a sigh, muscles slowly unclenching. He hadn’t realized how hard he’d been shivering. 

Hera stared at him, not saying anything, but when he caught her gaze, she turned away quickly. He wondered where Alendra was, but supposed she was keeping a lookout for any trouble.

“Are we leaving, then?” he asked.

Hera nodded. “The aircar has not been discovered, so we can still use it.”

The man elbowed him lightly, and Elei kept a gasp between his teeth as wounds protested. “I’m Kein. I heard you’re the one that brought down half the Gultur population, huh?”

“Half?” That was news to him, and a glance showed him Hera’s raised eyebrows. She looked as surprised as he felt at this piece of news.

“That’s what the latest intel from HQ said. The Gultur capital is boiling with trouble.” Kein shrugged. He poured stew into a bowl, then passed it to Elei. “Here, kid, eat up. It’s good.”

Elei took it, grateful for the warmth trickling into his numb fingers. “What else did they say?”

“It’s total chaos,” Leisa said, serving herself a bowl and sitting cross-legged next to Hera. “Apparently orders don’t come from Bone Tower anymore, and the ones from Dakru City are often contradictory.”

Chaos. “Is there a way to take advantage of this?” Elei asked. “To destroy the Gultur?”

Kein frowned. “We’re trying to organize our forces. We’re targeting important military compounds to weaken them further. I can’t tell you more, kid.” 

“Will that be enough?” Hera muttered, not sounding convinced, and Kein shrugged.

“And the blockades? The hold up at the hospital?” Elei’s hands shook and he lowered the bowl. “Who’s doing that?”

“That,” Hera spat the words out, “appears to have been a group acting on their own initiative.”

They ate in quiet. Although he knew he needed to eat, Elei found himself forcing the stew down his throat, vaguely nauseous and craving something sweet with stomach-clenching force. It didn’t help that Hera’s sugary scent filled his nostrils. 

He ate as much as he could before his stomach threatened to rebel, then he distracted himself by watching the others eat and stealing glances at Kalaes’ still form. Kein was nice, Leisa too, and Hera was cool, although she was acting more like her usual self — aloof and distracted. But Kalaes was... his protector. His guardian. He swallowed past a lump in his throat. Please wake up.

The others began gathering the bowls and getting to their feet. Looked like lunch was over.

“Hey, kid.” Kein clapped him on the back, smiling. “Nice meeting you. Take care.”

“Your jacket.” Elei started to shrug it off, already missing its warmth.

“Keep it. You need it, you’re fairly blue with cold. It’s a gift,” Kein said, winked and was gone. 

Before he could think an answer to that, Leisa gave him a warm smile and they left, leaving him with Hera. 

She rose too, with slow motions, and tucked her hair behind her ears. Her stern expression gave her an older air. “Those street kids of yours are something.”

The kids. He perked up. “You met with them? Are they okay?”

“They were waiting nearby to ask about you. It appears they followed us when we first came here.” Her voice was neutral, so he couldn’t tell if she was amused or annoyed. “They said they’d come by and see you before we go. In fact...” She cocked her head to the side and glanced at the door, as if listening to something.

A childish voice rang from the other room and next thing he knew, the door flew open and a small whirlwind of energy slammed into him. 

“Afia?” he gasped as bony hands grabbed his arms and tugged. Her blue eyes were wide and a grin stretched her mouth. Then images from his dream assaulted him, her innocent expression as she shot him, and he gulped.

“You made it!” She released him and hopped from one bare foot to another, her dark locks bouncing. “It worked!” 

Her enthusiasm made him smile. “Yes. Thanks to your help.”

Jek walked in, warily glancing around under his blond bangs, taking stock of the place. “Hey, man.” He nodded at Elei. Oddly, he held a long, black stick that seemed to be made of hard nepheline with an ornate handle on top.

“Hey, Jek.” Elei relaxed, glad to see them alive and well. He nodded at the stick. “What’s that for?”

“This?” Jek looked down at it as if he hadn’t noticed it before. “It’s for you, old man.”

“You limped when we met you,” Afia cut in before he could ask. “We looked for a stick for you.” 

Jek passed it over and Elei curled his fingers around it.

“It’s a walking cane?” He looked up into Jek’s clear gaze. “Did you steal it?” 

“It belonged to a rich old lady,” Jek said with a small shrug. “I’m sure she can afford another, fe.” 

Elei’s lips twitched. “I have an old lady’s stick?”

Afia giggled. 

“The other kids, are they okay?” Elei leaned the stick against his chair and straightened with a grimace as stitches pulled and blood seeped down his thigh.

Afia scowled. “You’re hurt,” she said accusingly and put her hands on her slim hips. “More hurt than before. How could you?”

Elei frowned.

Jek snorted. “Just tell her you won’t do it again.”

“Damn well you won’t.” Afia managed to look intimidating despite her small stature. “If anything happened to you, how would you pay us back?”

“Afia.” Jek rolled his eyes.

Gods, he’d forgotten about the payment. Elei licked dry lips. He hadn’t really thought he’d survive breaking in and out of the hospital to fulfill his end of the bargain, but here he was. “About that payment—” 

“What payment?” Hera snapped, and Elei winced. He’d forgotten she still stood there. 

“For our help,” Afia said, a satisfied smile splitting her grimy little face. 

“I see,” Hera said in icy tones, folded her arms under her breasts and lifted an eyebrow at him. 

“I had no choice, okay?” He avoided Afia’s gaze. “I was running out of time and she said they’d help me and I—”

“You promised.” Afia tapped a small foot against the concrete floor. 

“Do you need food?” Hera looked from Afia to Jek and back. “I’ll talk to Kein. We’ll arrange something.”

Afia’s smile grew brighter, revealing yellow teeth and red gums. “Thank you.” She threw her skinny arms around Elei, and before he could snap out of his daze and hug her back, she pulled away and turned serious again. “Food is good, but that wasn’t the payment I meant.”

“Then what?”

“You’re one of us, grew up in the streets like us. You came to help us.” He opened his mouth to tell her she was wrong, that he couldn’t help them, but she pressed on, eyes shining. “You did a lot, but it’s not enough. Their system’s collapsing, but they’re still strong.”

“Afia!” Jek grabbed her arm, but she shook it off. 

“Once you make up your mind,” she went on, her cheeks reddening, “you’ll need an army.”

Elei choked, glanced sideways at Hera who observed them, face impassive, that damned brow still arched. “I will?”

“Yes.” She stared right into his eyes, sure of herself, unflinching. “We’ll help you, Elei; we’ll be your army, your eyes and ears. Just promise.”

“Promise what?”

“That you’ll help us back. When you finish what you have to do, when you destroy the Gultur and bring down this government. When you find what you’re looking for, then make sure there’re no children living on the street, hungry and cold, alone without a family. Promise. Promise me.” 

He thought about it. What would he have done if Albi hadn’t found him, if the monks hadn’t taken him in when she died? If Pelia hadn’t brought him to her home, if Kalaes hadn’t opened his door? The Gultur cared nothing about the orphans. Someone had to look after them. “I promise.”

“Elei.” Hera groaned. “What are you doing? Why are you lying to them?”

“Are you lying to me?” Afia asked in a small voice and caught his hand.

“I promise to try and help you.” Elei hoped she could understand. “But I’m no hero. I can’t fight all the Gultur on my own.”

“You can. You went into the hospital alone. You can do—”

“Afia, please.” Jek’s face was red now, too. “Stop with these strange ideas. He got hurt entering the hospital. Do you want him to get killed? And for what?”

Hera made a strange noise, like a moan, and Elei turned to her. Her expression was dark. 

All this, he realized with a start, was his fault. He’d tried so hard to convince Afia that he was some sort of superhuman being, to get Jek to help him break into the hospital, and now the girl thought he could really do anything.

“I dream about it every night,” Afia whispered, not releasing Elei, not pulling her gaze away. “You do too, don’t you? You dream of this. Of the key to free us all.”

“I don’t...” He frowned, trying to remember his dreams. “The key?” That rang all sorts of bells. He’d actually dreamed about something like that, hadn’t he?

“You have all these abilities. You can do so much.”

“Come on, Afia. They promised us food. That’s good enough. We didn’t expect any payment and you know it.” Jek grabbed her arm, but she resisted still.

“When you see it all clearly and you know what to do…” She let go of his hand. “Contact them, wherever you are. Tell them, Tefnut says we’re all human.”

Hera muttered a curse, and her face blanched. Why did she look so shocked? 

“Tefnut?” He shook his head, not understanding. “Tell whom? The kids?”

“Yes,” she said and Jek pulled her away, his face still bright red. She released Elei’s shirt. “And come back. Don’t you dare die out there. Come back here. We need you.”

Elei nodded, not knowing how to fulfill his promise, how to finally destroy the Gultur and bring peace. He watched them go, whispers from dreams in his head, and wondered if he’d ever have as much faith in himself as Afia did.

 

 

***

 

 

The two kids walked to the entrance hall, holding hands, a blond and a dark head bent together. The boy was scolding Afia for the things she’d said, for being a nuisance.

Hera watched them, thinking. The girl knew much more than she was supposed to know for a child her age. Was there a revolt brewing among the street kids? 

And what of Tefnut, her mother? Was she involved in this? 

Hera halted, waving the kids to the next room where Kein and Leisa sat. “I promised them some food,” she said and watched as Leisa cooed at the girl and Kein scrambled to get some blue bread from a box he’d been preparing for their trip.

First Sacmis, now Tefnut. Her past returning unannounced. She recalled with perfect clarity the first time she’d fought with Sacmis, the first time she’d doubted the justice of the regime. She’d met a street kid back then, Mantis. He’d looked a lot like Jek, blond, scrawny, fearless. She’d given him a message she’d found in one of her mother’s old writings. 

‘Tell them, Tefnut says we’re all human.’

The kid had taken her message to the Undercurrent, and she’d been called to join the resistance. It seemed like yesterday when she’d gone to talk with them. Years had passed since then.

Kein gave the kids the bread and boxes of nuts and smoked fish. Their small faces beamed and they clutched their treasures to their chests as they turned to go. She escorted them out and made sure nobody saw them as they scurried away. 

She returned inside and bolted the door.

Maybe Tefnut had not been the one who started this. Maybe she did not even know. If she’s alive.

No, Mantis had probably taken Hera’s words and turned them into a war cry, used them to rally the children of Dakru. He’d be Elei’s age now perhaps, and she wondered how far and deep his revolution went.

If Mantis was as perceptive as he’d seemed back then, if he’d grown into a competent leader, he’d know what Hera knew: now was the time to strike the regime.

She had to keep her ears and eyes open, and take the first opportunity she found to help bring war, and with it, peace.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera stood over Kalaes, her dark hair shimmering, hiding her face. Elei hadn’t heard her come in, still trying to remember what Pelia had said in the dream. Something about a key and numbers. 

“Has he woken up at all?” Hera’s voice was tight.

Elei eyed her, trying to gauge her mood. “For a moment he did, but didn’t recognize me.”

“Sobek’s balls.” She crouched next to Kalaes, her body tense. 

“What is it?”

A vein leaped in her pale forehead. “We’ve stayed here too long already. They’re combing the town, checking all basements. They know we’re in hiding. I thought we could hold out longer, but for some reason there are cats mewing outside, drawing attention to us. Damned animals.” 

Cats. Elei drew a sharp breath. At the hospital, cats gathering, attacking the Gultur guards in a wave of malevolent intent, hissing and clawing. He shook his head slowly, trying to clear the image, to decide if it was real.

Then Hera bent over Kalaes and shook him roughly. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” Elei gripped the back of the chair, hoisting himself up. 

“He has to wake up,” she muttered, “otherwise we’ll attract too much attention on our way to the aircar. His fever has broken, he’s bruised and beaten, maybe has a cracked rib or two, but he’s not badly hurt. What do you suggest I do? Throw him over my shoulder again and run?”

Elei shook his head. Not badly hurt for Gultur standards, perhaps. “Just be careful.”

“Kalaes. Wake up.” But her voice had gone soft, softer than any other time, and Elei blinked. It reminded him of her voice when she’d sat by his bed at the hospital and shed tears for him. Unless that had been a dream.

Rough coughing broke through his thoughts. 

Elei sucked in a sharp breath. “Kal?”

Kalaes’ eyes flicked open, pupils so dilated his eyes looked black. “Fran?” he rasped. 

“Who in the hells is Fran?” Hera muttered. “Kalaes, listen to me.” She gripped his shoulders and stared into his unfocused eyes. Her voice had gone hard again, all business. “We need to move from here. Get up.”

Elei watched Hera pull Kalaes to his feet, his heart thumping painfully inside his chest, and hoped... hoped for something he couldn’t name.

“Hera?” Kalaes mumbled, his eyes narrowing to thin slits. “That you?”

Elei took a deep breath, relieved. Gods, he’d recognized her. He’ll be okay. “Kal,” he said, stepping closer, wanting to grab the man in a hug. “You’re awake.”

Kalaes’ gaze flicked sideways at him and a flash of fear went through it. He recoiled, tried to back away but Hera held him fast. “Who’s this?” he whispered.

Elei flinched. Why didn’t Kalaes recognize him? What was wrong?

“Do not worry,” Hera said, and Kalaes’ gaze slid back to her face. “It’s just Elei.”

“Elei’s dead,” Kalaes said, his voice flat, his lips peeling back in a snarl. 

Elei hissed, confused. “I’m not—”

Kalaes wobbled sideways like a drunkard, and before Elei could shout out a warning, he steadied himself with both hands on Hera’s shoulders. His two thin braids swung forward, grazing Hera’s cheek, and she took a step backward, grasping his arms — like a dance, Elei thought, a little dazed.

“No, he’s alive,” Hera said, and Elei tried to retrace the thread of the conversation, but Kalaes shook her, fingers digging into her shoulders. His eyes were wide with fear. The expression looked so alien on him that Elei cringed.

“He’s dead, fe,” he spat the words and color stained his pale cheekbones. “Dead. But you...” He sighed, relaxing. “You’re alive.”

Strangely numb, Elei turned his gaze away. Kalaes would get better with time. He had to believe that.  

And it was time to move.

“Okay, let’s go.” He hobbled to the wall and grabbed the walking stick. Leaning on it, he pulled his jacket closed and took a deep breath. “Where’s my Rasmus?”

Hera shifted, lacing an arm around Kalaes’ waist and draping his left arm over her shoulders. “Alendra has it.”

“I need it.”

“She’s coming with us. She needs a ride, and right now I need someone’s help to drive.”

He snarled. Of all people...


But maybe that was exactly what he needed right now, the cold anger that spread through him, erasing the lingering fear and worry. Rex stirred, injecting him with strength. The pain in his leg numbed, and the weight on his shoulders eased. The burning thoughts in his mind went finally, blessedly out, like stars at dawn.

Thumping his stick, clenching his free hand into a fist, he lurched among flashes of neon colors to the door.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Nine



“Elei, wait. Wait!”

He realized he’d been hearing that call for a while now but had relegated it to background noise. “What?”

He limped on, among shadows and between sputtering streetlamps, his Rasmus clutched in his right hand, his left gripping the walking cane. His right eye tracked the passage of life forms across the street marked with pulsing red — not Gultur, not threatening. 

“Dammit, Elei, slow down,” Hera snapped, and he halted, leaning his shoulder against the wall, listening to the mad hammering of his heart. He looked over his shoulder. 

Hera supported Kalaes who was hunched forward, an arm curled over his middle, the beads on his two braids clicking. Alendra brought up the rear, her pale hair hidden under a hood, a gun bulging under her jacket. A cat meowed and rubbed its white fur against an overturned trash container, joined by a gray one who stood still, staring right at Elei. What do you want? 

Orange flashes appeared at the corner to the main street, distracting him. Gultur. 

“Take cover.” From the corner of his eye, he watched Hera drag Kalaes against the wall and Alendra fall in next to them, her handgun at the ready.  

In the avenue ahead, a patrol marched by looking into the alley, visors reflecting the light from a street lamp overhead. Elei held his breath and ducked his head, his Rasmus pressed against his chest. 

“I saw movement,” Elei heard the visored Gultur mutter, her voice ringing in his ears as if she were standing next to him. “I’ll go check. Wait for me here.”

No way the Gultur would miss them, unless they magically became invisible. As soon as she passed the third door to her left, she’d spot them.

His pulse rose to a screech in his ears and the colors around him intensified — the blue hue of the buildings and street, and faint yellow of rotting vegetables and rat flesh among the trash, the red of the cats and the orange form of the Gultur approaching. He shifted, pushing away from the wall, careful to lift the walking stick to avoid any noise. His fingers clenched around the grip of his gun. He’d shoot her and then they’d run back the way they’d come, and afterward—

The white cat growled and jumped like a ghostly fur-ball, landing on the Gultur woman’s shoulder. There it arched its back and swiped its claws across her exposed throat. 

With a shudder, Elei pressed back against the slimy wall. A breath hissed between his teeth.

The Gultur cursed loudly, struggling with the bundle of fur and claws, and managed to throw the cat off her. “Curse you, pest.” She spat and took off her visor, her face in shadow, a hand pressed to her throat. Elei smelled the sweet, metallic tang of her blood. 

Then she spun around and strode back to her patrol unit, signaling with her upraised hand for them to get moving. “Nothing here, let’s go.”

Elei allowed himself a small groan of relief but stiffened the next moment when something soft brushed against his leg and a vibration went up his spine. 

Another cat, black as dakron. Purring. Before he kicked the animal away, the cat reached out with sharp claws and climbed up his leg. Elei batted at the bullet-shaped head with his gun, but the cat twisted around him and dug its claws into his back, finally reaching his shoulder. That seemed to have been its goal all along, because it settled there, claws anchored in the leather jacket’s seam. It sat and licked its chops, staring at Elei’s face.

Its eyes were a bright blue.

Speechless, Elei stared back, his spine rigid, the gun gripped in his shaking hand. “What in the hells?” He made as if to shrug the cat off but hesitated, the slight weight somehow comforting, breaking through the ice gathering around his heart. 

The cat lifted its tiny muzzle and rubbed cheeks with him, its fur soft like baby hair, its smell peppery, its touch warm. 

A tremor went through his body and he reached a decision.

“Let’s move on,” he said, the cat settling like a permanent fixture on his shoulder, and he stepped out into the street, holstering his gun, avoiding the others’ eyes. According to Hera’s description, the aircar would be in an alley across the main avenue. “We’re almost there.”

 

 

***

 

 

 

Elei led them to the avenue, leaning on the walking stick, echoes of pain shooting up his thigh through the adrenaline haze. It only served to make his heart pump even faster. Sweat dripped into his eyes. Scents assaulted his senses — blue bread baking down the street, waste trickling into a sewer, shit and piss and bitter dakron fumes from the aircars zipping down the avenue, the sour stench of rot and the pungent smell of fried fish wafting from open windows. 

They crossed as quickly as they dared without full-out running, Elei’s hands convulsing on the handle of the cane and his holstered Rasmus. He limped around a long T62 cargo aircar stalling in traffic, and then a parked streetcar with huge wheels. A street vendor approached them, a balding, bearded man, holding out round fish pies and touting his prices. The cat hissed at him, pawing at Elei’s shoulder.

Elei’s gaze flicked up and down the avenue, then to the sky, over the jagged rooftops of old buildings, parsing the colors that kept flashing in his possessed eye, expecting any moment to see a Gultur patrol car or a helicopter with the police disk symbol descend on them.

Nothing yet.

Turning, he looked back to Hera and Kalaes. He narrowed his eyes. They were slowing down. Kalaes shook in Hera’s hold; Elei could see the tremors wracking his frame. Dammit.

But before he started back toward them, Alendra walked up to Hera, offering her help. He sighed in relief, not sure he’d be able to walk and hold up Kalaes at the same time. Alendra draped Kalaes’ arm over her shoulders and grabbed him around the waist, lending her support. 

So she could be kind when she wanted. 

Elei took a deep breath and set off again, crossing to the sidewalk, the others following suit. 

“The medallion,” Kalaes rasped, his head lolling, a thin line of blood running from his cracked lips. “Where is it? Who took it? Tell Pelia they’re dead. They’re all dead!”

“Sh.” Elei could feel the slight weight of the pendant around his neck. “I’m not dead, and I’ve got your medallion. It’s fine.”

“No,” Kalaes breathed, his voice choking. “No, tell her to come back.”

Hera slapped her hand over Kalaes’ mouth and shot a dark look at Elei, as if this was his fault.

The cat shifted on his shoulder and licked his cheek, a rough, warm tongue dragging on his skin. It was soothing.

Hera’s glare turned sharpened. “That cat may be sick. Throw it away.”

“The cat’s with me,” he said and took a deep breath, gathering his strength. “The cat stays.” He turned around, eyes darting to the two alleys opening right and left.

“Left,” Hera grunted and they lumbered past a diner and a grocery store, sharp smells of spices and smoked fish making Elei’s stomach roil. Kalaes’ feet dragged on the cement plates of the sidewalk, a grating sound. 

Faster, faster. He thought he heard the hum of engines but maybe it was just aircars, or even his own ragged breathing. They stumbled into a dark alley, and the cat dug its small claws so deep into his shoulder they caught on flesh. 

Hera said nothing to indicate she knew where they were going until they reached a huge gate in a building, gaping open like an entrance to the nether hells, with a sign proclaiming it was ‘Moth’s Aircar Repairs’. Hera nodded toward it and they entered, their boots skidding on spilled machine oil and loose screws.

They’d left their aircar inside a workshop?  Elei snorted. Not a bad hiding place. He was glad they’d finally arrived. The adrenaline rush was fading and his leg was throbbing and trembling.

Alendra disengaged from Kalaes’ side and, throwing back her hood, marched inside. Her hair glinted in the light of bare hanging bulbs like silver. Her ponytail bounced as she strode toward a man hunched in a low chair.

“Would you like some fish soup?” she asked.

Elei would have snorted if he could spare the breath. Someone ought to tell the Undercurrent their choice of passwords really sucked.

The man nodded, opened a door and waved at them to follow. 

“Are we there, fe?” Kalaes mumbled, head bent to his chest. “Have we arrived? Is it here?”

“Yes,” Hera said quietly, “we’re here.”

Kalaes straightened somewhat, looking around, his eyes round and dark like sinkholes. He frowned. “Where is this place?”

Elei wondered what he was seeing now. “A workshop,” he said.

“Where are they?” Kalaes shouted, pushing off Hera, his face twisting in a grimace. “What have you done to them?”

“Kalaes, snap out of it.” Elei hobbled closer, getting into Kalaes’ face. “We’re all fine.”

“You.” Kalaes was shaking harder now, his teeth chattering loudly. “They killed you. They shot you and you died. Everyone died.” His face paled alarmingly. “Oh gods, they’re all dead.”

“Hera, dammit.” Elei grabbed Kalaes’ arm and Hera gripped the other before Kalaes could fall. “Why isn’t he getting better?”

“He will. The effects take a day or more to wear off.” 

Hard not to ask how Hera knew this, if she’d tried it on mortals. He exhaled, tightening his hold on Kalaes. “How do they use these drugs? What did they do to him?”

Hera scowled. “Captives relive traumatic circumstances of their lives. This Zag, whoever he is, seems associated with such an event in Kalaes’ past. Combined with the Gultur methods of interrogation, including painful stimuli, and the suggestion that similar danger may take other people he cares for, the drugs can well lead to compounding of the psychotic episode.”

“You sound like a manual.” The heat of anger rose to Elei’s neck and ears. “This is Kalaes you’re talking about!”

Kalaes closed his eyes and moaned, pulling away from him, burrowing closer to Hera. That stopped Elei cold and he swallowed the rest of his rant. He let Kalaes go.

“You think I do not know that?” Hera’s cheeks reddened as she hugged Kalaes. “All I’m saying is he’s obviously reliving something. The effects of the drugs should wear off soon, but...” She avoided his gaze. “I do not know what the long term effect will be.”

Cold fear crushed Elei’s lungs. Kalaes would be fine. He would be okay. The cat meowed, maybe smelling his fear. Repeating this mantra, he followed as Hera hauled Kalaes toward the open door. When they reached it, Kalaes tried to tear free of her hold, but then he slumped and stumbled along.

Elei lagged behind, limping slowly. The pain was returning and he knew he needed to rest his leg as soon as possible. He staggered through the door into another huge garage, where aircars were parked in a line leading to a metal gate. Ahead, Hera and Kalaes moved alongside the vehicles, faint silvery silhouettes in the sputtering overhead lights. 

They were heading to the last aircar in the line, the one closest to the gate. It was an old transport model, like the one that had taken Elei to Aerica when he’d first arrived to Dakru, its silver paint flaking, revealing patches of brown rust. He hurried on, the taps of his cane echoing in the cavernous space. Hera was pushing Kalaes up the metal ladder hanging from the deck, and Alendra together with the old man were reaching down to clasp his hands. They dragged him up, and Hera followed. As Elei reached the aircar, her long, polyesthene-clad legs and her black boots disappeared over the rail. 

He leaned against the aircar’s cool metal hull and looked up the ladder. How in the pissing hells was he supposed to climb it? He drew a deep breath. Move it. He grabbed the rung, tucking the cane under his arm. 

Hera trusted him to pull his own weight. Gultur children probably set their own broken bones and stitched up their wounds as soon as they could walk. Little wonder Hera expected the same from him. After all, Regina, the Gultur parasite, was nowhere near as strong as Rex. 

I can do this.

Clenching his jaw tight, he swung his wounded leg up to step on the ladder and the shock of pain blinded him. He lost his grip. Flailing, cursing, he made a grab and caught another rung. He hung, panting through the waves of pain and panic. Rex stirred, pounding against his eyeball like a hammer. 

“Elei.” He blinked at Hera’s voice and looked up. She leaned over the rail, a hand reaching down. “Come. Give me the walking stick first.”

Ridiculously relieved, he lifted it for her to take. With both hands freed, he managed to haul himself up to the next rung, but when he tried to use his injured leg, a vicious stab of pain stole his breath. 

“Elei!” 

He blinked dazedly and gulped in air. Nausea stirred his stomach and shimmering spots danced in his eyes. The effect was kinda pretty, even if he did feel like throwing up. “What?”

“Hang on,” another voice said. 

Alendra? 

Hera’s strong hand clasped his in a bone-grinding hold and she pulled just as he let go of the ladder and caught Alendra’s smaller hand. Suddenly he was hanging in the air and he jerked, like a fish caught on the line. The cat growled, reminding Elei of its presence, and dug its claws deep into Elei’s shoulder, slicing into his skin. He twisted, surprised.

“Stop moving,” Alendra hissed and her hand tightened. 

The cat tensed and leaped up the ladder and onto the deck. A moment later, its tiny black face peered down at him. 

Bastard.

Together, Hera and Alendra pulled him up, inch by inch, until his arms felt about to pop out of their sockets. Swaying, he had to close his eyes against the dizziness. He snapped them open again when he reached the deck. He sprawled there, struggling for breath. Then he heard steps. A man hurried toward them, a hazy form, and for a mind-faltering moment Elei thought it was Kalaes. But it was the elderly man from the garage. He grabbed Elei under the arms and lifted him to stand. 

The pain returned, like blades slicing into his leg, and he sagged in the man’s hold. More hands grabbed him, supported him and dragged him into the passenger cabin. Shaking off the daze, he managed to get his feet under him as they crossed to the seats.

Kalaes sat there, fingers buried in his dark hair, eyes scrunched shut. He looked up as Elei sank in the seat next to him, and a spark jumped in his gaze. He cocked his head to the side, his braids draping over his cheek. 

“Zag?” he whispered.

Elei’s heart boomed painfully. “I told you, I’m not Zag.” He groaned as he straightened his leg. “Who the hells is he?” 

Kalaes jerked back, eyes wide, and his hands scrabbled against the nepheline seat. Sweat rolled down his temples. 

“Hera, you need to get moving,” said the old man, tearing Elei’s attention from Kalaes. “Will you be all right?”

“We’ll be fine,” Hera said with grim finality and turned toward the cockpit. “Thank you.”

“Be careful.” The man stroked his scraggly beard. “Don’t stop anywhere on the way and hurry before the blockades are back.”

And with that, he left, exiting onto the aircar deck. The other two entered the cockpit, Alendra not even looking Elei’s way. 

Which was just fine by him. Really, it was.

He turned round. “Kal?” There had to be a way to make Kalaes see him. “You’re okay now.” He forced his voice to be strong. “We’re fine. We’re safe.”

Kalaes shook his head and looked down. “They’ve taken them. They’re dead, and I can’t...” He shivered. “I can’t help them. And then the others were gone, too, and I couldn’t get there, I couldn’t pissing move.” His teeth ground together and the words came out distorted. “I swore to protect them, and I couldn’t. They died, fe. I should’ve been the one they took, not them! I should’ve died so they could live.” He banged his fist against the window. “Pissing gods in the deep, I can’t do this anymore!”

Shit. Elei grabbed Kalaes’ arm, dug his fingers in. “Nobody’s dead. We’re all fine. Listen to me. We’re fine.” 

That seemed to break through whatever else Kalaes had been seeing and he looked down at Elei’s hand clamped around his forearm. “You...” He glanced up, then back down at the hand. “You’re...”

“What is it?”

Kalaes shook his head, his cheeks white. “You’re dead.”

A knot lodged in Elei’s throat. He released Kalaes’ arm, dropped his hand. “I’m alive, Kal, and that’s only thanks to you.” 

In the echoing, spreading silence, Kalaes shifted and the creak of his seat sounded like thunder.

“Elei?” he whispered. 

Elei glanced up, not daring to hope. “Yeah, that’s me.” 

Kalaes’ gaze was fixed on him, his brows drawn in a deep frown as if he was trying to figure out a riddle. “Dammit, fe, you’re alive? I saw you die, I saw you get shot, shot in the head, and your head exploded and... I’m telling you.” He took a shaky breath. “You were dead.”

Elei’s head pounded. Pissing drugs. Pissing Gultur. “Well then, I must be haunting you, I guess.” 

Kalaes swallowed hard, the knot in his throat bobbing. “No pissing way, fe. I don’t believe in ghosts.”

That sounded more like Kalaes, much to Elei’s relief. “Good. I don’t either.” 

Kalaes tugged on his blood-stiffened braids. “I feel like someone ran me over with a truck. And I still can’t believe...” He looked at Elei out of the corner of one dark eye. “How do I know you’re real? I’ve seen the walls breathe, fe, people change into animals, I’ve seen people I thought dead, and others die when they’re alive. I saw Zag, they’d beaten him bloody, and then...” His eyes darkened.

“I’m real,” Elei said. “Hells, I’m solid.” He placed his hand on Kalaes’ arm, but this time Kalaes flinched and Elei pulled back, feeling sick.

Kalaes hunched over, trembling. Bruises marked his wrists, dark, almost black in the faint light from the phosphorescent lines on the ceiling. The bruise on his jaw matched similar ones on his neck, and purple fingerprints circled his throat like a necklace. At least the swelling in his jaw was going down.

All my fault.

“Here,” Elei whispered, lifting off the medallion hanging around his neck. “I got this back for you.”

Kalaes’ eyes narrowed and he reached out in a slow, hesitant movement to take it. His fingers wrapped around the circular pendant and he drew it to his chest, cradling it. 

“Is it Zag’s?” Elei asked.

Kalaes shook his head and pressed his lips together, his breath coming in short gasps. “Leave me alone.”

Elei’s throat closed. “Fine. Just tell me...” He swallowed hard. “Who is he?”

Kalaes didn’t look at him. He clenched his fingers around the pendant until his knuckles turned white and said, “My little brother.”

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Ten



 

The metal gates grated open, an inch at a time, and the aircar backed out into the street. Elei stared at the gray buildings, his heart heavy. He shifted uncomfortably, the bandages sticking to his wounds. Yet the worst was the endless churning in his mind, the little snarky voice snickering at his fears. 

Kalaes had a brother. He didn’t need another.

“Shut up,” he muttered to himself, resting his forehead against the cool window pane. He stretched out his leg again, trying to find a comfortable position. The aircar hovered, then it moved down the street, its engine humming. They turned into another avenue and weaved among the other vehicles. It was late night and the streets of Teos were half empty. They drove past multi-story buildings with lit windows and squat warehouses, all dark and shuttered. The half moon was high up in the sky, shiny and curving over the rooftops like a knife. 

The cat wandered in and jumped on the seat, then curled in Elei’s lap, a warm cushion of fur. Elei wondered if he was supposed to pet it. The black fur looked clean and shiny. Maybe the little cat was healthy. Probably much healthier than Elei himself. He reached down and stroked the flat head. The cat purred.

It was quiet. Kalaes was a brooding presence to his left. Elei forced himself to look away. 

Kalaes had Zag, and he was probably someone who laughed a lot, led a normal life and didn’t spread parasites and death at every step. 

Death. Images of torn limbs flashed before his eyes. Bullets and grenades. Gods. He gripped the window frame and stared outside to distract himself. They were moving south, leaving the town center behind. The buildings gave way to low houses and deserted roads. The mountains cut a blacker outline against the night sky and towns flickered with lights on their slopes.

Leaving Teos. Jek and Afia. He had to find a way to help the street kids. And Kalaes. Breaking him out of the hospital had obviously not been enough. He had to do something about that, had to make sure Kalaes found his brother, that he went back home. Even if it was without Elei.

The thought sent a pang through his middle. Hells, had Kalaes ever said he’d take Elei home with him? Maybe that had been a drugged dream.

The aircar moved at a sedate pace, not to raise suspicions, heading to the intercity road. Hera’s driving was smooth and confident. He wondered if all Gultur did everything perfectly. 

Maybe they were a higher race. 

He grimaced and chanced another glance at Kalaes who sat facing the opposite way, staring out of the window. He’d hung the medallion around his neck and was fiddling with it. His shoulders were stiff and Elei wondered if it was physical pain. 

Elei returned his gaze to the landscape, staring at it blindly. The last houses rolled by, and the road unfolded among empty fields and blue algae ponds. Fog was gathering, hovering above the ground in white clouds. Soon it would roll across the road and they would move through it like ghosts.

They accelerated, racing down the road toward the south. He wondered where the safe house was. His thoughts ran thick like mud. Exhaustion was finally gaining on him. The faint humming of the engine was lulling him to sleep. His eyes closed.

He saw Pelia’s face. He didn’t remember her wrinkles so deep, like scars. She held a gun in her hand — his Rasmus. She raised it, offering it to him grip first, and he took it. It was bigger than he remembered, and beautiful, covered in curling and geometrical designs, black on copper yellow. 

“What is it for?” he asked and she laughed. He smiled then, her laughter a soft caress on his face. 

“It’s a gift,” she said.

“I know that.” It was for his birthday. That’s what she’s said, an excuse to give him something to use for his protection on the streets. 

“It shoots bullets,” she said seriously, her eyes pleading with him to understand something — but what? 

“Okay.” He raised the gun and touched the trigger with his finger. He aimed at her chest. “Is this what you want me to do?”

As she nodded, he fired. The impact threw her backward and blood sprang on her white blouse. Suddenly, dismembered bodies sprang around them, severed limbs and a sea of blood. Terror filled him, rattled his bones and teeth. He fell to Pelia’s side, gasping. 

“Why?” he whispered. “What do you want from me?” All the pain of her loss was there, worse than ever, a blunt knife twisting in his chest. “What are you trying to tell me?”

Blood bubbled from her lips. “This isn’t over. It’s only the start.”

“Please, stay.” He fought down tears. “Please.” He couldn’t live without her.

“Bring them down.” Pelia held his gaze. “Find what they’re hiding from you, find the source.”

“The source of what?”

She raised a hand to his cheek and the tender gesture broke him. A sob tore through his throat as he leaned into her warmth. 

“The gun,” she whispered. “The gun is the key.”

“The key?” He could barely push the words out, another sob wracking his chest. “For what?”

‘The gun.’ “Follow the lines. Find the truth and bring the regime down.” ‘The gun is the key.’

Something warm and rough and wet swiped his cheek. Then again. He blinked through blurry eyes and Pelia’s face cracked and broke. He reached out for her but she was already falling to dust.

He was inside the aircar. Pelia — was gone, the gore and blood gone, and he held nothing in his hand. The gun had vanished, too.

The cat stopped licking his cheek, licking his tears, he realized, mortified, and he wiped his face with his hands. Outside, early dawn spilled pallid gray into the black sky. 

He hadn’t shot Pelia, dammit. Why did his mind have to play such dirty tricks? He’d killed and hurt enough people—

Was that it? What the dream tried to tell him? Depression clung on him like a dirty film. My gun. He needed to touch it, to hold it, Pelia’s voice whispering inside his head. Bring them down. Had Pelia ever spoken those words? Was it a memory or just a dream?

The key. Afia had said that too, back in Teos. When you need an army...

He pushed himself upright and grabbed his walking stick. A glance at Kalaes showed him only a black-clad back, no signs whether he was awake or asleep. Leaning on his cane, Elei hobbled over to the cockpit door and pushed it open. 

Hera looked up from the control panel. Pale light from the windbreaker silvered her profile and her loose hair. “How is Kalaes?”

Elei glanced at Alendra. She kept her back to him, her long ponytail catching rays of light like molten metal. “Better. He’s better.” I think. “Where’s my gun?”

Alendra huffed. “I don’t see why you cling to this old thing.” She fished the Rasmus from a bag at her feet and thrust it at him, letting it dangle from her fingers, not even looking his way.

A sneer curled his lips as he took it. “Remember to disinfect your hands afterward.”

Her back stiffened and she threw him a sideways glance full of venom. “Don’t worry, I will. You haven’t answered my question.”

Gods, the girl hated him. “It’s none of your business,” he bit out the words, and caught a surprised look from Hera. 

“Is there a problem?” Hera’s gaze flicked to Alendra and back to Elei, dark and ominous. 

“Ask her.” 

“What is it, Ale?” Hera’s face was drawn, not surprising if she’d been driving all night. It seemed even the Gultur could hit a limit.

“No clue what he’s talking about,” Alendra said quietly and pulled her ponytail over one shoulder to toy with her hair.

He supposed he had been snide the last time they’d talked. But she hadn’t been much nicer, either.

Hera sighed. She nodded at the road ahead and leaned forward to adjust their course. “We are not out of danger yet.”

Elei holstered his gun, vowing to check it over once he was alone. He probably shouldn’t place so much importance on a dream, but he had nothing to lose. “Hera, let me drive, you need to rest.”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Will you tell me where we’re heading?” The mountains were now to their right. He frowned. “We’re heading to Dakru City?” 

“Soon we’ll turn off the road, direction west. When things calm down, we can head out to the coast again and get a boat to another island.”

But that wasn’t the solution. What he’d done — spilling his blood in the water — hadn’t been enough. His dreams obviously threw back his own thoughts at him, his deepest fears. He’d disorganized the Gultur, but they still had control of the Seven Islands. How could he take it away from them? Afia had mentioned an army. 

An army. To take down the Gultur. “You still think leaving is the best plan?” he asked.

A faint blush rose to Hera’s cheeks. Her blood pumped under her translucent skin, and her scent of sweet fruit made his mouth water. 

“Right now we cannot do much else,” she said and he struggled to hear her over the rushing of blood in his ears. “Everywhere on Dakru, the Gultur have army stationed, but on the northern islands their presence is minimal. I will take you there, find you a place to stay.”

“We can’t run and hide forever.” He could see buildings rise in the distance and wondered if that was the small town Hera had mentioned. “Can you?”

“So what do you suggest?” Hera’s eyes seemed to catch fire.

But he shook his head and said nothing. He didn’t have any suggestions yet.

“I guess you would march into Dakru City, like you did in that hospital, and slaughter them all,” Alendra said, her voice low and sharp like a blade. “A final solution to the problem of the Gultur.”

With a wince, he turned toward her and to his surprise found her gaze locked on him, her limpid eyes yellow like a cat’s. 

Then her words sank in, and the sound of grenades exploding filled his ears. He saw the severed limbs and the sea of blood rising, and he knew he was going to lose his dinner — or lunch or whatever it’d been. He spun around and hobbled blindly out of the cockpit toward the deck door, his stick thumping madly on the floor. He heard Kalaes’ seat creak but all his focus was on getting out. With a push, he opened the door to the fresh air and stepped onto the deck, taking deep gulps, willing the nausea down. He reached the rail and leaned against it, watching the dark fields roll by.

“Elei!” Hera hurried out onto the deck and laid a hand on his shoulder. “What happened?”

He just shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Listen to me.” She touched his cheek and he was back in the dream, with Pelia’s soft voice in his ears. 

He heaved a silent sigh. “What?”

“Look at me.” 

Her eyes shone, mirroring the early morning light. Her long dark hair fluttered in smooth ribbons around her small face. 

“You did good,” she said, her voice softening, although her lips twisted briefly into a grimace. “You did what you had to do. Killing to save Kalaes. Nobody can blame you for that.”

Except myself, he thought, but he nodded, accepting the small comfort.

 

 

***

 

 

Leaving Elei outside, on the wind-swept deck, Hera headed back into the passenger cabin, rubbing her middle and waiting for the pain to fade. Her thoughts spiraled down. Regina was reacting — but to what? The only thing she’d done was check on Elei, show her concern and—

Oh gods. Hera groaned. Her Maturation Day was approaching. Regina was getting stronger and Regina hated mortals. Could that be the reason for the pain? Was Regina going to force her to hurt them?

Taking the free seat next to Kalaes, she glared at the slight tremble in her hands. Fear. She was not accustomed to the feeling, and even identifying it did not make her feel better. 

I will not hurt them. I refuse.

Ruthlessly she forced the fear down, where it belonged, and curled her fingers into fists. Despite her worry, she felt her lids gummy, her limbs heavy. Stretching out as best she could on the nepheline seat, she closed her eyes and sighed, after-echoes of pain curling around her stomach, stern reminders of Regina’s wishes. 

Too bad.

She would not let Regina dictate her actions. She could take a little pain for her family.

 

 

***

 


 


By the time Elei entered the passengers’ cabin again, he found Hera stretched out on a seat, fast asleep, her face relaxed. Kalaes slept too, curled up in a ball, a hand buried in his hair, the other clutching his pendant. Elei stared at the familiar face, frowning even in sleep, and turned away, rubbing at his tight chest. 

My only family, he’d told the streetkids. And it was the truth.

Alendra twisted to look at him when he limped into the cockpit. Long strands of sandy hair had escaped her ponytail and framed her face. Her cat-like eyes were a glass mosaic of brown and green, a yellow ring around the pupil. She pursed her mouth. He wanted to stroke a finger over those full lips, twine it in those shiny locks.

Then her brow wrinkled and her eyes narrowed. Her words from before rushed back, and he fought a flinch. He propped his walking cane against the wall and took his seat, forcing his mind to the control panel and the road ahead. “Coordinates?”

“Twenty-two south, five west from Teos,” she said, her voice tight. 

He checked they were on the right course and tried to see ahead in the rolling mist. A glance in the rearview mirrors showed him a battered aircar following at some distance. No other vehicle was visible.

Maybe with the unrest that was normal now, these empty roads. He couldn’t help wondering if they’d come up against any blockades during the night and how they’d managed to slip through, or if the Gultur system was indeed collapsing, like Kein had said, the collapse throwing the islands into chaos. He supposed they’d see signs of it, but not here, in the empty landscape; in the cities and towns, where the reign of the Gultur had been absolute, where they held all the cards.

In a place like Dakru City, their capital.

He shook his head and his hair fell in his eyes. He pushed it back impatiently; he hadn’t realized it’d grown so long. 

Alendra adjusted the rear mirror and her scent of sea mist reached him. So much for having some time alone to check his gun. 

Yeah, and check for what exactly? Some magical key that would, just like that, overthrow the Gultur, collect their resources, and replace the government with a new one?

Dakron, metals, fibers, seeds and knowledge. He remembered Hera asking him if he’d ever wondered what lay beyond the Seven Islands. 

But according to the scholars, nothing lay beyond, only the empty ocean. 

A meow broke through his looping thoughts and the black cat jumped onto his shoulder, digging in its claws. 

“Ow.” He turned to scold the cat, but it purred and rubbed its cheek against his, stopping him. “Hey, Cat.”

“Why do you keep that creature around?” Alendra muttered. “I bet it carries all sorts of parasites.”

“Like me,” Elei said, more coolly than he felt. 

“Take it out.” Her eyes glittered. “Just...take it out.”

“The cat stays.”

“Fine.” She got up, startling the hell out of him, and glared. “Drive alone if you’re set on being so damn annoying.”

Cat hissed. 

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To catch a wink. Not that it’s any of your business.”

Right. “Sweet dreams.”

Her face paled. Then she crossed her arms, uncrossed them, spun around and left the cockpit. The door slammed behind her.

Feeling like a thug, he turned his attention back to the road. “Well, then,” he muttered, “it’s just you and me, Cat. Looks like I’ve become an expert in turning everyone away from me, huh? Except you.”

Cat observed him with its bright blue eyes and meowed inquiringly. 

“I have no food for you, if that’s what you want,” Elei said, remembering his gun and pulling it free of its holster. He held it up before him, his eyes flicking between its shiny barrel and the road ahead. Stupid dream. As if the early morning light would show him something on his gun he hadn’t noticed in the two years he’d had it. “As soon as I get some food, you’ll eat, too, okay?”

Cat tried to bat the gun with a forepaw, but it was too far. 

Elei turned the Rasmus this way and that, and it glinted dully, black and silver. “Do you see a key, Cat? Because I don’t.” He lowered it with a disheartened shrug. “Just a stupid dream. I should’ve known.”

He placed it on the empty co-driver’s seat and checked again the coordinates, tracing the position on a small map pinned on the panel. The intercity road should bring them quite close to their destination. Then they would turn west, either on a smaller road or cutting through fields. Nothing was marked there apart from a red X. He hoped the safe house had a bathroom. His scalp and skin itched and his nails were still crusted with blood. 

The dream tried again to surface in his mind, clawing at his consciousness, and he pushed it back down. Enough. There was no answer there. He’d have to find another way to fight the Gultur. Mad as it now seemed, he’d made Afia and Kalaes a promise. 

And it did sound mad. But he’d make a difference, even if he failed to take down the regime. Even if the only thing he managed was make sure Kalaes found his brother, that the street kids had enough to eat and a place to sleep.

“Hey, Cat? What do you think?” He scanned the road ahead. “Isn’t that worth living for?”

Cat purred and curled up on his shoulder. All was quiet for a while. Hours slipped by as he drove, the familiar task calming him.

Then Cat raised its head, flattened its ears and hissed.

A scream rang from behind the cabin door, freezing Elei’s blood. Kalaes. He didn’t dare leave the driver’s seat, but, half-rising, he managed to wrench the door open while keeping his eyes on the road. 

“Everything okay?” he called out.

“I think so,” Hera called back. “I woke him up.” 

Elei sat back down, shaking.

Hera poked her head inside the cockpit. Dark circles surrounded her eyes. “It looked like a hell of a nightmare.”

The knot of worry in his chest was expanding, pressing against his ribs. “Did he say what it was about?”

Hera rubbed her chest with one hand. “He kept calling for Zag. Did he tell you who that is?”

Elei nodded. “His brother.” 

“He has a brother? I did not know that.”

Elei shrugged, not eager to talk about it. He just hoped Zag knew how lucky he was to have a brother like Kalaes. 

He turned his attention back to the road. A glance in the rearview mirror showed him an aircar — the same as before? — sliding in and out of the mists. “This could be trouble,” he whispered.

“What is it?” Hera leaned closer, with one hand twisting her hair back at her nape. Her scent enveloped him. 

“An aircar. I think it’s following us.”

She frowned and her eyes flicked to the side mirrors, then back to the rearview one. “If it keeps up, we’ll have to mislead them. Let me know when we approach the point of deviation from the main road.”

Cat arched its back and rubbed its head on Elei’s arm.

Hera leaned back, folding her arms over her chest, and nodded at Cat. “I see you’ve become attached to this animal. Do you really think that’s a good idea? Its eyes are an unusual color. In fact, they appear to be the same color as your eye that Rex possesses.”

“I know,” he said quietly. He thought about it. “I guess Rex attracts cats. One of them licked my blood when I first escaped the hospital. Others followed me around, and...” He looked up at her face. “A group of cats attacked the Gultur guards at the hospital.”

A muscle jumped in Hera’s jaw. “You’re joking,” she said flatly. “Cats? Attacking the guards?”

He nodded. “You think they were infected with Rex?”

“It’s a possibility.” She shook her head. “Or maybe you took a hard hit to that thick skull of yours and imagined the whole thing.”

It was possible, he had to admit.

“In any case,” she said, trying to stifle a yawn, “I’m going back to sleep. I’ll send Alendra to drive, so you can take a break.”

“I’m fine,” he said, maybe a little too quickly. “No need to send her.”

“Do not worry about her.” Hera waved a hand as she opened to cockpit door. “She slept part of the night, she’s well rested.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about,” Elei muttered, returning his gaze to the road ahead. 

Cat meowed in agreement.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Eleven



 

Alendra’s sulking company wasn’t so bad. At any rate, it beat getting snarked at, and Elei was finally starting to relax. 

Until Cat decided to sniff Alendra’s hand.

“Don’t let that creature touch me,” Alendra bit out and swung at Cat with a bottle of water she held. 

Her ears and cheeks were red. Cute like a kitten. If it wasn’t for the single fact that she hated his guts it would’ve been funny. 

“That’s my creature and I don’t want you touching it either,” Elei retorted, grabbing Cat and settling it on his shoulder. Cat dug its claws in, making him wince, just in case Elei was deluded enough to think he was in control. 

“Then take your filthy beast out of here. I won’t have it around—”

“You don’t own the damn aircar,” Elei snapped, struggling to keep his temper, glancing from the road to her. 

“Cats belong in dumpsters.” She lifted her chin. “Perhaps you belong there, too.” 

He felt the blood drain from his face. The trashlands of Ost where he’d grown up were practically a giant dumpster. Too close to home.

Cat growled and he snorted, trying to cover up his unease. “Maybe.”

That seemed to outrage her even more. “Get out,” she snapped. 

“Want me to jump off a moving aircar?” He cocked his head at her, hoping she’d say no.

“If you like.” Her eyes glowed like the lights of a ship reflected in dim water. “It’d be a merciful death compared to taking on the Gultur regime on our own.” 

Well, put that way... “I didn’t think you cared about how I die.”

She opened her mouth and closed it. Her eyes darkened. “I... don’t.”

Odd how her breath caught on the words.

“Do not what?” Hera stood at the cockpit door. Elei hadn’t heard it open. “What did you say to her, boy?”

“Me?” He stiffened, and Cat hissed on his shoulder. “No need to. Just by being here I offend her.”

“He’s got parasites,” Alendra muttered. “And his cat, too.”

“So you started all this?” Hera turned to Alendra, her voice coiled like a snake ready to strike. “Why in the hells?”

“How can you ask that?” Alendra rose too, her fists balled at her sides. “He could infect us all, you, me, Kalaes, the whole resistance. It’s deadly, telmion and whatever else he’s carrying.” Her voice shook. “He’s got snakeskin all the way up his cheek. He’ll die, and so will we.”

“I told you, you can’t catch telmion from me,” Elei said, weary. 

“He’s right,” Hera said, nodding, and her voice lost its heat. “You can’t catch it from another person. Telmion is a fungus that lives in standing water or rotten meat where it can burrow into your skin, but it’s not contagious between hosts.”

“Yeah?” Alendra shook her head, her eyes luminous with anger. “I’ve heard that before. I don’t believe it.”

“Do you think I’d put him in here with you, with us, if he would be our death?” Hera asked, scowling.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” Alendra swallowed hard, “to be told everything is okay, and then see everyone around you die, everyone you ever cared for.” She bit her lip. “I won’t sit here with him and that animal. I won’t.”

“We’ve all lost people we love,” Elei muttered, the ache in his chest returning, Pelia’s face haunting his thoughts. 

“You don’t know how it was. You weren’t there,” Alendra muttered.

He blinked. “Where?”

“Asine,” Alendra said, her voice barely audible, her cheeks stained with red.

“Asine?” Was he supposed to know the name? “Where’s that?”

“Where do you live, not to know about Asine?” Alendra snapped. 

He opened his mouth to reply, but Hera grabbed his arm and shoved him toward the door. “Go and rest with Kalaes.”

He shook her off, anger rising in his chest, her sweet scent sending his senses into overdrive. “First tell me about Asine.”

“Just... leave me alone,” Alendra whispered. “Go away.”

“Go,” Hera snarled.

He took a step toward Alendra, to ask again, to understand, but Hera blocked his way and pushed him backward. She sneered, her fine features twisted. The tiny scales on her throat glittered like jewels and her sugary smell made his mouth water. Heat rushed up his neck, and colors pulsed around him.

He pushed back.

Hera recovered easily, barely backtracking, and then she slammed into him, knocking the walking cane from his fingers. His vision hazed, his heartbeat spiked. Hera’s chest pulsed a deep orange. He thought he saw blood welling from her mouth, running down her chin. 

Reaching up, he grabbed her by the throat, his fingers clenching, digging into soft flesh.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Alendra yelled. “Stop it!”

A vise crushed his windpipe and he couldn’t breathe. He became aware of Hera’s hands bruising his throat. Cat growled, worrying at Hera’s boots.

“For the gods’ sakes, can you hear me? Let her go!” Alendra shouted. 

His fingers loosened. What am I doing? He let go of Hera and tried to pry her hands off his neck. She finally released him, and he fell against the wall. He slid down, coughing, everything fading in a red haze. 

“What in the hells do you think you’re doing, fe?” rang a familiar voice from the door. Someone knelt by his side, and a rough hand gripped his chin, forcing it up. “Elei? Are you okay?”

Kalaes?

“He tried to kill Hera.” Falling back into the driver’s seat, Alendra jabbed a finger at Elei, her face flushed. “He was going to strangle her.”

Hera was rubbing at the red marks on her throat, breathing heavily, not looking up. “So was I.”

Fingers brushed against Elei’s throat. “So I see.” Kalaes’ face came into focus, startling with the tattoo of the three parallel lines on his cheek. His cheekbones jutted out in his thin face and his expression was grim and angry. “Why?” he asked.

“I wanted to talk to her,” Elei rasped, his throat burning. 

“That didn’t look like talking,” Kalaes bit out.

“He started it,” Alendra said.

“No,” Hera said drily, “I did. I hit him first.”

“By mistake.”

Kalaes’ gaze blazed. He glared at Alendra, his hand dropping to his belt, probably searching for a gun. “I don’t know who in the hells you are, but stay out of this.” He turned back to Hera, ignoring Alendra’s muffled curse. “I’m asking again, fe. Why in the five hells did you try to strangle him?”

Hera still didn’t meet his eyes. “He and I need to talk.”

“That’s not an answer.” Kalaes took a step toward her, his hands curled into fists at his sides.

“Kal!” Elei coughed. “Kalaes. Stop.”

To his surprise, Kalaes did. He gave Elei a questioning look. 

“Just...” Kalaes was awake, he was up and moving, he sounded okay, he sounded sane. “How do you feel?”

Kalaes grunted. “Alive. And so are you, apparently, after all.” His brows dipped and he jabbed a finger in Elei’s direction. “Stay that way, you hear me?” 

Laughter rose in Elei’s throat, and it triggered more coughing. He stared at Kalaes, not daring to believe he was really back. It was too sudden. Too good to be true. 

“No hallucinations?” Hera asked in a clinical tone. “No dizziness? Are you sure?”

“Positive.” Kalaes bared his teeth in a sharp smile. He grabbed Elei’s arm and pulled him upright, then he put the walking cane in his hand. “I heard something about a safe house?”

“We’re heading there,” Hera said. “If we lose our tail.”

 “Tail?” Kalaes glanced at Alendra and back, a dark eyebrow raised. “Looks like I’ve been missing out on lots of fun.” He smirked. “My turn to drive.”

“Absolutely not,” Hera said, folding her arms across her chest. “You are not up to it.”

“I’m perfectly fine.” He waved a dismissive hand, and when she didn’t move out of his way, he pushed her. “Now stand aside.”

“You can’t drive yet, Kal,” Elei said. “You know it.”

“The hells I can’t,” Kalaes snarled, a dark scowl on his face. He took the driver’s seat and grabbed the steering lever, shoving Alendra off. “Try and stop me.”

Yeah, something was way off. His chest tight with worry, Elei took a step toward Kalaes, preparing to wrestle him away from the driving console.

Hera cleared her throat. “Alendra can keep an eye on him.”

Elei frowned, reluctant to take the risk. Kalaes had been hallucinating not so long ago. How was he supposed to drive?

Alendra shrugged. “If you really think you need to have that talk. Just because he says you should,” she lifted her chin toward Elei, bright eyes flashing, “it doesn’t mean you have to.”

“Just keep an eye on him,” Hera snapped. “Elei, come.” And with that, she strode out into the passenger cabin. 

Elei stared for a moment longer at Kalaes’ black-clad back. He couldn’t shake the feeling of wrongness. It was as if Kalaes was still caught inside a nightmare.

I’ll fix this, Kal. I promise I will.

Taking a deep breath, he turned to follow Hera.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei stopped by the window and ran his hand over the paneling, feeling the vibration of the engine as the landscape flowed by like a river, greens and browns mingling in swirls. Como bushes lined the road, and he thought he could smell the sweetness of their red flowers.

Or maybe it was Hera’s blood. She stood there, avoiding his gaze, a shadow in her normally transparent eyes. 

“So what do you want to talk about?” she asked.

Now that he had to say it, he wasn’t sure how. “You’re acting... weird.”

“Nonsense.” Her nostrils flared. “Anything else?”

Anger flared in a brief, bright flash. “You tried to kill me.”

“So did you.” Hera’s eyes narrowed.

“Rex was trying to protect me.” She stared at him unflinching. How much could he tell her? Elei touched his bruised throat. “Rex controls me more than I like when it senses danger. It thought you were attacking me.” Thought you were my enemy. 

Hera shook her head. “I thought you were going to attack Alendra. I overreacted a little.”

A little? “I wasn’t going to attack her.” He kneaded the furrow between his brows. “You’re very protective of her.” 

Hera didn’t say anything, nor did she deny it.

“Is it because of what happened in Asine?” he asked. “Please tell me about it.”

Hera glared. “It is not my place to tell you. Not my past. Ask Alendra.” 

Yeah, sure, some time in the next hundred years, perhaps. “Right.”

Silence stretched. A waste of time. He’d learned nothing from this conversation, had gained nothing. What had he expected anyway?

“Okay.” Elei rubbed the back of his neck and turned to go. “I’ll go check on Kalaes.”

“Wait,” Hera said.

He glanced back.

She folded her arms, not meeting his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

He started. Had Hera just apologized? 

“I should not have lost my temper,” Hera continued. “I should be more in control of myself.”

But she wasn’t. Worry tightened his chest, and he turned fully to face her. “Just tell me what’s wrong. Have I done something to anger you?”

She remained silent for a while, breathing evenly. He waited. 

“Not your fault,” she muttered. “I have tried to distance myself, so that I can make better decisions. Decisions that will not result in you and Kalaes getting hurt again.”

He thought he might begin to understand. “Hera, it wasn’t your fault—”

“Yes, it was.” Her jaw clenched. “I should have been there in time, to break you out of the hospital. But I fear...” She swallowed hard.

He hesitated, then placed his free hand on her shoulder. She stiffened. “What do you fear?”

“Regina,” she whispered, voice taut and thin, and for once she sounded as young as she looked. 

“Why now?”

She shook her head. “No matter how much I want to protect you, Regina is maturing. Soon it will try to control me. It’s already reacting to my positive disposition toward you.”

His stomach clenched like a fist. “Reacting, how?”

“It rewards me with pleasure when I snap at you, stings when I help you.” She took a step back, and his hand fell away. “My Maturation Day is coming soon.”

He frowned. “And what in the hells does Maturation Day mean?”

“Regina comes into full power and tries to turn me against mortals.” Hera looked down at her fisted hands. “Make me into what I was born to be, an Echo princess.”

The implications slowly sank in. “You’re afraid you’ll hurt us?”

“Hurt you?” She sneered. “I’ve just done that.”

“Hera—”

“No, you listen to me, Elei.” She looked up and this time sought his gaze. “I’m afraid I’ll kill you.”

The words lingered like the echo of a gunshot. Silence rippled around them, spreading in waves. 

“You were given drugs to weaken Regina. You can control it,” Elei whispered. “Can’t you?”

“I’m trying.” She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. “But it may not work. I have not had the drug this year and its effect is waning.”

“You have to try harder.” Everything was going to the hells. “Dammit, you can do this.”

“And if I cannot?”

“You can. You have to.” He avoided her frightened gaze and turned his back, trying to control himself as a terrible thought slithered into his mind. “You can control it. I know it.”

Just like Regina, Rex pushed him to kill her, to tear her to pieces. Rex was trying to take control of him, and it was succeeding. What if Rex too was maturing — much faster than Regina, turning him into something he wasn’t, something violent and dangerous to the others? 

What if Alendra was right to be afraid of him?

He squeezed his eyes shut. Maybe he should just go now, make sure he didn’t place them in worse danger. 

Because, if Hera couldn’t control Regina, after living with the parasite for a lifetime, then what chance in the five hells did he have of controlling Rex?

 

 

***

 

 

When Elei returned to the cockpit, it was to a silence broken only by the hum of the engines. Alendra didn’t turn around, and a glance at Kalaes showed him scowling at the rearview mirror. 

“Our tail?” Hera asked, entering behind Elei. 

“Still there.” Kalaes rolled his shoulders with a groan and buried a hand in his hair. “Any ideas what to do?”

“Maybe there’s place nearby where we could lose them?” Hera said.

Alendra gave them a cursory glance, face expressionless, and returned to the console. “According to the map there’s a factory not far from here, a food packaging plant, on the road to Dakru City. I think I’ve passed it by in the past.”

“We could hide there and hope they’ll overtake us,” Kalaes muttered. “Eh, Hera?”

“Put more distance between us,” Hera said, voice curt, “and that may work.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Kalaes gave a mock salute and a crooked smile, and grabbed the steering lever. Elei clenched his fingers around the head of his walking cane, watching him, trying to decide if the old Kalaes was back or not. The mocking tone fit right in, but there was a darkness in Kalaes’ voice, his face, his posture — a tension, a coiled potential for violence he couldn’t remember from before. 

Rex drummed on his senses, hammered the back of his right eye, as if waiting for a strike.

Hera shoved past him and grabbed the back of Kalaes’ seat. Elei’s fingers twitched on the grip of his gun. With both of them trigger-happy inside the small aircar, accidents could happen. He deliberately shoved his free hand into his pocket and moved away from Hera.

“There’s the factory.” Alendra pointed at a huge black shape, a rectangular building ahead. “Tail’s about thirty feet behind and closing.”

“We need to move fast,” Elei muttered, leaning closer to see. 

“I’ll take us in,” Kalaes announced. 

“I’ll do it,” Elei said. 

“No.”

“Then I’ll drive,” Hera said. 

“Don’t you pissing touch the lever.” Kalaes corrected the suspension values and raised the speed. “Keep an eye on our tail. Going in.”

“Is there a problem?” Hera growled.

“No problem.” Kalaes kept his eyes on the road and the factory, his hands steady on the steering lever. “Apart from the fact that you tried to kill Elei, all is peachy.”

“I see.” Hera adjusted the mirror, a slight tremor going through her hands. “Elei and I discussed that. All is fine.”

Is it? Elei gripped Kalaes’ seat as the aircar accelerated, fighting the uneasy feeling in his stomach. 

“Whatever.” Kalaes turned the aircar into a parallel road for trucks that passed outside the factory. “I can do this. Stand back.”

“Kalaes, you should not be driving.” She caught his arm and gave a light tug.

He shoved her. “I said, back off, Hera.” His fingers were white on the lever. “For days I’ve been trapped in my past, watching people die, people I couldn’t save. Not this time.”

Hera paled, and Elei thought he understood a little why Kalaes insisted on doing this.

Then a sudden turn sent Elei crashing into the wall, the walking stick falling from his numb hand. He slid down, hearing Alendra curse indistinctly as Kalaes drove them full speed into a dark shed. The vehicle wheeled around and stopped.

The aircar powered down, the lights dimming, though colors flashed around Elei in steady pulses. He drew in breath after breath, trying to get Rex to relax its hold. His heart thumped. 

“Are you certain they did not see us turning?” Hera asked.

“With any luck, they won’t realize we didn’t turn back to the main road,” Kalaes said, leaning back in his chair. “They’ll just continue. Let’s give them a few before we head back outside.”

“Fine.” She eyed him carefully. “Feeling better now?”

Kalaes said nothing.

Cat meowed pitifully and jumped on Elei’s leg. He reached down to pat its head, and Cat licked his hand, its warm presence calming.

“Do any of you have any ama cigarettes? I could use one now.” Kalaes ran his finger through his hair, dislodging clots of dried blood. 

Hera straightened and brushed her hands over her gray suit. She scowled. “At the safe house there are supplies. But smoking is not good for you.”

“Save your lecture, Hera.” Kalaes started to stretch, then his breath hitched and he groaned, wrapping an arm around his ribs. “Gods damn it. Ow.”

Guilt and worry twisted Elei’s stomach. 

Kalaes turned his head and lifted an eyebrow. “I’d say you’re awfully quiet back there, but you aren’t exactly a chatty kind of person, fe. You still alive?”

“Yeah,” Elei grated. 

“Good.” Kalaes frowned, then turned his gaze back to the front. “Cause you can’t expect any help from me.”

Elei froze in the process of trying to get up. “What?”

“You heard me.” Kalaes checked something on the control panel, his voice strangely empty. “You can’t expect anything from me.”

Elei’s hands shook as he stared at Kalaes’ back. “Why do you say that?”

“It’s the truth, fe.”

No. “You’re not like that,” Elei muttered.

“Right.” Kalaes’ voice was hard. “And what makes you think you know anything about me?” 

Elei shook his head and picked up his walking cane, his chest too tight. “I don’t,” he whispered. 

Shaking with delayed reaction, he climbed to his feet and hobbled out of the cockpit to the passenger cabin, Cat winding between his legs. He took a seat and gripped the armrests, bowing his head. 

A deep breath. Another.

Then the aircar powered up and lurched forward and out of the shed. Thankful for something to hold on to, he watched from the window as they zipped out into the street and then turned back the way they’d come, returning to the intercity road. Through the open cockpit door, he could hear Hera snapping out instructions and Kalaes’ muffled replies. 

The aircar turned right, toward what had to be the west, and the engines whirred. A look out of the window showed him algae ponds dully reflecting the morning light. Seeing how they were slowing, they’d most probably managed to lose their tail. 

Pelia’s face haunted his thoughts, her words from the dream echoing in his mind, and he wished for her hand on his brow, her arms around him. He released his hold on the armrest as the aircar straightened and reached down to finger the grip of his gun.

His body ached with new bruises from where he’d hit the wall, and hells if he wasn’t sick and tired of being in pain. So he just ignored his body, pretended it didn’t exist. 

The result, of course, was that his eyelids drooped, and before he knew it, he was drifting into sleep.

A little girl bent over him and offered her grimy hand. Her pale eyes regarded him with a seriousness that wasn’t childlike in the least. 

“Come,” she said and he took her hand, grateful. Her palm was hard and her fingers cold, and she pulled him upright as if he weighed nothing. 

“Afia?” He peered into her small face but it kept changing, shifting like a passing cloud. “Is that you?”

“What does it matter?” 

A blond boy approached them, hands stuffed in his pockets. 

Jek. “What are you two doing here?” Elei glanced around, uneasy. Dark streets, high gray buildings, silhouettes shuffling in the shadows between lit shop fronts. The nagging feeling of familiarity shattered when he turned he saw her. 

“Pelia.” Gods, why did it hurt to see her? He felt he was forgetting something, but what? “Where are we?”

Her dark eyes crinkled at the corners like she was smiling, but she wasn’t. Her lips were pressed together tight, as if she’d never open them to speak. Her white blouse was spattered with brown drops, like old blood. 

Odd.  

Afia pulled on his hand and Jek lifted an eyebrow. Pelia turned around and walked through a door. They followed her into her apartment. 

He tugged his hand free from the girl’s and walked in a circle. The furniture, the shelves and the tables looked so shiny. A platter sat on the table, filled with nuts, and they glimmered like crystal balls. A light diffused through the room, making everything glittery. 

“Happy birthday,” Pelia said, her voice soft. 

“I don’t have a birthday,” he said, turning to look at her. 

She held a gun in her hands, his Rasmus. It glowed on her white palms like a magical snake. “This is for you.”

“I know,” he said and took it, cradling it. “Should I shoot you again?”

“Don’t be silly.” She sat down in one of the armchairs, primly crossing her legs. Her soft trousers rustled. “That’s not why I gave it to you.”

“What for, then?”

Afia giggled. Jek snorted. He picked one of the crystal nuts and bit into it. He chewed thoughtfully, his lips bleeding.

“The registration number.” Pelia smiled, showing blackened teeth. He wondered what happened to them. “I told you this many times. It’s your birthday.”

“Nobody knows my birthday.” He lifted the gun. The number glowed on the barrel. “Not even you.”

“I know many things,” she said and her face contorted, as if in pain. “Remember, it’s your birthday.”

“My birthday,” he said, the word stumbling against his teeth, his lips. “Birthday.”

“We’ve arrived,” Hera said, very close to his ear. “What birthday are you talking about?”

He jerked, thrusting a hand forward in defense, opening bleary eyes. “Hera?”

She straightened and clucked her tongue. “Safe house.” And with that she turned and headed to the deck door. 

Kalaes was leaning on the cockpit doorframe, arms folded across his broad chest, one foot propped against the wall of the cabin. He was staring at Elei as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t quite make up his mind. 

By the time Elei bent to retrieve his walking cane, Kalaes pushed off the wall and headed out as well, then Alendra appeared at the cockpit door. She threw him a frosty look and followed Kalaes out, ponytail swinging.

Elei sighed. Remembering his dream, he drew his gun out and glanced at the registration number. 

What was he supposed to do with it?

Cat came in and rubbed itself on his legs, purring, a spot of heat. 

“Just you and me again, Cat. So, what do you think I should call you?” Elei ran a hand absently over Cat’s black fur. It glided under his fingers, warm and alive, and Pelia’s face flitted through his mind. Dead. Gone. 

He stilled. “I shouldn’t call you anything at all.” At Cat’s questioning blue gaze, he shrugged and stood up, grabbing his cane. “You know why? Because I bet soon you’ll leave me, too.”

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Twelve



The aircar was parked inside an underground garage. The cold was bitter with damp. Thin rivulets of water ran down the rough concrete walls. Elei maneuvered himself down the ladder, refusing to acknowledge the pain in his leg. He reached the ground and leaned against the ladder, groaning softly with relief. 

Almost tripping over Cat, he hobbled to the only door he could see, heavy, with bolts and locks. Cat jumped on his shoulder as he stepped into a low-lit corridor. Immediately the others’ voices drifted over from a room to his left. 

It was a kitchen, he discovered when he limped inside, with a long table and chairs and rooms opening to either side. Cat gave the room a bored look, then left to explore the new territory, disappearing behind an open door. 

Kalaes was rummaging in the cupboards and Alendra had already unpacked a loaf of blue bread. Hera took out several bottles from a box and placed them on the table. She saw Elei and nodded.

“Sit.” She opened a drawer and took out a knife. She started slicing the bread while Alendra grabbed cups from a shelf.

He itched to ask about her past, to learn more about her, but she avoided his gaze and so did Hera.

So he sat and propped his cane against the table. 

“Looks like we’re going to have a feast,” Kalaes drawled, carrying over a slab of what looked like smoked seal. He slammed it before Elei, who jerked back. “I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.”

“Most probably because you haven’t.” Hera twirled the knife in her hand and Elei wished she didn’t. Rex was having a riot in his head, sending flashes of colors jumping off every surface, making her face glow. 

He focused on the meat instead, and his stomach roiled at the heavy smell. He couldn’t eat that. Sweet, he needed sweet — sugar and fruit. 

And why in the hells did he crave that again? 

Hera sat down across from him and Kalaes fell into the chair to his left, an arm curling around his middle, face scrunching up in pain. If his ribs were busted, that was no wonder, although Kalaes managed to hide any signs of pain most of the time. 

No sooner had he thought it, when Kalaes’ face relaxed. Elei watched, fascinated, as the mask, for that was what it was, fell back into place. The creases in Kalaes’ forehead smoothed out, and he grinned, although it didn’t reach his eyes. His arm uncurled from his ribs and he reached out for a slice of bread, a slight tremor going through his hand.   

Elei snagged a piece of bread and bit into it, wondering why Kalaes acted as he did, covering up his pain, covering any weakness. Life in gangs wasn’t easy. Maybe he’d needed the ability to survive when he was younger. 

Or maybe not. He had to admit Kalaes had been right; Elei knew nothing about him. Maybe growing up in a family, with a brother, had ingrained such habits in him — the too wide smile, the ease with which he now teased Alendra about eating like a mouse — a way with people that Elei lacked. 

“Meat?” Hera said.

Bile rose in his throat at the smell. Shit. He put the piece of bread down. It wouldn’t do to throw it back up, not now. 

“What’s wrong?” Kalaes asked.

But Elei only shook his head. He grabbed a cup of water and swallowed it down in one gulp, then tried to marshal his thoughts, staring into the empty cup.

This wasn’t normal. Gagging at the sight of meat, craving sugar. Rex was messing with his body again. A vague memory surfaced, of Kalaes forcing him to drink a sour potion to weaken Rex when he was at the hospital. But how could he tell if it was a memory and not a dream?

How could he tell what parts of his dreams were memory? Damn. 

Kalaes opened a bottle. “Here, what’s this?” He sniffed it, and his eyebrows twitched up. “That’s not water.”

“What is it then?” Hera grabbed a bottle, smelled it and scrunched up her nose. “Alcohol.”

Kalaes’ grin widened. “Is it drinkable?” 

“It would not be wise for you to drink now,” Hera said, pulling the bottle from Kalaes’ hands. “We are not sure the drugs are completely out of your system.”

“Give it back here,” Kalaes growled and half rose from his seat. “You don’t get to decide what I drink or don’t drink, fe.”

“I do if I’m to lug your sorry ass around afterward,” Hera said.

“I bet you like my ass.” Kalaes tilted his head to the side, braids swinging, and winked. “And I’ll drink if I want to.”

“Never been to this safe house before.” Alendra went and poked her head through a door at the other end of the kitchen. “Hot water in the bathroom?”

“It’s a class-one safe house,” Hera said, waving a hand, and put down the bottle. “Hot water is highly probable. So are clothes for us to change.”

Clothes. Elei looked down at his ruined shirt and pants and decided to go look for a fresh change as soon as he deemed his leg was rested enough to carry his weight.

“You’re not eating, fe.” Kalaes turned to Elei, an eyebrow arching. “You’re a bag of bones, you have to eat. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Elei glared at the bread in his hand. 

“He must be tired,” Hera said, biting into a piece of meat. The blood pumped in her veins, brown sugar caramel, its scent making his mouth water.

He looked quickly away. “Yeah. Listen, do we have anything sweet to eat?” 

“Sweet? I do not think so,” Hera muttered, frowning. “Why? The ham is excellent and you do need protein.”

He nodded, and forced himself to eat the bread, hoping to keep it down. Rex had to know he needed to eat, right? He chewed and swallowed, trying to keep his attention on its nutty taste, not on Hera’s sugary scent, not on the imagined texture of her blood on his tongue, thick and rich.

Five hells. This was getting out of hand. He pushed himself to his feet. 

“Where are you off to?” Kalaes grabbed another bottle and brandished it like a weapon. “Sit, drink with us.”

Drink. Blood. Elei swallowed hard and nodded toward the door he could see leading into another room. “I’ll go find the bedroom. I should check if the new stitches are holding.” 

“New stitches.” Kalaes blinked. “What trouble did you get into this time?”

Not sure whether this was a joke, Elei just stared.

“Need help?” Hera asked.

“No, I’m fine.” I need nobody’s help. I can make it on my own. No choice really. Besides, Pelia’s words flew in his head in circles, cawing like seagulls. He wanted to check his gun again, the number, see if he made any sense of his dreams.

“Here’s the med kit,” Hera said, placing it on the table and pushing it toward him. He could see the veins pulsing in her hands, in her arms. “Call if you need anything.”

He took it without a comment, nodding his thanks. Then he grabbed his cane and limped toward the door, wincing as stiff muscles and pulling wounds protested. The bandage on his thigh definitely felt stuck, dragging on the skin and the raw edges of his injuries. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing the mess.

The room he entered was square with two narrow beds and a low table between them. An oblong window high up on a wall shed pale light on spiderwebs and yellow patches of mold on the peeling paint. He sank on one of the lumpy mattresses, allowing himself to shut his eyes for a moment and release a long breath. He dropped the med kit onto the bed.

It was quiet, broken only from the voices of the others next door, like a distant wind song, and the patter of mouse feet somewhere in the masonry. 

Gods, he was tired. Of everything. Afia’s face swam up in his mind like a bright bubble and it hurt even more because she was far, too far away.

With a shiver, he rubbed his eyes and started to undress. He took off his boots and pushed down his pants, carefully peeling them off the soaked bandages. Another deep breath, convincing his stomach not to rebel at all the blood. Get this over with.

He unclipped and unwound the bandage that swathed his whole left thigh, steeped in shades that went from moth brown to bright fresh crimson. Blood had seeped down to his ankle, in dark brown streaks, the stains masked by the black color on his pants. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, steeling himself, and unwrapped the last layer, pulling as it stuck, clamping his jaw against the pain. Then it was off, exposing the ruined flesh underneath, and he hissed between clenched teeth.

Holy gods below. Black spots blinked before his eyes. He’d been walking on that leg? No wonder Hera had been surprised. Butterfly bandages covered two wounds, and a number of dark red scars showed what had to be exit wounds of shrapnel. Probably. Close to his hip, two long bullet grazes, all stitched up with black surgical thread, fresh and seeping blood. Hera must have done that back at Teos. 

A small moan left his lips and he swallowed hard. Pull yourself together. Everything looked okay and on its way to healing. He groped blindly for the med kit, opened it and grabbed a roll of gauze. He’d seen a woman once, shot in the thigh during a robbery in Ost City. She’d bled out so fast, even from afar he’d seen the pool of blood spreading around her.

I’m okay. It’s okay.


The stitches looked like teeth biting into his pale flesh. He fumbled with the antiseptic pads, tore two packages open and slapped them over the wounds. Okay. Breathe out. Then he got the gauze, almost dropping it twice, and finally unrolled it, winding it around his thigh. A burning pain in his arm made him pause. He clenched his jaw and finished, clipping the bandage in place. 

It was the wind down, he told himself. He’d pushed back the pain while they fled, and now he finally sat down to look at the wounds, they hurt like a bitch. He shrugged off the leather jacket and grabbed the hem of his scorched shirt, pulling it over his head. 

More bandages, wrapped around his chest, loose now, hanging in stained folds. Beneath them, the wounds were knitting — the holes of bullets had filled up, leaving crimson circles. His left arm was scorched, not too badly though, and butterfly bandages had been applied over two bullet grazes. Thin threads of blood sneaked under the white material, twining on his arm like black snakes.

That had been from... Explosions, and blood spraying, body parts torn and thrown against the walls, fire and the impact...

“That’s why I can’t do this.” Kalaes’ quiet voice jolted him and he scrambled backward on the bed. 

The older boy stood leaning on the open door frame. Why hadn’t Elei heard him? Kalaes stood, arms folded, legs apart, regarding Elei under his lashes. 

“What?” Elei forced clenched fingers to uncurl, to release the handfuls of blanket he’d grabbed. “What are you talking about?”

“That.” Kalaes nodded toward him, dark eyes narrow. “All those wounds. I can’t protect you. I can’t do this, fe.”

Why...? “No-one’s asking you to,” he replied hoarsely. 

“Just listen.” Kalaes’ tone was sharp. “You must think I’m a coward, to tell you these things. But I’ve been there before, done this, and failed. Tried to protect them. They’re all dead.”

Elei flinched, remembering what Maera had told him about the kids under Kalaes’ care. “Fine. But I’m alive.”

“For now.” Kalaes shook his head but didn’t move from the door. “And not thanks to me.”

“You saved me. You took me to the hospital.”

“After they’d riddled you with bullets.” Kalaes scowled. “No, I can’t protect you. There’s nothing I can give you.”

But I feel safe with you. Elei bit his lip hard not to speak the words. He nodded. He saw Kalaes between the two Gultur, hair dripping blood, saw the bruises and cuts on his torso, and choked on helplessness. He couldn’t protect Kalaes either.

“Do you understand, fe?” Kalaes said.

“I understand,” Elei whispered. 

Outside, the wind wailed.

“Come eat something,” Kalaes said, pushing off the door.

“You go ahead,” Elei said. “I’ll be along soon.”

He watched Kalaes go and sagged on the bed. He’d find a way to fix this world. For Kalaes. For Hera. For Afia and Jek. For Pelia. If only he knew how.

After dressing, he pulled out his Rasmus. My birthday. A date. A made up date, chosen by Pelia, the date on which she presented him with the Rasmus as a present. He passed his finger over the embossed registration number. 

1207586. Twelfth day of the seventh month of the year 586.

Ten years ago. What did you want to tell me? He pressed his hot forehead to the cool metal of the barrel. Had something happened then? At any rate, that date couldn’t be his birthday. He sure as all the hells wasn’t ten years old.

Maybe Hera or Kalaes had a clue.

He had a feeling Pelia had told him much more than he remembered. He sighed as he got up and decided to try walking without the cane. Time to wean himself from any crutch, any support that didn’t come from within him.

Rex, I guess it’s just you and me now.

 

 

***

 

 

When Elei walked into the kitchen, he found the other three seated around the table. Alendra was scowling at her cup, and the smell of her herbal tea — sageron and chamomile — hung in the air. Pale freckles peppered her nose and cheeks, and Elei wondered if he’d be able to feel them under his fingertips, like carvings, if he dared touch.

But of course he wouldn’t.

“You don’t think so, huh? Say it.” Kalaes was waving an open bottle into Hera’s face. Looked like he was drinking despite Hera’s cautionary words.

Then again, when had Kalaes ever listened to Hera? 

A smile tugged at Elei’s lips. He knew he shouldn’t let himself relax, get dragged back into the false feeling of safety their easy bantering promised. But he had to eat, and he had to ask about the number. Even if it was only to set his mind at ease.

He lowered himself gingerly in the seat next to Kalaes.

“I never said the opposite.” Hera’s cheeks were flushed. Had she been drinking too? Elei wondered what they were talking about.

“So you admit I’m hot.” Kalaes’ voice held triumph. He took a swig from the bottle, winking.

Hot?

Alendra clapped a hand to her mouth, muffling her laughter. Her cheeks were pink as well, making her eyes glow the color of sunrise. 

They were having fun, and Elei debated going back to bed. He didn’t want to break up the party with his questions, and besides, without Kalaes dragging him into the conversation, he had no clue how to participate.

“Okay, so you’re pretty,” Hera said, her face straight, cutting through Elei’s thoughts.

“Pretty?” Kalaes frowned. “Girls are pretty.”

Hera shrugged. “Well, I’m not into boys.”

Well, this exchange made no sense to him, although the others seemed to—  

Wait... What?

Kalaes choked and started to cough. “You’re not—” he waved a hand up in the air, “into—?”

“That’s right.” Hera was smirking now. “Not into boys.”

Of course. She’d mentioned the priestesses were in charge of the stimulation for reproduction, but he hadn’t given it much thought. Not with running for their lives and almost dying in the process.

Kalaes clanked the bottle down on the table, still coughing. “Okay.” He eyed the bottle as if it’d grown a head. “Fine. But you still think I look cool.”

That seemed important to him somehow, like a float-board might seem to a drowning man.

“You look cute.”

“Cute?” Kalaes gaped at her. With his hair sticking out to one side, he did look kind of funny, Elei had to admit.

“Yes.” Hera tilted her head, her dark mane falling like sheets of metal over one shoulder. “I could keep you as a pet.”

“A pet?” 

“Mmm.” Hera toyed with the knife she’d used for cutting the bread. “Try not to repeat everything I say.”

Kalaes opened and closed his mouth like a fish. 

Elei snorted in spite of himself.

“Are you serious, Hera?” Alendra asked, her flushed cheeks a shade darker than before. 

“Deadly,” Hera said and stabbed the knife into the bread.

Elei flinched as the throbbing inside his eye started again, and the sweet scent of her blood shot directly to his brain, bypassing rational thought. He clenched his fists. Not now, Rex. It’d be nice if Rex obeyed for once, but apparently, like a cat, the parasite wouldn’t be tamed.

Talking of which... “Where’s Cat?”

“That animal. I saw it sniffing around the bathroom,” Alendra said and Elei blinked, surprised she’d been the one to answer.

Then again, Kalaes was staring again at the bottle, as if still in shock, and Hera was cutting the bread in paper-thin slices, wearing a satisfied expression.

Elei frowned, remembering he couldn’t stay with these people, that soon they’d part ways and that he’d made himself a promise to fix things. So get to it.

He grabbed a piece of bread and turned it over in his hand. “Twelfth of the seventh of the year 586,” he said. 

“What’s that, fe?” Kalaes took a swig from the bottle and his eyes watered. “Whoa. Good stuff.”

“It’s a date.” Elei ignored Kalaes’ antics and let the bread drop back on the table. “At least I think it is. Do you know anything about it?”

“Me?” Kalaes stared at Elei. “Why should I?”

Elei shrugged. “I’m asking everyone.”

“Are you trying to let us know it’s an important date for you?” Alendra asked, frowning.

What? “No. I don’t know what it can be.”

“Then why ask?” Alendra bit into a piece of ham. “Where did you get the number?”

Wait, the ice princess was actually talking to him? “I think...” He stroked the handle of his gun. “It’s a memory.”

“Of what?”

“Something Pelia told me.”

Kalaes leaned forward, his face eager. “Hells, fe, are you saying you’re finally remembering something Pelia said? So she did tell you something before she died?”

“You knew Pelia?” Alendra leaned forward too.

“I was her driver.” Elei forced his hand away from the gun. He splayed his fingers on the table. “When she died.”

Alendra paled. 

“What did she say?” Kalaes’ eyes were feverish bright. “Spit it out.”

“It wasn’t that night.” Elei breathed out. “Two years ago she gave me this gun.” He pulled it out, laid it on the table. “She told me to remember that the registration number would be my birthday.”

“Is it?” Alendra asked. “The date of your birthday?”

“How the hells should I know?” Elei scowled at the gun.

“Why shouldn’t you know?” she shot back, brows knitting. Her hair had come loose from its usual ponytail and fell in pale waves around her face. “Are you trying to be clever?”

“He does not know his birth date,” Hera said quietly and reached out for the gun. “What are you saying, Elei? What exactly did Pelia say?”

Alendra looked away, body stiff. 

Screw her. “I don’t know.” 

Hera lifted the Rasmus. “Do you think the date is important, that it’s a clue to something Pelia was telling you?” 

He wished he knew. Frustrated, he ran a hand through his stiff hair. Gods, he needed to clean up. “I guess so. Must be an important number.”

Hera put the gun down. “So it means nothing to you?”

Elei shook his head. He wouldn’t ask if he knew what it meant, right?

“But even if it means something, what’s the purpose?” Alendra bit her lip. “We’ve done all we could. The Gultur are infected and their system is collapsing.”

“Their system may still hold,” Hera said darkly. “The infection weakened them. Now is the perfect moment to strike them and take over.”

“Yeah, right,” Alendra muttered. “Easy like taking a stroll. The Undercurrent heads will never agree to outright war, Hera. Who do you think we are? We don’t have your strength. We’re mere mortals.”

“We’re more than that. We’re the reason they’re weakened.” Kalaes nodded at Elei. “He’s the one who did it all.” 

Oh shit. “Kal, no.”

“Did what?” Alendra glanced from one to the other, golden brows knitting in a frown.

“Infected them. Brought down the system.” Kalaes grinned. 

Alendra’s chair screeched as she pushed backward, her face going chalk white. “You’re not saying... He’s infected with that parasite too?” Her face scrunched up in such disgust that Elei suddenly couldn’t breathe.

He prepared to get up, but Alendra beat him to it. She backed away from the table, spun around and walked out.

Well, damn. Maybe he should turn in anyway. He reached across the table for his gun, when another sweet smell hit his senses. He glanced around and his eyes zeroed on the bottle in Kalaes’ hands. 

“Here, try this.” Kalaes offered the bottle, his teeth flashing in a broad smile. “It’s strong stuff.”

Elei took the bottle in shaking hands and sniffed it. Sweetness. His eyes watered from the potency of the stuff and his gut clenched hard. Sugar. He licked his lips, saliva pooling in his mouth.

“That is a really bad idea,” Hera said with a glare and reached out to take the bottle. Elei raised it just out of her reach. “Elei, with Rex and who knows what else in your system, you should not experiment with alcohol.”

But the smell was potent, like condi flowers and sugared nuts. Another hand reached for the bottle, this time from his left, and he moved it a little to the right, his pulse roaring, Rex gripping his skull like a huge jaw. Sweet. Sugar.  

At least it wasn’t Hera’s blood. 

He tilted the bottle up and swallowed the stuff down in great gulps.

It was an explosion inside his body, like bullets hitting bones and organs, crashing inside his head. The bottle fell from his fingers and the world swayed, once, twice. He reached out, trying to grab hold of something to steady himself. Colors flashed and swirled, blinding, and his neck and back burned like fire. He arched against the seat, trying to reach over his shoulder, to put out the flames.

“Elei!” someone shouted, but he couldn’t tell who, all his concentration on not falling.

Then he did, and everything went black.






  







 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen



Pelia held him in her arms. He must have fallen sick, but he couldn’t remember. He didn’t mind, because she was there, holding him, warm and cool, soft and solid at the same time. He wanted to stay like this forever.

She stroked his temples. Her caress tickled. 

“What happened?” he asked.

“A parasite,” Pelia murmured. Her breath ruffled the top of his head. “Very strong.”

Ah yes. “I’ve had others,” he said.

“Never like this one.” Her hand cupped his cheek. “And you’re not fighting it.”

“It’s too strong.” He sighed and closed his eyes. “Besides, I need it to live. Can’t get rid of it.”

“But you should try to contain it. Control it.”

“You should’ve thought of that before you gave it to me,” he said, surprised she’d forgotten that small detail. “Now it’s too late.”

“Don’t give up. I put my hope in you.”

“And that was a mistake,” he said bitterly. “I let you die and can’t even control my own body.”

“Just...” She leaned over him, kissed his brow, soft, feathery lips. “Fight. Remember the number, Elei. Unlock it, find the information.” Her voice changed, became that of a child, and Afia said, “I believe in you.”

“That makes one of us,” he said, wishing he believed in himself too, and opened his eyes.

He lay in a narrow bed, in a room lit by a window set high up in the wall. Hairline cracks spread like spiderwebs across the ceiling. Where was he?

It took him a moment to remember. The safe house. This had to be the bedroom where he’d changed his bandages. Someone sat on the bed, a dark figure in the low light. 

“Elei? You awake?”

“Yeah.”

A smile tilted Kalaes’ lips. “How do you feel?”

Good question. Elei lifted his head from the pillow. The world turned in lazy circles. He fell back with a groan. “What happened? Did I...?” Dear Gods, did I really down a whole bottle of liquor?

Kalaes ran his hands through his mass of matted hair. “Survive it? Looks like it. What the hells were you thinking, fe?”

“It was the smell. It was sweet and I needed...” Elei sighed. “Rex needed sweet. It makes me crave the stuff.”

“And you just do it?” Kalaes rolled his eyes. “Hells, Elei, you’re letting the damned parasite get stronger. It could kill you.”

“Eventually something will,” Elei said and shrugged. “I survived all else.”

“What else?” Kalaes blinked. His eyes were bloodshot. “What are you talking about?”

Elei shifted, uncomfortable. “The bullets. The explosions.”

“Where are you seeing the explosions, in your sleep?” Kalaes snorted.

Elei shook his head slowly. Did Kalaes really think it was funny? “I’m talking about the hospital,” he said. “I can’t help thinking about it.”

Kalaes frowned. “What about it?”

Elei’s pulse pounded behind his eyes. “It wasn’t easy for me to kill all those Gultur. I didn’t live in a gang, like you, I didn’t—”

“You should count yourself lucky you didn’t have to kill until now.” Kalaes’ dark eyes burned. “You think living in a gang makes killing any easier?”

Elei swallowed hard. “That’s not what I meant.”

“You have no pissing idea what it’s like, what I’ve had to do. You know nothing about me.” Kalaes’ hands clenched.

There it was again, that statement. “Then tell me about yourself. About your past, about what you had to do. What are you waiting for?”

Kalaes’ eyes widened, and two spots of red stained his pale cheekbones. He shook his head. “You’re better off not knowing.”

“Then why do you keep saying that?” Elei tried to keep his voice from rising and didn’t know if he made it. “What in the five hells did the Gultur do to you at the hospital?”

Kalaes’ face twisted. “They made me watch it all over again, fe,” he whispered. “All my mistakes. All the people I got killed. Everything... everything I screwed over.” His breathing sped. “I watched you die. Watched Zag die. I can’t do this anymore.”

“Yeah, you’ve said this already.” That you can’t protect me, can’t take me home. But, damn, it still hurt, and the last spark of anger faded, leaving Elei cold.

“Hey.” Hera stepped through the door, her hair pulled up in a smart twist, secured with what looked like a knife. “Good, you’re awake. I told you not to drink.” She scowled. “You should listen to me from time to time; it would save you some trouble.”

He had no energy for an argument. “Yeah.”

“He says it’s Rex.” Kalaes’ brow wrinkled. He got to his feet and started pacing. “It’s asking for sweet stuff. If Elei can’t resist, you know what that means.”

Hells. “What does it mean?” Elei asked. 

“Here, let me see.” Kalaes sank back down on the bed and gestured. “Sit up.”

With a glance at Hera’s serious face, Elei pushed himself up. “What is it?”

Kalaes grabbed the neckline of Elei’s shirt and pulled, ripping it a little. “The marks.” He touched something on Elei’s shoulder. “They’re spreading again. Son of a bitch.” He released Elei and rubbed a hand over his face.

Dammit all to the five hells. Elei clasped his legs, rested his forehead on his black-clad knees. “Now what?”

“Why didn’t you do something about this?” Kalaes glared at Hera who took a small step back, pressing a hand against her stomach. 

“But if Rex makes him so strong, why not let it help him?” she muttered. “Why try to suppress it?”

“Because it’ll kill him. And you know it.”

Shit. 

“Or maybe not.” She lifted her chin in challenge. “Regina does not kill us.”

“Let me not get started on Regina, with the arrogance and violence it gives your kind,” Kalaes snarled, his nostrils flaring. Elei didn’t think he’d ever seen him this pissed and figured that his recent torture by the Gultur had probably something to do with it. “So, why didn’t you do something, fe?”

Hera exhaled. “Rex saved his life.”

“Rex pushed him to kill himself!”

“But without Rex he would not have survived all those bullets,” Hera said. “You never did tell him, did you?”

“Tell me what?” Elei asked, tensing again.

Kalaes looked away, running a hand through his wild hair. “Elei...”

“Four bullets fired through your chest.” Hera folded her arms across her chest, her shoulders stiff. “One broke two ribs and tore your lung. Another nicked your kidney. The two bullets you shot through your leg broke the bone and fragmented, severing veins and muscles. The surgeons could not believe it when they operated to remove the fragments and stop the bleeding.”

Elei bent over. He couldn’t breathe. “Couldn’t believe... what?”

“That your kidney was already healing, the lung had already scarred and the fluid was clearing up, your femur was knitting quickly. That you were not only alive but healing so fast.”

Elei pressed the heel of his hand against his throbbing forehead. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“The doctors said not to stress you more,” Hera said. “I thought Kalaes would tell you eventually.”

“Pissing frigid hells,” Kalaes said with feeling. “When did you want me to tell him? He was conscious, what, twice before we were attacked, and even then he was so drugged he could barely talk.”

Hera sighed. “It does not really matter.” She leaned on the door and closed her eyes, looking exhausted. “What matters, Kalaes, is this: you said you cannot worry about him, cannot protect him. Well, Rex can do that. Rex takes care of him.”

“Yeah.” Kalaes folded his arms across his chest, one side of his mouth twisting into a sneer. “A load of good it did him when we were prisoners at the hospital and you broke us out.”

Hera turned to him, eyes darker than ever. “I did not,” she said, pronouncing each word carefully, as if speaking to a child, “break you out of the hospital.” 

“Heh, right.” Kalaes swallowed hard and lifted his chin. “If you didn’t, then who did?”

Hera nodded at Elei who sat, tongue glued to the roof of his mouth.

“What?” Kalaes’ eyes flicked to Elei and back to Hera. “I don’t understand, dammit. Alendra told me Hera broke us out of the hospital.”

“Elei did. Not I.”

Kalaes snorted in disbelief and crossed his arms. “Oh, come on. You’re telling me the kid did it? He was hooked on painkillers so strong they’d put a sea cow out of commission, and his leg’s so busted he needs a cane to walk.” He shook his head. “This isn’t funny, fe.”

“I did not say it was,” Hera said coldly, her face pinched, and left.

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes’ incredulity only made Hera feel guiltier, and guilt brought on another hot wave of anger. Failure. All those wounds, all that blood, because she had not been careful enough, had not kept guard over them as they slept, not entered the hospital fast enough to help them. 

She twisted and smashed her fist into the wall, welcoming the pain. I let my guard down. She really needed something to take her mind off this guilt-trip from the nether hells. 

Then she caught Alendra staring and scowled. “Why are you so nasty to Elei?” She advanced on the girl, watched her eyes widen, watched her scramble out of her chair, face paling. 

Hera halted, checked her temper. Not Alendra’s fault; her guilt was all her own. Besides, she still had to practice politeness the way mortals liked it. Damn complicated creatures.

“Listen. Please.” Maybe it was time they had this conversation anyway. “I know about Asine. I know about the telmion plague and the death toll. I understand the sight of the scales on his skin reminds you of terrible things.”

“Then why do you ask?” Alendra mumbled and glared back.  

Hera snorted. “He does not know why you react like that, and you do not explain. You simply act as though you do not care for his feelings.”

“It’s not like that.” Alendra sniffed and looked away, shaking her head. “Not true.” 

“So you do care.” It was a hunch, a gut feeling. The Gultur rarely declared what they felt out loud. One had to watch for small reactions, shifts in expression when one was caught off guard. Like the color rising now to the girl’s cheeks, her parted lips, the dilation in her pupils, the hitch in her breath. That wasn’t surprise. It was admittance. 

“He’s all right, I guess,” Alendra whispered.

Hera’s lips curled in a faint smirk and she decided to push more. “You think he’s handsome.” She winked.

Alendra’s breath came out in a hiss and she covered her mouth. Then she lowered her hand. “He’s not bad.” But her cheeks flushed darker and her eyes glowed.

“Listen to me.” Hera closed the distance between them and laid a hand on the girl’s bony shoulder. Her scent was so fresh, like a drink of cool water. “Trust me. I have studied parasites. You cannot catch telmion from him. Such parasites need vectors, hosts inside whom they go through their complex life cycles before they leave to seek new hosts. You’re far more likely to get a parasite from undercooked meat or unwashed vegetables rather than another mortal. Do you understand?”

She trembled. “But at Asine, they also said that and then everyone fell sick.”

Hera squeezed Alendra’s shoulder. “Maybe the water was contaminated. Or something else everyone was eating. Telmion is dispersed by spores in standing water or rotting meat and vegetables. Not by mortals.”

Alendra shivered once more, lowered her eyes and nodded. “Okay.” She licked her lips. “Okay, I trust you.”

Hera nodded too and withdrew her hand. “Maybe I’m biased, finding tel-marks attractive.” She shrugged and pulled down the neckline of her suit, exposing the fine snakeskin on her collarbone, hunting for the shift of expressions on Alendra’s face. Curiosity was prevalent. “Is it ugly, do you think?”

Alendra let out a breath like a sigh. “No. It’s beautiful.”

“His snakeskin is not that much different.” Hera rushed on, knowing she should shut up and let Alendra decide. “Dissociate it from your past, from the pain and fear, and you will see that it’s beautiful like the scar of any wound that we survive.”

She let go of her neckline, let it roll up and patted it. Alendra was avoiding her eyes, and the flush had receded to her cheekbones. 

“Think about it,” Hera muttered, resisted the urge to sigh, and turned about. A shower might help loosen her tense muscles and get rid of all the blood still covering her.

Blood not her own.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei waited, not knowing what to expect. “Kalaes?” 

“You just... rest, fe.” Kalaes’ face was white and a muscle leapt in his jaw. His hands were curled into fists, held against his sides. He looked angry, and as confused as Elei felt. “I need to think.” 

He drew a sharp breath and left the room. Elei stared after him. Kalaes obviously didn’t believe Elei had broken him out. Hells, after hearing what Hera said, he barely believed it himself.

By all rights, he should be dead. Rex had pushed him to death, but then pulled him back from the brink.

Why? What did Rex want with him now? 

He lingered, his mind blank, massaging the muscles in his bandaged leg. Then with slow, careful motions, he stood up and straightened his clothes. Who might know more about Rex? Hera had studied parasites. What if she had a clue? He didn’t want to discuss it in front of Alendra, though, and besides, there was still the question of the number and his dreams.

He took a careful step. Almost no pain. Rex had sped up the healing process again. This time, when he walked into the kitchen, Alendra was doing something at the counter, her back turned to him. Kalaes sat at the table, field stripping a longgun. He spared Elei an unreadable glance before returning his attention to his task.

Elei hesitated. His body demanded sweet, but he would fight it this time. He walked to the counter and grabbed a bottle, sniffed it to make sure it was water and took a long swig. Alendra stepped to the side, putting as much distance between them as the small kitchen allowed. He’d walk away, but curiosity kept him in place. She was preparing a mixture of blue algae powder and small pieces of meat. She dribbled pepper and poured water in the pile. Burying her fingers in it, she started to knead the sticky mass. 

A memory. Maera preparing breakfast in Kalaes’ tiny kitchen, flashing him a bright smile, dishing out the mixture on orange dishes.

Elei blinked. Maera. She’d betrayed them, he’d shot her and nobody knew if she still lived.

Turning on his heel, he went to sit down, resolutely steering his mind to other matters. Like Pelia’s words, and the mysterious number. 

Hera strode in, her hair wet. “The shower works fine,” she announced, her stony facade slipping, a smile showing through the cracks. Her skin shone, smooth and flawless — torn, hanging in shreds, blood pouring over her shoulders and breasts —  

“Is the water warm?” Kalaes asked, and the image shattered like glass, left Elei blinking and his heart beating erratically. 

“Warm enough.” Hera took a look at Alendra’s dough, shaped now into small pies, and sat at the table.

Elei struggled not to recoil, not to move away, staring at Hera’s throat where he’d seen blood spurting like a fountain a moment ago. Shit, I’ve got to do something about this.

Unaware, Hera leaned toward him, her hair dripping on the table with a tiny patter. “That number you mentioned earlier?” 

“Yeah?” That cleared the last bit of the haze. “What about it?”

“That was the year the Undercurrent began.”

A shudder went through Elei. It made sense Pelia should choose that year as a landmark. “But the day and month?”

“I do not know.” Hera shook her head. “That was also the year a senior member of the Gultur Elite disappeared.” Hera absently ran a finger over the table, checking for dust. 

“Who?”

“Echo number 153, codename Hecate.” She sighed. “I do not know the exact date for that either. I wish I had access to the main system.”

“But why should Pelia care about that?” Kalaes was reassembling the gun with quick motions. “Why would a mortal care for the disappearance of a Gultur princess?” He paused. “Did Hecate have something to do with the Undercurrent?”

Hera shrugged. “I do not have that information.” Her eyes narrowed. “Speaking of the Gultur Elite...”

Alendra came to the table with a platter of fritters. The smell should have been divine, but it only brought bile to Elei’s throat. Damn you, Rex.

“You were saying?” He tried inhaling through his mouth. 

Hera popped a fritter into her mouth and chewed, eyes closing in bliss. “The number. I was thinking about it during my shower, and it occurred to me it could be more than just a date.”

“What else could it be?” Kalaes said, blinking. 

“The Gultur elite, the Echo princesses, use dates as codes. The system was created to make remembering the codes easier.”

“Codes?” Kalaes stuffed his mouth with two fritters and his next words came out garbled. “For what?”

“Safety boxes.” Hera licked her fingers, one by one, looking thoughtful. “Combinations of words and numbers are employed to make cracking the code more difficult.”

“Where are these boxes?” Elei swallowed hard, suddenly quite certain that was what the number was. Unlock it, Pelia had said in his dream. Unlock the box.

Hera took another fritter and scowled at it. “In the Palace in Dakru City.”






  







 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen



“I do not understand why you want to see this,” Hera said, spreading out a map of Dakru on the kitchen table. “Even if I’m right, even if the number is a code, what difference does it make?”

Elei pinned down the map with cups and dishes, not bothering to answer. Hells, he wasn’t sure what he was doing checking the map, except that he was looking for a clue, any clue, to explain his dreams. 

Instead, he traced the roads and towns with his finger until he touched Dakru City. It wasn’t far from the coast, or the mountains. The Gultur capital spread like a stain, irregular and dotted with important buildings. The Palace stood close to the center, next to the Capitol. “Where are we?”

“Here.” Her fine finger slid down to an unmarked spot on the plain. 

“We aren’t far.”

“No, about ten miles on the intercity.” She eyed him. “Seen anything interesting?”

Elei blew out a breath. “No.” He grimaced. “I don’t really know what I’m looking for,” he admitted in a low voice.

“Does this have to do with what Pelia said?” She sat next to him. “What else do you remember?”

“Nothing.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “It’s coming to me in dreams.”

“I thought you remembered, not dreamed it up,” she said. 

“It’s not that simple.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Do you remember when you told me about your dreams?”

“Yes.” 

“Do you still have them?”

“Sometimes.” But her gaze was intense, focused on him.

“You said you dream of the islands, rising like metal blades. You asked me then if I ever thought of what lies beyond.”

“You replied you did not ask yourself such questions.”

He winced. “Yes, but my point is, maybe there’s something in your dreams that is real, something you noticed, or read, or were told and barely remember—”

“They’re just dreams,” Hera said.

“What if there’s more to dreams?” He searched for the words, seeing her expression darken. “Rex seemed to control my dreams before, and those dreams led me to Bone Tower. Then it took...” He wondered how much he wanted to tell her. But, despite everything, she was the only one he felt he could talk to right now. Kalaes was avoiding him and Alendra couldn’t stand him, and with the both of them tinkering with the aircar in the garage, this could be his only chance to ask for information from the one person who might know more. “Rex took the face of a little girl.”

“A girl?” Her expression softened. “Someone you know?”

“Yes.” Poena’s image rose in his mind as if called back from the dead, and he could clearly see her dark eyes. “Albi took her in as well, a year or so after she’d found me. She was sick. She died a little later.”

Hera leaned back in her chair and Elei hesitated for a moment. 

He plodded on. “She told me what I had to do,” he said, willing her to understand. “I don’t believe in visions or ghosts or miracles. Somehow Rex got hold of my mind, and it turned the thoughts into dreams to guide me.”

“And who is to say Rex is not controlling your mind now?”

“Yeah. I don’t know.” Light spilled from the high-placed windows, pooled on the linoleum floor. “What does Rex want with me?”

She pursed her lips. “I am not sure.”

“But you have an idea, right?” He gripped the edge of the table and cold sweat rolled down his back. “Tell me.” 

“I did study cronion, the parasite that appears to be closest to Rex.” She pulled back her hair, then let it fall back around her face. “But they have differences. Cronion does not disperse with water, like Rex did.”

“I know, but Rex—”

“Rex went through its maturing cycle inside you.” She sighed. “Or so I think. Why else would it push you to spill your blood into the water? How else would it have infected the Gultur?”

“Are you asking me?” He scowled at the map. “If Rex is done with me, then what does it want?”

“Maybe...” She straightened. “Maybe it is done with you. Maybe it never expected you to survive.”

It didn’t make sense. “Rex healed me. Saved my life. You said so, today.”

“Yes. True. It’s probably an automatic process, though; it’s meant to heal you, so it did so when you shot yourself. Perhaps it did not expect you to live.”

And that was also true.

“Or else...” She stared off at something he couldn’t see, gaze distant. 

“What?” 

She gave a slight shrug. “Maybe it did want you to survive.”

“Gods damn it. What for?” He resisted the urge to pound his fist on the table. He didn’t want to trigger Regina — and Hera — into an attack.

“That is the question.” A light shone in her eyes. “Some parasites have complex life cycles. They go through several to mature and produce reproductive adults of their kind.”

“Wait a minute.” Elei thought he might finally throw up what little bread he’d managed to swallow earlier. “You mean I may have inside me, right now, what, queens?”

Her lips quirked. “Or Kings.”

Oh yeah, very funny. He humphed and slumped in his seat, the cold seeping into his chest. His hands were clammy. “Do I want to know more?”

“More about what?” Kalaes stepped into the kitchen, wiping his hands on his pants. Sweat had drawn white lines on his grimy face. “What are you doing with that map?”

Elei shrugged and turned back to Hera. “Is that the next stage then?”

“Perhaps. If Rex sent first the soldiers, then the ground is prepared and it is only waiting to mature into the next form.”

“Rex? What stage? What form?” Kalaes came to sit at the table, dark brows knit. “What’s happening?”

“Nothing.” Elei avoided his gaze. “Hera, don’t—”

“Rex is evolving,” Hera said, damn her. “I have studied different strains of cronion, its closest known relative. Sometimes these parasites send out several types of infective agents to prepare for the arrival of the reproductive one. These can invade different life forms for various purposes.”

“Life forms. You mean other animals?” Kalaes frowned.

“Yes, like bats, or rats, or dogs,” Hera said. “Or...” Cat sidled inside, meowing. “Or cats.”

Elei flinched. The cats attacking the Gultur, their eyes blue like his own possessed one. Damn. “So what does all this mean?”

Hera shrugged. “Perhaps Rex is now preparing a different sort of soldiers. Or perhaps this is its final stage.”

“Final stage?” Kalaes swallowed, the knot in his throat bobbing. “That sounds ominous.”

It sure did, because once Rex reproduced, then surely it wouldn’t need Elei anymore, would it? “Isn’t there any way of knowing?”

She shrugged. “I cannot say without examining Rex under a microscope and without having access to previous research and information. Probably someone else is examining Rex as we speak. The regime must be trying to figure out how it works.”

Lab results, Sacmis had said. They were analyzing it all right. “Maybe Sacmis knows.”

“And if she knows, why would she tell us?” Hera grumbled.

“Wait a second. What if this is the final stage?” Kalaes’ hands pressed together on the table, his knuckles white. “What then? Will Elei be okay?”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Hera said. “Maybe he’ll get worse.”

Elei’s hands fisted. “Great. Anything else I should know?”

“You asked for it,” she said. But, strangely, her gaze wasn’t angry.

Kalaes stared down at his hands, lips moving as if in prayer. 

Cat approached, blue eyes glowing, and hissed at Hera. Then he jumped on Elei’s shoulder and sat as if following the conversation. 

Hells. If the dreams were telling him to do something, then he had to damn well do it before he dropped dead and freak parasites burst out of him and killed everyone.

“I managed to eavesdrop on the Gultur network while you were at the hospital,” Hera said quietly. “I read some early reports about Rex. Like Sacmis said, it’s activated by pathogenic fungi, like Regina and telmion. It creates a symbiotic relationship with these fungi. Regina is the most compatible form, which is logical, since Rex co-evolved with it.”

“Symbiotic relationship?” Kalaes frowned. “Meaning?”

“It could mean many things,” Hera said. “Maybe they feed off each other. Or they fight, keeping each other in constant alert. Or...” She shrugged. “Or they live harmoniously together, keeping other intruders out.” 

Elei wondered about the last part. “And Regina... Does it also live in cysts until it’s eaten, like Rex?”

“No, Regina is a fungus. But where Rex requires stomach acidity for the cysts to dissolve and free the parasite, Regina needs it to grow.” 

An image of himself tearing Hera’s flesh flashed through his mind and he buried his fingers in his hair. “Hera...” He had to tell her but the words stuck in his throat. “What Sacmis said...”

Hera jerked as if touched with a live wire. “Forget what Sacmis said,” she muttered. “It doesn’t mean—”

He held a hand up and swallowed hard. “She’s right.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Rex wants Regina. Remember when we fought? Rex wants me to hurt you, spill your blood, swallow it.” He closed his eyes, took a deep calming breath as the images played again before his eyes and her scent urged them on. “It wants me to kill you.”

Kalaes hissed. Hera said nothing. When he looked at her, she was pale. “You mean the Gultur race, or just me?” she whispered.

He had to think about that. “So far, just you.” He took another deep breath. “I’m trying to control it but I don’t know if I can. You can’t let me hurt you.” The pulse in her throat throbbed, a deep crimson. “There must be something you can do to stop it.” Like kill me first.

“You see, dammit.” Kalaes mouth twisted in a snarl. “We have to get rid of Rex.” He stood up, leaning against the table, his face as pale as Hera’s. 

“You cannot. Telmion will kill him. You know it,” Hera said.

I’m dead either way. “At least I won’t kill you,” Elei muttered.

“Kill me.” She sneered, her eyes alight. “You and what army?”

Elei shook his head, fighting the suspicion of a smile. Well, there was that, too. Regina was ready to fight him, even kill him, unless he killed Hera first. Could he afford to wait and see if he would? He should leave, go as far away from her as possible. 

“Come on, Hera,” Kalaes snarled. “We can’t let this go on. We have to suppress Rex. Weaken it.”

Hera shrugged. “We can try.” 

Cat rubbed its cheek against his, and Elei breathed out. “Hey, host from the fifth hell.”

Then Alendra stalked inside, covered in engine oil, and pointed an accusing finger at him. “Your cat pissed all over the aircar. I swear, if this animal leaves now, it won’t be soon enough.” She caught the tension in the room and halted, golden brows dipping over her eyes. Her gaze darted from face to face. “Did I miss something?”

 

 

***

 

 

Elei sat on the bed, bent over his Rasmus, with Cat curled at his feet. Was it just a couple of days ago he’d lain in a hospital bed, drugged out of his mind and believing that all trouble was behind him? And now this parasite he thought he’d beaten was probably going to be the death of him — and maybe of Hera as well. 

Even if Pelia had told him something important about the number, something that could finally bring down the Gultur, would he remember? It looked like Pelia had her own agenda and it involved bigger things than him — things like wrenching control from the Gultur and throwing the world into chaos. 

He’d thought he’d understood. That she’d injected him and sent him out to meet his fate because she was dying and had run out of options. That she’d wanted him to go to Kalaes because Kalaes cared.

Turned out he hadn’t understood anything at all. 

“What could this number unlock, Cat?” He stroked the numbers on the gun. “A safety box? A riddle? Nothing at all?”

Cat batted at his hand, blue eyes bright.

“Bathroom’s free, fe,” Kalaes called out as he entered, rubbing his head with a towel. His pants clung to his wet legs. The tattoo over his heart — a circle with a star inside — seemed to pulse with red, like blood, among the black and blue bruises that mottled his torso and back. 

Elei wrenched his gaze away from the damage. I caused this. “It’s no use, Cat. I have no clue what the number is supposed to stand for. How am I going to do this if I don’t know what Pelia meant?”

“You know you sound crazy talking to the cat, right?”

 He looked up into Kalaes’ amused eyes. “Maybe I am.” 

“Heh, no doubt about that.” Kalaes threw himself on the other bed, then groaned and sat up more carefully, an arm curled around his middle. “Ow. Dammit.”  

Elei got up just as carefully, slowly putting weight on his leg. He looked up and found Kalaes’ gaze fixed on him. It made him itch. 

“Was Hera pulling my leg?” Kalaes wet hair was plastered to his face and neck and dripped into his eyes, the water running in sparkling tracks like tears.

“About what?”

“You, saving me from the hospital.”

Elei shook his head, weary. “No, she wasn’t pulling your damn leg.”

“You didn’t die.” Kalaes’ voice had gone very soft. “They made me think you did, and not only were you okay, you broke out of the hospital, and then came back for me.”

And his point was? Elei ducked his head and hobbled toward the door.

“Why, fe?”  

The question stopped him cold. “Why what?” It came out sharper than he’d intended.

“Why did you do it?”

He turned, reaching out a hand to steady himself on the doorframe. “You want to know why I left without you, why I let you be...” tortured, broken. He drew a sharp breath. “I looked for you the first time but I couldn’t find you and they were shooting—”

“Dammit, fe, that’s not what I meant.” The older boy had bowed his head, so Elei couldn’t see his face anymore, but his voice sounded muffled and strained. 

Elei was mystified. “Then?”

“Why did you go back for me? You almost got yourself killed.”

Grief warred with rage and Elei wasn’t sure his legs would hold him. “You...” He had to stop because his voice was cracking. “How can you ask me this? You saved my life over and over again, and I destroyed yours. I thought...” I thought we were family. 

“You thought what?” Kalaes raised his face and gave him a sideways glance.

“I thought it’s only...” His voice did crack then. “Only fair.” He turned and hurried from the room. He thought he heard Kalaes call his name but didn’t look back.

The door to the bathroom was open and steam wafted out in thick waves. Inside it was all shiny white tiles and a square, fogged over mirror on the wall. Then he remembered he wasn’t supposed to wet all those wounds, so no shower for him. Damn. He closed the door. Grumbling to himself, he undressed and washed as best he could with a bar of green soap he found and warm water. He bent over the small sink and soaped his hair, and the water ran black and brown. 

He rubbed his hair dry, wiped the water from his body and stared in dismay at the towel, now stained with rusty streaks of blood and grime. Why did they always have to make towels white? How about some dark red or black ones?

Or how about not getting shot at for a change?

Shaking his head, he pulled his stinky, stained pants back on, foregoing the shirt until he dried some more, and opened the door to return to the bedroom, with a mental reminder to ask Hera where to find clean clothes. His bed sounded fantastic right now. It was barely evening, but he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer. He only hoped he could lay aside all thoughts of Rex and rest. Still rubbing his head with the towel, he stepped out.

And bumped into someone.

“Ow, watch where you’re going.” Blond hair, wide golden eyes, a soft mouth twisted in a grimace.

Alendra. Just his luck. “I was, dammit. You fell on me.” His mouth was on autopilot now. “Disinfectant’s in the bathroom, I guess you’ll need it.”

“I didn’t fall on you!” Alendra frowned. “You opened the door not even looking—”

“I didn’t do it on purpose, I was just...” Why was he even trying to explain? He snapped his rebellious mouth shut and stepped aside to let her pass. “Forget it.” 

“I wish it was that simple,” she said, brushing past him and going into the bathroom. Her scent of sea breeze filled his nostrils, so cool, and sent his heart pounding.

Not forgiven, then. Not that he expected to be. He stared after her, exhausted. “Yeah, me too.” 

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen



Returning to the bedroom, he found Kalaes already in bed, a lump under the covers. His mop of dark hair spread on the white pillow like spilled ink, his face a pale oval barely visible underneath. 

“Hey,” he mumbled when Elei walked in, and he shifted, making the bed creak. “Good shower?”

Elei shrugged. He threw the towel on the floor, next to Kalaes’, and closed the door. 

“The girls have turned in already,” Kalaes said and lifted his head to look at Elei. 

Elei didn’t bother correcting him. His issues with Alendra — or her issues with him — were not Kalaes’ concern. He stared down at his shirt — one sleeve scorched and ripped to shreds where bullets and shrapnel had hit him, the front and back stained brown with blood. He debated wearing it to sleep, then decided against it and laid it on the small table before climbing into bed.

“Are you all right, fe?” Kalaes sat in his bed, fingering the medallion hanging from his neck. He was bare-chested too and Elei couldn’t help but stare at the bruises again. Kalaes looked down at them too, lips twisting. “I think I must’ve busted a rib or two. Breathing hurts.” 

Elei looked away, guilt an ever-present weight on his shoulders. “My fault.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

Dammit, how couldn’t it be? “You were there because of me, they hurt you to get to me, you—”

“You didn’t choose all this mess, fe. Don’t blame yourself.”

Gods, he wanted to believe that. “But you lost everything. I owe you—”

“Screw this. This isn’t about owing anything.” Kalaes drew a shuddering breath. “You know that.”

Elei frowned and pulled back the covers. He burrowed into the bed, shivering against the cold sheets. Then what was it about? Not sure he wanted to know the answer, afraid to hope, he laid his head back on the pillow and a sigh escaped his lips. His eyelids were heavy. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a good night’s sleep. His body floated, not connected to gravity anymore, and images flashed before his eyes — Pelia’s smile, Albi’s wrinkled face, blood, more blood.

“You wanted to know,” Kalaes said and Elei jerked, his eyes flying open. He blinked at the soft darkness until his vision adjusted. His racing heart made colors jump on the ceiling, chasing any living form, spiders and fungi, outlining them in silver. 

“...What?”

Kalaes made a small harrumphing sound from the other bed. “You asked me to tell you. About me. About my past.”

“What? No.” Elei tried to focus, his mind still sluggish with sleep. “I just said...” What had he said? He pulled on the fragments of memory, trying to remember. Kalaes had accused him of not knowing anything about him, and then... “You said I was better off not knowing.”

“You know what, that’s true.” Kalaes was looking at the wall and not at him. “Forget it.”

Elei sat up in bed, wide awake now. Shit. “Kalaes...”

But Kalaes lay down again, turning his back. A tremor went through his body but he said nothing else. 

Dammit. He’d screwed up. Kalaes had been trying to talk with him. How could he have guessed? The Kalaes he’d known didn’t need an invitation to spill his guts. 

Feeling like a prick, Elei lay back down, curled on his side and drew the covers up to his chin, his jaw clenched and teeth grinding. Hurting Kalaes was the last thing he’d wanted. Damn his big mouth. He stared at the rigid line of Kalaes’ back and didn’t know what to do.

He’d never be able to sleep now. He’d never... He just couldn’t...

Breeze blew from the sea, fresh and cool against his face. He stood on a deserted pier. A familiar one. Pier Heron, on the west coast of Ost. He liked walking here. It wasn’t far from the monastery factory. Waves rolled on the sea, crashing on the pier. 

“Are you coming?” Afia said, reaching up for his hand, smiling. Jek stalked toward him, waving, and caught Elei’s other hand. 

Elei didn’t resist when the two kids tugged him toward the pier. Someone sat there, on a concrete bench by the water. The breeze picked up and whipped dark hair that Elei knew would be gray at the temples and the wide sleeves of a white blouse he knew would be stained with blood.  

Pelia didn’t turn to look at them as they approached. Her profile was graceful and he stopped just to look at it. Afia halted and gave him a small shove. Jek stopped too, releasing him. They nodded toward Pelia.

So Elei walked toward her alone, fine spray from the crashing waves tickling his face. His feet were bare but not cold. The spray drenched him but only his hair got wet. 

“You came,” Pelia said and patted the bench next to her. “Sit.”

He did, looking out at the heaving sea. “Of course I came.”

“I thought you’d forgotten.” She sighed. “I told you about it so long ago.”

Elei felt he knew what she was talking about but couldn’t name it. “Soon after you hired me.”

“Yes. The third month, when I knew. I told you about the medallion.”

He tried to remember. “You gave it away for safekeeping.”

“You do remember.” She gave him a fond smile. There were drops of blood on her cheek. “I gave it to someone I trust. You must read it.”

“Read the medallion.” Of course. He nodded. “I will.”

“And unlock it.”

“The number?”

“Your birthday, yes.” She sighed. “You must bring the Gultur down, son. I have faith in you.”

“Faith.” He heard harsh panting and turned toward the children. Why was Jek panting like that? “Jek?”

Jek stumbled toward him, reaching out, his mouth stretched wide. Then he cried out, a choked sound.

Elei jolted upright, his eyes flying open, his pulse thundering in his ears. The boy, the pier, the sea, all turned transparent like glass, walls and furniture showing through. Then the afterimages swirled like smoke and faded. A room. Not the pier. Not Pelia, Afia or Jek. Then...

Someone cried out again, a sound of abject terror, and Elei’s whole body jerked. Kalaes.

On the other bed, the older boy arched off the mattress, spine bent awkwardly back, tendons corded in his neck. His hands were fisted in the covers. His dark hair, still wet, spilled on the white pillowcase.

“Kalaes.” The gods knew what nightmare held him so rigid, straining as if against someone’s chokehold. “Kal!”

Kalaes’ eyes moved rapidly under his lids. His lips peeled back and another cry tore from his mouth, distorted and desperate. 

The door opened and Hera peeked inside. “Kalaes?”

“I got it. It’s okay.” Elei threw back his covers and swung his legs over the side as the door closed. Taking a deep breath, he got up. His knee buckled, the muscles stiff from not moving, but he managed to straighten. Blood rushing in his ears, he limped over to Kalaes’ bed. 

Kalaes writhed, too entangled in the covers to free himself. His arms trembled, and his fingers were caught in the sheets, white- knuckled. His teeth were bared, his eyes scrunched shut, his features locked in a grimace. He whimpered.

Do something. Elei touched Kalaes’ arm. “Hey.”

Kalaes jerked and his hand shot out. Elei caught the ice-cold fingers before they hit him. “Kalaes. Wake up.” Fear curled around his spine. “Hey, wake up!”

“Zag!” Kalaes mumbled. “Please.”

“It’s all right.” Elei squeezed the icy fingers once. “It’s just a dream.”

A tremor went through Kalaes. He wasn’t free of the nightmare yet. 

“It’s okay.” Elei’s trembling legs finally gave out and he sank heavily on the creaking mattress. “Everything’s okay.”

Kalaes shivered again, his breathing still too fast, his skin too cold. His eyes opened, filled with bleak despair. He rolled them toward Elei. “Zag?”

The vise around Elei’s heart squeezed. “Just Elei.”

Kalaes swallowed hard and looked up at the ceiling. Then, with a groan, he twisted around, turning his back to Elei. 

Elei stiffened, prepared to get up, obviously dismissed. But something kept him from leaving yet — something in Kalaes’ reaction, his stiff posture, the way he curled into himself. 

Then he heard Kalaes’ breath hitch, a tiny, desperate sob, quickly stifled against the pillow. 

Elei shivered. He reached down clumsily, rested his hand on Kalaes’ shoulder. “I’m sure Zag’s all right,” he said. Damned Gultur. “It was all a dream, nothing more. You’ll find him again, I promise. I’ll make sure you return to your family.”

Kalaes shuddered.

“It was just a nightmare,” Elei went on. “You can get through this. You can beat this.” He faltered, not sure he was helping. When Kalaes said nothing, he pushed back to his feet and stood still for a moment, looking down at the tousled head on the pillow, thinking he heard Kalaes’ breathing even out.

He turned and limped back to his own bed. He’d already climbed back under the covers, when Kalaes said, so softly Elei wasn’t sure he’d heard it:

“Bad things do happen. And some dreams are real.”

Elei held his breath, waiting for something more, some explanation, but the silence settled around them like dust, and at last he lay back down to sleep.

 

 

***

 

 

Morning came all too soon, cold light spilling down in silvery sheets from the high-set windows. Elei rubbed his blurry eyes and turned on his side, wincing as stiff muscles and healing wounds protested. Kalaes’ bed was empty, the covers a jumbled mess. 

Scrubbing a hand over his face and through his hair, Elei got up, pulled on his blood-stiffened shirt and tried to straighten the wrinkles, then gave up. Strange smells wafted from the kitchen and he heard voices. He limped inside and found Kalaes and Alendra at the table, eating blue bread and seal ham, discussing the merits of dry dakron engines. Alendra spared him a brief glance but her face showed nothing. She acted for all the world like she’d never met him in her life.

Kalaes was waving a chunk of bread as he chattered about the best isolation materials and the purest dakron types, his eyes bright, and Elei stared, the images of the previous night superimposing themselves — Kalaes’ trembling shoulders, his bleak gaze. 

Cat entered and rubbed itself on the wall, mewing. It stayed there, gazing at Elei, blue eyes occasionally flicking to Hera. 

She stood by the stove, mixing something in a pot. Hera cooking? Elei blinked. She was pouring boiling water over something that gave off a pungent scent, bitter and acrid.  

“What is this stuff?” He wandered closer, eyed the pot suspiciously. He sniffed and coughed, his throat burning. “Something to clean the aircar engine with?”

She folded her arms across her chest and lifted an eyebrow. “Very funny.” She nodded at the steaming pot. “It’s for you.”

“For me, huh?” He wondered if Regina was out for his blood again. “Smells...deadly.”

“In fact, it’s for Rex.”

His gaze snapped up to hers. “What will it do?”

“Weaken it.”

“Are you sure?” Sure it won’t kill me?


“It will not harm you. Well, not much.”

Rex screeched inside his head. “Well, that’s reassuring.” He stared into the pot, at black specks floating in the steaming liquid, and swallowed hard. “What is it?”

“Yarwood thistle and black tinga fungus.”

“How do you know it’ll work? Does cronion react to them?”

“No.” She pushed the pot toward him. “But these contain acids that benefit telmion, and telmion can weaken Rex.” She shrugged. 

Elei stared into the muddy liquid. He’d take any help he could to control Rex. “You said it won’t harm me... much?” Cold sweat rolled down his back.

“I do not think so. Drink up.”

“You don’t think so.” He sighed, curled a hand around the pot, let the warmth seep into his fingers. “Okay.”

“What’s that, fe?” Kalaes called out from the table, a grin in his voice. “I thought you’d have sworn off alcohol by now.”

“Medicine.” Elei toasted Hera, his heart booming with apprehension. At least, if this concoction slowed down Rex, weakened its influence, maybe he wouldn’t tear Hera’s throat out. He’d have more control over his body. It wasn’t much of a body, but it was his.

“Wait!” From the corner of his eye he saw Kalaes push back his chair and lurch to his feet, the medallion hanging from his neck glinting silver. “What’s that?”

Elei gulped down the hot liquid, bitterness on the back of his tongue, scalding heat down his throat, down his belly. He banged the pot down on the counter. 

“Elei.” Kalaes stopped a few feet away, indecision plain on his face. “You okay?” 

“Yeah.” Then his stomach cramped and he bent over, gasping, gripping the counter edge. “Not sure.” Maybe Hera was trying to kill him. 

“Shit.” Kalaes lunged forward, grabbed his arm and dragged him to a seat, planted him there. “What medicine are you talking about, what was that thing you drank? Hera.” He spun around, hands fisting at his sides. “What in the five hells did you give him?”

“Something to strengthen telmion,” Hera said evenly. “We’ve tried it before, at the hospital. It seemed to work then.”

“This same medicine?”

“No. I do not have access to a lab here, obviously. I made do with what was available.”

“What was available?” Kalaes’ voice rose, incredulous.

“There you go again, repeating what I say.”

Elei looked up at them as they faced each other, scowling, their arms folded across their chests. Another cramp squeezed his stomach and he swallowed bile. His head throbbed, the dull ache rising in intensity. 

“I suggested we weaken Rex, fe, not kill Elei,” Kalaes spat each word out like a broken tooth. 

“I do not plan on killing him,” Hera’s voice rose. 

Whether it had been her intention or not, his body was trying to turn itself inside out. Nausea and pain squeezed his middle. If it wasn’t the potion, then it was telmion’s poison, and although he was quite sure Rex could keep it in check, the reaction wasn’t reassuring. He’d almost died from telmion twice so far. Hopefully, the third time’s charm wouldn’t work.

Out of the corner of his eye he caught Alendra’s horrified face and he winced. He should just go to bed. Lying down sounded great, but he refused to move away because of her, and besides, he wasn’t sure he could right now. Another spasm squeezed his stomach and he hoped he wasn’t about to throw up.  

“Hey.” Kalaes sat on his haunches next to him. “You look green. Need a bucket, or maybe go to the bathroom?”

“Oh, gods.” It was Alendra’s voice, low and strained. “You’ll die.”

Elei looked at her in shock, dimly wondering if she was right. Her eyes were very bright, as if she was about to cry. She smelled of fear, sour and sharp, and something else he couldn’t define. 

“What’s your problem, Ale?” Kalaes snarled, and Elei blinked, caught by surprise at his anger. “He’s not going to die, dammit, this is supposed to help him.”

“But you don’t really know.” Alendra’s face was paling. Why was she so frightened? “You’re only assuming things.”

“Hera is a parasitologist,” Kalaes said coldly. “She knows about such things.”

Two red spots bloomed on Alendra’s cheeks. She stood up, pushing her chair back with a screech, and hurried out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Hera and Kalaes exchanged an eyebrow-raised look. 

“What’s up with her?” Kalaes muttered.

“I think it’s because of the Asine disaster,” Hera muttered.

“Tell me about it,” Elei whispered, wrapping both arms around himself. He wanted to understand Alendra, understand her fear. “Please, Hera. I need to know.”

Hera gave him an amused look. “You like her, is that not so, boy?”

Warmth crept up his throat, his cheeks. “Just tell me.”

“Fine. I’d rather she talked about it, but maybe she is not ready.” Hera wrapped her hands around her cup of water and her gaze was somber. “It was a plague of telmion. Not a few isolated cases, but a plague, spreading like a fire.” She shrugged, stared into her glass. “We could not believe how fast it propagated, how fast it killed. The snakeskin expanded so quickly on their bodies you could see it covering them, reaching their faces, clogging their mouths and noses. They suffocated, if they did not choke on their own vomit.”

Elei closed his eyes briefly.

“Telmion wiped out Asine, a middle-sized town in the west of Dakru. We think, perhaps, the meat sold at the central market or the water carried cysts of the parasite. Barely any mortal survived.”

But Alendra had. No wonder she couldn’t stand the sight of snakeskin on him. Damn mess. 

“Hey, kid, wanna lie down?” Kalaes was frowning.

Elei thought about it and shook his head. He’d rather stay there until it was over, with something to distract his mind. 

Kalaes’ medallion was right before him, hanging from its thin chain, dull silver against Kalaes’ black shirt. The Seven Islands. Now why did that remind him of something — a pier by the sea and Jek and Afia...

He unwrapped one arm from around his middle and reached for the pendant. “Pelia gave this to you.” 

Kalaes wrapped his fingers around the medallion. “How do you know?”

“She told me about it once.” He tried to remember the dream. It crumbled like old paint when he tried to grasp at the images. “She asked me to read it.”

“Read it?” Kalaes’ lips pursed. “It’s just a drawing of the islands, fe.”

“She said—” Elei gasped around another spasm. Damn this medicine to the lowest hell. “She said she gave it away. For safekeeping. That I have to read the medallion, and use the number on the gun to unlock something and...” Gods, it sounded crazy. Then again, it was a mad world. “Said I have to bring the Gultur down.”

“When did she say all that, fe?” Kalaes looked up at Hera. “Is he delirious, you think?” 

He raised a hand to Elei’s forehead, and Elei slapped it away. “I’m fine. Listen. I think she told me these things about two years ago, when I first started working for her. They made no sense to me back then, and I forgot about them. They come back in my dreams.”

“And here I thought you were finally remembering,” Hera said, hard eyes glittering like glass. She came to sit at the table. “Or are they just dreams after all?”

Elei shook his head. “I told you before, it’s all mixed up.”

“He knew it was Pelia who gave me the medallion,” Kalaes said. “He couldn’t have known if Pelia hadn’t told him.” 

Hera flicked her hand dismissively, like swatting at a fly. “He could have guessed.”

“Dreams are sometimes memories, fe!”

“Dreams are just dreams, Kalaes.”

Elei wished he knew who was right. “Can I see it?” He met Kalaes’ confused stare. “The medallion.”

“Right.” Kalaes snorted, pulled the pendant over his head and handed it to Elei. “Read it.” He shrugged. “If there’s anything there to read.”

Elei took the medallion and turned it over and over. On the front, in relief, were the seven islands, their names spelled in a curly font — Ker, Torq, Ert, Aue, Kukno, Ost, and Dakru in their center. Their relief shapes were polished, probably from Kalaes’ fingers, but around them the surface was duller, darker. Nothing else was written, on the front or the back. Damn riddles.

Or just dreams, as Hera said — no memories. Not the truth. Disappointment lay heavy on his chest as he returned the medallion to Kalaes. 

“Forget it,” he whispered, feeling very tired all of a sudden, more tired than illness or physical weariness warranted — defeated, because it was all a lie. His stomach churned and he had to swallow hard to keep the sourness down.

“But you’re right,” Hera said.

That brought his gaze back up. “Huh?”

“Now is the time to strike the regime. Before they manage to contain the outbreak, before they find an antidote for Rex. While they’re confused and fighting each other.” 

“We four are going to strike and utterly defeat the Gultur regime,” Kalaes drawled. “Uh huh. You’re out of your damn mind.” He rolled his eyes. “There’s no pissing way in the five hells.”

“What if we had information others lacked?” Hera frowned. “If Pelia has hidden a clue in a safety box in Dakru City as to how to proceed, then we must find it.”

“I thought you didn’t believe me,” Elei muttered.

“I still do not,” Hera muttered. “I’m talking hypothetically.”

Oh, right.

“But if she did say those things to Elei,” Kalaes tugged on his braids, lips pursed, “then what’s the deal with the riddles? What if we never figure them out?”

“She could not risk such information falling into the wrong hands.” Hera sat next to Elei, gazing at Kalaes’ medallion, now hanging again around his neck. “She picked Elei, gave him the gun and information, then sent him to you.”

“Information she didn’t explain to him. She just injected him with Rex and gave him my address. Besides, she said nothing to me that I remember.” Kalaes scowled. “What if Elei didn’t make it to me? What if he didn’t survive Rex? What if I didn’t make it?”

“She took a risk.” Hera’s voice held respect. “It was all a gamble.”

“That’s a damn huge gamble if you ask me,” Kalaes rumbled.

A new wave of pain and nausea, and Elei lurched to his feet, shoving Kalaes away. “Bathroom,” he managed to say before staggering out.

“Elei!”

He barely made it to the sink before it all came up. A hand fell on his shoulder, a cup of water was pushed into his hand. He used it to wash out the bitterness and sourness.

“Is this supposed to be helping him, Hera?” Kalaes called through the door. “You know, throwing up, feeling like crap... You do realize he’s just skin and bones, and now he’s lost his dinner again.”

What dinner? Elei thought fuzzily. He vaguely recalled eating some bread the previous day. No wonder nothing else came up but bile.

Hera appeared in the opening. “Well, it appears telmion is still alive, and yes, that is a good thing, Kalaes. Now let us think more of what Pelia might have meant.”

He followed them back to the kitchen, feeling like week-old roadkill. Telmion was always swift in taking one down. Any chink in cronion’s armor and it’d flared, holding him in a relentless grip. With Rex, he’d forgotten already how his gut clenched and twinged every day, the battles won and lost between telmion and cronion. 

They sat at the kitchen table, examining the medallion and the gun in turns. Kalaes shoved a cup of water into Elei’s hand and he sipped at it cautiously. The snakeskin on his cheek itched. He rubbed it, blinking at the tattoo on Kalaes’ hand, a black spiral. 

“What does it stand for?” He pointed.

Kalaes lifted his hand. “This?” His lips twisted in a crooked smile. “Death.”

Death? “Why do you have it?”

“For those who are gone.”

Elei’s eyes were closing. “The dead.” He had some of his own. Pelia, Albi. Maybe he should get a tattoo, too, to remember them by.

“You’re falling asleep, fe. Go to bed.”

“No.” He needed to make sense of Pelia’s words, to undo the knots of his dreams. He gestured at Kalaes’ medallion. “How can I read something that isn’t there? How can I find a box to open when I don’t know to whom it belongs? How can I get into Dakru City and reach the Palace?” Not to mention make it out alive?

“These are good questions, fe.” Kalaes’ eyes glittered with amusement. “I just don’t think there’s an answer.”

“There has to be.” He rubbed his face. “She must’ve given the medallion to you for a reason.” Or it was just a dream. His head felt heavy. “What did she tell you when she gave it to you?”

“That it was for safekeeping. A family heirloom.” Kalaes scratched his head. “Said it was old and never to try and polish it because it could get destroyed.”

“Destroyed?” Hera frowned. “Why, if it’s only the islands and their names? What is there to destroy?”

Kalaes opened his mouth and closed it, blinking. “I just promised her, fe. I don’t know much about precious metals.”

Roused, his heart racing, Elei straightened in his seat. “Do you think something could be written there?” Sweat rolled down his face, dripped into his eyes, and all the while cold shivers shook him. He probably should go to bed, but curiosity wouldn’t let him.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Hera went to the counter and opened a few cupboards, taking down containers. “The black staining is silver sulfide. Acid should remove it.” She pulled a small nepheline bottle from the cupboard. “Here. Vinegar.”

Vinegar?

She poured some into a cup, turned on the stove and held it above the hot plate for a few minutes. The smell brought tears to Elei’s eyes. Then she returned with the stinky cup and stood over Kalaes, thrusting out her hand, palm up.

He hesitated, clutching the medallion. “What if it gets destroyed, like she said?” He looked down at it and his mouth tightened. “It’s her gift, the only thing I have left of her.”

“Nothing will happen to it.” Hera wiggled her fingers, her eyebrows knitting. “Give me the medallion.”

“First you said it was just a dream, now you want to drop my pendant into hot vinegar—”

“The medallion, Kalaes,” she said with a long-suffering sigh. 

Elei could smell her anger rising, hot and sweet, and his stomach cramped again. As he bent over, he wondered if Hera, if Regina, would kill Kalaes. Kill them both.

“Hey, fe.” Kalaes placed a hand on Elei’s shoulder, startling him. “Go to bed.”

“Not yet.” Elei straightened doggedly even if it felt like needles stabbed through his skull. “I need to know first if something’s written on the medallion.”

Kalaes withdrew his hand. “Aren’t you a stubborn one. Fine.” He quirked a rueful grin, lifted the medallion off his neck and dropped it onto Hera’s waiting palm. “Here.”

She huffed, turning, and let it fall into the cup with a quiet splash. Her pale hand with the black lines on its bones shimmered, ghostly. The sound of the medallion clinking inside the ceramic, as she gently swirled the liquid, echoed in Elei’s skull. 

Hera peered into the cup and fished out the medallion. She sat down and placed the wet metal on the table. She rubbed it with a towel, her hand trembling slightly. 

“What do you see?” Kalaes leaned closer to her. “Hera?”

“I think there is a word on the back.”

Kalaes snagged the pendant and pulled it over. Elei squinted at its now shiny surface. 

“Below,” he read. The shape of a mermaid curled decoratively underneath. “What does it mean?”

“Under,” Kalaes said, nodding sagely. 

Elei resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Yes, but what did she mean? Under what?”

Kalaes flipped the medallion over to the relief of the Seven Islands. His thumb flicked over their shapes and names, dark brows heavy over his eyes. “This...” he said, his voice a little hoarse, “this...”

Words. Carved around the rim. “What does it say?” Elei whispered.

Kalaes swallowed hard and pushed the medallion toward Elei. His eyes shone a little too bright. “You read it. She asked you to, fe.”

Elei lifted the medallion in his hand. The letters were tiny like dots. “You, of roads and crossways, Of heaven, of earth, and sea as well.” He looked up at the others. “What the hells is this? A poem?”

“The hymn,” Kalaes breathed, eyes comically wide. “I can’t believe it.”

“What hymn?” Elei frowned at him. 

“You, the saffron-clad, among the tombs, Dancing with dead souls,” Kalaes whispered. “You, terrible Queen, Devourer of beasts, ungirded, possessed of form unapproachable.”

“How do you know the hymn?” Hera’s breath stuttered, her hands curling. “She taught it to you, did she not?”

Pelia. 

“But what does it mean?” Elei ran his fingertip over the letters and thought he saw Pelia’s face, heard her voice, her laughter. “A hymn about what?”

Kalaes laughed suddenly, a bark of laughter. “Well, I’ll be damned.” He threw his head back and laughed some more, the beads in his braids clinking. 

Hera shook her head, wonder lighting her dark eyes. 

“What is it?” Elei looked from one to the other, wondering if they were drunk. “Kal?”

“A hymn.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and slammed his fist on the table, making dishes and cups jump and vinegar slosh. “To Hecate.”

“Hecate. The Gultur,” Elei turned to Hera, “that you said disappeared.” 

“The very same.” She looked at him under lowered lids. 

“So the safety box would belong to Hecate.” Elation chased away the pain in his body, in his head, in his heart. “We can find it, see what she left there.”

“Yeah, and how are we going to enter Dakru City?” Kalaes grimaced. “How are we gonna enter under the noses of the pissing Gultur?” He raked a hand through his spiky hair. “Call me a party-pooper, but I kinda think that could be a snag in the plan.”

It finally sank in that Kalaes was talking as if he was going, too. Elei’s mind froze. “Hold on a second. You’re not going. I’m going.” Elei dropped the medallion on the table top and it spun, flashing both sides. “Alone.”

“The hells.” Kalaes threw him a narrow look. “We’re all going.”

“What? No.” The headache was back, pounding on the back of his eyeballs. “You stay here. Or better still, go find your family. I’ll be fine.” He tried to order his thoughts around the headache. “You said it already, you can’t take care of me. And Hera...” He waved a hand. “She has work to do and a life to live. That woman at the hospital...” Why was everything hazy? He scrubbed a hand over his face, tried again. “Sacmis...”

“Are you hallucinating, fe?” Kalaes leaned over, placed a hand on Elei’s forehead. It felt heavenly cool. “You’re running a fever, dammit.”

Elei blinked. “What has this to do with—”

“It’s telmion,” Hera said. “Rex is probably fighting it as we speak. I’ll need to prepare more tea.”

“That vile stuff?” Kalaes gave Elei another long look. 

“You need to find your people,” he insisted, “and Hera needs to find—”

“I’m going with you, fe.” Kalaes thumped both fists on the table, scaring the hell out of Elei. The cups jumped and rattled. 

“Why?”

Kalaes’ eyes were serious. “Because, if there’s any chance of taking down the Gultur, I’m in. I’ve got a personal debt to settle.”

Hera grinned. “It’s decided then. We’re going with you, Elei. All three of us.”

Alendra, too? Elei gaped. “But—”

“Although the getting in part seems doubtful, it looks like this chick here,” Kalaes winked at Hera, “has some nifty trick up her sleeve, eh, Hera?”

“Trick?” Hera glared. “It is no trick. It’s knowledge.”

“Oh? Then fill us in, wise one.” Kalaes leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “We’re all ears.”

“The sewers.” Hera’s lips stretched into a smug smile. “Sure and tried way into any city.”

“Sewers?” Elei frowned. “We fit inside?” 

“I should’ve seen this coming.” Kalaes groaned. “Stinky, slimy tunnels, crawling with roaches and rats. Pure joy.”

Even as Elei wondered when Kalaes had been inside the sewers before, he was too shocked to think past the fact that Kalaes, Hera and Alendra were joining him on a mission into Dakru City, the Gultur lair, based on something he’d remembered in a dream. 

Madness. 

 

 

***

 

 

Madness. Hera relaxed slightly. That was familiar territory — going after an elusive clue when nothing else seemed to work. She did not dare contact the Undercurrent for help, not for this. They’d tell her no, that going after a dream was stupid. But what did they know? 

If she’d stopped looking for Elei after the shooting that killed Pelia, the regime would not have been destabilized and any chance at bringing down the government would have been lost.

Then again... Project Siren. Hera took a deep breath. She’d found references to it when she started to investigate the origins of the Seven Islands, prompted by her dreams. The name had popped up in several files, but nobody ever explained what the project was supposed to investigate.

She kept seeing the mermaid carved under the word ‘Below’ on the back of the medallion. A coincidence? She had never met Pelia in person, only by phone and through others, but she felt Pelia would not leave anything to coincidence when it came to the medallion and the clues she’d left behind. 

But what did she mean? What was the connection? Hera had looked in every archive she’d had access to, trying to find out more about the project. Iliathan, her mortal contact, had confirmed it was connected to the origin of the world.

But it was practically impossible to uncover anything, apart from what Iliathan had provided. Yet, in this top secret project led by the Gultur, Hera had found a mention of Pelia’s name.

Another coincidence?


Focus, hatha. She should not be thinking of the Project Siren, she should be concentrating on entering Dakru City, on recalling the route through the sewers and which exit to take, where to find the chamber for washing up and changing clothes. If only nothing had changed. If nobody had followed them. 

If she did not fail in her task. 

She would not. Not this time.






  







 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen



The rest of the day went by in a blur. Kalaes insisted on dragging Elei to bed and his head pounded so hard he’d gone along. Besides, he was still shocked that Pelia’s words from his dream could be true, and just as much that Kalaes and Hera wanted to accompany him.

Alendra’s voice rang from the kitchen, angry and loud at first, protesting, then low and grumbling. She wasn’t happy about going. Elei couldn’t blame her. He’d have to talk to Kalaes about this. Why not leave her here? Or send her to wherever she wanted to go?

One thing was clear in his mind. He couldn’t let anyone accompany him. He had to keep the others safe. 

He only hoped Pelia had some important information in that safety box. Information important enough to risk his life for it. Something that could really bring the Gultur down.

His Rasmus lay next to his pillow. He’d put it there, needing it close. Stupid need. Somehow it felt like his only link to reality. But reality kept finding its way into his dreams. Pelia. Hecate. A goddess. A box and a medallion, a gun and a number. His birthday. The pier. The sea. 

The wave rose and covered him. Forms swam in the blue, half woman, half fish. Mermaids. They grabbed him, dragged him lower, to dark depths where only their eyes were visible, like stars, and the shiny scales on their arms and tails. Then they opened mouths full of razor-sharp teeth and snapped at him, tearing shreds out of him, tearing him to pieces, and he couldn’t move, only writhe under the onslaught as he died again and again.

A hand shook him. A woman’s voice said, “Elei.” 

The distorted faces of the mermaids broke and the pieces drifted apart. Elei blinked at Hera’s face.

“What?” he asked, trying to calm his racing heartbeat. Sweat had soaked his pillow.

“Your fever has broken, at last.” She was bent over him, so close he could see the green in her dark eyes. “You were out all night and most of the day.” 

Crap. “You should’ve woken me up.”

“You needed to rest.” She placed a bottle of water and a plate with two slices of bread topped with ham next to his pillow. “Now drink and eat something.” She straightened, one hand on the longgun holstered at her hip. “We should go.”

It took him a moment to understand what she was saying. “Go?”

“Yes.” She narrowed her eyes. “How do you feel?”

Feeble as a kitten and light-headed, but he’d be damned before he told her that. “Fine. Listen, Hera.” He sat up, bent his head until the world stopped spinning. “Just listen. I’ll go. Stay. It’s a mad chase. Maybe there’s nothing there. Just tell me how to enter Dakru City and the Palace, and I’ll do it.”

He looked up and recoiled at the fire in her eyes. 

“No,” she said with finality. “We’re going together.”

”Why?” He snapped his mouth shut before he said anything else, and stared at her instead, daring her to explain. 

“Because.” She clucked her tongue. “If Pelia left information behind, it must be important. Hecate was high elite. If Pelia knew her, she must have possessed important insider information to the Gultur system. We need to obtain it. And we’re in this together.”

He threw the covers off, shivering. “Regina wants to kill me, Rex wants to kill you. You don’t want to be around me.”

“I’ll take the risk if you take it. Listen to me.” She leaned over him, her sweet smell of flowers making his mouth water. “We do not know what will happen, but I’m not letting you go alone. Not again.”

He frowned at her. “You didn’t—”

“I failed you twice.” Her eyes shimmered with colors, and he sat paralyzed by the emotion he saw in them — not anger, not impatience or doubt, but sadness. “Regina pushes me to kill, but I protect my own. And, mark my words, you are my own. You’re my friend and I do care for you. I’ve watched you come near death too many times in the little time I have known you.” She looked away, drew a shaky breath. “I will not stay away. I will be there when you need me.”

Before he could absorb this speech, feel the weight of her words, she turned around and walked out of the room. 

Elei stared at the opposite wall, stunned. Had Hera said they were friends? His mouth pulled in a silly grin. His chest felt a size too big as he found his feet and limped to the bathroom. He held onto the feeling even as he remembered Regina didn’t care about friendships with mortals. 

Besides, that still left Kalaes. Kalaes had to stay behind. Elei’s smile fell and he threw cold water on his face, trying to jump-start his brain. 

Clean clothes had been laid out on the other bed — underwear, socks, dark pants and a navy, long-sleeved t-shirt, even boots his size, which he pulled on quickly and with relief. He ate the bread and ham, glad he now could, and drank all the water, feeling marginally better.

When he walked into the kitchen, he found it empty. Voices drifted over from the garage, and he entered, gripping his gun. Alendra was standing at the passenger cabin door, a cloth bag in one hand. Hera reached out to take it, and then they both disappeared inside. 

Were they really going to do it? He rubbed his eyes, wondering if this was just another dream, and stepped down into the dimness. Steps echoing in the cavernous space, he approached the aircar. He felt fine, which meant Rex had tamed telmion again, but hopefully the parasite’s hold had weakened.

“Elei!” Hera waved from the deck. “Come on up.”

He hurried over and, stuffing the gun in his belt, climbed up the ladder, reveling in the near absence of pain, at long last.  

Smell of old nepheline, dakron fumes, food from the cloth bag Hera now carried, human and Gultur skin. He crossed the cabin where Hera was stowing the bag under a seat and entered the cockpit. Kalaes sat in the driver’s seat, doing a systems check. Alendra sat stiffly in the co-driver seat, and she snapped around when Elei stopped right behind them.

“You...” she started, a muscle quivering in her small jaw. Elei stared at it, fascinated. “We’re going after something that’s only in your head.”

He flinched. “Then why in the hells are you coming along?”

“Because I can’t dissuade them and I won’t let them die. I’m fed up with watching everyone around me die. And this is your fault!”

But he wasn’t angry with her anymore. 

“I know now why you hate me so much,” he said, his heart thumping. “It’s okay.” 

She gasped, a small fluttering sound, and paled. She turned her face away. “You don’t...”

Elei waited, but she said nothing more. Then she got up, shoved past him and walked out of the cockpit, leaving a trail of sea breeze. 

“What’s going on?” Kalaes turned to him, eyebrows raised, green lights from the panel playing on his face. The bruise on his jaw was now a sickly yellow with dark smudges. 

“Nothing.” Elei took a deep breath. “Kal, listen. About this,” he gestured at the inside of the cockpit, “this mission, you don’t have to go. Zag—”

“Leave Zag alone,” Kalaes snapped. “He’s in Akert now.”

Elei flinched. “In Akert.” As if that meant anything to Elei. Maybe it was a suburb of Artemisia. “You call out for him in your sleep.”

Kalaes blanched, then lifted his chin, a jerky movement. “I just haven’t had a drink with him in a while. Just... forget it,” he said thickly and turned his back to Elei. “Get ready, we’re leaving.”

Elei told himself to do as Kalaes said, to forget, not to think. With a shrug, an indifference he didn’t feel, he returned to the passenger cabin and took a seat. Cat jumped on him and settled on his shoulder, a small, warm presence. Hera sat in the other seat, longgun lying across her knees, mouth a straight line. 

“When we get through the sewers and come out in Dakru City,” he licked his lips, trying to imagine it, “you know, reeking and covered in filth. How in all the hells are we going to get into the Palace? Is there a tunnel leading right underneath it or something?”

“No, I’m afraid not. But there’s a room to wash and change. Do not worry.”

As if he could avoid worrying. After all, he’d decided to go in alone. He needed to know as much as possible about it. “A room, huh? Where’s that?”

“I’ll show you when we get there.” She rubbed the furrow between her brows and Elei wondered if she was fighting a headache. “The tunnels exit inside the Management House.”

“And where’s the Palace?”

“Both buildings are in the old town center. They were built right after the Great War, about five hundred years ago, and renovated with new materials about a hundred years later.” She fell silent for a moment. “The Palace is made of a rock I have not seen anywhere else. Moonstone, it’s called. White and smooth, it reflects the light. Beautiful.”

Elei breathed out, struggling to control his impatience. “But is that building far from the Palace?”

“No. It is not next to it either. We must enter the Palace from the back. We shall take the avenue that leads south, then bypass the Great Square and go around the Palace through the smaller streets.”

“But you have a plan.” When she didn’t answer, he gritted his teeth. “Hera?”

“I thought to pretend I was taking you to work in the Palace kitchens as your Saew. Your...” She waved a hand, closing her eyes. “Your custodian.”

“But your face must be plastered on every screen and newsfeed.”

“Yes, there’s that. I need to steal a visor.”

“Right. And then throw grenades, huh? And shoot whoever gets in the way.” He swallowed hard, stroking Cat’s back to distract himself from the gory images that rose and fell on the surface of his mind.

She shrugged.

“Where’s this entrance to the tunnels? It has to be,” he brought up the map of Dakru in his memory, “the town closest to Dakru City.”

She nodded, dark eyes flicking to him, a stray beam of light picking out yellow and green flecks in their cores. “Gortyn.”

He’d seen it on the map, marked with the symbol for the beacon. “That’s the closest entrance?” It’d seemed quite a distance.

“It’s the best for us. It has not been used it for years.” She wet her lips. “It will not be guarded, at least I hope not. With the fighting going on, control should be minimal.”

Should be. “I didn’t want you all to risk your lives again.”

“But risking yours is fine?” She scowled. “Just shut up, Elei.”

Strangely, that made him smile. He stroked Cat’s head, the purr resonating in his bones. Then Alendra entered from the deck and slammed the door shut behind her. Her cheeks were red, and her gold glass eyes seemed to shed sparks. She stopped a few steps in front of Elei, a small hand pressed to her chest. 

Elei cocked his head, expecting some snide remark about Cat or himself, but the silence stretched, a treacherous path. He had to tread it. “What?”

“Nothing.” If anything, the color on her cheeks deepened to crimson and he wondered if she’d break the vessels there. 

As if it mattered. 

Still she stood there, looking at him, the amber shades in her eyes shifting from dark to bright, condensing into emotions he couldn’t place. But when he took a breath to ask what she wanted, she turned on her heel and headed to the cockpit. The door closed behind her.

Elei released a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “What was that about?”

Hera snorted but said nothing, and Elei didn’t get a chance to ask again. The aircar powered up, the window panes rattling, and the garage doors swung open behind them. They backed out into a quiet street of early evening, the yellow and red of the western sky reflected on low houses and agaric groves. 

They were in a hamlet. Having slept on their way in, he bent toward the window, curious, and took in the low houses. Dogs barked, and Cat hissed, arching its back. Elei patted Cat’s head absently as they drove through a small agaric grove and rolled between algae ponds that shimmered in the last rays of light. 

Cat tried to bite his hand. He pushed back the small snout, stroked the flattened ears. “Sh. Relax, Cat.” 

At least one of us should. 

 

 

***

 

 

The aircar sped along the narrow byway, much narrower than the intercity highway, past small hamlets, the house windows dimly lit. Algae ponds sometimes phosphoresced and vapor rose from their calm surfaces as the night deepened and grew colder.

Cat slept on Elei’s shoulder, twitching from time to time. Hera dozed, head propped against the window frame. With the fine features of her face relaxed, her small mouth pursed as if to blow a kiss, she was beautiful.

Beautiful. Alendra’s face surfaced in his thoughts, delicate brows drawn in a frown, eyes burning bright like the embers of a fire, her mouth soft. Her shoulders were slim but her arms strong, her waist small, her legs long. 

He drew a sharp breath, desire inflaming his body, the heat rolling up his neck in a scorching wave. Great. Way to go. Desiring the one person who hated his guts. 

And since when did he desire Alendra? Hells. He glanced sideways at Hera, to see if she was watching him, wondering if he’d given himself away somehow — not that he knew how — yet Hera slept on, oblivious.

He sighed in relief. 

It was just physical attraction. He’d get over it. 

His body took some time to get over it, though, and it didn’t get any better when Alendra strode back into the cabin some time later to wake Hera. The way her hips rolled slightly with each step, the way the material of her soft blouse molded on her breasts — gods...


It had to be a curse, to be aroused so easily. Stupid teenage hormones. As if he didn’t have enough problems as it was.

“Everything okay?” Hera stood with a yawn, stretching her legs. “I swear I feel like I just fell asleep.”

“I’ll drive with you.” Elei stood as well, Cat shifting on his shoulder and cracking a blue, uninterested eye. “Kalaes has to be dead tired.”

He followed them into the cockpit. Kalaes looked up as they entered, his eyes bloodshot. “Hey, where’s the party?” he drawled. “Did you bring any drinks, fe?”

“I’m going to grab a wink,” Alendra said, her voice oddly quiet. 

“You too, Kalaes,” Elei said. “Go on, I’ll take your place.”

Kalaes hesitated, glancing at Alendra, and his eyes darkened. “I don’t know, fe. What if I wake up...?” 

...screaming? Elei tapped a hand on his chest. “I’ll be checking on you. Don’t worry.”

Alendra frowned and made as if to say something, but Kalaes nodded, a flash of relief going through his gaze. He got up without further protest, which told Elei just how tired the older boy was. Between the nightmares and driving half the night, he had to be beat. 

Shaking his head, Elei settled in the driver’s seat, Hera next to him, methodically checking the instruments and consulting her map. He peered at her profile as she bent over the crinkly map, waiting for a break in her concentration.

He pounced the moment she looked up, a furrow between her brows.

“So, how exactly are we going to do this?” He had to look away, focus his attention on the road as he maneuvered the aircar around a hillock, but even so he felt her gaze, a hot beam on his face. 

“This? You mean enter Dakru City?”

“Yes, that’s what I mean.” He’d thought it obvious, but maybe Hera was just being sarcastic. 

She took so long to answer he turned to meet her gaze, calculating, analyzing, doubtful. 

“If we manage to enter the sewer pipes at Gortyn,” she turned back to the instruments, “the tunnels will lead us beneath the center of Dakru City. I know the codes for opening the security doors leading outside, if they have not been changed. From there, it’s a short stroll to the Palace, if the guards do not intercept us. I have...” She inhaled, drawing out the moment. “A schematic of the Palace.”

“Where?” Elei frowned. 

“Seared in my brain.” She smirked. “I lived there for a year, like all Echoes.”

He kept forgetting she was a princess, a Gultur, the enemy — though not anymore.

Then something caught his eye in the rearview mirror and he leaned forward for a better look. Oh shit, they had a tail again? “Hera...”

“I have an idea,” she went on, bending again over the map. “About how to enter the Cupola, where the safety boxes are. I am not sure it will work, but the one thing I know is I cannot let important information lie around undiscovered, intel that could help us bring down the regime for good. We must find out what Pelia intended us to know.”

Elei leaned back in his seat, worry churning his stomach. He didn’t want to say anything about the vehicle following behind them, not until he was sure. Chances were, more people were out and about, going about their business in the early morning hours. Besides, it was quite a ways back, a speck on the mirror. 

“How do we enter this Cupola, then?” A sudden suspicion sneaked up on him. “Does it involve grenades and lots of killing?”

“We’ll do what we must.” Her mouth tightened. “You killed many at the hospital.”

He held a hand up, his heart hammering, his thoughts filling with blood. What if there was a less violent, a less dangerous way in? He only had to find it.

She dropped her gaze. “All our faces are on the wanted list. Nobody will expect us to go to the Palace, that’s in our favor, but our luck can hold out only so long.”

Cat mewed, and he reached up to stroke it. Cat bit his finger and he yelped, pushing the creature off. It bounded off and curled in a corner, licking itself.

“Dammit!” Cat’s teeth had drawn blood. He saw in his memory the cats swarming the Gultur and their guard dogs, saw blood flow. He remembered, if vaguely, how Rex had protected him, helped him enter the hospital. 

He flexed his fingers. As much as he hated to admit it, Rex had saved his life. 

“Hey.” He glanced in the mirror. The damn aircar was still there, but something else had been on his mind and he wanted to know. “You said we’re friends, right?”

“Yes?” She threw him a suspicious, narrowed-eyed look. “If you do not kill me, we shall remain so.”

Heat seeped into his cheeks. “Yeah, okay. I’ll try not to. Listen.” He pushed hair out of his eyes. “That woman, the Gultur at the hospital, the one who let us pass, who had information about Rex. Sacmis.”

She scowled. “What about her?”

“Who is she? She’s more than a friend, isn’t she?” 

Hera shook her head. “Why do you ask me this? Perhaps there’s someone else you want to talk about?” Her shrewd look made him want to hide under the chair. Instead, he squared his shoulders.

“No. Just Sacmis.”

Hera grinned, all teeth. Then her expression softened. “Sacmis is a friend from childhood. We fell out long ago.” Hera sighed. “I was in love with her, if this is what you’re asking. She’s beautiful and strong-spirited. I often wondered what it’d be like — to hold her, to kiss her. To be with her.”

Elei nodded, trying to imagine Hera kissing anyone and his whole body tingled and heated. He had a split-lightning memory of Sacmis, light eyes and hair like Alendra’s, a pretty face and a determined jaw. “Why do you prefer women?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Why do you?”

Alendra’s face flashed through his mind, her curves, so soft, and more heat seeped into his face. “I don’t know. Most men do.”

“They do?” She shrugged. “Good for them. Well, it’s a hormonal predisposition.”

“Predisposition.” They hadn’t covered that in biology class at the monk’s factory. Go figure. “Do all of you,” he swallowed down the word Gultur, “prefer women?”

She frowned. “It depends on the strain of Regina, but the variation is much smaller than with mortals. I mean,” she waved a hand in the air, “than with you. Your kind. Studies have shown that very few Gultur prefer men. Many of us, though, appear to like both sexes.”

Interesting. “I just thought it was a choice on your part. To like women, I mean.”

“There’s never a choice in this, Elei. The choice is not in who or what you are, but in what you do with it.”

He chewed on his lower lip, driving the aircar through a crossroads with an abandoned-looking control post standing sentinel. There was so much in her words to think about. About accepting oneself, accepting Rex, perhaps, like she’d told him before. Were his urges and desires, his fears and worries caused by Rex or himself? Would he ever know? Did it really matter? Maybe all that mattered was what he decided to do about it all.

“If Sacmis came to you, would you be happy?”

She froze. “You’re asking far too many questions, boy. You never did before.”

He thought about that. “I wanted to. But you were” — scary — “hard to read. And when I tried, you” — tried to kill me — “didn’t seem happy. I thought that” — that you were fed up, done with me — “that you...” He faltered.

A hand on his arm startled him. He looked up into her warm dark eyes. “I like you, Elei. I do not know how to be a friend, but I’m doing my best. I hope you know that.”

He nodded, not trusting his voice, and turned away. Even as his mouth wanted to smile, his eyes burned. “You haven’t answered my question,” he said, not sure why he wanted to know. Alendra’s eyes flashed before him, bright like sunlight. “Would you be happy?”

“Is this some sort of friendship test?” Hera growled. 

“Maybe.” He shrugged. Something occurred to him and he leaned toward her, worried. “Does it hurt when you’re being friendly with me? Does Regina hurt you?”

Hera shrugged. She jabbed at the controls for a while, and silence ebbed and flowed like the sea. Then she paused and snorted.

“It hurts but I’ll take it,” she said. “And, since you want to know, if Sacmis came to me,” she gave him a sideways glance, “I swear, I’d kiss her.”

And despite everything, the crazy mission ahead and his jumbled feelings, Elei smiled.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen



Dawn whitewashed the landscape, fields and hillocks and hamlets turning pale gray. In the far distance, something bright stabbed at Elei’s eyes — the reflection of the sea. The road wound on and on, bypassing an aircar cemetery and driving along barbed wire fences that rolled for miles. 

“Military camp,” Hera said to his inquiring look. “Firearm and combat training.”

He unscrewed the lid off a bottle and took a swig of water. “Did you train here, too?”

“For two years. First to third grade. Then we moved to another camp to the west for hand to hand combat and infiltration, and then on to sonic weapons and use of fire. I was about twelve at the time.”

It made Elei realize just how different their lives had been, him scavenging in trash piles, her training with the latest tech weapons. She’d grown up hating mortals, while his world had been confined to finding food and water. Then Albi had died and his world had shifted to the monk factory, drills of prayer and hard manual work, assembling machines and sewing clothes, studying and trying to understand how one got along with other people, especially when they picked on him for having the twin stigmas of telmion and cronion. 

No matter that they were all flotsam, orphans with nothing to their name and nobody interested in keeping them. Even then, there were division lines, sides taken, parties formed. 

A scream of fear jolted him out of his thoughts and brought him to his feet in a single movement. “Kalaes.”

Heart pounding, he rushed into the cabin, to Kalaes’ side. He found him curled on the seat, eyes screwed shut and teeth grating. He seemed to have difficulty drawing breath. Not good. 

Elei took a cautious step closer, mind churning. Talking to him had seemed to work better than shaking and shouting, so he gripped Kalaes’ wrists. “Everything’s fine,” he said calmly. “It’s me. Elei. Wake up.” 

It took a few tries, but finally, thankfully, Kalaes’ eyes snapped open and he drew a sharp breath. Then he stared wildly about, his gaze catching on Elei and sharpening. “Hells, fe. You’re okay.” He squeezed Elei’s hands. “You’re all right.”

Inside Elei a ball of misery began to unravel. “Yeah.” Had Kalaes been afraid for him? 

“Thanks for waking me up.” Kalaes’ voice was hoarse, and there was something dark and terrified in his eyes, but it was slowly fading. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled, an unguarded, trusting expression that shook Elei. “I’ll be fine.”

Elei wanted to ask him what the dream had been about, but from the corner of his eye he saw Alendra, curled up on the other seat, gazing at them with wide eyes, and kept silent. 

“Any time,” he said, looking Kalaes over to make sure he was indeed okay. He looked haggard, his eyes bloodshot, his cheekbones sharp in his gaunt face. Elei placed a hand on Kalaes’ shoulder, and then turned around to head back to the cockpit. He froze.

Alendra stared at Kalaes, eye shining.

Elei took a step back before he realized it, and stopped. His nails dug into his palms. So what if she liked Kalaes and not him. Get over it. 

He dropped back his shoulders. The moment her eyes flicked to him, he forced his gaze straight ahead and strode out the door, back to the cockpit. Easier to worry about how to enter the Gultur Palace than think of Alendra.

Hera looked up at him and he nodded, answering her unspoken question — Kalaes was okay. 

He took his seat, not in the mood to talk, and checked the systems. Everything looked okay. They were well on their way to the Gultur Palace. Hera wanted to use grenades to enter. 

Grenades. Images morphed before his eyes — mutilated corpses and pools of blood, and he wondered if he was about to lose his lunch yet again. He blinked the horrific images from his eyes and decided to ask Hera for more information on her plan, but she seemed lost in thought, barely blinking.

No, there had to be another way into the Palace. Rex. Rex would find a way. He remembered how Rex had helped him enter the hospital, all the tricks the parasite had pulled to ensure his survival. Changing his smell, lowering his temperature, urging the cats on. Surely it could do it again.

If he didn’t try to suppress Rex again. If he went in alone.

At least nobody expected them to head into the center of Gultur power, Dakru City itself. He hoped Hera was right about that, because someone else seemed to be suspicious of them. They had to do something about the vehicle tailing them. A glance into the rearview mirror showed him the vehicle was much closer now, not bothering much to keep a distance. 

No use putting this off any longer. He shook Hera who’d been staring ahead as if hypnotized by the silver light of morning. “Hey. Hera.”

“What?” She shot him an annoyed look and Elei wondered if he’d interrupted some very private thoughts — maybe involving Sacmis.

“We still have a tail at our back,” he said.

She hissed and studied the image in the rearview mirror. “Sobek’s balls.”

“We can’t lose them here. They’re right behind us.” He gripped the steering lever tightly, scanning the relatively flat landscape. If they veered to hide behind a hillock, there was no chance their pursuers would miss them. 

“Damn.” Hera thumped her fist on the panel, barely missing the cooling button and frying the system.

Elei gripped her wrist to prevent more damage. He had an idea. “I’ll stop them.”

She turned her narrowed gaze on him. “Really.”

“Just pretend you trust me, okay?” He got to his feet, testing his leg and finding it strong enough for what he planned to do. He tapped the handle of his Rasmus. “Slow down and keep the speed steady.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Shoot the fuel reactor.”

Light seeped into her eyes, making the greens and yellows in them glow. “It’s an old model aircar, like this one, so it’s probably a liquid reactor. If you spill the sulfuric solution...”

“Uh-huh.” No reaction, no combustion. He patted her shoulder and left her driving. Passing through the cabin he found Kalaes asleep, quiet now and seeming more relaxed. Alendra cracked an eye, turned over, and for all appearances went back to sleep.

He didn’t bother saying anything. If he failed to stop their pursuers, both Kalaes and Alendra would find out soon enough.

On the deck, he breathed in the cold, salty air blowing from the sea and whipping strands of hair across his eyes. The scent of red winter flowers mingled with the powdery smell of fungi fields and the rotten-egg of algae piled on the beach by off-shore storms. 

He moved around the deck to the back, and crouched down. The other aircar was less than thirty feet away, but to hit the lid of the reactor he’d have to have the eyes of an eagle.

Then again, he had Rex. 

His lips peeled back in a snarl as he lifted his Rasmus and squinted over the barrel, taking aim. His heartbeat hitched, then accelerated, the blood pumping faster through his veins, and Rex obliged by highlighting the reactor with an intense purple. Taking a deep breath, holding it, he fired.

He lowered his gun. He was close enough that he’d heard the impact of the bullet, but had he hit the reactor?

The pursuing aircar didn’t stop, and for a moment he thought he’d missed. He waited, watching, his heart rate slowing, the cold seeping into his bones with every gust of wind. 

The pursuing aircar decelerated, then stopped in the dirt, raising a small cloud of dust. Elei gripped the deck rail. Someone climbed out, their figure diminishing as distance increased between them. Pale hair glinted in the morning light and the figure raised an arm as if in greeting.

Who the hells was that? A Gultur, his keen eyesight told him, catching the reflection of scales on her arms, on her pale hair. Could it be...?

He hurried around and entered the cabin. Kalaes and Alendra still slept. When he opened the cockpit, Hera didn’t turn to him but her posture was stiff. 

“Good shot,” she said quietly.

He sank in the co-driver’s seat. “Was that—”

“Sacmis?” She drew her lower lip into her mouth, then released it and clenched her fist. “I do not know.” Hera sighed. “She did look like Sacmis. If it’s her, then what is she doing here?”

“Maybe she just wants to talk with you. She did say she’d look for you.”

“Why now, after years of silence?” Hera shook her head. “Why did she not say anything before? She never doubted her allegiance to the Gultur in the past. I fear...” She pressed her lips together, then leaned back. “That she’s a spy.”

Elei turned to the front, checking the rear mirror, although he didn’t expect to see anything. It could be, he supposed. That Sacmis had been sent there to gain Hera’s trust and betray them all. Cruel, but effective. Yet...

“What if she isn’t a spy? What if she wants to help us? Help you?”

Hera shook her head. “Would you risk it?”

Good point. He bent over the map, tracking their route. They weren’t all that far from Gortyn now. He knew he should eat again, now that he could, to make sure his body wouldn’t fail him in the worst possible moment. Better do it now, before they arrived, before Rex regained its strength and demanded sweet.

Hera’s blood.

Hera declined his offer for something to eat, barely noticing when he got up and left the cockpit. Inside the cabin, he found Kalaes rubbing his eyes. Alendra was staring out of the window. She nodded at him.

“Hey,” she said.

He opened his mouth and closed it, then tried again. “Hey,” he squawked and busied himself with the bag of food to cover his shock. A glance out of the corner of his eye told him she was staring. He pulled out blue bread and stuffed his mouth, turning the other way. Why in the hells did her gaze make his face so hot?

“Here, fe, pass me some,” Kalaes muttered, reaching out his hand. “What’s happening, where are we?”

“Close.” Elei cut a piece for Kalaes, and thrust another toward Alendra, curious to see her reaction.

He almost fell on his ass in shock when she took it and bit into it. He opened his mouth to make an acid remark, but no words came to his tongue. Mesmerized he watched as she turned toward the window, chewing, yet didn’t turn her back on him. 

A day of miracles.

Resisting the urge to shake his head and pinch himself, he finally turned away, heat licking his cheeks even as he chastised himself for his reaction.

“What is that?” she asked then, and he had no choice but to look back at her, at the direction her finger was pointing.

He saw a spire, a needle piercing the sky. The beacon of Gortyn. 

The miracles were finished, the respite over. They’d arrived.

 

 

***

 

 

Hera stared straight ahead, at Gortyn. She’d been there in the past, on geography tours organized by the Cybele Academy for Echo princesses. They’d studied the coast and the network of tunnels, so long ago it now seemed like another life.

Why had Sacmis followed them? What did she want? Once, at least four years back, she and Sacmis had gone out on their first patrol together. It had been disastrous. It had been a revelation. Hera had discovered mortals weren’t the animals the system painted them to be, that they were worth saving. She’d joined the resistance. 

While Sacmis had grown angry and distant. She believed in the system, in the laws, in the propaganda of the Central Office. 

Or so Hera had thought. 

Should she have stopped the aircar, taken the risk, talked to her? After all, Sacmis had stepped aside and let them go free. She could have killed them easily, or taken them prisoners like any good Gultur. 

Perhaps she’d contracted Rex through the water of the Sacred Fountain and the parasite had changed her.

Or Hera had been wrong about Sacmis all along. She’d not met with Sacmis in all that time, had managed to avoid even patrolling with her. What if Sacmis had been on her side?

Hera huffed. No use speculating and hoping and losing focus. Right now she had an infiltration to organize. 

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes insisted on driving the last stretch of the way, with Hera in the co-driver’s seat giving instructions, so Elei sat in the cabin. He tried to avoid looking at Alendra, but whenever he turned to peer at the landscape through the other window, his gaze would snag on her soft lips, her small chin, her narrow wrists, the gentle curves of her body. 

He managed to avoid her eyes, much good that it did him.

Gortyn spread along the cliffs, with tall houses clustered around the beacon. Their high walls were littered with holes — for pigeons, Elei realized as they passed them by, seeing the white and gray birds come and go. Pigeon meat was good, if sparse. How odd, to live over the sea and not be allowed to fish it. 

The sea had belonged exclusively to the Gultur since the Great War. Elei vaguely recalled hearing about the treaty during history classes. The Gultur had won the war and accused the mortals of attempting genocide against their race, justifying their rule over the seven islands. 

He shivered. A genocide. Was there any truth in that? Hard to believe the weak mortals had tried to wipe off the supreme Gultur race. Then again, perhaps the mortals hadn’t always been so weak, or the Gultur so strong.

Kalaes drove past the beacon —  a white lighthouse with a spiral staircase winding around it —  between the rows of tower-like houses, and out of the town.

Elei frowned. An agaric grove stood about a mile inland, the stems crumpling, the pileus caps sagging — an old grove that had probably released its spores, soon to collapse and turn to rich soil for the new agaric mushrooms to grow. Why was Kalaes driving them there?

Of course. The aircar. Leaving it in plain sight in the small town wasn’t exactly discreet if someone was still after them. He fingered the grip of his Rasmus, uneasy. They’d go through the tunnels, enter Dakru City. He needed Hera to guide him up to that point, but then he’d take over.

A plan was forming in his mind. And about time, the little voice in his head snarled. If he did this alone, Rex would help him. The parasite didn’t care about the others’ safety, so if they refused to go back to the aircar, he needed to make sure they stayed in the tunnels, so they could make a swift escape. He had the necessary information — the name of the safety box’s owner and the code to open it, to find out what Pelia had stored for safekeeping, what she’d hidden under layers of riddles and ambiguous words.

The aircar came to a halt beneath a gigantic mushroom cap that covered it almost from end to end. The engine powered down.

They clambered down into the musty grove air, locked the aircar and trudged after Hera who headed toward the town with wide, purposeful strides. 

Kalaes kept pace with Elei and Alendra, his face still drawn. Cat bounded ahead, sniffing patches of weeds and stones. 

The path led them close to the cliff and then they descended among the houses with their high fences and barking dogs. Seagulls cried below the cliffs and a hawk circled above, a black speck in the blue eye of the sky. 

Hera turned into a small square with a statue of Tethys, goddess of the ocean, small wings sprouting from her head and folded around it like a diadem. The goddess had a fishtail instead of legs, and for some reason that seemed to fascinate Hera, because she went right up to the statue and stroked the sleek fishtail. She was murmuring something so low not even Elei could make out the words, except for ‘siren’, another word for mermaid in the prayers he’d been taught by the monks.

“Tethys. According to the myths, she raised Hera, didn’t she?” Alendra cocked her head to the side, pale hair spilling over one shoulder. 

Was that why Hera seemed so moved?

“Let’s go, fe.” Kalaes glanced around, his body radiating tension. “I don’t like this place, I feel like there’re eyes behind every door watching us. It’s freaking me out.”

Elei had to agree the place was eerily quiet and creepy. Even the dogs had fallen silent. 

Hera stepped away from the statue, pulled her hair back and twisted it at her nape. She turned in a circle, as if looking for something. Then a slow smile stretched her lips.

“Come.” She stalked to a narrow alley between two gray houses, disturbing a pigeon that flew away in a flutter of wings. Hera slowed, gaze on the dirty street, then stopped and prodded something with her booted toe. 

A sewage lid, round and decorated with winding carvings. 

“This is the entrance?” Kalaes raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? I kinda expected something... grander.”

“As if I’d take you to one of the main entrances.” Hera humphed. “Help me.” 

They hunkered down and twisted the lid, lifting it between them. It clanked softly when they lowered it, revealing a black hole. The stench that streamed out knocked Elei back a step, burning his nose and eyes. Alendra made a choking sound.

“Here we go.” Kalaes wiped a grimy hand over his mouth, leaving a black smudge on his cheek. His hair stuck out in all directions, like a sea urchin. Elei smiled in spite of everything.

Cat came to investigate and gave a mournful meow. 

“Stay here, Cat.” Elei tried to catch the animal. “Stay.”

The sound of dripping water came from the tunnel, and something clanked in its depths.

“I go first,” Hera said, and without a backward glance she lowered her legs inside and dropped out of view. 

“Of all the inane things to do...” Kalaes shook his head. “Why couldn’t she wait? We didn’t talk about how to go about this.”

Cat threw Elei a disdainful glance and jumped down after Hera. Damned Cat. 

“Kal.” Elei hunkered down next to him. “I’ll go with her. I’ll do this. You stay here, with Alendra. Hide in the aircar and wait for us.”

“Here, take this,” Kalaes said, patently ignoring his words. “You may need it.” He pushed a small dagger into Elei’s hand.  

Elei clutched it, frustrated. “Kal, just listen, you need to—”

Kalaes gripped the front of Elei’s shirt, startling him into silence. “You’re out of your mind if you think I’ll let you go into Dakru City alone, fe. Who will keep an eye on you?”

Elei blinked. “But you said—”

“I said I can’t protect you.” Kalaes released him, shoving him lightly back. He absently patted his belt where another dagger nestled.

“I know,” Elei said, nodding. “And I don’t expect—”

“But I want to,” Kalaes said, his voice intense, full of some strong feeling. “After all that happened, I’m afraid I’ll fail again.” His lips tilted into a crooked smile as he prepared to jump into the tunnel. “But, dammit, that doesn’t mean I won’t try my best.”






  







 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen



 

The tunnel was narrow and low, the stench gods-awful. Hunched over, a hand over his mouth, Elei crept along and kept his eyes on Kalaes’ back. At least he could see fine in the dark. From Kalaes’ yelps and hearty swearing, he knew the others faced difficulties. Alendra hissed a soft curse behind him and her footsteps faltered, then resumed. But Hera led them and hadn’t seemed hesitant when she’d gone inside. She acted as if she knew the tunnels well, and besides, she could see almost as well as he could. Regina had its advantages, too.

‘But that doesn’t mean I won’t try my best.’ Kalaes’ words echoed in Elei’s mind. In the damp coldness of the tunnels, they kept him warm. 

And he had other things to keep his mind busy. Pelia and Hecate. All the time he’d worked as a driver for Pelia on Ost, from the moment she’d picked him out from the other orphans at the monks’ factory to the moment of her death, he’d never once suspected she was involved in the resistance. She’d been a quiet, calm woman. Taller than he was, she’d been strong with wide shoulders, her graying hair carefully combed to one side and fastened at the nape. She’d always worn button-up blouses, closed all the way, prim and proper, and dark pants. A serious lady, a businesswoman with the vision of a brighter future. A generous soul, always with a smile and a kind word. 

A mother. A private sun to warm him up when he was cold. 

But she was an important member of the Undercurrent. She knew many things she never spoke about, and she’d given him clues. Had she picked him at random? Had she planned all this? 

So many questions. Maybe the safety box held some answers. Below. A mermaid’s fishtail. Hecate, a goddess of the nether hells, a goddess of the dead. Go lower. Go down below. To the core.

Kalaes slowed and Elei all but plowed into his back. “Pissing hells.”

“What is it?” Elei tried to see around the other boy’s wide shoulders but the tunnel was too narrow, the only illumination the luminescent yellow fungi on the ceiling and the walls.

“What’s happening?” Alendra’s voice held a note of fear in its thin thread.

“Hera?” Kalaes took another step forward and halted. “Dammit, where has she gone?”

He shifted a little so that Elei could see the tunnel stretch ahead, empty. 

“Is there a side tunnel?” 

“Hells if I know.” Kalaes groaned and took another step, his hands brushing the walls. “Hera?”

“In here.” Hera’s words came from their left and Kalaes snarled.

“Don’t go off like that without warning, fe. You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“You’re too young to suffer from your heart.” Hera’s voice echoed. “So stop whining and come in here.”

“Lovely.” Kalaes pressed his forearm against his eyes and straightened. “And we’re only just getting started.”

He turned into the side tunnel and Elei followed him, boots sliding on the wet, slimy floor. This tunnel was higher and somewhat wider. It wasn’t made of concrete, or metal. Elei knocked lightly on the wall and it rang like dense stone, a deep sound. He splayed his hand on its cold surface and he thought he saw a symbol carved on it. He leaned closer, tracing the design with his fingertip. It looked like part of a schematic rather than anything religious, but he couldn’t be sure. He itched to ask Hera if she’d often passed through these tunnels, but she was too far ahead, and anyway this was probably not the time. He filed the symbol in his mind for later.

Alendra almost bumped into his back just as he got moving once more. “Elei?” her soft voice had a hard core of fear. 

“It’s me.” He hurried toward Kalaes, now a dwindling figure in the murky distance. “Don’t worry, I can see them.”

And why was he trying to reassure her? Shaking his head at his own idiocy, he waded through the dirty waters, dragging his hand along the cold, slimy wall, and feeling from time to time more carvings under his fingers. 

Strange. Or maybe it was normal. Maybe these were only carvings made by the constructors of these tunnels, to mark specific passages or characteristics and to guide them through this maze. 

They turned into a much larger tunnel, an artery, its ceiling at least twenty feet above Elei’s head, and so wide a path led alongside the waste. They climbed the steps to reach it. It was a relief to step out of the viscous liquid and onto drier ground. Alongside their steps, maybe fifteen feet below, flowed the sludge. They trudged for a while, a tricky feat on the slippery path, until they reached another tunnel and climbed even higher to follow another footwalk. This tunnel was easily forty feet tall. 

If they hadn’t reached the main sewage tunnel yet, how come this one was so big? No way Dakru City produced so much waste. The sludge running below was ridiculously little. His fingers brushed over more symbols and he had to wonder if there had been another purpose to this maze. There was no way of knowing how old the tunnels were. He’d assumed the Gultur had built them. If so, then Hera would know what the symbols were. Later. Focus.

But it was hard to focus on anything as they hiked for miles underground. Everyone was quiet, but he didn’t know if it was tiredness or fear they might be heard. Any small sound echoed and was amplified, carrying along the tunnels — from the drip of water from the roof to their breathing and footsteps, at certain junctions creating a maddening din that could probably be heard by any guard patrolling the upper levels of the sewers. 

Elei’s heart beat mingled with his steps and he breathed to the time of symbols running under his hands. How far were they still? His leg started to twinge again, torn, regenerating muscles pulling under the bandages. He’d probably have to take out the stitches by now and the thought made him wince. Still, he was grateful. He barely limped anymore. Thanks to Rex.

He hurried to catch up with Kalaes, who was turning into another tunnel. Behind him, Alendra’s steps were fading and he slowed again, biting down on annoyance. He wondered if that was how Hera felt, how all Gultur felt, when faced with mortals who were that much weaker, blinder, deafer. Lesser.

No sooner had Alendra approached, her face a white oval in the darkness, her hair a golden halo, than he turned around and followed the others into the next tunnel, an even larger one, easily sixty feet high. The path was elevated, a metal grid like a bridge without a rail. The slippery steps were metal this time, and he climbed, keeping a hand on the wall. Falling would be deadly. The stinky sludge below couldn’t be deep enough to cushion his fall. What a way to go.

Higher and higher he climbed until he reached a plateau, and then even higher on rusty, creaking steps. Gods, he hated heights and even more this place. He could see Kalaes’ form ahead, a dark silhouette against the yellow light of the fungi, his wild hair a black star. 

Something shook the staircase and a sharp cry rang out, bouncing against the curved walls of the tunnel.

Shit. Alendra.

He turned around, keeping a death hold on the next rung, and looked down. Pissing hells. She’d slipped over the side, her pale hair rising in the slight breeze wafting from the tunnel. She’d managed to find a handhold and she hung over the void with more than fifty feet below her and death waiting on the tunnel floor.

“Help me,” she called out softly, and he blinked. That hadn’t been the screech of fear he’d expected, the hysterical weeping. Sometimes he forgot that despite being so young, Alendra was a member of the resistance and probably had more experience with danger than he could imagine. 

He took a careful step down, then another. Going down the slimy steps was much harder than going up. One step, then another, and he slipped. His breath whooshed out of his lungs, strangling a cry in his throat. His hold on a step saved him from falling all the way, but the yank on his wrist pulled something and he groaned as he slowly maneuvered his body into a prone position. He hung there for a moment, trying to catch his breath. Carefully he released his grip. His wrist felt sprained. Just great.

A hitched, desperate breath from Alendra snapped him out of the trance, and he resumed climbing down, backward, on hands and knees, so he could hold onto the staircase for more security. 

Finally he heard her rapid breathing on his left and glanced to the side. Her small hand was lodged inside a hole in the rusty metal step. Blood spread around it. The metal cut into her hand, but she wasn’t even whimpering.

His eyebrows shot up. Goddamn impressive control.

He braced his legs and feet against the stair to free his hands. Then carefully, movements as gentle as he could manage, he freed her hand. She hissed as he pulled her hand off the jutting metal. The cut went deep in her palm, probably all the way to her bone. 

Pressing his lips together, holding one-handedly onto a step, he grabbed her wrist and pulled, inch by inch, until her other hand appeared and scrambled for a hold on the staircase. It found none, but he dragged her higher, until her blond head appeared over the edge, deathly white, eyes huge. She swung a leg over the ledge and managed to hang there, panting hard. 

“Elei?” Kalaes low voice flowed down the stairs. “Where are you? Is everything okay?”

“Fine.” He bit the word out.

“What’s going on?” Kalaes’ voice tightened with worry. “You don’t sound fine to me.”

Elei shifted the grip of his sprained hand on the step as he pulled harder, lifting Alendra onto the staircase. “We’re fine.”

“I’m coming down to help you.”

“No!” Elei grabbed Alendra’s arm and pulled her against him in a hug to prevent her from tumbling back down. Her heart fluttered like a bird’s against his side. “I got her. Don’t come down. Too dangerous.” He stopped to catch his breath. 

“Elei?” Kalaes’ whisper grew urgent.

“We’re on our way up.”

Alendra shuddered and he wondered if she was crying. It’d be normal after nearly falling to her death, and her hand had to hurt like all the hells. Yet, when he looked down at her, her cheeks were dry. Her toughness reminded him of Afia and his lips quirked in a small smile. 

Blood spilled from her hand. He needed to take care of that. He shifted closer to the wall, dragging her along, and made sure she was secure. Then he reached down, found the hem of his shirt, and tore a strip. The sound of cloth ripping echoed in the tunnel. He gestured for her hand and wound the cloth around it, as tightly as he dared without cutting the circulation.

“There.” He wiped sweat from his eyes and looked up, where he could barely make out Kalaes’ hunched form, peering down at them. “Shall we go up?”

She nodded, a jerky movement. A strand of pale hair stuck to her forehead with sweat and without thinking, he reached down to stroke it back. 

He never did. He snatched his hand back, horrified at himself, expecting her to flinch and say something scathing.

But she didn’t. She swallowed hard and her heart still raced. “Thank you,” she whispered and lifted her wounded hand to his face, her fingers close to his marked cheek — not quite touching, but he felt their warmth against his skin. 

He didn’t dare breathe.

“Hera said it’s safe to touch you.” She swallowed again. “That this isn’t catching.”

“Not catching,” he whispered back, his heart banging inside his chest. “True.”

She gave a tiny smile, and her hand hovered. He held his breath, hoping.

“Elei?” Kalaes’ voice floated down the stairs, strained. “Where are you? I can’t see a pissing thing down here!”

The moment broke to pieces, and she lowered her hand and her bright gaze, leaving Elei cold. He swallowed a sigh and gestured for her to climb first so that he would catch her if she slipped again. He wished he knew what she’d have done had Kalaes not spoken, but he was also relieved, not sure he wanted to know. She’d probably still been in shock. Later she’d recoil from the memory of touching his tainted skin, of snuggling against his infected body. Later.

The memory of her almost-touch burned like a firebrand in his mind.

She climbed up slowly, her legs shaking. Once, she started to slip again and Elei stopped her fall with a hand around her ankle. He waited until she’d stopped moving, then gently shoved her upward. She climbed higher.

At some point, Kalaes grasped her arms from above and hauled her up. 

Elei dragged himself higher. Kalaes grabbed his sprained wrist and he bit down on a whimper as he was hauled up as well. 

“Damn, Elei, are you okay?” Kalaes’ face loomed over him, pinched with worry. “Hells, I thought you’d fallen.”

“I’m fine.” He dragged himself upright on the bridge that creaked. Alendra stood by the wall, trembling. “We’re fine. Where’s Hera?”

Kalaes searched his face for a moment longer, then nodded. “This way. We’re close to the surface. Come.”

Close to Dakru City and the Palace.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen



The last stretch was easier, thank the gods. The bridges ran straight, very few steps separating one from the next in the adjacent tunnel. He felt it, too, the change in the air. They were not far from the surface and their goal.

Which brought more pressing issues to his mind and tightened his stomach. Soon he’d have to demand they stay in the tunnels and wait for him. Soon he’d go off alone and do everything and anything to reach the safety box, hoping this wasn’t all a misunderstanding, that the code — the numbers on his gun — worked and that there was something worth dying for in the box. There’d better be.

Hoping. Always hoping. 

The bridge led to another flight of steps, not so slimy this time. He still kept an eye on Alendra, though, just in case she slipped again. It was distracting, watching her long legs, the muscles shifting in her slim calves, her heart-shaped behind.

His arms around her, her body trembling against him, her faint scent of sea mist and fear, her fingers hovering by his face...

Don’t.  

A faint light beckoned from above as they climbed upward. Morning light. His palms sweated. He wiped them on his pants, one by one, pausing in his climb. Hera’s silhouette was outlined against the light, dark and golden, like a goddess rising from the deep. 

Then she stopped, fiddled with something, and more light burst into the tunnel, along with a breath of flowers and clear water. He took a deep breath, his eyes closing. Such a pleasure after the gagging stench of the sewers.

Hera vanished into the light. They climbed faster now, and soon Kalaes followed Hera out, then Alendra, and he was the last one, stepping over the raised threshold into Dakru City.

He walked into a large, white room with tall, narrow windows made of opaque glass, letting in the light but not allowing anyone to peer inside. The floors and walls glimmered, made of the white, shiny stone Hera had spoken of in the aircar. Moonstone.

Chairs and a table stood in a corner. White lockers covered one wall and stalls the other. Probably showers.

Hera was already opening lockers, probably looking for clothes. Elei closed the door to the sewers behind him, but their own stench now filled the room. 

“Is this place locked?” he asked and Kalaes hurried to the single other door, so white it blended with the walls, that stood half-open. He closed it softly, then pulled the two bolts and secured it with a chair, jamming it under the handle. 

Alendra opened the door of a stall and peered inside. “Wow,” she whispered.

“Where’s Cat?” Elei looked around. He realized he hadn’t seen the creature since it’d shot by in the tunnels what seemed like hours ago.

“Your animal jumped by me as I opened the door,” Hera said, sounding annoyed. “Startled me to death.”

Cat must have gone out of the building before he’d even entered the room. Maybe they’d meet in the city.

Now for the hardest part.

“Listen, all of you.” Elei cleared his throat, and warmth rose to his face when they all turned to stare at him.

“What is it, fe?” Kalaes crossed his arms and frowned. With his hair sticking in all directions, standing like that, he looked like the old Kalaes. But everything had changed.

“I’m going into the Palace alone.” Elei lifted a hand as they all started protesting. “Listen. Rex will help me.”

“How?” Hera cocked an eyebrow at him. “What’s on your mind, boy?”

“At the hospital.” He took a deep breath. “When I went in to get Kalaes. In the yard, before I managed to go in, four guards with dogs cornered me.”

Hera made a startled noise. Alendra shifted, taking a long breath.

Kalaes hissed. “Hells, fe, you almost got yourself killed to get me—”

“Rex saved me. My scent changed, so the dogs wouldn’t attack me. Then my temperature dropped, so the Gultur couldn’t see me.” Elei winced, remembering the pain Rex had caused him before that, trying to prevent him from going into the hospital complex. He’d have to brace himself for that again. “And the cats helped me. What I want to say is...” He sighed. “I think my best chance at getting into the Palace is on my own.”

Kalaes frowned darkly. “No, fe, I won’t—”

“Impossible,” Hera snapped. “Not letting you go alone—”

“You’ll complicate things,” Elei cut them off, willing them to understand. “Rex will protect me, but not you. It can mask my smell or make me almost invisible, but not you.”

He wasn’t sure when Rex would start reacting to the threat, to the possibility of getting killed. Probably as soon as Elei himself realized it and fear brought on the release of gods knew what chemicals in his bloodstream. Fear might be his best chance at surviving — if it didn’t come too early, and Rex didn’t cripple him so much he never made it into the Palace. 

“Sobek, he has a point.” Hera groaned.

“Point or no point, if he’s hurt, if they capture him, who’s going to help him if we’re not with him?” Kalaes scowled. “No pissing way.”

“I can’t think of a better plan,” Elei said, steeling himself. “Please. You have to wait for me here.”

“No.” Kalaes shook his head of spiky hair, his eyes thoughtful. “You’ll be dead before you even enter the damn palace. You need to pull a fast one on the Gultur, have someone smuggle you in. Hera can help you, fe.”

Elei considered this. True, what use were all of Rex’s tricks if he couldn’t even enter the palace? 

Still, that wasn’t the answer.

“Kal.” He clenched and unclenched his hands, trying to relax the tense muscles in his shoulders. “You may be right, but Hera’s plan won’t work either. Her face is all over their wanted lists, just like yours. Even if she got her hands on a visor, do you really think the Gultur go around visored in their capital, and in their own Palace?”

Kalaes opened his mouth to argue, glanced at Hera’s paling face, and shut it again. His shoulders drooped. “Hera?”

“Nunet’s snakes.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I knew it was not the best of plans, but I thought it might get us inside.”

“What, until someone pointed a gun at you and demanded you remove your visor?” Kalaes groaned. “Hells, fe, I thought your plan was bullet-proof.”

“I thought I’d improvise once we reached that point,” Hera said. She shot him an angry glance. “It was the best I could do on short notice. Feel free to suggest something better.”

“And feel free to kiss my shiny—”

“Whatever,” Hera snapped.

“—boot,” Kalaes finished with a sharp smile. “So what now?” 

“You know as much as I,” Hera muttered. 

Gods, but she sounded so tired. They’d relied on her since the beginning. Gultur or not, she was barely an adult and she’d been driving them on, guiding them, saving them. 

“Kal, trust me,” Elei said, trying to instill his voice with confidence. “I can do this alone.”  

Kalaes’ eyes flashed with dark fire. “Hells no.”

“Rex will protect him, Kalaes,” Hera said, baring her teeth.

“And if it doesn’t?”

“It will.” Elei tried to calculate if he could take them all down and lock them up here. He doubted they wouldn’t find a way out if they wanted, though. “It has done so before.”

“But even if you manage to get inside the Palace, you’ve weakened the parasite so much it might not protect you,” Alendra said.

Elei turned at her quiet voice. Everyone fell silent. “What?”

“You took the tea Hera prepared, to make telmion stronger.” Elei hadn’t even known she’d paid any attention. “Rex is still weak. What if it can’t really protect you this time? What if it lets you down?”

Then I’m on my own. “I’m sure Rex recovered already,” he said.

“Elei. Don’t. Don’t do this, okay? Dammit.” Kalaes huffed. “I’m not letting you go alone. You’ll get yourself killed and I’ll have to descend to the lowest hell to bring you back.”

Elei shivered. Fear was spreading cold tentacles inside him. He had to leave now, before he lost his nerve, before Rex tried to stop him. “I’m going.”

“I’ll go with you.” Alendra said unexpectedly. “I’ll get you inside.”

There was another of those interesting silences, and he turned back to her. He studied her small face, her clear eyes. “You?”

“I’m the only one of us who’s not in their records. They don’t have my photo on their screens and newsfeed.”

What had gotten into Alendra now? “You’re not a Gultur. How are you planning on helping me get inside?”

“I can pretend to be a Gultur. Maybe they won’t know.” Alendra turned to Hera. “Will they check everyone passing?”

Hera shrugged, her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps. But there are mortals working in Dakru City. That could work.”

“They do have Elei’s photo.” Kalaes’ hands curled into fists. “How will you get him through?” 

“The same way Hera would.” Alendra gestured at the uniforms hanging inside the locker Hera had pried open. “The uniforms have hoods. Only I don’t have to hide my face.”

“Stop this, all of you.” Elei shook his head, exasperated. “I’m telling you, I have to go alone. I can’t protect Alendra any more than I can protect any of you.”

“Elei, listen.” Hera took a step toward him, her eyes seeking his. “Alendra is right. Telmion’s flaring may mean Rex cannot protect you like it did at the hospital. In any case, a cover until you reach the Palace may be your only chance. I thought to take all three of you with me, but the truth is that would draw attention and inquiries. The custom is for one Saew, one custodian for each mortal entering the Palace. If they do not notice she is no Gultur, then this could go smoothly.”

“I still don’t like it,” Kalaes grumbled. “Smoothly, my ass.” 

Hera ignored him. “Kalaes and I can provide distraction, like the street children did for you in Teos. It will only take a guard on a bad day to pay closer attention and sniff you out, quite literally. But if Kalaes and I create some trouble nearby, their attention will be on us.”

“Yeah.” Elei’s heart boomed. “And then they capture you, and torture you.” He looked at Kalaes, willing him to understand. “Again.”

Kalaes’ face drained of blood, but he recovered fast. Still sickly pale, he nodded. “Fine then. We’re gonna do as you say, distract them while you go in,” he said. 

Then he pulled out the small dagger from his belt, and before Elei could react, he grabbed the two braids hanging over his left ear and damn it all if he didn’t cut them with a single swipe of his blade. 

Elei swallowed a gasp. “What did you do that for?”

Kalaes’ lips pulled back in a dangerous grin. “Getting ready.”

“What in the hells do you mean?”

Kalaes held the two thin braids in his fist and raised them like an offering to the gods of the storm. For all Elei knew, that was what it was. 

“I let them grow for my dead, instead of tombstones. And now...” Kalaes shook his head. “Now I’m fighting for the living.”

He let the braids fall, stood still for the longest moment as if not believing himself what he’d done, and then strode to the shower stalls. “Time to get ready,” he announced, stepping inside and closing the door. The shower started.

Elei bent down and gathered the braids. He straightened, clenching his fingers around them. “Okay. Your way, Alendra. Let’s do this.”

Without looking at either girl, he stepped into the next stall, the braids still in his hand. He closed the door and laid his forehead on the cold stone of the wall. 

Gods. I’ll be their death.

 

 

***

 

 

Elei checked the stitches on his thigh and decided the wounds had healed fine. The water in the showers was warm and there was a bar of white disinfectant soap. Elei scrubbed himself with a rough washcloth he found in the stall, and rubbed soap into his hair. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stood under the water. Had to be in Akmon, in the small apartment Hera took them to, before the Fleet had found them once more and the seleukid planes came close to killing them.

He stared at the two braids, left on a stool in the corner of the stall. Dammit.

A rap on his door broke through his thoughts. 

“Clothes,” Kalaes said and there was the rustle of something draping over the handle. 

With a sigh of relief, he opened and reached out blindly to snag the uniform. He hadn’t had the time to think about it, but he didn’t want anyone to see the extent of the marks left by parasites on his body. Between the snakeskin covering most of his back, twisted into strange shapes by cronion, the marks of Rex trailing around his neck and shoulders and down his spine, and the smaller scars left behind by other, non lethal parasites, he’d probably scare Alendra so much she’d run away screaming.

He picked up a towel hanging from the hook, a fluffy, white thing, and rubbed his head. Maybe he should go out naked, scare her half to death. Maybe then she’d drop this stupid plan and return to the safe house. 

With a snarl, he grabbed the uniform and pulled it on. He filled it in fine, his shoulders wide enough now to stretch it, but the rest of his body was bare muscle and bones and the thick cloth fell in folds past his hips. He glued the straps together up the front and patted the symbol of a star or flower over his heart. Probably the symbol of the city. A cloth belt cinched at the waist, and he was good to go. He pushed Kalaes’ braids into his pocket and stepped out barefoot where the others were trying on socks and boots from the lockers. 

Alendra sat in a chair, pulling on a pair of black combat boots, the tip of her tongue sticking out of her mouth in concentration. So pretty.

He stomped to the lockers and rummaged for something his size. Idiot. Stop it. But it was as useless as telling himself not to breathe. Even from there he could smell her fine scent. 

His sprained wrist throbbed in time to his heart. He shook it, wondering if he should wrap it. A med kit lay on a chair; he opened it, extracted a bandage and stared at it, wishing he knew how to wrap it one-handed.

“Here, let me,” Alendra said, and he almost jumped out of his skin. Without waiting for a reply, she pried the bandage from his fingers and efficiently started wrapping it. “Sprained?” she asked.

He nodded, his eyes fixed on her slender fingers, his mind fizzling. Then Alendra secured the gauze with a clip she fished out of the med kit and turned away without another word, leaving Elei to stare after her, unable to form a coherent sentence even to thank her.

Pathetic. 

Still reeling, he wiggled his fingers, making sure the bandage wasn’t too tight. Then he grabbed his things and sat down to get ready. Finally socked and booted, he got up and made as if to pass his Rasmus through his belt, but he stopped and frowned. 

“They’ll notice if I carry the gun with me, won’t they?” he asked.

Hera nodded. “It will raise suspicion immediately.”

Oh hells. He stroked the barrel with the registration number. Leaving it behind was out of the question, even if he managed to remember the number. “Alendra will take it.”

“She already has a longgun, a Gultur weapon.”

“Then she’ll have two.” He bared his teeth, daring Hera to say anything. 

She shrugged. “Carrying two guns is not uncommon, I believe.”

Alendra reached out for the Rasmus with her bandaged hand. He held onto it for a moment longer, repeating to himself this was the best solution. If he said it a thousand more times, he might believe it. 

He reversed it, placed it handle-first into her narrow hand. “Take good care of it.”

A small smile lit her face, a fine brilliance like the lights of a distant city, and it took his breath away. 

He didn’t hear if she answered anything. 

“So.” Hera cleared her throat and he blinked, realizing he’d been in a sort of daze. Worse, he’d been staring at Alendra like some moonstruck boy.

Fantastic.

“Yeah.” He resisted the urge to rub his eyes. “Let’s have a plan.”

Kalaes stopped in the process of gluing shut his uniform. His broad shoulders stretched the material across his chest to the point of bursting. He opened again the straps with a curse, baring his torso. Scarred as he was from old wounds, and with the marks of his recent torture by the Gultur, dark bruises and cuts, he still seemed unconcerned about showing his body. The tattoo over his heart, the circle with a star inside, was barely visible, lost among the contusions. His old palantin scar, a white web high on his left forearm, caught Elei’s eye. He thought it looked bigger than last time he’d seen it, but couldn’t be sure.

Kalaes struggled to pull the lapels of the uniform back together, muscles bunching in his arms, until the straps clicked shut. Elei lifted a hand to make sure his uniform was fastened all the way up to his chin, covering the awful snakeskin climbing his neck and curling around his throat to his cheek. He’d always felt self-conscious about the marks, and now that they’d expanded, and with Alendra looking...

Hells. Get your head on straight. He forced his hand down. What was this new obsession with Alendra? She’d never get over her disgust enough to be friends, let alone anything more. 

“Elei?” Kalaes snapped his fingers. “Are you in there, fe? Now’s not the time to get distracted.”

“Alendra with Elei will head west, around the Palace,” Hera said. “Out of the door left, then take the avenue with the small temples on either side and keep away from the Palace square.” Hera adjusted her belt. The uniform hugged the gentle curves of her body in a very disconcerting way. Elei caught Kalaes looking, too. The older boy swallowed hard and turned his gaze away. 

Hera gave Alendra instructions on how to avoid being seen by most guards posted on the Palace roof and around the walls, and the code for the door to the Vault. Elei memorized it, too, just in case. Anything could go wrong. Deep inside, he held onto the hope he might go in quietly, open the safety box, get what was inside, and leave the same way, never arousing suspicion, return through the tunnels to Gortyn, to their aircar and to a safe place. 

Dream on. It just didn’t seem realistic, not while watching Kalaes strap on his dagger and pass a gun through his belt, or Hera holster her longgun, their faces set in serious lines.

He patted the small dagger Kalaes had given him. He felt strangely calm and unafraid.

Alendra had strapped both guns on, one on either slender hip, and was now pulling up her hair in a tall ponytail, in the fashion of the Gultur. She could pass for a Gultur, he guessed, slender and beautiful, her symmetrical face catching the light in a play of shadows and delicate curves. 

“What about you two?” He turned his gaze away with an effort and looked at Hera and Kalaes.

“Distraction.” Kalaes smirked. “Yeah, baby.”

“We’ll go around the front of the Palace,” Hera said. “We—”

“What?” Elei stepped into her face, the fear finally squeezing his stomach. “You’ll do no such thing. You’ll get killed on sight!”

“Not if they do not see us. I’ll send my pet to hide in Anneke College, quite a tall building, and—”

“Your pet.” Kalaes narrowed his eyes, still grinning like a skull. “Are you by any chance talking about me?”

“Yes.” She spared him a brief, haughty glance. “We’ll shoot. They will not know where the shots come from. They’ll form squads to investigate. By then we’ll have moved to another building. Just follow my lead and we’ll be fine.”

“Why don’t I feel reassured?” Kalaes groaned and tugged at his hair, his fingers automatically seeking the braids. When he didn’t find them, a confused expression crossed his face. His brows lifted and he patted his head. He dropped his hand.

“Ready then?” Alendra said.

“It’s now or never.” Kalaes pulled up his hood and strands of black hair fell over his eyes. 

“Cover up,” Hera said and pulled on her own hood. With her hair covered, her eyes looked larger and more transparent, like jewels. 

Elei reached behind his head and lifted his hood over his head. He tugged it down, all the way to his mismatched eyes, hoping to hide them in its shadow. He was as ready as he’d ever be. The room flashed in faint lights and colors, phantoms of warmth and different materials painting the world. 

Rex was awake, lurking inside him, ready to strike. Knowing that soon the parasite would realize exactly what was going on, Elei clenched his fists, already expecting the pain Rex would throw at him to stop him from endangering himself more.

He’d not really talked to anyone about this. And now’s not the time.

Kalaes moved the chair jamming the door and pulled back the bolts. He peeked outside. “All clear. We go first, eh, Hera?”

“Yes, pet.” She grinned.

“I swear,” he growled, “if you call me that one more pissing time...”

She pushed past him, stood at the door opening. “You’ll kill me?”

“Damn Gultur,” Kalaes grunted, sounding exasperated. “Come on, let’s follow your half-assed plan.”

“While your plan is so much better. Oh wait, you do not have one.” 

Elei suppressed a sigh. Like kids. “Be careful out there.” A knot lodged in his throat made his voice rough.

“Says the one who was about to enter the Palace alone,” Kalaes ground out, but his eyes didn’t seem angry. 

“Let’s go,” Hera said, a foot already outside.

“Yeah. Take care, kid. Meet you here when we’re all done.” And Kalaes stepped closer. He reached up, pushed Elei’s hood back and ruffled his hair.

It was such a familiar gesture that Elei’s breath caught. He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t. So he just nodded and watched as Kalaes and Hera left the room, closing the door softly behind them.

“Let’s give them a few minutes before we set out,” Alendra said, her voice hushed. In the light slanting through the high windows, her eyes were the color of honey, and her skin glowed. 

Stop. Stop feeling and wishing and expecting. He stood by the door and inhaled the breath of morning drifting through the door, the fruity scent of thousands of Gultur gathered in one place.

Be the weapon Rex wants you to be.  






  







 

 

 

Chapter Twenty



Alendra strode a step before him, her pale ponytail fluttering and breaking into golden strands with the cold breeze. He followed, keeping the small distance as it befit a prisoner, looking at her booted feet rising and falling, tum-tum-tum, a drum setting the rhythm of his steps. 

Furtive glances to the side showed buildings of white stone like the ones in Bone Tower, small crystals in their surface catching and reflecting the light, torturing the eye. Trees lined the street, thick trunks with holes and protrusions, and then the foliage like tousled hair on top, rustling softly, whispering.

Keep your eyes down.

Birds flitted from tree to tree and roof to roof with a flutter of wings, chirping and cooing. An aircar zoomed by, a long transport S152 with darkened windows. Pelia’s had been one of those. His heart beat faster, and he clenched his hands, trying to calm and center himself. 

No feelings. Not now. If Rex brought him down, he’d have no chance of making it. 

The scent of the flowers growing in long, rectangular pots at the entrance of each building was heady; at times it covered the Gultur scent that permeated the city. Which was just as good, because Rex reacted to the Gultur scent like a dog chasing a cat.

Cat. He wondered where Cat had gone. He remembered how Cat had attacked Hera when she’d been angry with him. He’d hoped for an ally, small as Cat was, but it was not to be.

Alendra took a narrow side street. As he followed, he looked up and started, shocked into immobility. The tall roofs glinted like silver, reflecting the morning light like mirrors. He’d never seen anything like it and soon he had to avert his gaze, blinded. He resumed walking, blinking white spots from his eyes. 

Pissing incredible. Instead of the stench of urine and rotten trash he’d expected from a back alley, a perfume of flowers and pungent herbs drifted on the air. Instead of graffiti and piles of trash, upturned garbage containers and filthy street kids, he saw a clean floor of white cement that echoed faintly with their steps, pots with flowers lining the walls and a huge painting of a ship taking up a wall. 

He thought of Afia’s and Jek’s faces, of all the street kids huddled around them, thin faces and grubby hands, watching, silent. 

Afia. I’ll do it.

Tum-tum-tum. Alendra’s tread brought his gaze back down, to the soles of her boots, barely stained, their nepheline material a soft gray. 

They turned into another street, just as narrow, just as beautiful and clean. A bird hopped not ten feet away, a sparrow, fat and fluffy, pecking at a plate filled with crumbs, thoughtfully put out of a door. 

Feeding the birds, but not the mortals. Anger welled in his chest. He pushed it down. Not now.

They came out into an avenue. Aircars passed by, elegant and polished, moving in neat lines. A Gultur was crossing, head held high, barely glancing right and left as she did. The aircars halted to let her pass, then resumed their traffic.

Civilized. Controlled. Perfect.

Dammit, stop thinking. Stop feeling. 

Easier said than done. 

They crossed, weaving among the aircars. The vehicles slowed as the two of them made their way across, and he hunched his shoulders, trying his best to look meek and submissive.

It was a relief when they vanished inside another narrow street with the now familiar pleasant smells and sounds. A cat strolled by, but it wasn’t Cat. This one’s eyes were green and its fur white like the walls of the houses.

They walked street after street, and Elei’s heart calmed, lulled by the monotony of their actions. 

Then, they exited into a wider street and he gasped, looking up and up, at the Palace of the Gultur. 

“Holy shit.” He’d never seen anything remotely like it. Not even the temple of Bone Tower compared to this. Huge columns, white and shiny, curved inward, toward the jewel-like building at their center. Like the skeleton of a beached whale, like the bars of a cage, they only focused the eye on the Palace, a tower made of metal sheets, vertical and undulating like enormous ribbons, like a sea anemone he’d seen once in a book. It glittered and seemed to move.

Scent of Gultur. Danger. Rex stirred inside his head, drumming against his possessed eye. The parasite was aware. Of the danger. Of the Gultur women’s scent. Of potential death. 

He thought he was prepared, but when blinding pain shot down every nerve, it almost sent him sprawling. He staggered and fought to keep upright as hot needles tore through his bones and muscles. No, gods, no. He couldn’t fall. He had to make it. He couldn’t let Alendra see—

“Hurry.” She grabbed his arm and dragged him along, so that they entered together through an arched gate made of shimmering black stone. 

Alendra paused, and he was grateful for the moment to breathe through the pain. “Are you all right?” Her limpid eyes looked concerned. 

Or maybe Rex was twisting everything in his head.

“Yeah.” But fire speared his lower back and he clenched his teeth. 

“Come on, Elei.” Alendra tugged on his hand, her face set in serious lines, her small mouth pursed. 

He nodded and she released him, striding away. Through the storm of pain, he forced his feet to move and he stumbled after her, his vision tunneling, the only light her lithe figure. They walked alongside the street surrounding the Palace, to what he guessed had to be the back. Hard to tell with such a strange construction.

Shuffling his feet, focusing on Alendra’s boots, he realized they’d entered the Palace grounds when he heard more voices and smelled Gultur, many, together, a wave of scent drowning his senses.

“Em hotep, senet.” a gravelly female voice said from his left, but he dared not raise his gaze to look. “Imeyer ra?”

Gods, he’d forgotten that inside the Palace one spoke a different language. 

“Em hotep,” Alendra said and paused. Had Hera taught her enough to get by?

Yeah, when?

Silence stretched, confirming his fear. 

“You are not Gultur,” grated the guard, annoyance clipping her voice. “Who are you working for?”

Elei chanced a glance up at the guard. The Gultur was elderly, still strong, with wide shoulders and a lined face.  

“Phoebe.” Alendra’s cool voice repeated the information Hera had given them. “I arrived a week ago, on orders of the House of Delphon.”

“Phoebe? Only yesterday she told me that she had no mortals in high positions in her House.”

Shitshitshit. Life forms in the periphery of his vision lit up with deep orange and red — Gultur and humans. A cat jumped from the fence, its body flashing crimson, then vanishing, dismissed as unimportant. Guns in Gultur guards’ holsters blinked, cool blue and outlined in white. 

“Maybe so. My position is only temporary,” Alendra said, coolly. 

“And it will remain so, seeing your lack of etiquette,” spat the Gultur. “I know Phoebe likes her girls young, but you have no manners!” 

“I never—”

A slap cracked and Elei’s gaze snapped back up, his heart slamming against his ribs. Alendra held her cheek with her bandaged hand, her eyes wide. The Gultur smirked darkly. 

“Shut your mouth until I ask you something. And your slave here needs to learn respect. He’s looking at you. Teach him.”

He didn’t know what he expected at that point, but he was unprepared for Alendra swinging her hand back and cracking her open palm against his cheek.

It was mostly shock that sent him staggering back. The hit was muffled by his hood, and besides, nothing compared to the pain Rex regularly dealt him. His hood slipped backward, though, and he pulled it deep over his mismatched eyes before the Gultur got a good look at his face.

“Keep your eyes down,” Alendra barked at him and he jerked his gaze down to the flagstones of the yard, away from her reddened cheek. 

“Now.” The Gultur sounded pissing smug. Damn her. “What’s your business here?” 

“Kitchen duty for him,” Alendra snapped, her angry tone sounding genuine. “He lagged behind the others. Needs to be put in his place in more ways than one. Doing dishes in his lunch time will teach him to work faster.”

Lunch time? Had they been walking for so long? A quick glance to the side showed him the short shadows of a tree and the fence. Midday. He wondered if Kalaes and Hera had begun with their distraction. 

“I do not see anyone marked for dish washing today.” The Gultur’s voice turned shrill. “This is suspicious. I’ll call my superior.”

Danger, danger. Impulses went through his body, warning signs — his leg muscles stiffened, ready to run. His stomach twisted. Cold sweat ran down his back, trickling between his shoulder blades.  

“Listen, I did not enter his name in the list.” Alendra’s voice sounded a little out of breath. Elei hoped the Gultur wouldn’t notice. “Last minute decision.”

“We do not do things this way around here.” A pause. “I must check with your owner before letting you in,” said the Gultur. Her head flashed a blinding yellow, on and off, on and off. His Rasmus in Alendra’s belt was outlined in white light. Rex was making it easy for him — grab the gun, shoot the Gultur, run. 

His hand was already reaching out for the gun, when shots rang in the distance. Alendra’s gaze flicked to him. Kalaes and Hera. The distraction.

Alendra leaned toward the guard. “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice careful but also somehow eager.

The woman drew her longgun, longer than Hera’s, with double barrel and a sound suppressor attached to the front. That silent bullet might hit Kalaes or Hera and kill them, and they wouldn’t even know where the bullet came from. The Gultur’s outline sparkled, silver, and the pulse of her heart flashed golden in her chest.

A touch on his shoulder, and he glanced aside to see Alendra. He hadn’t realized he’d started toward the Gultur, a hand on the hilt of his hidden dagger.

Right. Not now. The guard was moving toward the gate they’d come through. Others were pouring out of the Palace, guns at the ready. His chest was a tight knot of tension. He pressed his hand to his diaphragm, trying to ease his breathing. 

“Who are you? What do you want?” another Gultur asked, longgun pointing to the paved ground. 

“Taking this mortal inside for kitchen duty,” Alendra said smoothly and he envied her self-control when his hands were shaking. 

“Go then and stay indoors until we know what the matter is.”

Alendra nodded and gestured for Elei to follow her along a path of flat, black stones set in the white pavement like islands, slightly raised and polished.

Every muscle in his body trembling, Rex hammering on the back of his eye, he stumbled along, his gaze flicking between the Palace and the gathering Gultur. The headache slithered down his clenched jaw, down the crown of his head, gathering at the back of his neck, tensing his shoulders. 

They entered through the arched door and stood in a high-domed hall. Heavy-set women hacked meat into pieces with broad knives, white fish and red whale or seal flesh.

“Hera said to cross the kitchens to the main halls,” Alendra whispered. “Beyond the kitchens are offices, and then the Ceremony Hall.”

All heavily guarded. “Fine,” he pushed the word out through gritted teeth. Rex screeched along his nerves and a streak of pain rushed down his legs. Hells. His pulse jumped, then sped, pounding at his temples, echoing in his ears. He took a step back.

From behind came the sharp crack of a knife on stone, jolting him.

“Stay off my table, boy.” 

He turned. A woman, probably a mortal, held the knife raised, her face and clothes spattered with blood. 

Blood, gore, dismembered bodies, a stench of burnt flesh and loosened bowels.

“Move it,” Alendra said loud enough to be heard by anyone and set off toward an open door at the other end of the hall.

He lurched like a drunkard after her, knocking into tables and garnering curses and boos. Cool it, Rex. The parasite thought he could still run out of the Palace and save himself, but truth was, it was already too late for that. 

Although, if he turned about and crossed back to the exit, with all the guards racing to see what those shots had been, perhaps he could escape, run through the streets.

Dammit, no! Balling his fists, he staggered on, and he’d reached the door Alendra had gone through when Rex sent another wave of crippling pain down his limbs. He gripped the ornate frame not to fall, his body jerking. 

Screw this, he wouldn’t make it. Coolness on his cheeks told him he was crying. His legs shook. He tried to call Alendra’s name but he couldn’t speak, his throat closing with the pain.

Quick, light steps, and he braced himself for a blow from any Gultur passing by. 

But it was Alendra’s concerned face that swam into view. “Elei, what are you doing?”

He closed his eyes, dizzy. “Me?” He swallowed hard. “Just hugging the wall.”

“What is it?” She glanced back and forth, skittish. “We don’t have time.”

He nodded and pushed off the doorframe. “It’s Rex.” I’m okay. All is well. All is fine. Carefully, he forced his knees to straighten. I’m safe. Hear that, Rex?


“You’re sick, aren’t you?”

“I’m fine.” He focused on the map in his mind, refusing to let the pain stop him.  “If you worry I’ll infect you, go back to the tunnels.”

“No, dammit, Elei.” Her voice turned to steel. “We’re doing this together.”

Surprised, he looked at her fine profile, but she stared ahead. He’d have said something to that, but a guard stood by a grand door, a longgun pointing to the ceiling, and he fell a step back, praying nobody had heard them talking.

The light inside the Palace was dim, like candle light, radiating from niches in the walls. For the eyes of the Gultur, it had to be more than enough illumination. For him, the corridor was bright as day, but for Alendra it was probably hellish — walking without seeing what lay ahead.

They continued in silence through the wide corridor — well, she walked, he staggered. They passed two sets of guards playing dames and knaves, or chess, he couldn’t quite see. Rex’s reaction was changing now, sharpening, the pain lessening. 

Just another step. Just another breath.

Another pair of guards, turning to look at them pass, their chests pulsing the orange hue of the fire, their heads a throbbing yellow.

Breathe in. Breathe out. 

The colors receded to a fainter glow, and he stumbled as the real skin of the world resurfaced, throwing him off balance.

Alendra caught his arm to steady him, a flicker of worry in her cat-like eyes, and he remembered how she’d almost fallen to her death in the tunnels. A hot wave of protectiveness washed over him, left him blinking dazedly. That couldn’t be Rex. Rex didn’t care about protecting anyone but its host.

He wouldn’t let her die. He had to find a way to force Rex to protect her, too.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One



The corridor wound around the Ceremony Hall, a huge oval, guards posted at each heavy metal door. 

Elei concentrated once more on Alendra’s feet, marching before him, to keep calm and not give Rex another excuse to bring him down. Their luck had held so far, but they should hurry. Who knew what was happening outside the Palace, if Kalaes and Hera...

Gods, stop it. Too late to walk out now. Don’t think. 

A cat meowed. The creature ran to him, then kept pace. It wasn’t his Cat — this one was a striped one, bigger and heavier, but, gods, its eyes were the same light blue. Elei slowed. Had Cat infected others so fast? How many of the sick creatures were in the Palace? How could they help him?

He glanced at the doors they were passing. At the end of the corridor, they’d see the gate to the Temple Court, they’d pass it and turn left, bypass the gate leading up to the Echoes’ apartments, and all the way to the end. Then—

“Where are you heading?” The grating female voice startled him to a halt.

“He’s to scrub floors in the Echoes’ apartments,” Alendra said, managing to sound disdainful and bored at the same time. 

“You cannot go up. Are you new here?” 

Elei saw her from the corner of his eye, a beautiful Gultur, eyes dark as night, hair a golden brown. 

“Yes,” Alendra said in a neutral voice. “Started working here about a week ago.”

“Then you should have paid better attention, mortal.” The Gultur lifted her chin. “Maturation time is soon. It hits some of the Echoes hard. They go quite mad sometimes, killing any mortal they see.”

He heard a barely audible gasp from Alendra, and he knew she’d thought the same as he had: would that happen to Hera?

Hera and Kalaes. They had to hurry. 

Alendra seemed to be thinking the same, because she bowed to the Gultur. “Then he’ll scrub the floors of the Offices and the Library instead, if that’s all right.”

The Gultur made a non-commitant grunt and nodded.

Alendra gestured for him to follow. He did, meekly staring at the floor. 

The Temple Court gate loomed like a black mouth ahead. Guards dressed in what had to be ceremonial garb stood on either side — long, metallic tunics down to their knees, red pants, their hair caught on top of their heads in complex loops with silvery rings. That reminded Elei of Kalaes’ braids, and he reached up to pat his pocket where they rested.

They passed the crimson gate leading up to the Echoes’ rooms, staring straight ahead and hoping the previous guard hadn’t communicated with the others.

The Offices came up next, rows and rows of desks with data processors, Gultur bent over the screens, typing and reading. Elei gaped, ignoring the stabs of pain Rex kept sending through his body. He’d never seen so many processors at once. Then they passed by the library and he dared peek inside. So many scrolls and bound books in glass cases. 

Alendra strode on faster now, and he followed suit. Two more cats joined them, padding silently along the wall, a gray and a white one with black feet, both blue-eyed. 

He hurried on, trying to empty his mind of fear, so that Rex wouldn’t try to stop him again. But thoughts kept rising to the surface, carrying in their core anger and foreboding and unease. So, instead, he thought of Pelia, of his dreams and of the medallion with the word ‘below’ written on the flip side, thought of Jek and Afia and their trust in him, of everything that brought them to this place, at this moment.

Many people had put their trust in him. He couldn’t fail them.

Alendra slowed and he looked up. There was the door they had to go through, the gate to the vault with the safety boxes. Nothing remarkable singled it out, only that it was the third in line after the gate to the Central Court, an ornate, gilded affair flanked by four visored guards whose icy stares raised goose bumps on Elei’s flesh.

And now this unassuming door, black and unadorned, without a sign or a guard, possibly hiding a great secret.

Or nothing.

Alendra approached the metal code pad and raised her hand to it, pursing her lips. 

He stood guard at her side, checking the corridor, taking deep breaths to calm Rex. Nobody would expect them to walk right into Dakru City, into the Gultur Palace. That’d be pure madness.

It is pure madness. If Pelia’s code didn’t work, alarms would go off, guards would come running and they’d be dead.

He forced the fear down.

Alendra brushed her fingertips over tiny indentations, muttering something under her breath — cursing or trying to remember the long code Hera gave them. Left and right, the corridor appeared empty, but for how long? His pulse was accelerating again, the pain rushing up in a wave to pull him under.

With one stride he reached Alendra, shoved her aside and raised his hand over the keypad. 

Alendra grabbed his shoulder. “Hey, what—”

The rest of her words were swallowed in the tide of pain that followed. He slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle a gasp and leaned against the door.

Do it. Now. The longer he wasn’t in immediate danger, Rex would insist on trying to send him running away.

He pushed back, took a deep breath. The numbers and letters flashed in his memory, laid out perfectly, adrenaline firing up his brain like an aircar engine. His hand shook. He curled his fingers into a fist until his nails bit into his palm.

Then he reached up again and brushed them over the pad, keying in the code.

The door hissed open into a deeper darkness.

 

 

***

 

 

“I can’t see a thing,” Alendra whispered as he pulled her inside and closed the door behind them. 

Even he could barely see. The outline of the door glimmered in silver. Alendra’s form was yellow and blue, a faint red over her heart. Then his vision sharpened, and he saw the darkening bruise on her cheek, the doubt in her golden eyes.

He turned around and stopped. They weren’t inside the vault yet. His stomach sank as he took in the huge, round door, made of solid metal. 

“Do we have another code?”

“Another? What for?” She fumbled forward, bumping into him and yelping. 

“It’s just me.” He grabbed her arm and steadied her. “There’s another door.”

“Shit.”

His feelings exactly. “Did Hera say if she’s ever been inside here?”

“I don’t think so.”

Frigging hells. He ran his fingers over the polished surface. In its center was another keypad. “Gods damn it.” He smashed his fist on the door. All this pain and worry, and putting everyone in danger, to stop here. “We don’t have another code.”

“Only the one for the safety box.”

“Yeah.” Only that one, engraved on his Rasmus. He took a sharp breath. Pelia would have thought of this. No way she would have sent them here only to be trapped between the two doors. Which meant... “Give me my gun.”

Alendra fumbled at her belt and he caught it, tracing the numbers on the barrel. “What if this is the combination?”

“I thought Hera said that was for the box.”

“Me too, but what if it’s not?” 

“Then we don’t have a code for the box.”

“One thing at a time. I’ll try this.”

“And if it’s not this one?” 

He grinned, a savage pull of the lips, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. “Then we’re really screwed.”

Before Rex flared again, before his pulse went into overdrive, he passed the code from the gun to the pad, pressing the stiff keys. Something clicked inside, then something else, and wheels turned. 

He pushed. The door opened. 

The vault arched over them — the cupola. Peepholes in the domed roof allowed rays of light to pierce the gloom, criss-crossing space like a golden spiderweb. The lockboxes were beetle-wing black, matte and absorbing all light, inset in the walls of the vault. 

“Gods below.” Alendra turned in a circle, the rays catching on her pale hair and refracting, so that her face glowed like the sun. Breathless, he watched her until she spoke again. “How are we going to find the right box?”

“Hecate.” He looked up and around at all the boxes. They were numbered, but didn’t bear names. “Wasn’t there a code number Hera mentioned?”

“Yes.” Alendra frowned, tapped a finger against her lips. “Hundred and fifty?”

He grinned again. “Hundred and fifty three.”

He set about following the numbers, Alendra checking the other side. The numbers drew them deeper into the vault, where silver dust danced on the captive rays and swirled in tiny eddies. Excitement pounded in his veins when he finally saw the number they sought, embossed in metal. He reached up, touched it. Next to it was the now familiar keypad.

The code. He closed his eyes, pooling everything he knew, the clues Pelia had left, the information Hera had shared. “The code is a series of numbers,” he whispered to himself, to hear the words in case they made better sense that way, “but there is sometimes a word before the numbers. Hera said so.”

“What word?”

“No idea.” He saw again the medallion, the hymn to Hecate, the names of the Seven Islands, then the word on the back. Below. “Below.”

“What?”

Could it be that easy? He licked his lips, suddenly parched with thirst. “You don’t think the alarm will go off if I get this wrong, right?”

She shrugged, her face pale. “Maybe you get three tries?”

He certainly hoped so. His pulse quickened, roaring like an enraged animal in his ears. “Stop it.”

“What did I do?” Alendra asked, her voice rising.

“Not you. Shit.” Focus. 

“Hey.” Her soft voice from his side — very close to his ear — cut his breath and wrenched his gaze to her face. “What are you going to do?”   

The truth? Get us all killed. “I have an idea.”

He entered the word, then the numbers, fast, before he pissed himself. 

Alendra caught his arm, her breath hissing out. A red light blinked on the keypad and something in the walls whirred.

Wrong.

Hells. Was there another clue that he’d missed? 

“One word to put before the numbers. That’s what Hera said.” He barely stopped himself from banging his head against the box. “It’s not the one I thought. Any suggestions?”

Alendra bit her lip, her nostrils flaring, her eyes wide with fear. “How should I know? What about her name?”

“Hecate?” It was worth a try. He had nothing else to go on. 

Hells, he hoped the others were still alive. Rex pounded the inside of his skull, so hard he thought it would crack. His fingers shook so much now he had to stop and breathe in, breathe out. 

“Let me do it,” Alendra said.

“No, I’m all right.” He typed in the name, then the numbers, glancing from his Rasmus to the keypad. 

The red light blinked again and the same whirring noise came from the walls.

Alendra’s breath came in gasps, and his own lungs felt too small in his chest. 

“This isn’t working,” she whispered, her voice thready. “We should get out while we can.”

He knew what she meant. If the third try failed too, then the alarm would go off and they’d be dead.

“Go.” He shoved her gently toward the door. “Now, before I try again. Before they know. Find Hera and Kalaes, get back into the tunnels and leave while there’s still time.”

She resisted. “No. Not going without you.”

“Why the hells not? Nobody will blame you.”

She shook her head stubbornly, her ponytail swishing through the air, splintering the light. A small smile flitted on her lips. “No. Kalaes would probably flay me alive. Better die here.”

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.”

His lips curled in a grin, riding high on adrenaline, his heart pumping furiously. What other word could he try? ‘Below’. He saw again the medallion, the word and the mermaid underneath. Below the word.

A mermaid. Siren, wasn’t that the word Hera had whispered?

His hand hovered over the keypad. It was such a wild guess he hesitated. But, hells, he’d run out of ideas and time, and fear curled in his stomach. 

A mistake. Rex pounced, grabbing his head in steel claws, jamming fiery blades down his chest, his legs. His hiss sounded too loud in the empty vault. 

“Elei—”

“You enter it.” His hands shook and he feared making a mistake. If this was a weaker Rex, he didn’t want to think what the parasite was like in full power. “Here.” He pushed his gun into her hands. “The word. It’s siren.”

Silent, she entered the code, her fingers whispering on the symbols. Her soft cry of surprise told him he’d been right.

The box clicked open, the sound multiplying. She pulled something out; it rasped as she dragged it. 

“What is it?”

An ominous rumbling went through the walls. That couldn’t be good.

“A small box,” she said. “I got it. Let’s go.”

No arguments. She grabbed his hand and he let her, the pain fading now they’d avoided the alarm sounding.

Or had they? 

They ran out of the round vault door, slammed it shut. Opening the plain black door, they bolted into the corridor. 

A Gultur squad was running toward them, coming from their right, faces hard, ponytails swinging, guns held at the ready.

There went the chance to get out without bloodshed. 

“Surrender!” called the Gultur heading the others and aimed. “On your knees!”

Immediate danger. At last. Rex lit the world in colors, and the pain left Elei so fast his knees went weak. 

But there wasn’t enough time to see if Rex could stop bullets. “Okay. Don’t shoot.”

He nodded to Alendra and they dropped to their knees. He barely felt the impact, everything around him flashing with possibilities.

Now what? There were ten Gultur, armed to the teeth, closing in. Alendra held the box on her lap. He leaned sideways, slipped an arm around her as if hugging her, and drew out his Rasmus. Holding it loosely behind his back, he waited. 

Rex marked for him the heads and chests of the Gultur with splashes of red. But how to stop them from shooting and hitting Alendra? 

Not enough time to think. The squad reached them and formed a semi-circle, ten guns pointing down at them. 

“Take off your hood,” commanded the leader, her whole body phosphorescent in Elei’s possessed eye.

He bowed his head. What could Rex do at such close range? This was the end.

Soft patter reached his ears from behind, padded paws crossing the cold stone floor. The peppery scent of Rex came in strong waves.

Cats. Tens, maybe hundreds of them coming from the left in a furry tide. Their tails rose like antennas as they trotted with single-minded focus toward the guards.

The Gultur shifted, glancing at each other, their aim steady. One of them said something in the language Elei didn’t understand, and another snickered.

Then the cats attacked. 

“Down!” Elei grabbed Alendra and they sprawled as hissing balls of fur flew through the air and shots went wild, hitting walls and doors, sharp chips of stone and wood whizzing by, slicing through their skin. Elei raised his face enough to see the Gultur down on the floor, fighting the enraged cats that scratched and bit, snarled and growled. 

He raised his gun as Alendra stirred with a groan. Something sharp had cut her cheek and blood dribbled down her jaw. Without a word she stood, the box clutched to her chest. He nodded at her, and they backed away from the strange fight taking place on the floor. 

He held the gun pointing down as they ran back the way they’d come in, passing the ornate gates of the courts and the Echoes’ apartments. Guards were running toward the fight, barely sparing them a glance — a hooded mortal and a girl holding a small box. When one of the guards stopped and opened her mouth, frowning, Elei jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 

“Cats. They’re rabid. Do something!”

The guard’s jaw sagged. She glanced toward the sounds of fighting and started to run.

Alendra grabbed his hand and squeezed. They continued at a slower pace and he dropped back a step, as when they’d first entered. 

More cats passed them by, running toward the fight.

The army of Rex. It was ridiculous, but also scary. And effective.

Alendra tucked the box under one arm and walked at a brisk pace down the corridor, not glancing back to see if he followed. 

Colors still flashed around him, and his tainted eye throbbed in time to his pulse. Ahead, daylight spilled through an open door. The kitchens. 

Alendra slowed, nodded toward the door and handed him the box. Right. Keep the appearances.

They entered in silence. With one hand he held the package, with the other he kept the gun against his thigh, half-hiding it inside a pocket. His fingers clenched and unclenched around the handle. It felt weird to return here after all that had happened. Nothing had changed in the hall with the long tables, the women cutting the meat, the cloying smell of blood and human sweat, except he only saw bright outlines and flashing crimson, and the long butcher knives glowed white. 

They strode between the blood-spattered counters, the spilled blood almost black in his eyes, and crossed the threshold into the yard. 

The moment it took his eyes to adjust to the bright daylight, four guards moved in to intercept them.

Alendra reached down for her longgun just as he began to lift his Rasmus. He grabbed her arm and shoved her toward the street, placing himself between the guards and her. If they made it out and round the corner, they may be safe. 

Shots rang. Something hit him in the shoulder blade, rattling all his bones, and he was thrown forward. He fell on top of Alendra and managed to shift to the side as they dropped, not to crush her. He rolled on his back, seeing white.

He blinked at Alendra’s blond ponytail. Long strands of hair tickled his nose and he wrinkled it. He could’ve sworn he’d been hit, but he was still breathing. His back felt like a massive bruise. Had the snakeskin stopped the bullet? 

When he tried to move his arm, he was pleasantly surprised to find he could. His questing fingers found the box, still in one piece, just beyond his head. He pulled it to his chest.

Steps thumped on flagstones, and the clicks of longguns loading sent him scrambling to stand. He nudged Alendra who rolled over with a small groan. Her lips were bloodied. 

Again there were guns aimed at them, gods dammit. 

He fumbled for his gun but it wasn’t there. Frantic, his heart booming, he felt around for it. His wrists burned, like stings of hot needles, as did his temples and his neck. Pissing hells, what now? He saw his Rasmus lying less than three feet away, but the guards closed in and the guns pointed down at him. A glance showed him Alendra, eyes wide, face pallid. 

“Itja!” The Gultur who spoke poked the muzzle of her gun under Elei’s chin, lifting it. “Nebi Sobek.”

Oh great. He closed his eyes so she wouldn’t see their different colors and turned his head as much as he dared to hide the snakeskin on his cheek. The burning in his wrists and temples scorched his skin. 

“Senet.” Another of the four Gultur guards sniffed the air. “Nebeti.”

Elei slitted one eye and glanced around. The four Gultur straightened, puzzled expressions on their fine-featured faces. One of them pointed at Alendra.

Alendra gripped his elbow, her gaze questioning. He shrugged, suspecting what had happened. Rex had done it before, making him smell like one of them. 

Their confusion wouldn’t last. Rex couldn’t keep this up for long, not even when in top form. Besides, a closer examination would clearly show them Alendra had no scales on her skin, didn’t smell sweet, that she was a mortal. 

Judging it safe to shift, he sat up. The street was so close, just ten feet away. If they made it there, hells, if they crawled there before the magic of the scent wore off...

Alendra’s brows, a shade darker than her hair, dipped low over her eyes as her gaze moved from Gultur to Gultur. 

“Come,” he whispered and dragged himself backward while the Gultur exchanged rapid words he couldn’t understand.

One of them lifted her booted foot and brought it down, trapping Alendra’s leg. “Senet?”

Dammit, his wrists didn’t burn anymore and the confusion was clearing from the eyes of the Gultur. 

“Run!” He grabbed the box, put his feet under him and stood, grabbing Alendra’s hand and dragging her up with him. She yelped and pulled back, resisting. Cursing, he turned to glare at her.

Two of the Gultur held Alendra’s arms, scowling darkly. 

Screw this. He’d kill them all. He reached down for his gun, aware he’d be dead before he got a shot in, when a cool female voice sounded from behind.

“Em hotep. Lower your guns. They’re with me.”

The breath whooshed from his lungs. He lifted his head as the scent of ripe fruit filled his nostrils. Another Gultur. Slender and tall, with sandy hair and gray eyes, her face a perfect oval. 

Sacmis?

“Em hotep. They work for you?” The guards released Alendra’s arms and took a step back. 

“T’e.” Sacmis pointed at the other two guards. “Lower your weapons. You have no right over them.”

“There’s a fight in the Palace—”

“But if these two are here, how can they be involved?”

One of the guards coughed behind her hand. “Their presence at the palace is unauthorized—”

“I’m here now.” Sacmis gave a small bow from the shoulders. “Apologies for the inconvenience, senet.”

The guards snorted softly and holstered their longguns.

Elei let out a soft breath of relief. 

“Take your gun, mortal.” Sacmis nodded at him, then at Alendra. “Let us go. My sisters need to ensure the Palace is secure. We’re in their way.”

Without batting an eye, she turned on her heel and strode toward the gate, her ponytail bouncing.  

“You heard her,” Alendra said, voice barely shaking, and stood, brushing dust from her pants. “Let’s go.”

Not trusting himself to speak just yet, he nodded among flashes of colors and sounds echoing inside his head. A hand seized his wrist. Alendra. He glanced at his Rasmus but knew he shouldn’t touch it, not without raising suspicion. Alendra scooped it up and set out after Sacmis. 

He stumbled after her, twisting to look at the guards. They’d already turned their back. They strutted toward the kitchens, and their long ponytails swung behind them like tails, a pale blue in his tainted vision.

“Where’s Cat?” He hadn’t thought of the little black cat during all the mess. 

“Come now.” Alendra jerked a little on his arm to get him going. “I’m sure your cat is fine.”

But Elei wasn’t so sure, and couldn’t explain even to himself why the thought of losing the little furball made him sad. “Yeah.”

He freed his hand from Alendra’s hold and grabbed his gun. Hurrying after her, he flipped up the safety and pushed the Rasmus through his belt, because his hand shook too much and he was afraid he might drop it. Rex still didn’t let go of him, clutching his skull, heightening his senses. After all, it was right. They weren’t out of danger yet. His pulse pounded in his ears.

Following Sacmis’ dwindling form out of the Palace grounds and into the street, he gradually became aware of a low voice talking. He turned to Alendra, saw her lips move. Why couldn’t he hear?

“Elei.” She grabbed his shoulder, shaking him. “Snap out of it. Hey!”

“What?” He shrugged off her hand and took a step to the side. “What is it?”

“You were grinding your teeth.” She sighed and picked up her pace, keeping her gaze ahead. “I thought you were going into a fit or something.”

He trailed after her, rubbing his tainted eye. Sacmis stood a ways down the street, waiting, a yellow silhouette with a darker center. What was she doing here, helping them? Was she an ally or a spy, as Hera feared?

“Hurry!” Sacmis called, hands on her hips. “Is everything all right?”

And that, Elei thought as he jogged to catch up, the afternoon light in his eyes, was the question of the day. 

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two



“Are Hera and Kalaes okay?” Elei kept his hand on the grip of his Rasmus as they hurried through the streets of Dakru City. The way looked vaguely familiar, but it was hard to believe they’d only passed through there a few hours before. The intensity of the colors finally lessened and the pounding in his head dropped to a faint drumming, allowing him to think. 

“I have not seen them,” Sacmis muttered, sounding angry. “If only Hera was not so stubborn, if she’d let me help—”

“Did you tell her you wanted to help?” Alendra said, her voice a low hiss. “Because I thought you worked for the other side.”

“Hera should know better, should not doubt me,” Sacmis huffed, and she sounded so much like Hera that Elei’s lips twitched. “Nunet, no, it’s my fault,” she said. “We fell out long ago. She does not know me anymore.”

But she thinks of you. “Why didn’t you come with us at the hospital then?” Elei asked, curious and suspicious. “Why did you just let us pass?”

“I could not let them suspect me, not yet.” Sacmis slowed. She glanced over her shoulder at him and her face was grim. “I had to wait until it all was over.”

“Until they’d killed Kalaes or driven him insane?” Fury choked Elei. He strode forward and grabbed Sacmis’ arm, jerking her around. The colors flared again, dammit, and his heart thumped uncomfortably fast.

She gasped, gray eyes widening, and shoved him with such force he stumbled back a few steps. They stood glaring at each other.

“Not here!” Alendra stepped between them, gripping Elei’s arm and turning to face Sacmis, her cool scent wrapping around Elei like an embrace. “Wait ‘til we’re far away and safe before you snap each other’s heads off.” Her fingers dug into Elei’s bicep, warm and solid, grounding him, calming his pounding heart. 

Sacmis stared at them, her eyes flashing, then she nodded, a quick jerk of the chin.

Alendra turned to him, waiting for him to say something. In the distance, he thought he heard shouts and gunshots, and he flinched. 

“You’re right,” he muttered, “we should get moving,” and was sorry when Alendra released him.

They resumed walking in strained silence, hurrying through narrow streets and crossing avenues. Military activity was evident everywhere, though Elei couldn’t be sure it was above average for a Gultur city. Heavy wheel-cars and armored aircars with mounted cannons trundled by, outnumbering the civilian vehicles. Gultur armed with longguns and even machine-guns strapped across their backs stood in groups of three or four outside a rectangular, box-like building that had to have some high administrative function. 

The fruity Gultur smell was everywhere, assaulting him on every side. “Damn you,” he whispered, and found his hand squeezing the gun grip again.

Sacmis turned, giving him a narrow look as they turned into a side street Elei vaguely remembered. “You do not see the bigger picture,” she said, her voice infuriatingly calm. “Did you never wonder why you found Kalaes in one piece? Did you think my sisters would hesitate to break his bones and gut him like a fish?”

Elei halted, breath caught in his throat. “What?” He forced his feet to walk on. “Are you saying you were the reason?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“We look out for each other.” 

“Who? The Gultur?”

“No, boy. The resistance. And now shut up, this conversation is even less suitable for this time and place.” She peeked at a Gultur squad marching down a street.

“You started it.” But the silence was good, because he needed time to wrap his mind around this new tidbit. 

If it was true. 

Hells. Heat drummed in his veins. The aircars zipping down the avenue blinked like giant fireflies in his eyes, the Gultur and the few other mortals strolling on the sidewalks — multicolored containers of light. Alendra was a bright beacon to his right and Sacmis ahead glowed faintly. His fingers itched to lift his Rasmus, pull the trigger.

Stop it. She’d helped them, for all the gods’ sakes, saved their asses.

A way to gain our trust, to double-cross us. Hera would know what to do. Hera’s in love with her, she can’t see straight. Hera’s one of them. His mouth was dry like a bone.

Between watching Sacmis and the street for anything suspicious, he barely noticed when they reached the Management House and the entrance to the sewer tunnels. It all looked different anyhow, cool blues and greens of inanimate material, broken by the pale yellow of fungi on the walls, dismissed by Rex as unimportant, non-threatening. His fingers curled around the handle of his gun when Sacmis reached for the door.

“I’ll do it,” he heard himself snap. “Stand back.”

He couldn’t risk her entering first and hurting Hera or Kalaes. But she saved you, the little voice insisted inside his throbbing head. He scowled. And yet, I don’t trust her.  

Sacmis growled something, lost in the thumping of his heart — too hard, too fast, how long had he been running? — and he raised his gun, clicking off the safety. Alendra muttered some curse, Sacmis stepped aside. 

He pushed the door open and entered. 

The muzzle of a gun was pressed to his forehead, an icy mouth, a parody of a kiss. A breathless, rough voice said, “Drop your gun.”

But his fingers wouldn’t unclench and Rex was already focusing on his assailant’s head — he could make it if he slid sideways and raised his hand fast enough—

“Elei?” The gun left his forehead and a hand grabbed his forearm. “Damn, you’re okay, fe!”

The words swirled like leaves in a water drain, turning and tumbling, meaningless, pretty sounds. He lifted his Rasmus, took aim.

Then the meaning sank in, and he knew who it was. “Kalaes.”

“Yeah. You got it?”

Elei lifted the slim box, nodding.

Rex made Kalaes’ head and chest flash, blinding bright. Elei closed his eyes, took a shuddering breath and forced his hand down. It felt like pushing through solid stone. It’s Kalaes. Safe. 

“And Hera?” He finally managed to lower his gun all the way and took another step inside to let the others in. 

“There.” 

She sat on a bench, shoulders hunched. Fear froze his blood. “She’s hurt.” He knew it before he even saw the stained gauze wrapped around her arm and the butterfly bandage on her cheek. 

His pulse hiccupped, then roared, racing. The tang of her blood, brown sugar and honey and como flowers, hit him like a kick in the chest. He could see her bleed — her blood spurting, her mouth gape open, her heart pumping in his hand —

“Who in the hells is this?” Kalaes snapped, and Elei spun around, his gun coming up again. Colors streaked around the room.

Kalaes gestured at the door.

Elei drew a shaky breath. Hold it together. “Kalaes, meet Sacmis. She’s a Gultur and we owe her our lives.”

Kalaes made a good imitation of a fish, mouth opening and closing, and he blanched.  Elei gave him a once-over, head to toes, but saw no evidence of any wounds. Breathing out, a weight lifting off his chest, he lowered his gun as Alendra motioned Sacmis inside. 

“Sacmis?” Hera’s voice was soft, disbelieving. Elei remembered how she’d sounded when she said she’d kiss Sacmis if they met, and now it all was so complicated. He guessed life was like that, even more complex than dreams.

“Hera.” Sacmis took a step inside, her gray eyes sparkling, then stopped when Kalaes’ gun pressed into her side. Elei blinked. He hadn’t even seen him move.

“Easy, sweetheart, stay put until we decide what to do with you,” Kalaes said, his grin angry and sharp. He gave her a wide berth on his way to close and bolt the door, and he kept the gun trained on her. 

“I came to help you, give you important information,” Sacmis said, her expression pinched. “I’m a friend.”

“You’re a Gultur and I, for one, don’t know you,” Kalaes muttered, returning to stand before her and holding the gun steady with both hands. “Guilty ‘til proven innocent, that’s my rule.”

Hera approached, stumbling halfway there, her face pinched. Elei and Kalaes took a step toward her at the same time, and, hells, Sacmis too, but Hera raised her uninjured hand to stop them.

“What are you doing here, Sacmis?” Hera’s face was a study in confusion and anger and something else, something raw and painful.

“I came to find you,” Sacmis said softly. 

“Why?” The word practically dripped blood. Hera shook her head. “After all these years, why?”

Sacmis bit her lip and her eyes shimmered. “I could not wait any longer. I may have compromised my mission, may have lost my post, but I missed you.”

“What mission?” The blood drained from Hera’s face and Elei wondered if she was about to faint for the first time since he’d known her. He hovered nearby in case he needed to catch her.

Sacmis licked her lips and clenched her hands against her thighs. “It’s classified. I’ll tell you, but not here and—”

“Not good enough,” Kalaes gritted and pressed his gun against her shoulder, pushing her back a step. “What are you doing here? How can we trust you?”

Elei’s pulse thundered inside his skull, and his finger jerked toward the trigger. Hera’s scent was rising again like a ghost, entering him, filling him. He struggled to keep the gun pointing down, not to shoot her, not to kill her. No. I’m in control. He breathed deeply, in and out. Everything’s fine. I’m fine.

“Hera has known me since we were children,” Sacmis was saying, her voice a distant echo. He focused on it. “We went on our first unsupervised patrol together.”

“And you know how that ended,” Hera said bitterly.

Kalaes tsked. “That doesn’t sound good to me.”

“She saved us,” Alendra cut in, her eyes bright. “The guards caught us and she helped us out. She’s on our side.”

“Or,” Kalaes said, tilting his head to the side thoughtfully, “she arranged this with the guards beforehand to gain your damn trust and follow you here.”

“I work for the resistance,” Sacmis said, her brow wrinkling. “We’re allies.”

“Why would you?” Hera said. “You do not believe in our cause.”

“You judge me,” Sacmis jabbed a finger at Hera, her voice rising, “for my beliefs when I was still very young. We have barely talked to each other in years. How would you know what I believe in now?”

Hera pinched the bridge of her nose. Her dark hair had come loose from its knot and hung tousled around her face. “Maybe so. What do you want?”

“To see you. To help you.” 

“You said your mission is classified.” Hera’s voice was still soft. “I thought we were all equals in the resistance, that we had access to all information. Why are there classified files and secret projects? How is this different from the regime?”

“Maybe it is not different.” Sacmis’ voice wavered and she raised a small but callused hand toward Hera. “We have a lot to talk about.” 

Kalaes pushed her back with his gun. “This is all very nice,” he muttered, “but we need to get moving.” 

The vibrating tension snapped.

“Yeah, let’s.” Alendra nodded at Hera. “Are you all right?”

“Fine. I go first.”

“No, let your friend here do the honors.” Kalaes’ grin was downright scary. “After you,” he gave a small, mocking bow to Sacmis, “sweetheart.” 

“I’ll walk with you,” Sacmis said, pointedly ignoring Kalaes and moving to Hera’s side. “You may need help.”

Kalaes growled but Hera said nothing, turning to go.

“I’ll go last,” Elei muttered. He watched them, an array of flashing outlines and pulsing centers, his finger shaking on the trigger. With each flash, he thought he saw other faces, Pelia, Albi, Afia, Jek. Was this reality or a nightmare?

Alendra filed by, followed by Kalaes, Hera and then Sacmis. Hera’s scent of ripe fruit and flowers lingered behind, strong, too strong. The need to spill her blood twisted like a blade in Elei’s chest. Wondering why Rex didn’t react that way with Sacmis, his heart racing, he followed and closed the door behind him.

The tunnel burst into neon colors, disorienting him. He clicked the safety back on and slipped the gun in his belt, shoved the box into the back pocket of the uniform. The stairs were faintly glowing rivers, patches of orange and yellow showing where lichens and fungi grew. Tiny lights flickered — insects, spiders, mice running along the walls. 

He sought the first step with his foot, blinded by the colors, found it, descended. He took a deep breath, inhaling again that Gultur scent, and wished his heart would finally slow, his head clear.

No such luck. It would be a long way out.

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes’ spiky head was barely visible ahead as the tunnel stretched into a darkness not even Hera’s eyes could pierce. She glanced over her shoulder at Sacmis who followed two steps behind, one hand touching the wall of the tunnel. Tall, pale, beautiful, just like Hera remembered.

But when she tried to recall all that had happened since she’d stepped out of the Management House together with Kalaes, things became hazy. Sacmis’ appearance had jumbled her brain. 

Her arm throbbed. They’d been hiding inside storehouse, keeping the Gultur guards busy with the occasional gunshot, when she’d felt the bullet slice through her muscle, leaving a trail of fire in her flesh. She’d heard Kalaes’ shout of dismay, had observed his mad dash to her side. He’d surprised her with his concern, his fury at those who’d injured her, his gentleness as he examined the wound and bandaged it. 

And then he’d decided they were going back and had led the way. Gods, the boy was fearless — or at least pretended to be, flinching from time to time at the sound of exploding grenades and the racket of helicopters. It made her chest warm and tight to know he really did care, that he was a friend. She’d been friendless for far too long. Now she didn’t think she could live that way again. 

She barely remembered the way back, ducking and running as bullets zipped and crashed around them. A miracle they made it back without further injury, losing their pursuers that easily. 

Kalaes had been right. It’d been a half-assed plan. Yet it had worked, and then Sacmis had entered, penetrating the gloom like a ray of light, gold and silver gray, putting everything else to shadow.

Hera forced her eyes forward, to the slippery floor, trying to focus. She should not be thinking of Sacmis, not now, maybe not ever. What if she was a spy, trying to find out what they knew, then betray them? She should not let herself hope.

But she’d hoped for so long, longed and felt and desired... How could she stop herself feeling and wanting? 

Her boot skidded on a patch of slimy mold and she gasped, grabbing the rail. Gods damn it, now was not the time to get sidetracked. 

A warm hand closed around her arm, steadying her. 

“Are you all right?” Sacmis asked, her voice smooth, her scent sweet. “Hera?”

“I’m fine.” Hera wrenched her arm free and hurried on, discomforted at the booming of her heart, the excitement in her body. “Come on, senet. We are not there yet, and there’s much we need to discuss.”

Sacmis gave a soft snort of laughter, and Hera ignored it, ignored the heat rising to her face, the way her body tightened inside, wanting Sacmis. She moved farther into the dark.

Old habits died hard, and suspicion last of all.

 

 

***

 

 

The trek through the tunnels was a blur. Elei’s heart hammered against his ribcage, too hard, too fast. No safety. No respite. He slid a few times as he climbed down the steps, clinging to any ridge or hollow he could find, to avoid barreling down into the others. His gun slipped and skittered along a step but he grabbed it before it fell over the edge. Gun in hand, he climbed back to his feet, trembling. Hera’s smell wafted up, so sweet, and he couldn’t draw enough air into his laboring lungs. 

Almost there.

But the tunnels stretched on and on, down stairs and alongside slimy walls. Behind, in the distance, doors clanked and a shot was fired. Had they been discovered? Sounds echoed in the tunnels, running footsteps, voices.

Faster, he needed to move faster. As soon as he found himself on the bridge, he broke into a jog, feet skidding on the metal floor. His heart fired inside his chest, irregular, rapid beats.  

Another staircase going down, and finally he plunged into the frigid black liquid that came up to his thighs. He was hopelessly cold, teeth chattering, muscles spasming in his legs and arms. The sounds behind him intensified — he thought the footsteps were now right behind him, hounding his heels — and again he smelled the sweet perfume of Gultur over the sewer stench.

So close now.

Then daylight shone ahead, and he squinted, blinded. He slogged through the slush, dragging his feet. The others had already climbed up the ladder to the surface when he reached it, and it took him forever to follow, hands and feet so numb he hardly felt them. 

Then Kalaes was there, giving him a hand up, saying something he couldn’t quite hear. How could his pulse ring so loud in his ears? 

“We’re being followed,” he ground the words out as another whiff of Gultur, less sweet than Hera’s, caught his senses. Enemies. Danger. “We need to hurry.”

“What did you say, fe?” Kalaes glanced down the tunnel, as if he could see anything in its murky depths. “Someone behind us?”

“Gultur.” Elei grabbed Kalaes’ arm and propelled him forward. “Let’s go, now.”

Night was falling and the wind stung like the kiss of a blade, carrying various scents and above all Hera’s blood, sweetest of all. He saw them walking ahead, Hera’s form glowing in yellow and silver, Sacmis in orange. 

He walked among the flaring colors of mortals scuttling away, dogs jumping behind fences, warm aircar engines. The world was hushed and curtained off. When they left the people and busy streets behind, the intensity of the colors lessened, but not so the thundering of his heart.

Not safe. Not safe.

The agaric grove rose from the rocky ground, great white stalks with faintly glowing umbrella caps, emerging from a floating cloud of phosphorescent spores. He trailed after the group, his eyes fixed on the pulsing orange in Hera’s chest, his finger caressing the handle of his Rasmus. 

I won’t kill her. I won’t.

The aircar appeared and he climbed last onto the aircar deck. He stood at the cabin door, panting, blinking bright spots from his eyes. His chest hurt and he couldn’t catch his breath. Maybe Rex had gone too far this time. 

Calm down.

Then he entered the cabin and came face to face with Sacmis and Hera. Bright orange flashed in their chests and heads, and their sweet scent hung heavy in the air. Blood-splashed images flickered in his vision and his mind filled with white static. His hand convulsed on the grip of his gun. 

“Everyone’s inside.” Alendra nodded and headed to the cockpit. 

Hera tilted her head to the side, waved a hand. “Elei? Are you okay?”

“Sit down, fe, I’ve got this,” Kalaes said. 

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t surface. He was drowning in the colors, the flashes, in fear and fury, sinking deep. His pulse rang inside his head, battered the space between his eyes. 

Sacmis scowled at him, and Hera’s mouth opened wide, too wide, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. She lifted her hand and her nails grew into claws. Blood dripped from them, the smell sugary sweet.

No. Gasping for air, he drew his Rasmus and aimed at her. Kill her. Do it.

“Elei!” Kalaes shouted something more but the sound was sucked into a gaping void. 

Kill the Gultur, stop the fear. Stop everything. 

Kalaes approached him, face swimming in and out of focus. He didn’t fear Kalaes, trusted him even, but when fingers wrapped around his hand and tried to pry the gun away, he fought them. He wrenched the gun free and took aim once more.

Still he couldn’t fire, even though his finger twitched on the trigger — she’s a friend, can’t kill her, don’t want to —

“Elei,” Kalaes said again, softly, and tugged on the gun.

Elei released the Rasmus and stumbled back. His head felt about to split and a weight crushed his chest. Grinding his teeth didn’t help and he wanted to scream with frustration. Instead, he turned and smashed his fist into the aircar window. But even that pain didn’t distract from the rusty nails being driven into his skull, his eyes, the back of his neck. 

Then searing pain pierced his chest, crushing it. He gasped, breath caught on a cry, and dropped to his knees. Sprawled on his back, clutching at his chest, the ceiling flickering. Tried to breathe. Heard a shout. 

Lost track of time.

He lay on the floor, staring at the fluorescent light tube above. The floor shook, rocking his inert body as the aircar rumbled, its systems coming to life.

Then a shadow loomed over him, cutting into his line of sight — a face pale and small, with large, dark eyes. Hera. “Elei. Can you talk?”

The heavy weight on his chest allowed only for shallow breaths, and his voice came out rough and wheezing. “What... happened?”

“I do not think it’s a heart attack,” she said, and Elei blinked. 

A heart attack?

“Damn it all, then what is it, fe?” Kalaes knelt next to Hera, his hair sticking in all directions. He looked like a sea urchin. A vein throbbed in his jaw. “Could it be what you said about Rex, this final stage?”

Hera pursed her lips, frowning. “I hope not. From the symptoms, my best guess would be an overdose of stress hormones, such as epinephrine.” 

“Epinephrine?” Kalaes muttered, frowning hard.

“Adrenaline. Rex feels threatened and keeps pumping more of the hormone in his bloodstream. Prolonged exposure to it causes poor blood flow through the coronary vessels of the heart muscle.” She cocked her head to the side. “If the pain is becoming bearable, then it’s probably not life threatening.”

Probably. Dizzy, Elei closed his eyes. Damn you, Rex.

“Hey, fe, can you hear me?” Kalaes leaned closer and put a hand on Elei’s arm. It felt comforting. The pressure on his chest subsided, the weight lifting, so it didn’t feel like his ribs were caving in. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah,” he forced the word out, to reassure Kalaes, but it was just a wheeze. Why weren’t they moving? “We should...go. The Gultur—”

“In a moment, fe.” Kalaes patted his arm, giving him a strained smile. “Systems are still warming up. I can’t see anyone following us, we’re okay. Just breathe.”

Breathe.  

“Being able to worry about other things is a good sign,” Hera said.

“Oh yeah? And how would you know?” Kalaes muttered, his voice strangled and his eyes flashing anger as he turned to her. “As a matter of fact, how would you know what’s wrong with him? You’re not a pissing doctor, are you?”

“I’ve studied cronion, remember?” Hera winced and clutched her bandaged arm. “It acts much as Rex does, only it’s weaker, therefore the doses of adrenaline it pumps into the blood are lower. Prolonged surge of adrenaline with tachycardia and other side effects can overtax the body. It can happen after periods of great stress.”

“Cut to the chase. What are we gonna do?” Kalaes’ dark eyes looked huge in his pale face. “Does he need medication, a hospital?”

Hera placed a finger to Elei’s throat, and he tensed. “His heart rate is still too fast. Rex is sensing danger and does not let him relax.” She tsked. “Before it fixes his heart and regulates his body, Elei needs to feel safe, so that Rex will stop pushing him to take action.”

“And how do we make him feel safe?” Alendra crouched next to his head, the scent of her hair like a fresh breeze. “We have to do something.”

When had she come out of the cockpit? And, come to think of it, when in the hells had she stopped hating him and started to care?

“I don’t hate you.” Alendra made a small sound of distress and stood up. “It’s not you.” She shook her head and turning she hurried back to the cockpit, slamming the door behind her. 

Damn, he’d spoken the words out loud. Mortified, Elei stared at the cockpit door. ‘Not you.’ What did she mean?

The clicks of switches reached his ears, and then the aircar rocked and finally started moving. 

Hera tsked. A thin line of blood ran down her cheek, escaping from the butterfly bandage on her cheek. “You’re blind, Elei.”

“Blind?” Elei rasped, confused. What was Hera talking about?

“That was Alendra’s way of telling you she likes you.” Hera smirked. “I’d try to seduce her if it was not clear she prefers you.”

“Really.” Hera trying to be funny — a good sign, he guessed, even if he couldn’t spare the breath to laugh. He rubbed his aching chest. “I’m not dying then?”

The smile faded from her face and her fine features glowed faintly. He could see the pulse in her throat, a deep crimson. “You need to calm down, let Rex know there’s no danger.”

Wasn’t there? From the corner of his eye, he saw Sacmis standing to the side, a riot of blinding colors. He drew a sharp breath, his pulse rising again, and he clawed at the pain stabbing his chest.

“She’s stressing him,” Kalaes accused, glaring and pointing at Sacmis. 

“Both of us are,” Hera muttered. “I’m pure strain, remember? Rex is set against Regina, and at this point it does not seem able to see past that.”

“Perhaps. But Elei doesn’t know Sacmis,” Kalaes said. “We don’t trust her.”

“You may be right.” Hera rose. “He trusts you more than anyone. Stay with him. I’ll send Alendra over, too, and I’ll drive with Sacmis.” She raised a hand when Kalaes opened his mouth to speak. “I’ll be fine. Sacmis will not kill me. Whatever it is she wants, it is not my immediate death.”

Sacmis inhaled sharply, but as she gazed at Hera, her heartbeat accelerated and heat suffused her chest and neck, a brilliant scarlet in Elei’s possessed eye. She tilted her head to the side and reached up to touch her throat with her fingertips. 

Sacmis really liked Hera. 

Hera’s heartbeat quickened, too, as she reached for Sacmis’ hand, and her scent intensified. Elei could almost feel the sweetness on the tip of his tongue. Rex shook him, and the aircar dissolved in pulsating colors, blinding flashes sweeping it for danger. 

He closed his eyes and focused on breathing through the pain, sweat running down his temples, cooling against the hot skin of his neck. 

Then fingers threaded through his hair and he squinted up. Alendra leaned over him, her soft pale hair brushing his face. Her scent of cool sea breeze wafted down to him and he inhaled. The blade of pain withdrew from his chest, allowing him a deeper breath.

A heavier hand squeezed his shoulder. He smelled musky sweat and blood, and he rolled his eyes to the right to see Kalaes. 

“I’m here, fe,” Kalaes said, his face serious. “Rest, and tell that thrice-damned parasite of yours to rest, too. You’re safe now.”

Safe. Kalaes was there. It was safe. 

The pain receded, rolled back like a tide. The needles jabbing into his brain slid out, the tightness of his chest released, and he tumbled into blessed darkness.

 






  







 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three



Elei jerked awake time and again, his heart pounding. He thought he saw Alendra lean over him, stroking his forehead, murmuring soft words. He thought he felt cool fingers on his wrist, monitoring his pulse, and Hera’s scent of flowers filled his senses, sent his pulse racing. But it was probably a dream. He woke with Kalaes’ hand on his shoulder, its weight reassuring, steadying his heartbeat. He drifted off again, the tense muscles in his shoulders relaxing.

He saw Pelia. She held the gun and the medallion in her hands, and they glowed like lamps, lighting up her face. She wore a low-cut black dress, unlike her usual high-neck blouses, and on her breastbone glittered tiny scales, cascades of them like streaks of jeweled paint. 

A Gultur. He shook himself. Why didn’t I ever notice?

Pelia turned, holding out the two objects. “I knew I could count on you,” she whispered.

“It was your plan all along, wasn’t it?” He watched her back, her neck where her pinned-up hair fell in curls. “To send me on this mission.”

“Of course it was.” She shrugged and looked over her shoulder, a glint of pleasure showing in her eyes. “I thought you knew.”

“I thought you loved me, that I was like a son to you,” he said quietly. Sadness sucked the light from the room, turning the walls black. “But all along I was just part of your plan.”

“You were like a son to me.” She turned around and flames jumped from her face and arms, blinding. “That wasn’t part of the plan.” 

But before he could smile at that revelation, the flames spread on her flesh, blackened it, ate at it. She was burning; dying. 

“No.” The room spun and he couldn’t move, couldn’t even lift his hands to reach her. “Let me help you!”

“You cannot help me now, Elei. Open the box. Find out the truth.”

The fire seared lines and whorls into his retinas. He groaned and fought his inert body, trying to touch her, but the light was fading, her form vanishing, and he was lying on his back in half darkness.

“Pelia!” Blindly he groped about. “Wait!”

“Elei, calm down, fe.”

“Pelia. The box.” Elei panted and looked around, still hoping to find her nearby. “I’ll open it. Wait.”

A shadow cut the light. “Elei?” Kalaes stared blearily down at him, rubbing his face, and then sank to his knees. “Are you okay?”

Elei blinked. Gray morning light spilled from the windows of the aircar, swirling and flashing as the road turned and twisted. The eye-watering stench from their drenched clothes brought back memories of the previous day.

He started when Kalaes touched his arm. Up close, the older boy’s face was lined with fatigue, his dark eyes questioning.

Elei sat up carefully, but his head was clear. A small twinge in his chest stopped him, but it faded quickly. “I’m okay.” He pulled his feet underneath him to stand.

“Don’t.” Kalaes grabbed his arm, tugging. “Dammit, fe, where are you going? Take it easy now. I thought...” He shook his head, eyes darkening. “I thought I’d lost you back there. Just rest.”

Elei sank back down, hugging his knees. “I’m good.” 

“Elei?” The soft lilting voice made him turn. Alendra stood at the cockpit door, a smile on her face. “You’re awake!”

He nodded, not knowing what to say.

“Thank the gods you’re okay.” She glanced over her shoulder, and when she turned back to him, she rolled her eyes. “Hera says I’m to drive for a while because she wants to speak with you.” She wiped her hands down her pants. “Talk to you later.”

He nodded again, his tongue tied in a knot. She’d talk to him? About what? Images surfaced in his memory, of her face over him, her hand tangled in his hair. Heat curled around his neck. Had she really been there for him?

Then Hera appeared at the door and her face lit up when she saw him, its lines smoothing out into bright planes. Without a word, she strode over, sank to the floor and took his hands. He stiffened, afraid Rex would stir again, but it was quiet inside his head. 

“Elei.” Her hands were warm around his own, her face so close he could see the shadows her long lashes cast on her cheeks. “I’m glad you’re well.”

He drank in her smiling face. “You’re okay,” he murmured. I didn’t hurt you, didn’t kill you. Didn’t push you away.

“We succeeded,” she said, breathless. “We took a risk, a gamble, and we found Hecate’s box. Thanks to you. Your dreams were true memories.”

His heart boomed. “Can I see it?”

“Yeah, what’s in it?” Kalaes asked, scooting closer.

Hera bent and pulled the box from under a seat. “It’s a map and documents.” Her eyes smoldered with excitement. “Look.”

He took the slim box, opened it. Inside the lid, in a flowing handwritten script, were the words, ‘Descend below’. A mermaid swam underneath. Just like on the medallion.

“Siren,” he whispered.

“What did you say?” Hera leaned closer, her gaze intent.

“Siren, the mermaid.” He looked up at her. “It was the password to the safety box.”

“Sobek.” Hera snatched her hand back, as if she’d been burned, and her eyes glittered. “Project Siren. I knew Pelia was connected to it.”

“What’s it about?” he asked. “The project.”

“It has something to do with the origin of the Seven Islands. Something important.”

He pulled out a much folded paper and spread it on the floor. A map of the islands. Symbols surrounded them. “These symbols. I’ve seen similar ones on the walls of the tunnels. What do they stand for?”

Hera leaned over, traced them with a finger. “They are religious symbols, linked to the four elements, and to specific minerals and metals.”

Well, hells, what did it all mean? Had it been worth the trouble of getting it?

Kalaes’ tousled head bent over the map, too. “These look like vertical vents below the islands.”

Below the cylinders were cubes and more cubes and more vents... “Below,” Elei whispered. “What is below?”

“Caves?” Hera rubbed her nose. “Geothermal vents?” She licked her lips, her expression going from frustrated to excited and back in a blink. Her cheeks colored. “I think the Gultur have discovered something of great importance, something they’re not sharing. The source of their wealth and power.”

Could this be what Pelia had meant, what she’d wanted them to do? Find the secret of the Gultur and take away their power? Afia’s face swam in his mind. Destroy their power, take possession of their source of wealth. Make sure everyone had food and a roof over their heads, make the world better. Could he do that? Could he do more? Had Pelia expected that much of him?

“We need to study the documents and the map better once we’re back at the safe house,” Hera said. “We need to contact the Undercurrent, report what we have found.”

“With Sacmis?” Kalaes glared. “You’re letting her into an Undercurrent safe house?”

“She’s our prisoner. What else would you have me do?” Hera gathered the map and put it back into the box. “We cannot let her go now, and I cannot... I cannot kill her.”

Kalaes nodded, his expression shuttered. “I wasn’t asking you to. It’s just damn risky.”

“I’ve taken risks before,” she nodded at Elei, “and they paid off.” 

From Hera’s lips, that was surely a compliment.

She pushed the box under the seat again and gave them a ghost of a smile. “I’ll go and see if Sacmis is awake. Rest, both of you. You need it.”

“Sure thing.” Kalaes stretched again like a cat, joints popping, and lay down on his back, arms folded underneath his head. 

Cat. “Where’s my cat?”

“That creature?” Kalaes blinked bloodshot eyes. “Must have stayed in Dakru City, fe. What d’you want it for?”

“Nothing.” He missed the warmth on his shoulder, the rough tongue licking his cheek. Cat had been his companion, had been there for him when nobody else had. Shaking off the heavy sense of sadness that settled over his thoughts, he took a deep breath. 

Finding the box, coming out alive, that should be all that mattered. But instead of excitement, he felt a strange emptiness. 

“What’s wrong, fe?” Kalaes sat up and gave him a dark, no-nonsense look. “Spill.”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Did something happen when you went to get the box? Is it Alendra?”

“Alendra?”

“You like her. I can see it in your face when you look at her. Hells, you’re in deep, fe.” Kalaes grinned. “Come on, you can tell me.”

Elei shook his head. “It’s not that.” No, not only that. He thought again of her slender fingers tangled in his hair, the freckles on her cheeks, her fresh scent, the way she strode into the Gultur Palace, so confident and beautiful. The way she looked at him sometimes and what the hells that meant. 

Kalaes reached out and ruffled Elei’s hair. “There’s nothing to worry about, fe. We’re going home, just you and me. Well, Hera too, if she wants, but I’m not sure she’d like that.”

We are? “But Zag—” 

“Zag.” Kalaes frowned, looking at Elei out of the corner of one dark eye. Then he scowled harder, brows knitting together. “I thought I told you to forget about him.”

Confused, Elei pressed his palms to the cool aircar floor and took a deep breath, determined to explain. 

“I made a promise,” he said, “to help you find Zag. Maybe that’ll make your nightmares go away.” He tried to smile, pushing the small pain down where it belonged. He had much more than he’d ever hoped for — friends and warm memories. “Nobody can replace your real family.”

“What are you talking about? That’s not—” Kalaes’ voice cracked, his face twisted. “You don’t need to replace anyone, fe. You have your own place.”

He did?

Kalaes pushed his fingers through his wild hair. “Listen, kid. It seems I wasn’t clear when I tried to explain. Pissing drugs messed up my head. The two braids I had...” 

Elei felt them inside the pocket of his pants, writhing like baby snakes, waiting to bite.

“I let them grow in memory of my dead — my dad and my brother.” Kalaes swallowed hard. “Zag died, Elei. He died many years ago. Pissing hells, I can barely remember his face.”

The words penetrated slowly, burrowing into Elei’s mind, coiling there. 

“Zag is dead?” Elei whispered, feeling like a fool. He shifted his legs and leaned on his hands for support as the aircar swerved. “But I asked you, and you said he was alive, that he lived in Akert, you said—”

Kalaes pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Akert is the memorial ground near Artemisia. We go there to drink with the dead.” His hands fell to his sides, thumping gently on the floor. “I thought you knew.”

Drink with the dead. Memorial ground. Elei had never seen one. The bodies of the poor were disposed of in the ocean, and he remembered dragging Albi’s body to the cliffs, sitting by her side until the rabid dogs had come too close, and he’d thrown her into the foaming waves. His memory of her was the only memorial she’d ever have.

“I’m sorry,” Elei muttered. “For your brother.” He couldn’t order his thoughts. “But the rest of your family—”

“Stop.” Kalaes let out a long breath. “You are my family, fe. That is, if you haven’t changed your mind.” 

Elei stared at him, his mind refusing to process. “What?”

Kalaes’ mouth tightened. He reached down, and pulled a knife from his belt. He pressed the tip into his palm.

“Kal, stop!” Elei caught Kalaes’ wrist. “What the hells are you doing?” 

Kalaes gazed down at the blood welling in his cupped hand, then wiped the knife on his pants and sheathed it. He dipped three fingers in the glistening crimson and raised them toward Elei, touched his fingertips to Elei’s cheek and dragged them, forming lines. A mark mirroring his own tattoo — the symbol of his gang. 

Elei’s throat constricted and he had to swallow.

“Brothers,” Kalaes said, his lips quirking in a crooked smile, his eyes serious. “We can do this properly once we stop running, but for now this will have to do.”

Elei sat speechless, his hands on his thighs. His chest squeezed so tight he thought he might be having a heart attack after all.  The blood on his cheek felt cool and it pulled as it dried.

“Brothers,” he choked out the word. 

Kalaes grinned, clenched his bleeding hand and pulled Elei in a tight hug, his voice muffled against Elei’s shoulder. “We will go home, sooner or later.”

Awkwardly, Elei returned the hug and held on, eyes burning. For the first time since his flight from the hospital, since the madness and doubt and fear, he felt solid and whole.

Felt, in fact, like he was already home. 
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Rex Equilibrium

The bonding

 

With the help of his friends, Elei has managed to disorganize the regime, run by the all-women race of the Gultur, and he's on a mission to bring peace to the Seven Islands. 
 Old secrets come to the surface, friendships are forged and betrayals discovered, and a girl, Alendra, has managed to take hold of Elei's feelings.With a map that leads underground and the hope of toppling the Gultur regime, Elei and his companions seek a weapon to tip the balance of power. 

But unrest within the resistance means that this time they are on their own and, as if crossing a world torn by war while keeping Rex under control wasn't enough, Elei fears that before the end Alendra might break his heart.

 

 

 

Orphic Hymn to Hecate 

 

Hecate the Beauteous, you I invoke: 

You, of roads and crossways,

Of heaven, of earth, and sea as well.

You, the saffron-clad one among the tombs,

Dancing with dead souls the Bacchic rite.

You, daughter of Perses, lover of desolation,

Taking joy in deer and dogs, in the night.

You, terrible Queen! Devourer of beasts!

Ungirded, possessed of form unapproachable!

You, bull-huntress, universal sovereign Empress:

You mountain-roaming guide, and bride, and nursemaid,

I entreat, O Maiden, your presence at these sacred rites,

With grace to the Oxherd and a joyful heart eternal.
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To my grandparents

 

For their love of the sea that we, their descendants, carry in our blood, on the shore where the ancient ships landed.
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THE SEVEN ISLANDS







  






Chapter One




“Medicine time. I know you love it.” Grinning, enjoying himself too damn much, Kalaes placed the cup on the kitchen table. “Bottoms up, kid.” 

The sour smell wafted up to Elei’s nostrils, making his eyes water. He took the cup, toasted Kalaes silently, and gulped the stuff down. Bitter and acid, a combination of herbs and real medicine, available to them now they’d reached one of the resistance’s main hiding places. It was meant to strengthen telmion, one of his most powerful resident parasites — a killer he’d lived with for over ten years. He’d gladly be rid of it and not miss the cramps it sent through his insides and the bouts of fever and vomiting, but he had no choice but to keep telmion alive and kicking. Because it was the only thing that could control Rex, the king of parasites, his newest acquisition. Without telmion, Rex would surely kill him, and even if it didn’t, it controlled him like a puppet. 

He’d rather be dead than played by a parasite, out of control and at risk of killing people. Killing Hera. He returned the cup to the table, grimacing. 

He leaned closer to the half-open window. Below spread the small town of Dion. Aircars crowded the street below, their acrid dakron fumes nauseating. 

Kalaes sank into the chair across from him and lit an ama cigarette. He lifted an eyebrow, pushing the packet forward, and Elei nodded, accepting a cig. He borrowed the lighter and lit it, drawing a long drag of its sweetness. It relaxed his muscles, and Kalaes’ presence was calming, too. The warm aura of strength that surrounded the older boy and his companionable silence set Elei at ease. 

A good thing, with Rex aware of the scent of two Gultur inside the apartment, trying to send his heart into overdrive. It wasn’t like they could exactly keep their distance in the space of four rooms and a kitchen, while waiting for word from the Undercurrent. 

Hopefully the medicine would work and telmion would stabilize, flaring just enough to suppress Rex without landing him in bed — again. The last few days flashed before his eyes, and they were a glimpse into the nether hells. He remembered Kalaes sitting on the mattress, applying cool compresses to his hot forehead, helping him up when he had to puke. Between vomiting and fever, he’d dreamed of Pelia and the freezing depths of the ocean, of monsters lurking in the dark. 

But the medicine dosing had been too high, and Hera and Kalaes had ended up in a shouting match. The dose was lowered and the queasiness diminished. 

He drew another mouthful of sweet smoke and closed his eyes, rubbing his chest. Ghostly pain lingered from the near heart-attack he’d had a few days back, right after they’d retrieved the box. Rex had fixed that, apparently. Now the constant adrenaline spikes had stopped, he finally felt human again. Well, as human as he could at this point. 

“Have you seen—” Alendra’s voice broke through the quiet. 

Elei’s eyes opened in time to see her retreat from the room. It was hard to feel human with Alendra around. Before arriving at the safe house, he thought she’d gotten over her initial dislike of him, her disgust with the snakeskin visible on his neck and cheek, mark of telmion. But over the days he’d spent in bed, sick and feverish, he’d barely seen her around, and now she’d taken to avoiding him completely. 

“Ale, wait!” Kalaes called out, half-rising, but she was gone. He shrugged and sat back down. He rubbed his tattooed cheek, the three black lines that looked like scars. “So... What crawled up her ass and died?” 

Elei choked on the smoke. “No clue.” 

“Tell you what.” Kalaes leaned forward, eyes glinting with mischief. “The girl likes you, fe. I could read it on her face after we left Dakru City. Go and talk to her, hash it out, then kiss the living daylights out of her. What d’ya say?” 

Elei stared at the glowing end of his cig, the embers burning golden like Alendra’s eyes. “She hates me.” 

“No, she doesn’t.” Kalaes glared briefly, then smiled. “She doesn’t,” he repeated softly, and Elei wished he could see what he saw. 

“Right, she pissing loves me.” 

“Hey, wipe that scowl off your face, fe.” Kalaes raked a hand through his wild dark hair and winked. “Too old for you, I’ve told you this before. You’re squinting like an old hag and it’ll spoil your complexion.” 

“My what?” Elei blinked. 

“It’ll give you wrinkles.” Kalaes waved his cig in the air, leaving red trails. The spiral tattoo on his hand seemed to writhe. “And indigestion.” 

“You sound like you’re on drugs.” Elei stared thoughtfully at his cig. “Tell me you didn’t add something extra to this?” 

“What? Hells, no. We want no trouble and security’s tighter than a virgin’s—” Kalaes met Elei’s gaze and snapped his mouth shut. “Why you looking at me like that, fe? You’ve done it before, haven’t you?” 

“Done what?” Elei frowned, and then heat rushed up his face. “Oh.”

“Yeah, that. The bump and grind.” A gleam entered Kalaes’ eyes. “So?” 

Elei grunted. He’d swear his face couldn’t get any hotter. Soon his skin would start to blister. 

“Well, shit!” Kalaes smacked his open hand on the table, making Elei jump. “You really haven’t?” 

“None of your business.” Elei gathered as much dignity as he could around himself. Growing up in the trashlands didn’t give him much of an opportunity to hang around others, and the monks who’d taken him in after Albi’s death kept boys and girls apart. He was pretty sure many other guys his age hadn’t done it either... Right?


“The hells.” Kalaes’ grin reached his ears. “Of course it’s my business. You’re my brother. I have to make sure you get laid.” 

Elei groaned. “Can we just drop it?” 

Kalaes stuck the cig in his mouth and smoke curled over his lips. He leaned back, half-squinting at Elei. “There’re a few things I need to make sure you know. Hey, as an older brother, I’ve a responsibility. Because if you make out with Ale, I—” 

“Drop it!” Startled by his own outburst, Elei pushed back the chair and stumbled to the window to press a hand against the cold glass, resisting the urge to smash his fist through it. “Look, she can’t stand me. I make her skin crawl. I can’t...” He shook his head, rubbed his chest. 

“Hey, relax. I bet she’ll get over it.” Kalaes shifted, his chair creaking. “I mean, she went with you into the Palace, had your back, didn’t she? Maybe it’s that special day of the month—” 

“She doesn’t need a special day. This,” Elei touched his marked cheek, “is enough reason.” He forced the bitterness down. “Don’t worry. I’m used to it.” Thought I was. Maybe most boys his age had gotten laid. Dammit. “It’s okay.” 

A rustle, footsteps, and Kalaes stood next to him, looking out into the evening, the cig forgotten between his fingers. He was silent for a while, just standing there, the tattoo of the three black lines on his cheek stark and vibrant, like war paint. The smudges of a bruise on his jaw and others circling his wrists were the only visible reminders of the torture he’d endured from the Gultur, along with the deeper darkness in his eyes and the uncharacteristic silence. 

Elei touched his own cheek, where Kalaes had drawn three lines in blood, marking him as one of his own, one of his gang. The lines had washed away, but he almost thought he felt the drying blood pull his skin. 

“Sorry, fe,” Kalaes said. “Didn’t mean to upset you.” 

“No, you...” Elei looked for something else to say, but found nothing, so he stuck the cig between his lips only to discover it’d gone out. “You didn’t.” 

“I’m not much of a brother. Hells, I lost everyone placed under my care.” 

Startled, Elei turned to stare at Kalaes who was rubbing the back of his neck, a sheepish expression on his face. “You didn’t lose me. You’re not such a bad brother.” 

The gloom lifted from Kalaes’ gaze and he flashed Elei a smile, reaching out to ruffle his hair. “Good, because you aren’t getting rid of me that easy, kid.” 

“I sure hope not.” Though the fear lingered, waiting to pounce again. 

“Now that you’re better, I think it’s time we all had a meeting to decide what to do next.” Kalaes frowned. “We should go through the box again. Not that Hera hasn’t been through the documents ten thousand times already and then some.” 

Hera. Elei’s gut clenched in reaction — Gultur — and he hoped Rex would behave. “Hera’s asleep.” 

“It’s about time she woke up, then. She’s recovered, her wound’s all but healed, and her chick’s here. She can’t spend the whole day sleeping.” 

Her chick? “Sacmis?” 

“Who else?” Kalaes grinned and winked at Elei. “A nudge in the right direction, and they’ll jump each other’s bones, I’m telling ya. I can already feel the heat.” 

A snort escaped Elei and he turned away. He could feel the heat all right; it licked his skin with fiery tongues, wrapping his body in flames. He could see them, Hera and Sacmis kissing... Alendra holding him, kissing him... Damn the images. His body reacted, tingling, tightening, a maddening pressure that suspended him between pain and pleasure with no way out. 

“Stop it.” He shifted uncomfortably. 

Kalaes clapped him on the back again, snorting. “I told ya you need to get laid, fe.” And he left the room, chuckling. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Two



 

Elei returned to the low table and dropped the cig into the ashtray. Now he was lucid and out of bed, he needed to take stock of everything once more, from his body to his memories and plans for the future. He’d seen the contents of the box they’d stolen only once, and he’d been too wrecked then to fully grasp what they meant. The box must be important if Pelia had wanted them to get it. 

‘If’ being the operative word. Dreams. But like Kalaes’ nightmares, they had a good deal of memories thrown in. And it had all panned out. They’d gotten into the Gultur Palace, opened the safe, found and taken the box. 

He eyed the chairs but felt too nervous to sit. He heard low voices in the other room — Hera’s, quiet and lilting, Kalaes’, vibrating, teasing — and the scent of ripe fruit and como flowers reached him, challenging his control. He clenched his hands, grateful for the sting of his nails digging into his palms. He hadn’t endured these last days for nothing. Rex was weaker, had to be. But the scent brought on a horrifying memory of pain tearing through his chest, the world spinning and time stretching like elastic— 

He drew a deep, calming breath. I’m fine. He uncurled his fingers, splayed them against his thighs. It hadn’t been a real heart attack, only restricted blood flow to his heart because of all the adrenaline Rex had pumped into his veins. Or so Hera had said. 

Then Hera walked into the room, heart-wrenchingly beautiful in her gray suit of polyesthene, her dark hair coiled at her nape, as it had been the first time he’d seen her. Rex stirred at her proximity and started the hammering inside his possessed eye.  

Screw this. Elei focused on her familiar face, her look of concern. Screw you, Rex. She’s my friend. She’d stayed away from him these past days, to calm Rex and let him rest. Maybe she’d also been afraid. After all, he’d pointed a gun at her. Not something you could easily forget. 

“Good evening,” Hera said, her voice soft. She held the long, flat box they’d retrieved from Dakru City. She didn’t wear a bandage on her arm now, and her face bore only a faint scar from the bullet. Regina had sped up the healing process. “I see you’re feeling better.” 

He nodded, forcing his face to relax, his shoulders to straighten. At least he didn’t feel the need to slit her neck and taste her blood, watch her die. Good enough. 

Sacmis appeared at the door, sandy hair framing her clear-eyed face, and he tensed again. Her lip curled a little, not so much a smile as a sneer, and she followed Hera inside to stand by the door. 

“Sit,” Kalaes growled and nodded at the seats around the table. 

“Or what, you’ll shoot me, mortal?” Sacmis breathed, the sneer turning into a smirk. 

“Do you want me to?” Kalaes’ smile was all teeth. 

Elei’s pulse thundered in his ears and he took a step back, trying to compose himself. His hands twitched into fists. 

“You’re stressing him,” Hera snapped and dragged Sacmis to the table. The other Gultur’s eyes widened, but she sank obediently into a chair. Hera kept a hand on her, as if to keep her down. 

“Well then, now that issue has been settled...” Kalaes turned to Elei. “You sit down too, fe. We’re all friends here.” His hand settled on Elei’s shoulder, its weight comforting. “Though one of us is missing.” 

“Alendra asked to be excused.” Hera avoided Elei’s gaze. “She’s cooking us some dinner.” 

Better so, Elei told himself. At least he wouldn’t have to see her frightened face. It’d give him time to recuperate, raise his defenses. 

Hera and Kalaes exchanged an undecipherable look, and then she leaned over and placed the box reverently on the low table. “Do you remember my dreams?” Her gaze slid toward Elei. “About the Seven Islands?” 

“Nightmares,” Elei corrected absently, his nerves raw. Rex’s reaction, not his own. Fight it.

Hera had dreamed of the islands rising like naked blades, impaling her. Of course he remembered. He thought of his own dreams, of himself shooting Pelia, of children killing him, of people dying over and over again. Just dreams. He clenched his teeth. Yeah, right, like it was ever that simple. 

“You never told me of any nightmares.” Sacmis’ voice ended on a soft exhalation. Hera tensed, her lips pressing together. 

There were probably many things Hera hadn’t told the other Gultur. Hera hadn’t talked to Sacmis in years, not until her sudden appearance a few days back at the hospital, while she and Elei were breaking Kalaes out. What did she expect? Although looking at the way Sacmis gazed on Hera, her gray eyes warm, she seemed to expect a lot more. And wasn’t it the wrong thing to imagine again, their beautiful faces bent together, their slender bodies naked, touching... Gods, mercy. 

Kalaes’ hand on his shoulder tightened a fraction. “Why are we talking about Hera’s dreams?” He leaned forward, his voice turning into a low purr, and the sweet scent of ama cigarette filled Elei’s nostrils. “Did Pelia force info into your subconscious like she did with Elei? Any other safety box we need to break open?” 

“Sit down, pet.” Hera pointed to an empty chair. “Then I’ll explain.” 

Kalaes snorted, patted Elei’s shoulder and folded his arms across his chest. “I’d rather stand. Not so good at taking orders from you, or anyone, for that matter.” 

Hera’s lips twitched and Kalaes grinned. Typical. A glance told him Sacmis was scowling. What the hells did she think, that they all obeyed Hera’s every word? 

Come to think of it, maybe she did. Elei forced his hands to unclench. He knew close to nothing about Sacmis or her sudden appearance, her claim that she wanted to help, that she belonged to the resistance, that she’d missed Hera. Unless she’d explained herself while he’d been tucked away in bed, sick like a dog. 

“All right then.” Hera cleared her throat. “Forget the dreams. Let us focus on the documents.” 

She knelt down by the table and unlatched the box. She pulled and spread out a big square paper, a map Elei fuzzily recalled examining while leaving Gortyn. He braced his hands on the table and studied the complex geometrical web stretching around and, apparently, below the Seven Islands. There were crosses marked on certain locations, some on the islands, and some in the sea. 

He raised his eyes to Hera who was unfolding more documents. “What did you find out?” he asked. The map was complex, and some of the lettering was in a strange alphabet. “What do these say, can you read them?” 

Hera spread out a densely written manuscript, curlicues jutting up and down, a bramble of a text. “I’m no text specialist,” she said drily, “and this looks really old. But this,” she unfolded another document, printed in black ink, “might help.” It was the last item in the box.

They bent over it. 

“Vocabulary lists?” Kalaes said after a few beats of silence. 

“Interpretation lists.” Sacmis tapped a forefinger against a column. “Of symbols.”

Symbols that resembled the ones Elei had seen inside the sewer tunnels. “A key to the map?” he suggested. 

“It seems like it,” Hera said.

They looked up and exchanged puzzled glances. 

“So...” Kalaes straightened, one dark brow raised in question. “Gotta ask, are we any pissing wiser? Because I sure don’t feel like it.” 

“You would not, in any case,” Sacmis said, and Hera winced. 

“I see your lips movin’, honey,” Kalaes drawled, “but I seem to have tuned you out. Sorry.” His grin was nowhere near repentant, though. 

Sacmis growled deep in her throat, and stretched back on the chair like a dangerous cat. Elei could see why Hera had fallen for her. She was beautiful, all frosty perfection with her full lips, bright eyes and slim body. He saw Kalaes’ eyes glint appreciatively as they followed its lines. 

Hera rapped her knuckles on the table and cast a dark look on Kalaes, whose grin widened even more. Was she jealous? “If you two are finished, I’ll tell you what I’ve gleaned from the map and documents.” 

Silence settled like a thick blanket over the room. 

Kalaes, distracted, sat in the chair Hera had indicated and forgot to argue about it. “So? Will you tell us anytime today?” 

“If you stop talking,” Hera said sweetly. “Look here, and here.” She touched a symbol on the island of Kukno, and a similar one on Ost. “The symbol means ‘below’.” 

“That’s the word Pelia used,” Elei said. 

“Yes.” Hera consulted the lists, then tapped another spot. “Now look here.” It was a rectangular shape that seemed to be beneath Dakru. Similar symbols were inked below the other islands. “Hive.” 

“Bees?” Kalaes scratched the back of his head. “That cannot be the mighty secret. A hive for what?” 

Hera licked her lips. Her dark eyes caught the last rays of light as evening fell, gleaming like crystals. “I have an idea. Look here.” She traced Dakru, then the other islands. “In the center of each Island, below its name, stands the word for garden.” 

Garden? Elei reached out to touch a symbol he thought he recognized from the sewer tunnels. An oval cut by two parallel lines. “And what’s this?” 

“Dakron,” Hera said, checking her list. 

“Deposits?” Elei touched slid his finger down the left, to a shape in the sea. “And this?” 

“That is...” Hera’s slender brows locked. “Mouth. Probably an older term for a mine entrance.” 

“So, this is... what, a geological map?” Kalaes stifled a yawn. He still had nightmares, and on top of that he’d been taking care of Elei for the past couple of days. 

Elei looked away, guilt a weight in his belly. He should look after Kalaes, especially since the older boy’s capture by the Gultur, who had put him through the nether hells and back. 

“Have you ever seen a geological map where natural formations are so perfect?” Hera waved a hand as if trying to capture a word from the air. “So symmetrical, so geometrical.” 

“Actually, I’ve never really seen a geological map.” Kalaes grinned. “So what are you saying?” 

Yes, what was she saying? 

“‘With a clap of thunder and fast as lightning, seven islands rose from the ocean deep’,” Hera whispered. “‘Ker, Torq, Ert, Aue, Kukno, Ost, and rich Dakru.’ So wrote Sarpion three hundred years back.” 

“Sarpion, whoever the hells he was, sounds like a pretentious prick,” Kalaes declared and grabbed another cigarette from the package lying on the table. 

“He was an historian,” Sacmis snapped. 

“Oh yeah?” Not looking impressed in the least, Kalaes lit his cig. 

“Do you have any idea how little is known about the Islands?” Hera frowned. “Apart from the belief that they rose simultaneously and the fact they’re similar in geography and size, information is scarce. We only know that each island’s surface is about five hundred square miles, composed of steep central mountain massifs, which are surrounded by lowlands stretching down to the coast. Fresh water springs from the mountains. Yet the Gultur system contains no scientific information about the origins of the islands or their curious symmetry.” 

“You’ve been digging into this for a while, haven’t you?” Elei was fascinated by her entranced expression. Then his mind caught up with her words. “Symmetry isn’t normal? Why?” 

“Symmetry in a face means health.” Hera’s eyes flicked to Sacmis, and Elei had to admit it was a perfect example, from the wide mouth to the sculpted cheekbones and slender brows. “Symmetry in a crystal means adherence to basic laws of physics. Symmetry in islands rising from the sea is unusual. These seven islands emerged in a perfect circle. Their proximity made it possible to connect them with the steel bridges, both between each and with Dakru at their center. How can this be natural?” 

“And your point is?” Kalaes crossed his arms. “That the islands are pretty, like Sacmis?” He smirked at Sacmis, and her cheeks colored. 

Elei’s lips twitched. 

“My point is that such symmetry in the islands may not be natural.” Hera’s cheeks had colored, too.

Another hush fell, this time a little strained. The air hummed with tension, like a taut wire. 

“The islands aren’t natural?” Kalaes’ eyebrows lifted. “Seriously?” 

“These are the Seven Islands, the whole world. You’re saying this isn’t...” Elei stopped, lacking the necessary words. 

Sacmis’s face was calm. It occurred to Elei that she didn’t look surprised. “Did you know this?” he asked. 

“Know what?” Kalaes glared. “Hera’s talking in pissing riddles here, and you—” 

“We suspected it.” Sacmis turned to Hera who gaped. “I work for the Siren Project. I was going to tell you.” 

“When,” Hera asked carefully, “were you going to tell me?” 

Sacmis shrugged. “When you started sharing your knowledge and suspicions with me.” She also wore her gray suit, common among the Gultur. It was open at the neck, and the fine scales of Regina glinted on her collarbones. 

Kalaes coughed theatrically. “You were saying...?” 

“Geomanipulation,” Sacmis said, as if talking about the weather. 

“Meaning?” 

“From the map, I’d say we’re looking at natural structures altered to create some sort of symmetry and at the same time exploit the deeper strata,” Hera said. 

“Is that even possible?”

“The evidence supports it.” 

“And what do we care about it?” Kalaes said. 

“Look here, where it says ‘below’.” Hera appeared not to hear him. “I think they’re elevators, taking us down into the bowels of the world. We must explore, see what else is there.” 

“Hold on a sec. You want to go...” Kalaes stared at his cig as if it’d started talking to him. “Go down, to the Underworld, the nether hells for all we know. For what?” 

“If our ancestors manipulated the islands, dug out the vents below, we could discover our origins.” Hera’s voice shook with excitement. “Surely you want to know that, too.” 

“I don’t give a shit about our origins,” Kalaes said flatly. “I just want to bring the regime down, find some peace. Besides,” he nodded at the map, “I still don’t believe all this. It sounds mad. Have you been sniffing black mold or something?” 

“Are you afraid to go?” Sacmis asked, examining her nails.

Kalaes bristled. “What did you say?”

“Look. We suspect that there are unimaginable resources down there,” Sacmis said. “This map is our key. The Gultur do not have such a detailed cartography at their disposal. This...” Her eyes were bright. “This could be our chance to defeat the government army.” 

“Imagine if the resistance had their hands on pure water and dakron deposits, or even advanced technology,” Hera breathed. “If we could take control of the Islands.” 

Kalaes shook his head, but he leaned forward and his eyes gleamed.

“Do you really think we could do this?” Elei whispered. He cared about their origins as little as Kalaes, but a chance to finish what he had started, to bring down the Gultur, fulfill his promise to Afia and Jek to bring peace and his own private promise to Kalaes to take him home... 

But it sounded too good to be true. “If you suspected this all along, why didn’t you act?” Elei turned to Sacmis. “What were you waiting for?” 

“For proof. For information. For maps. We hoped Pelia might have one, but she never admitted it. When we heard she’d died, we tried to find Elei but failed. The regime was much faster than us in locating you.” 

But Hera had found him, and Hera worked for the Undercurrent, for the resistance. It didn’t make sense.

“Is this why you came?” Hera’s voice dripped ice. “For the map? To drill us for information?” 

“Yes.” Sacmis blinked. “And to offer information and help. The resistance wants us to investigate this and find a way to use it against the regime. That’s...” She hesitated. “That’s what you want, too, is it not?” 

Hera frowned. “Yes. So you’re here by chance. They could have sent anyone to do this?” 

Again Sacmis’ fair cheeks flushed. “They could. But I volunteered.” Hera opened her mouth to speak, and Sacmis raised a hand to stop her. “I knew you were involved. I wanted to see you.” 

“Fine, I...” Hera at a loss for words was a rare sight. “Why was I never told of the Siren project? How come you know all this but I never knew?” 

“Er, ’scuse me...” Kalaes got up, flicking ash all over the table. “I think I need a stiff drink.” He looked troubled. 

“Kal.” Hera inhaled sharply. “It’s our mission to find a way in, take control of the resources. This could be our chance to overthrow the dictatorship.” 

“Our mission, fe?” He cocked his head. “The Undercurrent has people who can do this. We’ve done more than enough and you know it. You just want to go because you’re interested in our...” He waved a hand. “Origins. Ancestors. Whatever.” 

“That is not the only reason. I cannot deny I want to know about the past. But my priority, like yours, is to overthrow the government.” Hera frowned at the map. “A senior member of the Undercurrent will visit us to see the documents.” 

Sacmis stiffened. “You contacted them? Damn, Hera, I told you it was not a good idea.” 

“And you never explained why,” Hera snapped back. 

“Let the Undercurrent take the map and put it to good use,” Kalaes muttered. “Bet they’ll send someone right away to get the job done.” 

Sacmis shook her head. “What if they will not? What if they do not send anyone to check this out?” 

“Why not?” Elei asked.

Sacmis glanced at Hera, then turned away. “The Undercurrent high cadres are acting very... odd lately. They will not take risks.” 

“I’m sure they have their reasons,” Hera said. 

“Hera...” Sacmis chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I do not answer to the Undercurrent anymore. I defected.” 

Shit. 

Hera took a sharp breath. “Defected? You talk as if the resistance is a regular army.” She rubbed her brow. “Are you a free agent now?” 

Sacmis said nothing.

“This makes no sense,” Kalaes said. “Dione has things under control. Maybe you should talk to her.” 

Sacmis shook her head, her expression closing down. “You do not understand. Dione does not head the Undercurrent anymore.” 

“She doesn’t?” Kalaes frowned. “Since when?”

“Things are not that simple.”

“Then explain. Can’t we expect help from the Undercurrent?” The air thrummed with tension, raising Elei’s hairs on end. “Is that what you’re saying?” 

“I am not sure,” Sacmis admitted in a faint voice. “What I do know is that you —we —are the best suited to this mission. You found the map, and we should keep this between us until we find out more. The fewer people know about it the better.” 

“I agree,” Hera said. “About us being the best suited for this mission.”

“Hera?” Kalaes turned to her. “You’re not serious about this, are you?” 

Hera sent Sacmis a dark look, but nodded. “Yes, I am.” 

“Oh sure. Okay. Send Elei down. Send all of us down.” Kalaes eyes narrowed with anger. “Send us to our death because of a bunch of old papers. Do you have any idea what you’re saying? You and Sacmis, your heads are filled with these ideals,” he spat the word like a broken tooth, “of discovering our past and saving the world. How about living to see tomorrow? How about Elei and Alendra surviving? They’re kids!” A tremor went through his frame. “Maybe the Undercurrent administration is right not to want us to go. Maybe they don’t approve of us going on suicide missions every other day.” And he stomped toward the kitchen, muttering something about getting drunk. 

Elei stood up and hesitated, looking at the two of them sitting awkwardly next to each other, one in the chair, the other on the floor, so pretty, so confused and uncertain. Maybe as confused and uncertain as he was. 

Screw this. He needed a stiff drink, too, and a moment to gather his thoughts. Besides, even though Rex was now weaker, he wasn’t sure he could trust himself alone with two Gultur, especially Hera. He gave them an apologetic smile and fled the room. 

 

 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Three



 

Elei followed Kalaes into the kitchen, remembering at the last moment that Alendra was hiding there. Too late. He stood behind Kalaes who was rummaging in a cupboard and tried to act normal. The room smelled of fried red meat and spices, and Elei’s stomach rumbled. 

“This is some shit, fe.” Kalaes slammed a tall bottle on the counter, orange liquid sloshing inside, and tore off the lid. “Go down there? What in the hells?” 

Elei wasn’t sure Kalaes wanted an answer. He watched him pour two glasses, and from the corner of his eye he glimpsed Alendra looking his way. He sipped and coughed, eyes watering, then sipped some more. The alcohol burned a fiery path down his throat, warming his chest.

“It seems Pelia wanted us to do this,” Elei said. And I promised the kids in Teos I’d do something to help. Though going into the bowels of the earth hadn’t been on his list. 

“Don’t tell me you’re thinking about it.” Kalaes downed his drink and squinted. “You barely made it out of that Palace alive. Now you want to go off on another crazy mission?” 

Elei gulped the rest of his drink and slammed the cup down harder than he’d intended. Everything looked a little brighter now, and his heartbeat calmed. He had to explain something important. “Listen, Kal. What do you think will happen now?” 

Kalaes poured them another glass and then stared at the bottle as if he didn’t know what to do with it. He placed it on the counter and ran his fingers around the rim. “Now?”

Alendra made a sound in the background, but Elei focused on his drink. Another swig and it didn’t burn going down anymore. A haze had fallen over the room, muting its colors. 

“Yes, now,” he said. “Do you want to wait until Regina mutates again and adapts to Rex, taking away the only advantage we have? Do you want to keep running, hiding, with no hope of settling anywhere, no hope of living like a normal person?” 

“Come on, fe.” Kalaes frowned. “There has to be a place where the Gultur can’t find us.” 

“Tell me where.” Elei’s stomach was warm, and heat trickled down to his toes. He wiggled them inside his boots. “Only in our dreams,” he concluded, toasting Kalaes. “And even there we don’t have peace.” 

Kalaes winced. “I’m all for bringing the damn regime down,” he said quietly. “Don’t get me wrong. I did go with you to Dakru City, didn’t I? And I’m ready to do much more, but this...” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s because it sounds insane. Elevators into the earth? Chambers of treasure?” 

It was true, it sounded crazy, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t take it seriously. “We followed a dream into Dakru City,” Elei said. “We got what we went for, and now we have maps and clues. This time we have a plan. Seems to me that going into Dakru City was crazier than what we want to do now.” 

Kalaes snorted. “We’re all mad anyway.” He drank some more, his eyes too bright. “But I don’t like the idea. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger again.” 

Elei thought of Pelia, thought of Afia and Jek and all the other kids, skinny and hungry, so young and full of hope that things would get better some day, and didn’t know what to say. Did he deserve safety when they were fighting and dying? 

“Dinner’s ready,” Alendra said, startling him. 

She stood by the stove, blond hair twisted at her nape, her golden eyes intent. She seemed to be waiting for something, but for the life of him he couldn’t think what. Self-consciously, he turned away to hide the snakeskin on his cheek. 

“I’ll tell the others,” he muttered, put his glass down and hurried out of the kitchen. 

The stew smelled delicious. They sat around the kitchen table and Elei dug in happily. With Rex in recession, he could finally enjoy something not sweet, something his body could use to regain its strength. The stew was seal meat and yellow tubers and sweet bush fruit cooked so that they melted in the mouth. Elei tried to slow down so he could savor the food longer, but it was useless. He inhaled his serving, then refilled his plate. 

Kalaes raced him to a third serving. A snort from across the table finally registered and Elei looked up to see the three girls watching him. 

“What?” he mumbled. “This is good.” 

Hera chortled and shook her head. And dammit if Alendra wasn’t staring at his marked cheek again, eyes wide.

His appetite evaporated. He shoved his plate away and reached up to cover his cheek. 

“Oh, let him eat, for all the gods’ sakes!” Kalaes banged his fork down, an exasperated frown on his face. “Will you stop your snickering?” 

Elei flinched. He pushed back his chair with a screech and straightened. “I’ll, uh, check out the apartment. You said there’s a data processor room?” Locked in the bedroom since they’d got here, he hadn’t had a chance to explore the safe house. 

“I’ll show you,” Hera said, rising at the same time as Sacmis, and their hips bumped. They both flushed and apologized to each other. If Elei didn’t feel like running, it would’ve been funny. 

A beep sounded. 

“What’s that?” Alendra shot out of her chair, the bread knife held in her hand as if it could stave off a Gultur attack. 

“That was me,” Hera muttered and pulled a beeper out of her pocket. “It looks like our visitor is here.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The woman standing in the living room was small and old, and a little plump. She couldn’t be taller than Elei, although she was twice as wide. 

Which wasn’t that difficult. When he curled an arm around his middle, he could feel his ribs like the bars of a bird cage. 

He sat across from her, and Kalaes settled on the threadbare sofa with Alendra and Hera, while Sacmis stood behind it, arms folded under her breasts. The rectangular box lay on the table, looking harmless and unimportant.

“My name is Nine, like the number,” said the old lady cheerfully, and sat down, arranging the folds of her flowery dress. 

Nine. A code name?


“No need to put on the usual act,” Sacmis said. “It does not work on us.”

Something grim flashed in the Nine’s blue eyes. She folded her hands in her lap, twined her gnarled fingers. “Haven’t seen you since you left us, Sacmis.” 

Sacmis stiffened, her eyes half closing, but not lazily; gauging. “I did what I had to do. I felt it was important.” 

“You felt.” Nine tilted her head back as if trying to see Sacmis better. “Of course. I’m sure you know better than the experience council of the Undercurrent what to do to bring the regime down.”

“Now,” Nine said, “Hera has told me you found a document Pelia hid. A map.” Elei wondered why Hera hadn’t mentioned the written document and the list, but maybe she’d paid heed to Sacmis’ unease after all. “I’ve come to take it to HQ for our experts to study.” She leaned forward. “I must impress on you the importance of remaining united at this critical moment in our history. Nothing wrong with feelings,” her gaze snapped back to Sacmis, a lightning strike, “but you’re soldiers in a war and you must fall in line. You must stop acting without our knowledge.” 

She talked as if they were little children who’d taken a stroll without telling their elders. Elei’s nape prickled, and he saw Kalaes’ eyes harden. 

“So, are you sending someone down?” Hera said. “To investigate what is below?” 

Nine shook her head, a gentle smile on her lips. “We’ll do a quick survey, see if anything of interest pops up.”

“So you’re not sending anyone?” Elei asked.

“Nine, this is important.” Hera’s hands curled into fists. “It could mean victory over the regime, it could give us the only advantage we’ve ever had. A quick survey may not be enough for—” 

“For what?” Steel entered Nine’s voice. “We’re at war. We’re gathering our forces to attack the Gultur,” she spat the word, as if two of that race weren’t sitting right in front of her,” while their defenses are low. You can’t go chasing after wisps of cloud, not now. The main thing was to ensure the map didn’t fall into enemy hands. Thank the gods they didn’t capture you with it.” 

“But what about the deposits marked on the map? What about gaining some advantage in this fight?” Hera stood up. “Give us back the map and we’ll investigate.”

Sacmis hissed and tugged on Hera’s sleeve. “Sit.”

“I said no.” Nine rose, the box clutched in her hands. “I’m sorry.” 

“Nine,” Sacmis began, “give us a chance—“ 

“To do what? Waste resources? Risk leaking information to the Gultur? You risked everything by going into Dakru City, into the Palace, of all places! If it had been up to me, if I had been informed...” Nine shot Hera a dark look. “I’d never have let you do such a stupid thing. If someone goes below, it certainly won’t be you.”

Behind Nine’s back, Alendra made a face.

“Now,” Nine said, “HQ is waiting for me to report. Stand by for instructions. And don’t do anything stupid.” 

They watched her go, heard the door slam. Looked like the Undercurrent wasn’t going to do anything about this, like Sacmis had said.

“I’m going,” Hera said. 

“Hera,” Sacmis breathed and leaned her face on her hands, “we do not have the map now. It’s over.” 

Kalaes stood up, his hair sticking in all directions. Elei wondered if it responded to his moods, like a dog’s hackles. “What if the old hag is right? Maybe we should sit tight.” 

“I’m going,” Hera repeated, louder, clenching her hands at her sides. “Cooped up in here, you and Elei have not been able to follow what’s happening outside. We are not winning.” She speared Elei with her gaze. “The Undercurrent cannot fight a war with the Gultur and win. We do not have the resources.” 

Shit. 

“What if we destroy theirs?” Kalaes said. “Break and enter, set it all alight, burn their helos and tanks and planes.” 

“I’m sure the resistance has tried that,” Hera muttered. “But it has not been enough, not so far.” She glared at the door. “Damn woman. This is important. How can the Council not see it?”

“What if Nine is only cautious?” Kalaes said. “Maybe the board is being careful.” 

Sacmis shook her head. “Maybe.” She gave Hera a hard look. “Or maybe there’s a weakness in the ranks of the resistance.” 

“I have to go underground,” Hera said. “I need to see if there’s anything we can use in our fight.” 

“Then I’m going with you,” Sacmis declared, not like that was a surprise. 

“And I,” Alendra said, which was a surprise, but what the hells. 

In the shifting shadows cast by the flickering lamp, he thought he saw other faces — Albi, Pelia, Alea, Jek, and others, street kids and kids dead in the trashlands with no-one to mourn them or know they’d ever existed. 

“Me too,” he heard himself say, as if from a distance, and got to his feet. “I’m going with you.” 

“What? No, fe, don’t.” Kalaes grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t do this!” 

“I’m going,” Elei repeated and knew there was no other way. 

“Dammit.” Kalaes shoved him back and started to pace. Everyone watched him. One, two, three rounds. He stopped, turned to glare at them. “Fine, okay. We’re going. Happy?” 

Sacmis snorted. “Now what?”  

Hera stretched and yawned. “Now we get ready. And we’d better leave fast, before Nine takes action. After meeting her, I would not be surprised if she placed us under surveillance.” 

“But the map—” 

“Oh, that?” Hera waved a hand and grinned, smug. “A fake I made over the past few days, of course.” 

Of course. Elei sank back into his chair and laughed, trying not to think of what exactly he’d agreed to, though he knew that, given the chance, he would make the same decision again. 

 

 

***

 

 

They pored over Hera’s copy of the map, discussing the symbols. Sacmis took notes. Somehow, in the hubbub, everyone seemed to have forgotten they didn’t know or trust her. 

Everyone but Rex, who kept Elei’s nerves on edge and his heartbeat fast as they drank tea and munched on crackers, arguing over the best course of action. 

The best course for a mad plan. 

Sacmis insisted they check a spot marked as “dakron” because access to a dakron deposit would benefit the resistance like nothing else. 

Kalaes argued that places marked with a symbol for weapons would be better, and Elei agreed.

Hera shushed them with a hand in the air, the other pointing at something. “Deciding on what we need is easy. The hard part is to decide which cache, and how to get there.” 

“There must be an entrance,” Kalaes muttered. “Otherwise, what’s the pissing use?” 

“Kalaes,” Hera snapped. “Think.” 

“Don’t know if I can. Brain cramp.” Kalaes scrubbed a hand over his face. 

“These deposits and chambers here on Dakru are outlined in red.” She circled one with her finger. “Others are grey.” 

“And your point is?” Kalaes squinted at the map. “Are we going to play what’s-your-favorite-color?” 

“My point is that this list is an interpretation of colors.” 

“Red is passion,” Kalaes said, twirling a finger in the air. 

Elei snorted. 

“Actually, the caches marked in red are meant to be the unopened ones,” Hera said.

Kalaes whistled. “That’s some insider information.”

“And the others...?” Elei rubbed his eyes. 

“The gray caches are being used by the Gultur. For instance, the dakron mines in the mountains.” Hera shrugged. “But they are not the only ones.”

“But then...” Elei frowned. “Then the Gultur are already there, underground. They must’ve explored this whole maze of passages and chambers and vents,” like ants, crawling under the earth and sea, “have taken control of it, organized themselves to best take advantage of it. How in the five hells are we going to just go in there and poke around?” 

He stopped, mainly because he’d run out of breath, but also because of the wide eyes of the others. 

“I swear, fe,” Kalaes said after a moment, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you string so many damn words together.” 

“The regime has tapped into the resources that are close to the surface.” Hera touched several places on the map. “They control the mountains and their mines, many we know of, and probably others we don’t. For instance, look here.” Hera tapped the mountains in the center of Ost Island. “Here are iron and copper deposits, and the regime is mining them, but what about the weapon and vehicle chambers marked here? Who wants to bet that’s where they found the war machines that allowed them to win the Great War?” 

“Son of a bitch,” Kalaes muttered. 

War machines. Elei had heard about them: huge mechanical towers shooting rockets and missiles. Heavy artillery deployed in battles. “You’re saying they found some of this stuff, near the surface. Metals, but also some weapons.” Some freaking big weapons.

“That’s the idea,” Hera said. 

“They do not have this map,” Sacmis said. “We need to avoid the areas they explored, and find the riches they have not tapped.” 

“They know we opened Hecate’s safety box,” Elei argued, “and emptied it.”

“But they didn’t know what was in it,” Alendra said, “or they’d have placed the documents in a safer place.”

“Which means we can safely assume they did not know Hecate had such knowledge.” Sacmis nodded. “They will not be expecting us to know about it, and this gives us an advantage.” 

Probably the only one. 

“Hecate, you of roads and crossways, of heaven, of earth, and sea,” Kalaes muttered.

“Okay, fine.” Elei glanced at the map. It sounded easy enough. “There are untouched caches on Dakru. Let’s open them.”

“We discussed this with Hera while you were sick,” Sacmis said. “The few entrances are marked for a reason. It seems that the caches can only be opened from the inside to prevent random people from finding them.” 

They contemplated that for a moment. 

“We need to decide where to enter,” Hera said. “I’d steer clear of Dakru’s mountains where most security will be posted. Also mountains in general, where deposits are near the surface and have been exploited by the regime. We need to enter from a place with fewer resources or ones deep underground.”

“Sounds like we should be looking at another island,” Kalaes said, “not Dakru.”

Hera sighed. “Yes, but the war will be decided on Dakru, therefore we need to open a good cache here.”

“Easy to say, but security will be tight.” 

Elei cleared his throat. “I see two entrances on the south coast of Dakru, and one on the north coast. They’re circled in black. Is that good or bad?”

Hera consulted her list. “Bad. It means they’re blocked. Are they the only ones?”

“Yes. The rest are on the other islands.” Elei leaned back. “We can’t enter from Dakru.” 

Hera said nothing for a while, examining the map. “Here, this is a good cache, marked in red.” She tapped on a spot on north Dakru. “Weapons and vehicles. What do you think, Kalaes?” 

“Haven’t we said that the entrances we can use are on the other islands?”  

“The tunnels seem to link the islands underground,” Sacmis said. “We could cross.” 

Kalaes frowned. “We don’t know if the map is correct, or if these tunnels still stand.” 

“Then we can open a cache elsewhere, grab some weapons,” Alendra said. “It’s better than nothing.”

True. “What about entering from Ert?” Elei pointed at an entrance marked on the coast. 

“Perhaps,” Hera said. “I do not know of any military or other camp in the area.”

Below Ert Island spread the usual tangle of tunnels, vents, and chambers marked with various symbols that translated as garden, hive, slumber, cistern, hoard, and a small knowledge symbol. A library, as Hera had suggested? 

Hera sat back with a satisfied gleam in her eyes. “We go to Ert.” 

“Yeah, okay.” Kalaes buried his fingers in his tangled hair. “All this is great, but how do we get there? You’re forgetting we’re not allowed to travel by sea, yeah? Got any good connections you can pull?” 

“We’ll think of something.” Hera fingered a corner of the map. “We should travel by land to the north-west, steering wide of the western bridge and its check-points, and make our sea trip as short as possible.” 

Kalaes nodded. “Never been to sea, but I don’t think I’d appreciate a Gultur escort. The least time spent on the water, the fewer chances they get to catch us.” 

“But we’re in the east. That means crossing Dakru Island, all the way to the north-western ports,” Alendra said, frowning. “That’s a long way. We might get caught.” 

“We could always get caught,” Sacmis said. “That’s the risk we take.” 

“Only this time we don’t have the blessings of the Undercurrent.” Elei recalled the resistance team who’d helped them escape in Teos. “That could make all the difference if we find ourselves in a bind.” 

“It might,” Hera conceded, scowling. “Nine did not seem happy with us.” 

“Yeah, well, you didn’t exactly make a winning impression,” Kalaes said. “Maybe glaring and growling works fine as an ice-breaker in conversations among Gultur, but not among us mortals.” 

“We shall have to see,” Hera muttered. “We leave tonight.” 

Kalaes groaned. “I knew it. Another sleepless night.” 

Elei eyed him. It was all an act, of course. Kalaes would know better than anyone that the cover of night was essential, and the sooner they acted the better, before Nine had the chance to check the map or post guards outside the safe house and put obstacles in their way. 

Although, up close, Kalaes looked exhausted, dark bags under his eyes, his face too thin and pasty. 

Elei pushed the worry away. After they finished this, after they found a way to bring down the regime for good, then they’d rest. 

Then they’d go home. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Four



Alendra was scrounging food in the kitchen, non-perishables mostly — boxes of rusk bread and dried meat and fungi. From where Elei stood in the corridor, he could see her blond head and the graceful line of her neck as she bent over the bags. 

“Hey, did you pack your things?” Kalaes called out. 

Elei shook himself and entered the bedroom. “Yeah, all packed.” 

“That was quick.” Kalaes was reassembling a gun on the bed, a compact semi-automatic — submachine perhaps, parts spread around him like the remains of an explosion. 

Elei frowned. It wasn’t like he had much to pack anyway. He’d gotten new clothes from the safe house — a t-shirt, a dark green hoodie, black pants, black boots. The only thing he owned was his ancient handgun, his Rasmus. And Kalaes’ braids. He patted his pocket where he kept them, the gods knew for what. A talisman of sorts, perhaps.

Kalaes lifted his gun. “Check this baby out.” He grinned, a dark light in his eyes, and Elei decided the older boy was probably just distracted with his new toy. “Minimum recoil, good penetration, easy-to-slide-in magazines. Maximum damage.” 

Elei said nothing, a shiver going through him. A good weapon. A death-bringer. 

“Forty rounds in one go, fe!” Kalaes brandished the gun and Elei flinched. Kalaes froze, his eyes losing some of their excited gleam. “I sound like a gun merchant, don’t I?” He put the gun down on the mattress, his lips twisting. “Well, I’m no innocent. I’ve always done what I had to do to survive and keep the ones around me alive. Not that I’ve been very successful at that or anything.” 

Elei frowned. “Are you talking about your brother?” 

A cloud passed over Kalaes’ gaze. “Yeah, that too.” 

Elei sat down next to him, the gun lying between them like a snake. “How old were you when Zag died?” 

It was Kalaes’ turn to shiver, and Elei regretted asking. Neither of them had spoken Zag’s name since that night in the aircar when Kalaes had told him Zag was dead. 

He took a deep breath. “Hey, forget I asked—” 

“I was thirteen,” Kalaes said. 

Thirteen. Still a kid. 

“My dad died that same day. A Gultur raid.” Kalaes ran a hand through his hair. “Gods, it’s been six years already.” 

“The Gultur killed them?” Elei clamped his mouth shut when Kalaes paled, but then another thought hit him. “Is that why you joined the resistance?” 

Kalaes nodded, hands curling on the bed, snagging the blanket. “I had to do something before I went mad. Being in the resistance kept me sane through it all, the gang, the plagues, and everyone dying.” He took a sharp breath and turned his face away. “And here I am, moaning about my past. As if you haven’t had your share of problems.” 

“That’s what brothers are for, isn’t it?” Elei wasn’t sure, but he hoped it was. 

Kalaes turned to him, and the darkness faded a little. “I guess.” 

That was good; it eased Elei’s breathing. 

“Are you boys ready?” Hera called from the doorway. The artificial light brought out the flecks of green in her eyes — or maybe it was her excitement. “We’ve got provisions and ammo packed, and dakron for the aircar. Probably not enough, we’ll have to refuel on the way.” 

“Medicine?” Elei asked. To keep Rex at bay. 

Hera nodded. “It’s in the thermos bottles. Sacmis has them. Try not to spill it, I spent hours making it.” 

He barely resisted rolling his eyes. 

“What about torches?” Kalaes looked up. “We don’t know if there’s light underground.” 

“Got two. We may need to find more.” 

Kalaes got up with slow motions. Looked like his manic energy had ebbed. “Have I mentioned this is a half-assed plan?”

“You have.” Hera tsked, her lips twitching. “Backing out?” 

“No way. I said I’m in.” Kalaes gave a crooked smile. “Doesn’t stop it from being a half-assed plan, though.” 

True. But when had that ever mattered?

 

 

***

 

 

A last look at the apartment, a last breath of safety and warmth, and Elei picked up two tanks of water to lug to the garage. 

Alendra and Sacmis were climbing onto the aircar deck. The vehicle lights came on. Hera leaned over the deck to grab the tanks from Elei, then disappeared from view. He went up the ladder, startled by the sting of pain in his thigh. Hera had pulled out the stitches at some point, slapping band aids over the wounds, and Rex had helped the torn muscles knit faster, but they’d probably never be as they were.

Still. Without Rex, he wouldn’t even be walking. 

He crossed the deck and climbed into the passenger cabin with its two seats. Sacmis was stowing their provisions in the back, her long, blond ponytail swinging. She shot him a brief, neutral glance and returned to her task. 

It felt odd to be standing there, his heartbeat quiet, no colors flashing, when his last memories from the aircar were of fear and pain. There was a faint sense of purpose joining his thoughts, a concrete goal. And a kind of peace, too, with himself and with the world. Because Hera was his friend, and Kalaes was his brother, and if he didn’t know yet exactly where he stood with Sacmis and Alendra, he could live with that. Because he had people who cared for him. 

“Elei, give me a hand,” Kalaes shouted from outside. 

Speaking of whom... Elei grinned and marched outside to lean over the deck rail. “A hand with what?” 

Kalaes lifted a black duffel bag to Elei. He carried one himself. Elei pulled it up, grunting at the weight. “Let me guess. Bricks?” 

“Weapons and ammo,” Kalaes said as he climbed the ladder to the deck. 

“And the army to use all these guns?” Elei dragged the bag into the cabin. 

“Better safe than sorry,” Kalaes muttered as he followed, carrying the other. 

Sacmis turned to face them. “Well, then. I suppose we’re ready to go.” 

“Sorry, did you say something?” Kalaes heaved the duffel bag over the seats. 

“If this is about me saying you were afraid to come along...”

Kalaes stiffened. “Elei, did you hear something? There’s a buzzing in the cabin.”

“You cannot ignore me forever,” Sacmis said, hands on hips. 

“Are you sure about that?” Kalaes grabbed the other bag, ignoring the look she was giving him. 

“I have not done anything to you.” 

“Yes, but your kind has.” And for the first time Elei knew exactly what they’d done to him, the cost. His father and brother, his whole world gone in ashes and blood. “It’s enough.” 

“You’re nice to Hera.” 

Kalaes drew back. Sweat ran down his temples. “She won my trust. You haven’t — yet.” 

“I see,” she said, and with that, she turned on her heels and headed to the cockpit. The door slammed a little too hard. 

Elei winced, then looked sideways at Kalaes. “I thought you wanted Hera to jump her bones.” 

“I do.” Kalaes shrugged. “You don’t need trust to screw someone, fe.” 

Elei wasn’t sure how he felt about that; wasn’t sure he could screw someone without trusting and caring for them. Then again, he’d never done it, so what did he know? 

“It’s good fun, nothing more.” Kalaes’ gaze was darker than ever, and Elei recalled that the last person Kalaes had been with, Maera, had betrayed them all. Kalaes had trusted her with his life. 

Elei swallowed a sigh and decided to change the topic. He gestured at the cockpit door. “I guess the first shift goes to the girls.” 

Kalaes sank in one of the seats, the old nepheline creaking, and leaned his head back. “Excellent. Let them have it.” He yawned and closed his eyes. “And so it begins all over again.” 

“Yeah.” Elei stretched on the other seat, watched as Kalaes’ features relaxed and his breathing evened out. “It begins again.” 

But, hopefully, for the last time. 

 

 

***

 

 

The lit streets of Dion swept by — glimpses of sad faces, a square with a Gultur temple, shuttered shop fronts. In a pool of light cast by a street lamp, a little dark-haired girl stood and watched them pass. Elei pressed his brow to the window, thinking of Afia, and Jek, and the other street kids of Teos. Of Dakru. Of the world. 

I’ll make things better, he vowed. I’ll change this world and take care of you. 

He leaned back from the window and rubbed his tired eyes. Crazy or not, he’d try. What had Kalaes said as they’d descended into the sewer tunnels at Gortyn? ‘I’m afraid I’ll fail again. But that doesn’t mean I won’t try my best.’


He tried to sleep, forcing his eyes closed, his mind to go blank, but after three days in bed he was full of restless energy. He wished Cat was there. The smell of its fur and its warmth on his shoulder had been comforting. Was Cat dead or was it hunting on the streets of the Gultur capital? Had it infected more cats? Or even people? 

Elei sat up and pulled his Rasmus out of its holster. He caressed the numbers engraved on the barrel, remembering Dakru City, the clean streets with the trees and flowers, the white buildings and fresh air. Every town should be like that. Everyone should live like that. That was what this was all about. 

He emptied the gun, field-stripped and cleaned it. Then he reloaded and made sure the safety was on. Outside, the high-walled streets gave way to open expanses with houses here and there, dark ghosts beneath the night sky, the clouds yellow from distant city lights. 

They were heading north-west, skirting the mountains, hoping to go through without trouble. Yeah, right. If there was one thing he’d learned, it was that things never went as one expected. Then again, he’d learned there was something to hoping and dreaming. Sometimes dreams came true. 

He slipped into sleep, falling from image to image, sound to sound, drifting for a while. He saw Alendra’s slight form and he moved toward her, but a wall rose between them, transparent like glass and hard like metal. She stared at him, golden eyes wide and calm, and she was beautiful. He tried to reach her but she was on the other side, she was too far, and he fell.

Fingers scrabbling against the glass wall, nails screeching, he slid downward, calling her name. But she only went on staring, a faint smile on her lips, as he fell to his death. He dropped among dismembered corpses and pools of blood and gore, unable to move, unable to speak or even breathe, the blood rising, drowning him, killing him— 

“Elei.” A hand shook him. “Wake up.” 

“What?” He blinked the blood away and saw Kalaes’ face. As feeling returned to his body, he sat up slowly, stomach churning. A dream. 

Kalaes sat back in his seat, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes. “You okay?” 

“Yeah.” He groped for something to say. “You’re awake.” 

Kalaes blinked owlishly. “Thanks to you.” 

Heat rushed to Elei’s face. “Did I shout?” 

“No worries, fe. Wasn’t having such a good dream either.” Kalaes gave a rueful smile. “You woke me up right on time.” 

Feeling better about it, Elei settled in his seat and looked outside. Seemed he’d slept for quite a while after all. Dawn had broken, shrapnel shards of light slicing through the darkness, cutting the buildings of a town in white against the black. 

“Better take over from the girls, huh?” Kalaes stood and stretched, then winced and rubbed his still-healing ribs. He gave Elei a wink. “The one you were calling for in your sleep.” 

“The one what?” Elei stood, brushing out the wrinkles in his pants. 

“Alendra.” Kalaes grinned and nodded toward the cockpit door. “Miss her already?” 

“What? No.” Had he really called for her? 

Then the cockpit door opened and Alendra stood there. “Rise and shine, boys. I’ve set the autopilot, but you’d better grab the steering lever. The system’s wonky.” Giving Elei a wide berth, she stalked to the seat Kalaes had occupied and threw herself into it, closing her eyes.  

Her hair spilled loose on her shoulders, and the way her brows arched over her eyes, the way her golden lashes rested on her cheeks... Elei could only stare, the words fleeing and hiding, leaving him speechless. 

Kalaes snorted and caught his arm. “Morning to you too, and good night. Come, fe.” 

They brushed by Sacmis who was dragging a sleepy-looking Hera. She spared the two of them a brief glare in way of good morning. The door shut behind them, leaving him and Kalaes in the narrow confines of the cockpit. 

Elei sank into the driver’s seat. He checked the systems and reached for the map, his mind elsewhere, torn between the dream and Alendra’s face as she leaned back in the seat, a golden mask, a mask of glass. 

“Well, now.” Kalaes settled in the other seat, running his hands expertly over the levers and buttons, adjusting their route. “What was that all about?” 

“What was what about?” 

“You need to talk to her, kid. Something’s bugging her, and you need to hash it out.” 

“No, I don’t.” His fingers shook on the suspension lever and he pulled his hand back. “I can’t.” The heat on his cheeks was familiar and he knew his neck must be a lovely shade of red. 

“Why not?” 

Because he couldn’t bear to hear what she had to say, just how much he disgusted her, just how stupid he was to like her. “Because.” 

“She’s being a bitch.” 

“No, she’s not!” Elei snapped. “Not her fault.” 

“Whoa,” Kalaes said, and turning Elei saw his brows lift. “You really do like her, don’t you.” 

Elei bowed his head. He did, dammit, though he couldn’t fathom why. She was pretty, but that alone shouldn’t be enough to make him defend her. There’d been something in the way she’d trusted him to save her in the sewer tunnels, the way she’d offered to get him into the Gultur palace, the way she’d asked him then if he was okay. 

Why had she withdrawn after that? Or maybe he was only imagining things and there had never been anything to withdraw from. 

“Hey, are you in there?” Kalaes snapped his fingers in Elei’s face and it was all Elei could do not to shove him off, his whole body jerking in reaction, images from memory and dream mingling. 

“The hells?” He tried to hide the shaking in his hands.  

“Sorry, couldn’t help it.” Kalaes grinned. “If you can maybe stop thinking about the pretty girl for a moment, then we could decide which route to take, eh?” 

Elei grunted. “If you stop being a smartass, then yeah, we could.” 

Kalaes laughed and spread the map. “Fine. We should avoid big cities and market towns. Hera wants to go north, to Abydos, says she’s got a contact there. But I think we should go this way.” He traced a route and Elei let the road out of his sight for a moment to see. 

“You want to take a detour via Baris? That will lose us at least two days.” 

“I don’t think Abydos is our best option,” Kalaes said. “It’s full of Gultur. It’s a big trading center since it’s close to the northern ports. I bet there will be roadblocks because of the whole mess.” 

“Then where?”

“Go to Baris first, then find another north-western town.”

Elei nodded. “We can try that.” 

They drove past huge fish farms controlled by the Gultur, their high electrified fences stretching for miles, hoping that nobody would pay them any attention. The gray light cast by the cloudy sky made the chainlink glint. Dead animals littered the fence, dogs, cats and foxes. At least Elei thought the reddish fur was a fox. He hadn’t seen one in years. Another shape moved among the corpses, perhaps some hungry mortal there to grab a fresh carcass. 

They left the fish farms behind. Glancing at the map, Elei turned north, heading toward the town of Lato. He looked sideways at Kalaes who sat still, staring ahead. “What town did you have in mind?” 

“Town?” Kalaes blinked.

Elei grinned. “Who’s distracted now? A town near Baris, you said.” 

Kalaes quirked a brow. “Was just thinking about our route. So...” His eyes were still distant, though, and a shiver ran through his shoulders. He looked at the map again. “I say we avoid Tyra. How about Brauron?” 

“That’s not close to the coast, is it?” 

“No, ’cause security will be tighter there. Brauron’s inland, but there’s a large bay close by. Maybe we can get a boat to ferry us across.” 

“Got any money?” 

“To rent a ferry?” Kalaes gave a short bark of laughter. “I don’t own a single dil, fe.” 

Elei licked dry lips. “We’ll need to steal a boat.” 

Kalaes shrugged. “What else is new?” He stared at the road ahead, his eyes not tracking, as if something else entirely was playing before him. “Stealing’s my specialty. Damn handy talent to have for surviving on the streets. A requisite. Do it or pissing die. And when that’s not enough, then...” He trailed off. 

Before Elei had a chance to ask what he’d been about to say, Kalaes shook his head. “Well, I bet Hera has the money for a boat. No worries, fe.” 

Right. No worries. Elei studied Kalaes, who looked too pale in the morning light slanting through the windshield, and wondered what little horror, what little splinter from the past had torn into his friend’s mind, and if Kalaes would ever tell him. 

No worries at all. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Five



Elei steered the aircar through the gray winter landscape, letting Kalaes doze. He seemed so tired. Looked like the nightmares had taken their toll, and then he’d stayed up for nights in a row taking care of Elei. He just needed rest, and he’d better have it while he could. 

No telling what would happen after the next turn. 

He navigated the route Kalaes had proposed, skirting the small towns of Alie, Pera and Priene, and hamlets not marked on the map. Dakru seemed endless as he drove north-west under a cloudy sky that stretched like a blanket overhead. On his left, the mountains rose like towers, eyes watching everything, judging, controlling. 

And below ground stretched miles of tunnels and chambers and vents and the gods knew what else. 

He narrowed his eyes at the road ahead. A dark bulk rose against the dazzling early afternoon light. The thing towered over the crossroads, glinting like metal. It stood on enormous spiked wheels, a rectangular beacon of doom.

Slowing the aircar, Elei reached out and shook Kalaes. “What in the hells is that?” 

Kalaes slid one dark eye open, groaned softly and licked his lips. “What’s what?” 

Elei pointed. 

“I’ll be damned.” Kalaes straightened, and what little color was in his face drained. “A war machine. I haven’t seen one since...” He buried his fingers in his hair and Elei wondered what he’d meant to say. Then Kalaes scrambled out of his seat. “Slow down, but don’t stop completely. We have to find a turn before the crossroads.” 

“A turn where?” 

But Kalaes hurried to the cockpit door, yanked it open and yelled, “Hera, get in here right now.” 

Slowing down, Elei thought he saw the huge machine tower shift. Lights blinked on its surface and panels moved and — holy gods, were those canons turning toward them? 

“Kal,” he said, his own voice sounding strained in his ears, “they’re going to fire.” 

“Shit.” Kalaes stumbled back to his seat and checked the map. “There’s a road going south.” 

“More security that way.” Hera moved in between them, her hair hanging black and soft around her face. “Gods. A war machine.” 

“We’re screwed either way.” Kalaes hit the panel with his fist, starting the wipers. 

Elei switched them off, a tremor in his hand. “Is the road south the only exit from here?” 

“That or we turn around,” Kalaes said. “If we get the chance.” 

“Don’t turn around!” Sacmis burst into the cockpit and grabbed the back of Elei’s chair. “They’re designed to shoot when they see the maneuver. Better turn south.” 

The seconds were ticking. Hera said nothing, chewing on her lower lip, while they advanced. 

“No other turn, fe,” Kalaes glared at the map, “so south it is.” 

Elei took a breath and swerved as smoothly as possible into the exit. The mountains soared before them, steep and high, the light glancing off their sheer slopes. 

“There’s a village five kilometers up this road.” Kalaes lifted his gaze from the crumpled map. “We could make a stop and find out why the hells there’s a war machine in the area.” 

“I do not see signs of any conflict,” Hera said, looking out of the window. “But with the unrest, I believe there’s only one explanation for the machine’s presence.” 

“And that is?” 

“They’re trying to block the road to the coast.” 

“Why?” Elei glanced at the barren expanses on either side of the road. The ground became rockier as they approached the mountain range, and dry. No algae ponds here. 

“To protect the western cities from the infected Gultur who turned against the regime,” Sacmis said, startling him. 

“And to prevent them from reaching the other islands,” Hera said. “They hope to contain the insurgence.” 

“How are we going to reach the coast then?” Elei asked.

Hera shook her head and said nothing. Sacmis laid a hand on her shoulder, but Hera shrugged it off and stalked out of the cockpit to the cabin. 

“Yeah, let’s have some space in here,” Kalaes drawled, and Sacmis gave him a hot glare before following Hera out. 

Elei opened his mouth to ask him to cool off, but Kalaes winced and laid his head on the backrest. “Hey, are you all right?” he said instead.

“Yeah, fine.” Kalaes waved a hand back and forth dismissively. “Headache.” 

“You get them often?” 

“No, I reserve them for special occasions.” Kalaes pressed his forearm against his eyes. 

It wasn’t an answer, but Elei decided to let it go. He drove in silence as the houses of the hamlet Kalaes had mentioned rose from the light mist like bent old people. He stopped behind a market hall and a trout cistern. On market day this had to be a cheerful place, but today it was empty to the cold wind. 

He powered down the engine and leaned back in his seat. Then he heard the outer door open onto the deck, hinges creaking. Someone stepped out, climbed down and walked around the aircar, a longgun held loosely at their side. Elei held his breath when golden hair caught the light. 

Alendra stalked the empty market hall, then disappeared between two houses and returned a few minutes later, lifting her face and giving a thumbs-up. 

Clear. No Gultur vehicles. First good news all day. Elei stood up, stretching, and Kalaes stirred. 

“You go ahead, fe. I’m coming,” he said quietly and Elei wondered just how bad that headache was. 

Elei crossed the cabin and stepped out to the deck. If his earlier experiences with Hera were anything to go by, he should be present when she decided to interrogate any unlucky mortals. He scanned the narrow paths between the houses and saw her vanish around a corner. 

With a pat to his holstered Rasmus, he climbed down the ladder and jumped to the rocky ground. His thigh twinged, a distant echo of pain. Breaking into a run, he went after Hera, Alendra joining him on the way. 

Predictably, they found Hera holding a frightened woman by the scruff of her neck. “What’s the war machine doing here? Have there been battles in the area? Speak.” 

Sacmis watched, arms folded over her chest.

“Hera...” Elei said in warning, taking the last steps that separated them.

Alendra gave a shout and raised her gun. 

Drawing his Rasmus before even he saw what she was seeing, he turned, a hush falling over the world. Rex stirred in a feeble attempt to help him and showed him his targets in deep, flashing crimson. 

Ten armed Gultur had emerged from a house, longguns aimed. 

“These police,” he said through gritted teeth, “aren’t here on vacation, are they?” 

“For Sobek’s sake. We’ve been betrayed? How?” Hera shot Sacmis a murderous glance. “If it was you—” 

“No Hera, I did not betray you,” Sacmis growled. “Dammit.” 

The Gultur advanced in a row, so there was no escaping their line of fire. “Give yourselves up,” one of them shouted, her voice sharp and cold. “Throw down your weapons.” 

Elei glanced at Hera and Sacmis, their guns half-raised but not aimed. Alendra still pointed as though she’d not heard them. 

He could start shooting and run toward the nearest house. He’d probably have a moment of surprise he could use, but that’d leave the others exposed. Maybe if he just— 

“Is this one of yours?” Hera called to the advancing Gultur and poked the muzzle of her gun into Sacmis’ side.  

“Hera,” Sacmis hissed, her eyes wide and dark. “What—” 

“Is she important to you?” Hera went on, prodding Sacmis. “Would you miss her if I killed her?” 

Dammit, Hera. She was bluffing, right? Elei inched closer, in case something went horribly wrong. 

One of the Gultur stepped out of the line, the one who’d spoken before, obviously their leader. “We do not know her. Your own side betrayed you, senet.” 

Hera cocked her head to the side. “My side? You mean the Gultur?” 

“You gave up on that side long ago, did you not?” The leader mimicked Hera’s pose, head to the side. “No, I mean the Undercurrent. The resistance. You’re too much trouble. Not worth it.” Her lips stretched in a cruel smile. “You have nobody watching your back.” 

Nine. That damned old woman had turned them in. Elei kept his face blank. The stakes loomed higher than he’d thought. Power. Someone in the Undercurrent wanted to be at the top. 

His finger clenched on the trigger. If he stepped in front of Alendra and Hera, he’d protect them from the bullets until his gun emptied, and maybe by then they could find cover behind the house. 

He was already stepping forward, the colors around him intensifying, his possessed eye throbbing, when a thrumming sound penetrated the descending quiet of battle. 

Couldn’t be... He turned a fraction and gasped. He grabbed Alendra and pushed her toward the other two women. “Move!” 

The aircar, Kalaes at the controls, was descending on them like a diving hawk and accelerating. Shouts, a few wild shots, Hera yelling. 

An impact. 

An explosion of white light. 

And the silence returned. 

 

 

***

 

 

A hand shook Elei and he blinked. When had he closed his eyes? 

“Elei?” Alendra’s small face came into view, wearing a worried frown. “Are you okay?”

He took stock of his surroundings — rough earth under his back, gray sky above, and his body — various bruises he discovered as he tried to move, his right arm, and ow, his shoulder. “Fine.” He stood with her help among the decrepit houses, and it all rushed back with a deafening screech. “The aircar.”

It stood about thirty feet away, its door ajar.

Hera and Sacmis were getting to their feet, faces blank with shock. They pointed to the aircar and ran for it, their movements fluid.

“We need to go,” Alendra said softly, “before their reinforcements arrive.” She tugged on his arm, guiding him toward the aircar, and although he could walk just fine, he didn’t mind her warm fingers clenched around his bicep, her scent so close. Not at all.

Then her words sank in. Reinforcements. A look-out party. They’d been waiting for them. The Gultur leader had said the resistance had sold them out. Five hells. He caught a glimpse of the bodies of the Gultur on the ground. He’d expected gore and body parts, but they were whole, only knocked out by the impact of the aircar, some already moving, fumbling for their guns.

Guns. Shit. “Run!” 

He twisted out of Alendra’s hold, grabbed her hand and ran toward the aircar, nothing fluid in his movements — just limping on as fast as he could. He pushed her before him to climb the ladder and she clambered up, lithe and quick, hair glinting like silver. The Gultur at the edge of his vision were pulsing red centers with the blue glint of guns in their hands. Cursing under his breath, he climbed up, the back of his neck itching. He thought he heard the soft click of bullets sliding into chambers as he grabbed the last rung and heaved himself over the ledge to the deck. 

Bullets slammed into the side of the aircar and the cabin, and the metal screeched. 

“Go!” he shouted, and grabbed the rail to get to his feet. Pain splintered through the old wounds in his leg. Hera dragged Sacmis inside as he scrambled past the door after Alendra, and more bullets zipped, hitting the aircar. “Go before they hit the energy reactor.”

“Got it,” Kalaes called from the cockpit and the hum of the aircar’s engine rose to a teeth-gritting pitch as he hit the acceleration hard.

The aircar lurched forward. Elei stumbled into the cabin and grabbed a wall handle. They shot out of the hamlet, another rain of bullets smashing one of the back windows, showering them in glittering glass. Cold wind rushed inside as the aircar raced down a narrow west-bound road. Elei grabbed the frame of the cockpit door. Entering, he stumbled to the co-driver’s seat, sank in it and splayed his fingers over the map.

“Hey, Kal,” he said. “Thanks. For saving us.”

Kalaes grinned. He looked better than before, his cheeks flushed, his eyes gleaming. 

Relieved, Elei checked the rear view mirror. No signs of pursuit. He scanned the road ahead. Hillocks and low buildings loomed on their left, probably another hamlet. The map showed emptiness all the way to the city of Calydon at the west coast. 

“What in the frigid hells was that?” Kalaes muttered, his grip on the steering lever white-knuckled. “They were expecting us?”

“Yes.” Elei squinted at the hamlet they were bordering. His heart thumped like a drum and the colors flashing around him weren’t reassuring. Even weakened, Rex was screaming danger. “Kal, watch out.”

He’d barely spoken the words when a military aircar slipped out from behind the houses. It was long and broad, painted in red stripes. 

“Pissing hells.” Kalaes grunted and flicked the acceleration to maximum. The aircar wobbled. “Looks like we touched a nerve with the regime. Where to?”

“Straight, follow the road.” Elei checked and, sure enough, the vehicle was behind them, a wicked cannon rising from the roof. “Shit, incoming.” He scrambled out of his seat and grabbed the frame of the cockpit door for support as every bump in the road jolted them. “Incoming. To the floor! They’re going to—”

Bullets smashed the other back window, sent them spinning. Elei crashed to the floor and rolled to his knees, trying to see if anyone was hurt. The aircar’s spin slowed.

Sacmis had shielded Hera with her body and a cut on her temple bled. Alendra had dropped in front of her seat, and although she shook, she looked unhurt.

“Kalaes!” The engines rumbled. The aircar stabilized. Elei slipped back into the cockpit. “We need to get off road.”

Kalaes shook his head, as if dazed, but he brought the steering lever to the left and the aircar lurched over uneven ground as another volley hit them. He fought to keep the vehicle from spinning out of control again, and Elei fell into the other seat, thrusting the stabilizers to max. 

“Avoid the villages. Head west.”

“Trying,” Kalaes grunted, both hands clasped around the lever as they bumped their way across barren fields. “Got a plan?”

“We can’t outrun them.” 

Kalaes said nothing.

“Elei.” Hera stood at the cockpit door. “Where are we going?”

Good question. They had to go somewhere their pursuers couldn’t or wouldn’t follow. 

Another shot rocked them, and his pulse pounded behind his eyes. He squinted against the light. “There. Those hills. Maybe we can hide.”

“Let me drive,” Hera snapped. “Kalaes, move.”

“Since you ask so nicely...” Kalaes glared as he got up, leaving her the driver’s seat. 

“Being shot at makes me upset,” Hera growled in way of an apology, gripping the steering lever and taking them in a zigzag course that sent Kalaes slamming into the wall. “Hold on.”

“Now she tells me,” Kalaes muttered as he slid to the floor.

“There,” Elei pointed. “Through there.” A gulley ran between two steep outcrops.

“We might not fit through,” Hera said, but sent the aircar toward it anyway. 

“At least they won’t fit through,” Elei said and prayed he was right. 

Shouts sounded from the passenger cabin. What was going on? Then he heard the rat-tat-tat of shots, and twisted in his seat. Dammit. Alendra and Sacmis.

Kalaes had already found his feet and was leaning through the open door. “I’ll help them,” he said and drew his gun. “Keep driving.”

Elei shook his head and prepared to follow. 

“Stay,” Hera said. “I need you here. Alendra is a good shot.” Outside, gray rock formations streaked by. “Sacmis was trained for this, and Kalaes isn’t bad.”

“Then I guess I shouldn’t worry.” Elei fought a growl of his own. He leaned forward, studying the terrain, and his heart sank. “Hera. Obstacle.”

It looked like a stone wall built at the entrance of the gulley, probably to dam whatever water had ever run through. 

“Upward thrusters,” Hera snapped. “Be ready when I tell you.”

Elei reached out for the switches, waiting, and swallowed hard. He’d never seen an aircar pass over something so high. Behind him, more shots were fired, and impacts rocked them. He had to hope nobody had been hit.

“Now,” Hera said, and he flicked up the switches to the red mark. The thrusters roared underneath, pumping air, lifting them. “Slow down.” The aircar climbed higher, the metal plates groaning with tension, and Elei checked the wind path. 

The aircar decelerated, and Alendra shouted through the cabin door, “Hey, what are you doing? Go faster!”

But there was no time to reply as the aircar flew right at the wall. It looked like it’d skim it, but Hera gasped and braked.

“No!” she whispered. 

The aircar lurched and an ear-splitting screech sounded from below. 

“What’s that?”

“A rod. I saw a metal rod sticking out of the wall.” Hera had gone white. “Sobek.”

The hull. If the fuel and reaction tank were destroyed...  He met Hera’s horrified gaze, struggling for calm. His hand hovered over the controls as he tried to think what to do. Stop this before it got worse, probably. Then he reached out, closed his hand over Hera’s on the steering lever, and tipped it to the right. 

“Elei, no.” She tried to push him away, but the aircar was already tilting to the side, not much, but enough for the air-cushion to scrape against the wall as they slid forward, the hull finally freed from the thrice-damned rod or whatever it was. 

He breathed out.

The gulley opened before them, deep and dark, a steep gorge. This time Hera shook him off and maneuvered the aircar between its narrow walls. They moved up the slight slope, and scraped along a jutting rock for a moment, then they were clear and racing toward the other end. 

Elei checked the rear view mirror. “No pursuit.” He heaved a sigh of relief. “They didn’t pass.”

But they might be waiting at the other end, and he felt the shudder going through the vehicle as Hera accelerated more than was advisable in such narrow confines, trying to outrun them. He dared look back at the cabin, but couldn’t see the others. 

They shot out of the gulley, still free of pursuers, and skimmed over the rocky landscape. Hera slowed the aircar.

“Whew!” Kalaes leaned against the doorjamb, the gun in his hand. A smudge of burnt dakron streaked his cheek. He grinned. “Hera, girl, you sure know how to party. Where are we off to now?”

“We have been left with no choice,” Hera said, voice flat, gaze fixed ahead. “They’ve forced us off the path north, so we’ll go west, to Calydon, and hope to find a boat there. Elei, grab the steering lever. Drive clear of all villages and any signs of life.”

She got up, her face creased in anger.

“What’s up?” Kalaes said.

“Betrayal.” Hera waved a hand, her eyes flashing. “I need to talk to Sacmis.”

Elei and Kalaes shared a look. 

“You used Sacmis as bait out there and now you talk about betrayal?” Kalaes sighed. “Hera, wait.”

Hera was already crossing to the cabin door, where she paused and folded her arms across her chest. “I have a feeling Sacmis has not shared all she knows.” 

She stalked out.

“Don’t kill her yet, will ya?” Kalaes called after her. “She got shot for your sake.”

“Sacmis is hurt?” Elei half-rose from his seat, but Kalaes pushed him back down and took the co-driver’s seat. 

“Just a scratch, she’ll be fine.” Kalaes rubbed his temple and grimaced. “Calydon, huh? Never been there. Reckon it must be a busy port town. They’re bound to have all kinds of shops and there’s something I need to get my hands on.”

“Kal.” Elei checked the inbuilt compass and set their course west. “If it’s painkillers you need, I’m sure we got some in the med kit.”

Kalaes looked up, eyes widening. He lifted a dark eyebrow. “I know. Thanks, fe.” 

Elei frowned. Not that, then. Something was off, and he wished Kalaes would tell him. Later he’d ask again. 

Right now, top priority was getting to Calydon in one piece. 

One mess at a time.

 

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Six



“Why not say so from the start?” Hera resisted the urge to pace the length of the cramped passenger cabin. “Why not tell me that Nine not only refused to help us, but she’s collaborating with the regime?”

Sacmis sat straight in her seat, hands on the armrests. “As I recall,” she said, “I asked you expressly not to tell the resistance about the map, but you did not listen to me, senet.” 

“Do not senet me.” Hera took a deep breath. Gultur protocol would have her shaking Sacmis by the collar, demanding an explanation, threatening murder if Sacmis as much as tried to refuse. Information extraction, military style, from a subordinate. But this was Sacmis, and it was all so confusing. She could not take her eyes off the makeshift bandage on Sacmis’ arm, crimson seeping through the white gauze. She did not wish to shout and fight. Not with Sacmis. “Can we trust the Undercurrent at all?” 

“Do you trust me?” Sacmis asked, a plain, simple question, and damn her for turning the tables. 

Because Hera was no good at lying. “To a certain extent.” 

Some of the light in Sacmis’ gray eyes went out, and it left a hollow feeling in Hera’s chest. 

“I see.” Sacmis fell back in her seat and sighed. “Then you’ll excuse me if I do not trust you completely, either. Oh, and warn me next time before you point a gun at me, all right?” 

Hera nodded, her anger fading. “I still need you to talk to me. I must know, Sacmis. You realize that.” 

“I’ll make you a deal.” Sacmis closed her eyes. “As soon as we are in a safe place, I’ll explain all I know. Does that satisfy you?” 

Yes. No. What would satisfy Hera would be to see Sacmis smiling, to hold her and kiss her... “Fine.” 

“Come now.” Sacmis patted the seat next to her, not looking up. “Sleep a while. You always push yourself too hard.” 

Not hard enough, Hera thought, and I need to know everything, but she curled up next to Sacmis, relaxing in her familiar presence, and closed her eyes. 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei drove under the silver moon until it set, plunging the world into pure darkness. Kalaes didn’t talk much; he kept nodding off as the hours passed. 

Elei wondered how he managed to sleep. His own heart raced, and every hollow in the road, every distant hamlet or agaric grove took the shape of enemy aircars, hiding, waiting to ambush them. 

Dawn broke, lighting up fleeting wisps of clouds in the dark sky. The hills the road cut through fell away like waves and the plain opened around them. The sea appeared, a sliver of bright blue at the horizon. A smudge toward the left slowly resolved into tall buildings that pierced the sky. A city. It had to be Calydon. 

“Kal.” Elei glanced at the older boy who sat, arms folded across his chest, head bent forward. “Hey.” 

“Whazzat?” Kalaes jerked awake, his eyes bloodshot, and drew his gun. “Trouble?” 

“No. Are you okay?” It wasn’t like Kalaes to fall asleep with the Gultur hot on their heels. 

“Fine. I’m fine.” Kalaes squinted at the distance and licked his dry lips. “Hells. Is that Calydon?” 

“I hope so.” Above all, he hoped Gultur vehicles wouldn’t suddenly rise from the lowland he could see to the north, or the tall storehouse by the algae ponds farther down the road. “Listen, can you drive while I go talk to Hera?” 

“Can I drive? Is that a trick question?” Kalaes glared as he moved rather stiffly to the driver’s seat. 

“Just... please drive.” Elei shook his head and opened the door. He stepped into the cabin. 

Three lithe forms were curled on the adjacent passenger seats, slender limbs twined together, blond and dark hair tangled like shiny seaweed. Like mermaids, Elei thought, his breath catching at their beauty. Especially one of them; pouting lips and a cute nose, blond hair framing her face and an arm trailing to the floor.

Elei tore his gaze from Alendra and swallowed hard. Get a grip. He reached over her, trying not to look at the soft curve of her breasts, the creamy skin of her throat, and shook Hera’s shoulder. 

Hera’s eyes opened and focused on him. Her arms were around Sacmis, whose right bicep was wrapped in blood-stained gauze. They were pressed together in a very intimate-looking way.

Warmth seeped into his cheeks. “Hera.” He cleared his throat. “I think we’re nearing Calydon.” 

“The west coast.” She glanced down at Sacmis who opened a gray eye. Suddenly Hera sat up and grimaced, dumping Sacmis on the seat as if she’d been burned. Sacmis’ eyes widened, then narrowed, and she smirked. 

Elei wished he knew what was going on between them. He remembered the soft look in Hera’s eyes when she’d talked of Sacmis, back before Dakru City, and hoped Sacmis wouldn’t break her heart. 

“I’m coming to have a look.” Hera extricated herself from the knot of bodies. The jewel-like scales on her breastbone glittered and something dark surged inside him. His hands curled into fists with the need to grab her, cut her, kill her. 

Oh shit. “Hera, where’s my medicine?” 

She frowned, trying to avoid touching Sacmis, which was practically impossible as she had to pass over her to stand. Sacmis placed a helpful hand on Hera’s hip. Hera slapped it away, her frown turning into a dark scowl. “Why this urgent need for the medicine? Do you feel like killing me again?” 

He lifted his chin. “No, I just like drinking slimy, bitter liquid.” 

“You should not wait for the killing urge before drinking your medicine.” She placed her hands on her hips. “You should make it a routine, drink it once per day at roughly the same time.” 

“I’ll be sure to remember that next time someone’s shooting at us.” 

“Kalaes is rubbing off on you,” she said accusingly. She jabbed a finger over her shoulder. “You will find the thermos behind the seats.” 

Alendra sat up, her cat-like eyes alert. Without a word, she bent over the backrest and lifted a thermos. She offered it to Elei. “One cup, no more,” she whispered and he wondered if she’d interrogated Hera on the matter, and if so, why. 

He unscrewed the lid and poured himself a cup of the dark, viscous liquid. The bitter smell burned his nose and eyes. He gulped it down and screwed the lid and cup back on. This had to work. 

Alendra took the thermos, her hand brushing his in a brief, electrifying encounter. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak, his gaze captured in her smiling eyes. 

Then Hera grabbed his arm and yanked him into the cockpit as if through the shifting panels of a dream. 

 

 

***

 

 

“It’s Calydon indeed,” Hera said, sitting next to Kalaes. Her small mouth was pursed in concentration. “Nobody’s following us?” 

Elei shrugged. “Didn’t see anyone.” His stomach cramped with the medicine and he gripped the backrest to steady himself. Hera’s scent wafted in a thick wave to his nostrils and he pulled back. “Looks like we made it.” So far. “How’s Sacmis?” 

Hera’s cheekbones flushed. “Fine. It was just a scratch.” 

“Are we still going to Ert?” Kalaes muttered. “Sure there’s not a place closer by?”

“No, Ert is the place to go. It’s damn far by boat and the risk of getting caught is higher, but our options are limited.” 

“What did Sacmis say about the resistance?” Elei said. “Did you two talk?” 

Hera threw him a quick, considering look. “Yes, we did. Sacmis will tell us when we’re somewhere safe.” 

“Why wait?” Kalaes’ lips tightened. “She should tell us right now.” 

“Kal... Why in Sobek’s name have we taken the northern road?” Hera asked. 

Elei blinked. Had Kalaes missed the signs? A blade of fear, cold and sharp, pinched his chest. Had Kalaes fallen asleep when Elei had left the cockpit? 

Hera leaned over and corrected their course, sending the aircar toward a south road exit. 

Color rose to Kalaes’ cheekbones and he shoved her hand away. He grabbed the lever. “I’ve got this. Just tell us if Sacmis said anything else.” 

Hera met Elei’s eyes, giving him a questioning look. “She said we cannot trust anyone,” Hera said.

Kalaes nodded absently. “I agree. Which is why I don’t trust her.” 

Hera said nothing more. Elei watched the day brighten. Calydon rose like a sea anemone, tentacles of narrow buildings soaring to the sky, reflecting the early morning light. 

“Think we can find a room?” Kalaes asked, fingers white around the steering lever. “I wouldn’t say no to a bed.” 

“Stop moaning like an old man,” Hera snapped. “There are bigger issues here. We need to find a boat and leave without being seen.” 

“Pardon my weakness, your Highness,” Kalaes muttered, brows drawing together. “Can’t blame a guy for asking. So, any ideas about where to get a boat?” 

“Sacmis said she has a contact here.” 

As they approached the first buildings, Kalaes’ shoulders tensed, and Hera sat straighter. Black smoke spiraled above the roofs. 

“What in the hells is going on?” Elei asked. “Hera?” 

“Maybe the Undercurrent is fighting the Gultur.” Kalaes’ eyes were very dark. “Though I’m not sure anymore. Maybe they’re only having a reunion party.” 

“It’s probably Gultur factions fighting each other,” Hera said. 

Elei realized his hands had curled into tight fists. “Are you sure Sacmis didn’t say anything else?” 

“No, but we’ll discuss this,” Hera said, not looking at Kalaes. “As soon as we’re somewhere safe.” 

“You sound sure we’ll make it out of here alive,” Kalaes remarked, his voice careful. 

“I’m sure that — damn.” Hera rose from her seat, hair rippling like liquid metal. “Roadblock.” 

Elei eyed the long line of aircars ahead, everyone waiting to be checked by armed Gultur guards. Their longguns glinted as if on fire. 

“They were expecting us,” Kalaes spat the words. “That’s why they didn’t bother following. They’re everywhere.” 

Elei hung back, his heart banging against his ribs, ringing in every hollow of his body. All the medicine in the world couldn’t stop Rex from taking control when in danger. “Do we need to pass through here?” 

“It’s the least used entrance into the city.” Hera sat back down. “Most traffic comes from the north, the big cities there, like Abydos.” 

“If we turn around and find a smaller town?” Kalaes asked. 

“We need a boat, and farther south there are only the Olbia marshes and sea cliffs, and no town or village that I know of,” Hera said. 

The line of vehicles advanced and took them another thirty feet closer to the roadblock. Elei cursed under his breath. He had to do something and quickly. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” 

“Where are you going?” Kalaes half-rose from his seat, his face paling to a startling white. Damn him, he looked sick. 

“Elei, wait.” Hera gave him a searching look. “What’s your plan?” 

Why did everyone think he made plans before heading off on some suicidal errand? “I need to create a distraction.” He didn’t wait to see if they’d agree or not. Turning on his heel, he opened the cabin door and strode through, his hand going to his gun at his belt. Alendra looked up from where she sat, golden eyes widening when he grabbed the handle of the deck door and pulled it open. 

“Where’s he going?” Sacmis asked, and Alendra said something he didn’t catch as the cold air hit him. He walked onto the narrow deck and pulled the hood over his head. He examined the scene, the twin rows of aircars going through control, and the emergency lane, free but cordoned off with barb wire and rusty barrels. Come on, think. There had to be a way through — a quiet way to avoid control and pursuit.

A long red vehicle drew his gaze — an ambulance? Maybe if they hid inside... Yeah, right. Something else, then.

Forcing his hand away from his gun, he set his shoulders against the icy wind and climbed down. He walked between the rows of aircars. He needed to create chaos, to get all those people to jump out of their vehicles and run. His gaze slid over the lid of a reactor engine and he paused, then resumed walking. An idea formed in his mind. It could work, but not here. Closer to the checkpoint. 

The spot between his shoulder blades itched. His nostrils flared. He heard steps behind him and cursed inwardly when colors lit up all around. 

A scent like a fresh sea breeze reached him, and he slowed, surprised. He looked over his shoulder and saw Alendra, her hood drawn up, hiding her fair hair. She had her hands shoved in her pockets, a bulge at her side giving away her gun’s position. What in all the hells was she doing following him?

He waited for her to catch up. Her cat-like eyes flicked sideways at him and her lips tilted in a faint smile. 

“Hey,” she said softly, warmly, as if they weren’t walking toward a blockade, in a trajectory that might get them all killed. “Smells like frost.” 

But he was feeling warmer already.

He resumed walking, trying to focus on the problem at hand. Her slight form, her scent, her nearness were distracting. “Did Hera send you?”

“No, she didn’t.” 

In spite of himself, he turned to her, wanting to see her expression. It was teasing. You don’t have to help me, he wanted to say, but that would be stupid. Now he had an idea of what to do, he could really use her help. 

“Hera mentioned you had a plan,” Alendra said, gaze darting left and right at the idling vehicles. A little boy inside a small aircar pressed his face against the glass, making faces. 

Elei forced his attention back to the blockade. Gultur guards were checking the vehicles, bright orange targets to his Rex-infected eye. His pulse beat too fast but Alendra’s presence calmed him; through the fog of the last few days, he remembered the trip from Gortyn with Alendra sitting beside him as he lay on the aircar floor, his chest crushed with pain. Because he trusted her; because Rex would release him sooner if he felt safe. 

And it had. His lips pulled up in a reluctant smile at the thought of her bright presence by his side. 

Focus on the present. “I need a way to create a spark,” he said. “Set some aircars on fire.” 

The glint of her smile drew his gaze back to her. “Sounds like fun,” she muttered and he missed a step. 

“Well, then,” he said, trying for nonchalant, “can you help? With the spark?” 

She tapped her hidden gun. “Unwrap the isolating layer of surin and make sure you get the bullets out. Keep the gun lid open and move it close to the reactor engine. Fire it and the spark should catch.” 

He gaped. “You sound like you’ve done this before.” 

“No.” The afternoon light danced in her eyes. “But once upon a time it was on my list of to-do pranks.” 

Before the Asine disaster happened, Elei thought, and you exchanged childish pranks for the real war. 

He nodded. “I’ll take the left side, you take the right. Three cars each.” 

“It won’t blow the cars up, right?” Her worried expression made him want to reach out and stroke the line between her brows. 

“Not if they put the fire out quickly.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 

She grinned at him, her gaze shimmering, and took off at a light jog. He had to shake himself out of his daze before he followed her toward the roadblock. They split before they came too close, each turning to the task at hand. He caught a glimpse of her bent head as she crouched next to a small aircar, fiddling with the lid of the engine reactor, and then he focused on his own line. 

He chose at random a long, old aircar whose driver smoked an ama cigarette while waiting for the line to move. Elei lifted the lid and unlocked the panel. Then he pulled out his Rasmus and removed the bullets, letting them fall into his pocket, one by one, cold and heavy. He extracted the dakron cube from the gun’s grip, unwrapped it from the surin film and placed it back inside. 

If only he believed in the gods enough to pray. 

Releasing a breath, he moved the open handle of his gun close to the engine and grimaced as he pressed the trigger. The crack of the blank startled him even though he’d expected it, and the spark that jumped from his gun scorched his fingers. He cursed and barely avoided dropping the Rasmus. 

The reactor flashed with flames and he jumped back as the driver of the aircar came down the ladder to check what was going on. Someone was shouting, and with a last quick look to make sure the fire had caught, Elei ran. 

He weaved between aircars, scanning for Alendra. He crouched behind a rusty city model to catch his breath. Peering around it, he thought he saw Sacmis in the shadow of a tall aircar, talking on a mobile phone.

The sound of people running forced him to move, and he circled the aircar until he was at the front. The steps receded, a voice shouted something about checking the line of aircars, and Elei slumped in relief against the heavy registration plates.

The engine reactor lid was right there, a perfect opportunity to light one more fire. He made sure nobody was watching, and wrenched it open. This time he was ready for the noise and flames, and didn’t even flinch when they burned his fingers. He held still for one more moment, making sure the fire caught, then turned and ran back the way he’d come. Hastily he wrapped the dakron cube back in its isolating surin film and forced his steps to slow, trying for nonchalant as he slid the bullets back into their chambers. He looked around, searching for their aircar. 

More people were moving among the vehicles, some holding guns, so Elei felt justified in not hiding his. He slowed, hoping the hood would hide his features. 

“What’s the matter?” asked a burly man with a handgun.

Elei pointed vaguely over his shoulder. “I think there’s a fire.” 

“Is it an attack?” 

Elei shrugged. “Hard to know these days.”

The man left to investigate, followed by others. A Gultur marched toward them and Elei sidestepped into the shadow of a hulking passenger aircar. 

“All done?” murmured a woman behind him and he whipped around, raising his gun, red flashing on the target’s center. The body was slim, the stance relaxed. His hand shook.  

Dammit. It was Alendra. She grinned at him, her small face streaked with burnt dakron. He lowered his gun and they skulked around the aircar to check if the other side was free. 

“How many did you set on fire?” she asked.

“Two. And you?” 

“Three.” 

He wanted to laugh at her self-satisfied tone, but she was already stepping out into the open, and he followed, gun at the ready. She pulled her hood over her face as she walked past the idling aircars, a slender shadow in the brightening light of day. Although the colors of dawn had long faded, the sea reflected the silver sky and the towering buildings seemed to burn. 

He jogged to keep pace, and she gripped his hand in her smaller one. 

“Come on.” She tugged. “They’re moving.” 

Before he had a chance to ask who was moving, he saw that the two neat lines of aircars were breaking up and people were shouting and running. A gust of wind sent thick, curling smoke over them and they started coughing. 

“This way.” He pulled her toward their aircar. The door was ajar and someone stood, waiting — Hera. They threw themselves up the ladder and Hera hauled them inside as the aircar lurched sideways, bumping into the next aircar. Another lurch, and the other aircar slid forward, gliding on its cushion of air. 

“Hold on!” Kalaes called from the cockpit and threw the aircar into the gap that opened, heading to the emergency lane. 

The aircar crashed into something, knocking them to the floor, and Kalaes cursed. 

“Where’s Sacmis?” Alendra asked. 

“She said she would find a way to get us help from the resistance,” Hera said. 

“I thought they were corrupt.” Elei hung onto a wall handle as the aircar backed a few feet, then moved forward again, scraping against another aircar. Shouts rang and smoke swirled outside the windows. 

“I thought so too,” Hera muttered as they passed a throng of panicking people and reached the emergency lane. Shots rang out but nothing hit them as Kalaes sped up. 

“Sobek’s tail, Kal, slow down!” Hera staggered to the cockpit door. “Sacmis is still out there.” 

“Then get her back in,” Kalaes snapped and the aircar slowed. 

Through the window Elei saw her sprinting toward them, her sandy ponytail swinging. “She’s coming.” 

Hera opened the deck door and crouched as Sacmis covered the last ten feet and launched herself at the ladder. Hera grabbed her hand and heaved her up. 

“What kept you?” Hera muttered, and Sacmis just grinned. 

“Hera!” Alendra leaned outside. “What are you waiting for?” 

Hera dragged Sacmis by the hand into the aircar. “All clear,” she called out, and Kalaes pressed down on the accelerator. 

They barely had time to brace themselves as they raced into the city of Calydon. 

 

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Seven



The streets were broad. Shiny buildings streaked by the aircar, all glass and steel, as if recently built or heavily renovated. 

“Everything’s so new.” Alendra breathed. 

“Calydon is the biggest port after Artemisia,” Hera said, “and the port closest to Torq, our mother island.” 

The feeling that they’d been herded there for a reason was like an icy kiss on the back of Elei’s neck. “Where are we going?” 

Alendra pointed behind him. Sacmis stood at the cockpit door, talking to Kalaes who was driving. 

“I saw her calling someone,” Elei muttered, using one of the seats to get to his feet. “On a cell phone.” 

“I stole it,” Hera said matter-of-factly, her gaze challenging. Then she grinned. “From a Gultur patrol aircar. The driver went out for a smoke. She really should be more careful with her things.” 

His lips twitched. “Who did Sacmis call?” 

“She said she could find us a safe place and maybe a boat.” Hera shrugged. “I think—” 

A familiar hum came from above, setting his teeth on edge. “Seleukids,” he whispered. He lurched to his feet and shoved past Sacmis into the cockpit. “Kal, we’ve got pursuit from the air. Where are we heading?”

Kalaes looked up from the driving panel, his eyes bloodshot and overly bright. “What?” He seemed to have trouble concentrating and Elei’s stomach clenched harder with a different kind of fear. What was wrong with him? 

First survive this mad flight. Then Kalaes. Priorities. “Move over.” When Kalaes didn’t move, Elei grabbed his arm none too gently and dragged him aside. He took the pilot’s seat. “Sacmis, where are we going?” 

She leaned closer, her sweet Gultur smell sending Rex into a frenzy. He blinked at the flashing colors around him. Damn parasite, now was not the time for this. The rush of adrenaline helped when he was running, but sitting at the aircar controls, he feared he’d break something; his hand gripped the steering lever so tight it creaked. 

“We need to go toward the port,” Sacmis said. “Continue down this avenue, then turn left at the first opportunity.” 

“The first opportunity has to be now, or we’re all dead.” Feeling the hum of the seleukids in his bones, he jerked the lever to the left and sent the aircar hurtling into the next street. The rat-tat-tat of artillery tore through the air and bullets smashed another of their windows. 

Sacmis stumbled forward. Elei gripped the lever in both hands, navigating around parked aircars and fire escapes. Bullets zipped by, hitting walls and breaking windows. They were a glaring target, even in the shadow of the buildings. 

“Kal, check the map, see if there’s any place to hide.” He got no reply and turned to see Kalaes lying limp on top of the console. “Kal?” Oh shit, oh shit, his mind chanted, and he just couldn’t breathe from fear. “Kalaes!”

Sacmis moved forward, pulled Kalaes back. Blood dripped from a cut on his cheek. “He’s breathing. Keep driving.” 

Elei’s heart hammered. He’d thought Kalaes was tired, had some headaches, hells, he’d caught a bug, but to pass out? Priorities, dammit. “Sacmis, check the map.” 

She leaned over Kalaes and spread it on the control panel. “There’s a covered fish market not far. Continue to the end of the street, then go right and then left.” 

Elei nodded, swallowing hard, trying not to stare at Kalaes’ bloodied face or the way he slumped bonelessly, his head lolling on the backrest. He accelerated, barely missing a group of rusty dumpsters. Two cats shot out between the buildings. He swerved right, bumped into another aircar and sent it crashing into a shop window.

Pulse jumping in his throat, he spotted the turn and swerved left when the seleukids sent another volley, striking the right side of the vehicle. The aircar lurched and hit the wall. The engine sputtered and smoke billowed. 

“Goddammit. The reactor.” A sort of divine justice, perhaps, for what he’d done to those aircars in the blockade line. 

“There must be something we can do,” Sacmis hissed. “Elei.” 

He scowled at the swirling wisps of smoke. “I’ll cut off the main engine, use the side thrusters,” he said, “and hope they don’t blow or we’re dead.” He was already shutting off the main reactor, switching to secondary. 

“We’ll be dead in any case,” Sacmis grumbled. 

The aircar sputtered and swayed as if drunk, and only Sacmis’ quick reflex saved Kalaes from banging his head on the panel again. 

A missile struck the wall ahead, and Elei swore as he switched all systems to emergency, the lights dimming to a bare luminescence. The hum of the enemy planes vibrated through the hull of the aircar. If he didn’t move, they’d go up in a ball of flame. 

He hit the accelerator and held his breath. 

The aircar moved, thank all the gods. He brought it into the side street a moment before the explosion shook the avenue. Pieces of concrete crashed into the asphalt, raising clouds of white dust, and a pillar of flame rose above the buildings. 

“The entrance with the blue sign on top,” Sacmis said. “Hurry.” 

The suspension protested as he spun the aircar in a tight turn and drove into the market. People dived out of the way as he hit a stall and sent it flying. He slowed in the narrow passages meant for pedestrians. “Now what?” he snapped. 

“Stop and wait.” 

He slowed to a halt near an area with tables and chairs where a man still sat with a plate in his hand, gaping. 

“Elei?” Hera’s voice came through the cabin door. “What’s happening?” 

“Waiting for the fleet to move on.” He glanced at Kalaes. “Sit tight.” 

He hoped the secondary engines wouldn’t fail or blow up. He hoped Kalaes was okay. Hells.

“Let’s move,” Sacmis said and, despite his misgivings, he appreciated her decisiveness right then. 

He strained his ears for the hum of seleukids but heard nothing. “Where?” 

“That way.” She pointed. “Now, before they sweep back.” 

They shot out of the market onto another busy avenue. Sacmis pointed to the left and he turned, telling himself Hera trusted her. Sacmis had saved their lives before and had no reason to betray them now. 

Are you sure?


He told the objecting voice in his mind to go screw itself and drove on. Right, left, left, right — he lost count of the turns and twists in the older part of town, sick with worry for Kalaes, jerking every time he thought he heard the seleukids. 

“Here.” Sacmis pointed past him to a black gap in the row of crumbling buildings. A gate large enough for an aircar to pass. 

Without hesitation, he turned into the darkness and drove down a ramp into what looked like an underground parking lot with faint orange lights. Another aircar was parked there and Elei halted at a distance. He powered down the engine and uncurled his fingers from the steering lever. 

He turned to Kalaes and clasped his shoulder. “Hey, can you hear me?” He shook him. “Kal!” 

Kalaes blinked slowly and winced. “What happened?” 

Elei fought the urge to shake him harder, fought the irrational anger he knew was born of fear. “How do you feel?” 

Kalaes sat up, throwing out a hand to the backrest to steady himself. “What the hells happened?” 

“You passed out.” Sacmis glared as if Kalaes could’ve done it just to spite her. 

A shadow of fear went through Kalaes’ eyes. “I must’ve fallen asleep,” he said and stretched as if to prove it, teeth glinting in a grin. “A cat nap.” 

“A cat would have run screaming when the explosions began,” Sacmis observed drily and stepped out into the cabin. “Maybe you need food.”

Kalaes frowned and opened his mouth to say something when Hera stepped into the cockpit. Her gaze raked Kalaes from head to toes, her mouth in a grim line. 

“Come,” she said. “This is the safe house Sacmis found. We need to discuss many things.” She held Elei’s gaze a moment longer than necessary, as if trying to tell him something, and then she was gone.

The cut on Kalaes’ cheek was an angry red line. Black tears of blood had run down to his collar. 

“You’re sick, aren’t you?” Elei forced the words out. His voice was hoarse. “Is it something the Gultur did to you at the hospital?” 

Kalaes didn’t answer. Instead, he pushed himself upright, swaying a little, but when Elei reached out to help him, he shoved past and stumbled out of the cockpit and through the aircar cabin. Elei followed him out to the deck and down the ladder. 

When Elei came down in the dark, echoing space of the parking lot, Kalaes shrugged. “I’ll be okay,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“Yeah, right.” Elei could barely breathe past the knot in his chest. “You passed out, Kal. You pissing passed out.” He clenched his fists. “In the middle of a chase. The Fleet was after us. We barely made it. And you were out for the whole of it.” 

Kalaes bent his head. “The Fleet?” 

Elei tried to calm his ragged breathing. “Yeah.” The fear wouldn’t let up, a fist around his heart. 

The others were heading for some rickety stairs. Kalaes started after them, and Elei had no choice but to fall in step. They climbed up together.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Elei said. 

“Listen to me.” Kalaes turned and clasped Elei’s shoulders. His gaze was clear and honest. “Calm down. I’ll be okay. I’ve had this before, and I’ll take care of it.” 

“What is it, then? Tell me.” 

Kalaes waved a dismissive hand. “I just need some vitamins.” 

Elei gave him an incredulous look. “What in the hells? Vitamins? That’s all?” 

“It’s nothing,” Kalaes said firmly. “I got dizzy and must’ve hit my head on the panel, got knocked out for a while. I’ll be fine, okay?” 

Elei swallowed back the worry and managed a nod. Kalaes sounded so sure, so in control. “You’d better,” he muttered. 

Kalaes grinned. He reached out and ruffled Elei’s hair, forcing him to duck. “Come on, fe,” he said cheerfully. “Let’s go see what Hera’s girlfriend wants from us.” 

And he resumed climbing as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t fallen head-first on the control panel, as if he hadn’t slumped on the seat, blood running down his cheek, while the seleukids fired at them, as if... 

As if he was trying to protect Elei from an ugly truth. 

That couldn’t be. Doubt made Elei stagger, and he slowed down. He stared at the back of Kalaes’ spiky head. What if he was hiding something? Given Elei’s almost heart-attack of a few days back, maybe he was afraid of stressing him. 

Dammit. 

They reached the top of the stairs and Elei jogged to catch up as they wound down a dark corridor. He had to talk to Hera. There’d been something in the way she’d looked at Kalaes. Perhaps she knew more than she was letting on. 

 

 

***

 

 

A dirty lamp set on the table bathed the room in yellow light. Alendra sat, her hair a mist around her head, her eyes transparent. She turned them on Elei as he entered, pinning him, examining him. He halted. 

“Elei?” Hera’s face was in shadow and her hair shone like polished iron. “Everything okay?” 

No, he wanted to shout. What’s wrong with him? But Kalaes sat next to Alendra and poked her in the ribs, a lopsided grin on his face. She giggled. He looked almost normal. 

Sacmis stood by a tall, shuttered window, looking down at the street through a crack. Cold air passed through the grilles, smelling of exhaust fumes, blowing her hair back. She’d redone her high ponytail so it swung jauntily when she turned and folded her arms under her breasts. 

“Take a seat.” Her cold gray eyes regarded him as he obeyed. “I promised Hera to talk, so that’s what I’ll do.” She raised an eyebrow. “If I let you in on what I know, will you listen to my suggestions?” Her gaze focused on Hera, who was glaring. 

“If you’re talking about me calling Nine,” Hera grated, “by Nunet’s snakes, I swear—” 

“Hear me out, Hera,” Sacmis said, her gaze oddly vulnerable. “Just for once.”

“I’ll listen,” Hera’s shoulders were stiff. “Is it about the Siren project?” 

“Partly,” Sacmis said. 

“Go ahead and dazzle us with your secrets, sweetheart.” Kalaes tapped his fingertips on the table, his eyes dark like chips of dakron, glinting in the mellow light. “I bet you’re the mastermind behind some complex plan to save us all — maybe uproot Dakru and sail away into the sunset for all I know.” 

“Very funny,” Sacmis said, coming to stand at the head of the table. “And do not call me that.” 

“Not call you what? Mastermind?” He looked baffled. “I wasn’t aware it was an insult.” 

“Do not call me sweetheart,” she snapped. 

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I didn’t mean anything by it.” Kalaes’ gaze turned hard.  

“Kal...” Elei said warningly. 

“Come on, children.” Alendra tapped her hand on the table. “Enough playing. The Fleet is still hunting us, we don’t have time to squabble.” 

Sacmis harrumphed. Kalaes shrugged, his eyes half-lidded and a faint smile playing on his lips. Hera was fiddling with the table edge. Elei could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen her look this uncomfortable. 

“I hope you will not betray my trust,” Sacmis said and her voice wavered. “You saw Nine’s reaction to the map, and you heard that our own side double-crossed us. The Undercurrent council is corrupt.” 

“The Undercurrent council can’t be pissing corrupt.” Kalaes’s dark eyes flashed with anger. “They’ve been resisting the regime for as long as I can remember. My father sat on that council, was goddamn killed by the regime for working for the resistance. You can’t just walk in here and slander them!” 

He’d half-risen, fists pressed into the table surface so hard they looked like they’d leave indents in the brown nepheline. 

“Kal,” Hera reached out blindly to clasp his forearm, “sit down.” 

“Dione has vanished, Kalaes,” Sacmis said. “Things have changed. Three women with code numbers as names have taken over. Nine is one of them.”

Kalaes fell back into his chair, wincing, and shook his head. 

“Hard to credit.” Hera released him and straightened. “I thought I still reported to Dione.”

“Dione vanished before I joined the resistance,” Sacmis said.

“Sacmis,” Alendra said, propping her elbows on the table and leaning forward. “We hardly know you, well, most of us anyway,” she shot a look at Hera who stared blankly ahead, “and you want us to believe that the resistance we’ve all been working for is corrupt and gave us over to the regime.” 

“They said so, did they not?” Sacmis said, her face grim. “At that village where they attacked us. They said our own side betrayed us.” 

“The enemy,” Hera said slowly, lifting her gaze to Sacmis, “would say anything to hurt us.” 

Sacmis gripped the back of the chair in front of her and sighed. “I feared you’d not be easily convinced. So how do you think we were betrayed?” 

“How about you tell us?” Alendra said. 

“Could be you betrayed us,” Kalaes muttered, “and that you’re carrying a biotransmitter to give away our position. We’ve seen it before.” 

Like Maera. Elei’s throat was painfully dry. 

“Good thinking. But Hera checked both me and Alendra,” Sacmis said. “We’re clean.” 

“You did?” Elei turned to Hera, surprised. 

She nodded, her long dark hair billowing like a silken curtain. “Back at the safe house. One cannot be too careful.” 

Something about this struck Elei as funny and his lips twitched. “So you got both girls naked without us present.” Then he caught Alendra’s blushing face and his mouth went dry. “I mean...”

Kalaes snorted. Hera scowled harder and said nothing. She looked pointedly away. 

“So is this your response?” Sacmis sounded tired. “You will not believe me?” 

Kalaes opened his mouth, but Elei beat him to it. “Depends. Can you tell us more?” 

Sacmis pulled out the chair and sat. Her face was drawn, and the bandage around her shoulder stained with fresh blood. Her sleeve hung empty; she’d shrugged it off to have the wound dressed. Hera leaned forward, as if against her own volition. 

But it was Alendra who asked, “Are you okay, Sacmis? You’re bleeding.” 

Sacmis rubbed a hand over her face. “I’m fine.” 

Hera seemed unable to look away from the bloody bandage. Her hands clenched and unclenched on the table. Quiet filled the room, and then a patter of sounds filtered from the outside — aircars honking, a child shouting, a dog barking, and seleukids flying overhead. 

Elei wondered if they might bomb Calydon, like they’d bombed Akmon, to draw them out, kill them on the spot. 

“I was accepted into the resistance about two years ago,” Sacmis said, her voice soft. “The resistance,” she looked down at her hands, folded on the table, “but not the Undercurrent.” 

Kalaes flinched. 

“Why did you join?” Hera asked. “You believed in the ideals of the Gultur.” 

“Something happened to change my mind.” Sacmis took a sharp breath. “I was so angry at you for doubting us.” She glanced at Hera. “I did not believe you when you said mortals had helped us during our first patrol. Could not believe it. Mortals are animals with no reason, and they slaughtered us during the Great War. Everyone knows that.” 

Alendra made a small noise in the back of her throat, and Kalaes squinted at Sacmis as if he couldn’t see her well. 

“What did you say?” he demanded. 

Only Hera seemed unsurprised. “That’s what they teach us,” she said, “since infancy.” 

“I was transferred to Artemisia after my first two years on the island of Aue, with a promotion. I headed a unit of enforcers.” Sacmis’ cheekbones flushed. “I thought it was great. I believed I was punishing criminals, unlawful mortals who set out to destroy us, shatter the peace.” She shrugged, a graceful, sparse movement. “I had not known I was to kill children.” 

Elei frowned. “You did what?” 

“I was told to burn down certain buildings where criminals were hiding,” she whispered. “I did not know... I should have suspected something was off, but I did not. Could not.” 

Elei couldn’t breathe. He thought of Afia and Jek and all those grimy little faces in Teos. “What happened?” 

“In one of those extermination missions, as they called them, I thought I heard children screaming. I approached and entered the foyer of a building.” She looked at her hands. “I got caught in a wall of smoke and passed out. When I came to, a child sat next to me, face blackened, and asked if I was okay. A group of mortal children had managed to drag me out of the crumbling foyer. Next to me lay little corpses.” 

Her hands spasmed on the table, and Hera reached out and covered them. “Sh,” was all she said. 

Sacmis shook her head. “I realized something was very wrong. I started seeing things I’d refused to see before. I decided to join the resistance. I found someone who helped me, who made me a part of it, and who also told me that the Undercurrent could not be trusted.” She gripped Hera’s hands. “He told me that the Undercurrent Council betrayed them time and again. That he couldn’t trust them, but that if I wanted, I could join him and his army of street children.” 

Elei sucked in a sharp breath. You’ll need an army, Afia had said. We’ll be your army, your eyes and ears. “Who was he?” 

“He said he knows you, Hera,” Sacmis said quietly. “And he’s here.” 

“Me?” Hera blinked. “Sacmis...” 

A knock and the door creaked. Elei leaped to his feet with a curse, drew his gun and took aim. From the corner of his eye he saw Kalaes do the same. 

The door swung open and someone stepped inside — a boy of Elei’s build, with white-blond hair that fell to his shoulders in curling wisps. The handles of guns jutted over each hip, and he wore black pants and a blue, long-sleeved shirt. His dark eyes swept over them, confident and hard. 

“Are you going to shoot me?” he asked lightly, a sandy eyebrow raised. 

Hera gasped and pushed back her chair. It screeched on the linoleum floor as she stood up. “You...” she whispered, her voice raw with shock. “Are you...?” 

The boy took a small, mocking bow, blond hair tumbling forward to hide his face, but his smile when he straightened was pleased. “You remembered me. I remember you as well, Hera.” A faint scar ran across his chin, long and thin, as if made with a sharp blade. “For those who don’t know me, I’m Mantis.” 

 

 

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Eight



“That’s an odd name you’ve got.” Kalaes stood by the window, arms folded across his chest, one foot propped on the wall. “A code name?”

“Nah, it’s my real name.” Mantis rummaged in one of the bags of food someone had thought to bring upstairs, and pulled out a box of sweet K-fungi, the smell making Elei’s mouth water. 

No sweet for you. It’d only make Rex stronger. Elei’s hands fisted. “How do you know the Council is corrupt?”

“Besides, why should we pissing believe you?” Kalaes muttered. “I bet you’re only saying the Undercurrent Council is corrupt to replace them.” He cocked his head to the side, scowling. 

Mantis lifted a K-bloom, examined it for a moment, then bit into it, his eyes closing in bliss. “Because,” he said, swallowing, “they sold you out, like they sold me.” 

“I met Mantis four years ago.” Hera leaned against the table, gripping its edge. “He’s the one who put me in touch with the resistance.” She stared at him, an odd expression of fondness softening her face. “I often wondered what happened to you.” 

He grinned. “That’s nice of you. I didn’t have to wonder. I kept tabs on you.” 

She frowned. “You did? Why?” 

“First because I didn’t trust you,” he said, still grinning. “Then because I did.” 

“What do you mean, they sold you out?” Elei asked. 

“Oh, shortly after I met Hera,” Mantis finished the rest of the K-bloom, “the Undercurrent asked my gang and two others to break into a storehouse and steal weapons.” He licked his fingers one by one. “The guards were waiting for us, even knew our names and histories. Not many of us escaped.” His expression darkened. “This happened once more, and I started to avoid contact with the Undercurrent. I talked to other street gangs, heard more such stories. Something was fishy.” 

“That’s not proof,” Alendra said, and Kalaes gave a supportive huff. 

“I guess my death would’ve been better proof?” Mantis asked. 

“You can’t be hoping to grab the power if the regime falls, can you?” Kalaes asked, his voice low but sharp. 

Mantis laughed. It was a clear, ringing laughter that splashed in the room like cool water. “Are you mad? I’m just a kid.” 

A kid. Elei leaned back in his chair, observing Mantis. Strange that a street kid felt like a child, even if he led a resistance movement, while Elei had never felt that way for as long as he could remember. He fought the protectiveness that welled inside him. Mantis didn’t need that. 

And Elei couldn’t protect him, even if he wanted to. 

“So you are the head of a revolutionary movement,” Alendra said slowly, “and just by chance you were here when Sacmis called to ask for help. Kind of odd, isn’t it?” 

“I happened to be in the area. In fact, my gang’s right outside the door.” He stalked closer to her, gave her a hot look. “And who are you?”

“I’m Alendra.” She shrank back in her chair, her cheeks infused with red. It made Elei’s neck prickle. He wanted to punch Mantis. 

Are you jealous now? He got up. “You just happened to be here.” 

Mantis gave him a sideways glance. “Yeah. And I had to meet you. This is important.” 

“Because?” Alendra asked. 

Mantis sighed. “Because. We’re at war now, full-blown war. Since the Gultur became infected with Rex, since their control shattered and infighting began, the regime has been teetering on the verge of something huge. Another great war, another attempt to wipe us mortals out. We think they’re preparing for a full assault, bomb the cities and slaughter the population, scare them into submission.” He didn’t sound light-hearted or teasing anymore, but like a leader of the resistance. “They’ve been evacuating the unaffected Gultur from the big cities. I think they’re planning to attack soon. We’re running out of time.” 

Elei exhaled. “That’s why you need us.” 

“Because of the map you found.” Mantis smiled. “Pelia’s map.” 

“You knew Pelia?” Kalaes pushed off the wall, his gaze intent. 

“I knew her.” Mantis smile seemed frozen, tiny cracks showing in the dark mirror of his eyes. 

“You...” Kalaes advanced on Mantis, then stopped a few feet from him. “Haven’t we met before?” 

Mantis gave him a pensive look. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kalaes.”

A soft gasp escaped Mantis. “You. You sent me to Pelia. You found me and helped me and sent me to her. Oh, gods, it is you!” His face had transformed, the arrogant, confident mask slipping. “Kalaes.” 

Kalaes’ eyes widened. “You’re that scrawny little kid I sent to Pelia? Frigid hells, that was at least three years ago.” 

“Four,” Mantis said. “I was thirteen. I met Hera a few months later.” He made a face. “I was scrawny, wasn’t I?” 

“How do you know about the map?” Hera interrupted. “Did Sacmis tell you?” 

Sacmis drew a sharp breath. She was rubbing her bandaged arm. “I answer to Mantis, Hera. He’s the one who told me where to find you and what you were trying to do.” 

“How did you know what we were trying to do?” Hera focused her dark gaze on Mantis. “Who told you?” 

“We knew Pelia had information about the islands, about resources that we needed. She’d told me as much. She’d promised to let me know when she’d be able to give the details to me and then she’d create a distraction to help us.” 

“She kept in touch with you?” Kalaes’ voice was bitter. “After she left Dakru?” 

Because she hadn’t kept in touch with Kalaes, Elei knew. She’d abandoned him and never told him where she went. Why had she done that? 

“Very little,” Mantis admitted. “But I waited. I knew she couldn’t send messages for fear of someone intercepting them. Whoever knew she was in the resistance risked death.” 

And that was probably why she’d never contacted Kalaes. To keep him safe. Though it must’ve hurt him. Hurt them both. 

“When was the last time you had a message from her?” Hera asked. 

“A few weeks back.” 

Right before her death. The thought surprised Elei. It felt like years. “Did she say who she’d send?” 

“No, of course not. But when she died, we knew the Undercurrent had assigned someone to find her driver who’d gone missing. We found Hera’s tracks, found you. After that, we followed the Undercurrent Council’s moves. We knew something important happened when Nine came to meet you herself.” 

“How do you know all this?” Alendra asked. 

“We’ve got a mole in the Undercurrent Council,” Mantis said. 

“You’re spying on the resistance?” 

“Haven’t you been listening?” This time Mantis’ smile was all teeth. “They’re fighting against us. Of course we’re spying on them.” He licked his lips. “We need to find a cache. We need vehicles, weapons, dakron, anything we can get our hands on to win this war. That’s why I’m here. To help you. To help us. I lead the resistance, the real one. Join us.” 

“I still can’t believe all this,” Kalaes said. 

“You think in straight, simple lines.” Mantis lifted his chin. “But reality isn’t simple, is it? The resistance, Kalaes, not the regime, killed Pelia.” 

A horrified hush fell over the room. But it made sense, if the Undercurrent didn’t want the Gultur overturned, and they’d know what she was trying to do. He’d often wondered how the Gultur had found out. Well, they hadn’t even needed to try. Pelia had reported to the resistance. 

Not about everything, though. Pelia had known all along something wasn’t right. 

“She was a Gultur, wasn’t she?” Elei was surprised at how calm his own voice sounded. 

“Yeah.” Mantis nodded, mouth twisting. “She was.” 

“So she really was Hecate,” Hera said.  

Sacmis reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, and Hera let her, probably too distracted to react. 

“I don’t know, fe,” Kalaes whispered. “You drop all these bombshells on us and expect us to take you at your word. It’s all too damn perfect.” 

“Perfect?” Mantis jabbed a finger at Kalaes. “You were betrayed too, a few weeks back. By a girl. Maera.” 

Kalaes stiffened, all color draining from his face. “What do you know about her?” 

Mantis let his hand drop to his side. “She has become a member of the corrupt Undercurrent Council. Now tell me, Kalaes, if I showed you a video of that moment, would you believe me?” 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Hera barely heard the back and forth between Kalaes and Mantis. Past and present blurred. She remembered the day of her first patrol with Sacmis, the day she came face to face with the lies of Gultur teachings and the end of the world as she’d known it. She’d been fifteen, full of pride and zeal. 

She remembered two mortals on their raft, helping her save Sacmis who’d fallen into the sea. She remembered the sensation of tumbling into a void from which there was no way out, only a struggle to reach the bottom and find the truth. 

And the truth had come in the face of Mantis, a boy leading a gang of street children. He’d taken a huge risk— talked to her openly, even though she was a Gultur, took her to see a Gultur raid, and then put her into contact with Pelia and the resistance.

We’re all human. Afia had said it in Teos, told Elei to use the words as a battle cry, to summon the street kids if he ever needed help. She’d hinted at a revolutionary movement among children. 

And she’d thought, then, that Mantis might be involved in this. It was, after all, to him she’d first spoken those words, words she’d read in an old letter her mother had written, hoping to gain his trust and be accepted into the resistance. She’d thought that he might have started his own revolution. In his dark eyes she’d seen a spark of defiance and strength even then. 

She’d never thought he’d end up being the new leader of the resistance, unofficial though the title might be. Then again she’d never thought the Council would be corrupt, causing internal strife and necessitating a counter current led by children. It was not the first time she’d been wrong, nor would it be the last. Gultur were, after all, still human. 

But something was hissing and clawing inside her.

No, not human. A hot wave pressed inside her chest, trying to burst out. We’re not human. We’re better. We’re stronger. Her hands clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms, pinpricks of pain. 

She blinked, trying to clear the dark haze, and another wave of heat went through her. Look at them, so weak and fragile, sick and vulnerable. Her blood rushed in her ears, deafening. Sick. Sick. Not like us. Kill them. 

“Hera?” Sacmis’ face swam in her eyes, and Hera brought a hand up convulsively to grab her friend’s arm. 

“You have to...” She swallowed, her mouth dry. “Have to stop me,” she whispered. 

“What are you talking about?” Sacmis winced, and Hera belatedly realized she was squeezing the hell out of her injured arm. She let go, bowed her head. 

“Regina. You must promise me.” There was screeching in her head, and she closed her eyes. “Promise me you’ll stop me if I try to kill them.” 

“Hera. Look at me.” Sacmis placed a finger under Hera’s chin, lifted it until their eyes met. Hers were gleaming gray, not like steel, not like stone, but like rippling water, clear and transparent. “I know you. You can control it. You’re strong. Do not listen to Regina. Listen to your own beliefs. You always have. And you were right.” 

“I wish you’d promise me,” Hera whispered, “I really wish you would.” Because she was an Echo princess, carrying the original strain of Regina, the purest, the strongest — and sooner or later, she would fight a battle she might not win. 

 

 

***

 

 

Mantis produced a sort of flat data-rod from a pocket. He lifted it for all to see. A clip was playing in a loop on its small screen.

Elei stared. Maera. Alive and well, dark curls soft around her face, the two black dots of her tattoo visible on her chin. Favoring her right leg, her arm in a sling, smiling as she took a seat at the council table. She looked around, confident, and gave a small speech about how they’d be strong together, meshing their power with that of the Gultur regime, so that they’d soon reign supreme over the Seven Islands. 

He hadn’t killed her after all. 

Elei realized he’d been holding his breath and let it out explosively. He pressed a hand to his chest, trying to calm his heart. “Holy shit.” 

“Hey,” Alendra said, “are you all right?” 

“Are you having any chest pain?” Hera frowned at him. 

Elei dropped his hand. Holy crap, he’d scared everyone with his almost heart attack back at Gortyn. “I’m okay. Really.” 

“She’s alive,” Kalaes said in a faint voice and Elei turned to look at him. The pallor of his friend’s face was alarming. 

“Do you believe me now?” Mantis demanded, hands on his hips. 

“I’m willing to listen,” Hera conceded, the glimmer of her eyes barely visible beneath her thick lashes. “Will you help us do what we must?” 

“I’ve got a boat,” Mantis said, “to take you—” 

Kalaes pushed his chair back and staggered to his feet, his face gray. He spun on his heel and lurched to an open door and out of the room. 

Elei swallowed hard. “That’s good enough for me.” The seleukids’ hum seemed to be getting closer. “It’s not like we’ve got many choices.” 

Mantis nodded somberly. “We need to move as soon as possible. They’ll be sending drones and the gods know what else to flush you out.” 

Elei got up. “I’ll be right back.” 

“Kal!” he called as he entered a dark corridor. Doors opened left and right into dim rooms with shut windows, pale ghosts of beds and chairs in the gloom. “Kalaes!” 

Elei found him in a small bathroom. He’d splashed water on his face and it dripped from his chin. 

“What’s wrong?” Elei asked, leaning on the wall next to the sink. 

“I’m...” Kalaes wiped the water off his face. His hand was shaking. Blood trickled from his nose, bright red. 

“Damn it, Kal—”

Kalaes brought his fist down and slammed it into the sink so hard it cracked, a hairline fissure, making Elei flinch. “I thought she died.” Maera. “But, hells, she’s alive, fe, and a member of the Undercurrent Council. How’s that for a shitty way to start this trip.” He gripped his head. “Damn.” 

“Let’s get you some painkillers.” Elei grabbed Kalaes’ arm and dragged him out of the bathroom and into a random room. He settled him on a bed, where Kalaes hunched over, eyes scrunched shut. 

“Won’t you tell me what’s wrong with you?” Elei asked, his hands hanging uselessly at his sides, fear and worry twisting his stomach. “How I can help you?” 

Kalaes shook his dark head, didn’t look up. “Just the painkillers. I’ll be fine.” 

Elei suppressed a sigh. He gave a towel for Kalaes to press to his bleeding nose and left to look for the medic-kit. He found their bags by the entrance of the apartment and rummaged inside. A shadow cut the light from the overhead lamp. 

“Looking for something specific?” Alendra asked softly. He looked up at her, at the white arch of her throat, her golden hair curling where it touched her shoulders. Then she knelt next to him, placing a warm hand on his bicep. “What is it?” 

“Painkillers.” The slight pressure of her fingers distracted him. Her warmth seeped through his shirt and trickled into his chest. 

“Where does it hurt?” she asked, a note of concern creeping into her voice. 

“Not for me.” He forced his mind back to his task. “For Kalaes. He’s got a headache.” 

She rummaged in the bag. “Is it that bad?” 

“It is.” And the fear returned, little shards of ice cutting into his insides. 

“Is he sick?” Her voice wavered and he wondered if she thought Kalaes had caught telmion from him, despite Hera telling her repeatedly it wasn’t possible. 

“He won’t tell me.” 

“Maybe it’s nothing.” 

“Maybe.” He desperately wanted to believe that, but in his mind he kept seeing Kalaes’ slack, bleeding face, overlaid with images of him hanging between the Gultur guards at the hospital, blood dripping down his braids. If he didn’t know what was wrong with Kalaes, how could he help? 

“Here you go.” She retrieved the black box from the bag and shoved it into his hands. Her breath ruffled his hair, blew sweet on his face, and her eyes held a bright light. His skin tingled all over and his mouth felt dry. He gripped the medic-kit and tried to thank her, but all words had fled his mind. 

She smiled, a light curl of her full lips, and she got up and left him kneeling there trying to gather his thoughts. 

He brought the pills to Kalaes who took them without any fuss, which was worrying. No sooner had Kalaes lain down than he fell asleep, which was worse. Elei covered him and hovered. There was a weight on his shoulders when he headed back to the living room where the others still sat discussing. His thigh ached, and he tried not to limp. 

“The Siren Project is about finding resources,” Mantis was saying, running a hand through his fair hair. Longish wisps brushed his chin. “We thought our origin might have to do with these resources, with the roots of the islands and their history. Where we all came from, and why we’re here.” 

“Was Pelia working for the project?” Hera asked with a feverish glow in her eyes. 

“She never worked directly with us,” Mantis said. “She was careful not to give the Council any suspicions, or so she thought.” 

“I saw her name mentioned in one of the documents about the Siren Project,” Hera said stubbornly. 

“In a regime file?” Mantis paled. “Damn whoever did this to her.” 

Elei stood back and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. Pelia. Someone had handed her over to the enemy. Betrayal upon betrayal. How could he ever know who to trust? 

Hera’s mouth thinned and she rose from her seat. “Let us get ready. You said you have a boat for us. Where is it?” 

“You need to walk there.” Mantis tapped his forefinger on the table. “They’ll be controlling everyone approaching the sea, every boat, every road.” He drew an imaginary curve on the nepheline surface. “We’ll move around the port, away from their patrols, north through the merchants’ quarter. The promontory of Calydon curves inward where Ytra bay begins. There’s an abandoned pier with old storehouses. My boat awaits you.” 

“Are the seleukids gone?” Alendra looked nervously at the shuttered window. “We can hardly go traipsing out when they’re looking for us.” 

“Best to split up into two groups,” Sacmis said, “and carry what we can with us.” 

“We need to buy provisions on the way.” Hera started to pace. “We did not have much to start with.” 

“We’ll pass some shops,” Mantis said. “They stay open ’til late.” 

“I have enough dils for bread and water.” Hera frowned. “Not enough to pay for the boat, though.” 

“Don’t you worry, lady, the boat’s on me.” Mantis winked at her and leaned his hip against the table. “I guess we’re set to go.” 

 






  







 

Chapter Nine



 

Evening was falling in swirls of gold and orange across the sky. A cold wind blew from the sea. Standing at the open door of the building, Elei breathed in the salty tang laced with the smell of the streets — burnt dakron from the aircars, rotten meat and vegetables from a dumpster, cat and dog piss, a fooncake being fried inside an apartment. 

Mantis raised his hand and stepped outside. 

They trickled out of the building in two groups, carrying backpacks provided by Mantis, stuffed with their things — food, water, weapons, medic-kits, clothes. Elei also carried the thermos with his medicine. 

Mantis led the first group composed of Hera and Sacmis, while the rest— Alendra, Kalaes and himself — formed the other. 

A whistle tore through the dark. Swarms of children burst through the alleys, crept from behind dumpsters and aircars, cleaner and better fed than the street kids of Teos. Mantis probably took care of them — his army, Elei realized as the kids circled them, then moved out, glancing over their shoulders and gesturing for them to follow. 

He exchanged a look with Kalaes, who seemed more like himself. He’d said he’d be fine, hadn’t he? Elei wanted to ask him how he’d met Mantis, what he thought of all they’d heard, but that could wait until later. 

Alendra wore her hood so low only her eyes peeked through, a brilliant amber. Elei tugged his own hood lower and pulled on the straps of his backpack. 

“Let’s go,” he said and they set out, following the children. He couldn’t help noticing Mantis led Hera and Sacmis in a slightly different direction, but it was probably to confuse the enemy. Hera trusted the blond boy, and he was their best chance. 

They darted between aircars, weaved their way through a crowd jostling outside a water-vendor’s shop, then jumped behind a telespeak cabin when the hum of drones filled the air. They descended from the sky like locusts, blocking their way. 

“Oh shit.” Kalaes looked up. “Damn machines and their pissing owners.”

Elei shoved Alendra behind him as Kalaes peeked around the corner. “Can you see any? Have they landed?” 

“I see one.” Kalaes backed a little, bumping into Elei. “Hells, I don’t think we can outrun drones.” 

“Can they pick up life forms?” Elei asked. “You know, heat sources, infrared radiation?”

“They can,” Alendra said. 

Elei’s mind churned. “See that street there? That’s the way the street kids went. I bet they’re waiting for us. Go as soon as I lead the drone away.” 

“What? Elei, no, dammit.” Kalaes reached out for him, dark brows knotting, but Elei twisted aside. 

“Elei!” Alendra’s hands found his wrists and gripped hard. “We go together or not at all.” 

“Well,” Elei said, “I don’t agree.” 

Bullets smashed into the cabin, shattering the panes. 

“I’ll see you later.” He tore free and ran. Rex kicked the insides of his skull and drummed on the back of his possessed eye. The street dissolved into flashing colors and the familiarity of it was almost soothing. Almost. His heart pounded, and each running step sent a shock up his spine. 

He skidded to a halt as the drone loomed before him, the size of a small aircar, gray and diamond-shaped. The canons mounted on either side were rotating, preparing to shoot. 

A glance around showed him an infopole. With a leap, he found himself behind it, plastered to the narrow pillar, as bullets zipped around, one of them nicking his calf. The infopole shuddered under the multiple impacts, vibrated and shook. If it fell, that was the end. Elei checked for any other cover, but another volley of bullets forced him to straighten, hold his breath and hope the ammo ran out. 

The shooting stopped and the engines of the drone whirred harder. Elei peered around the edge and saw the drone turn, its cannons rotating once more, aimed at a heap of dumpsters on a street corner. Someone stood there, hood pulled low over their face. A lock of blond hair escaped and blew with the wind. 

Alendra. 

Cursing, Elei swung out of his cover and raced toward her. What was she doing? He’d told them to move out, told them to leave.

The drone halted, turned once more. Another figure slouched against a shop window, broad-shouldered and without a hood, spiky hair standing up. Kalaes. 

Elei’s breath left his lungs. They’d both stayed. An odd pain twisted inside his chest, and his lips quirked. 

Then the drone began shooting, and Elei’s blood froze. He launched himself at it, yelling, “Here! Here!” 

He covered the few feet separating him from the machine and jumped, grabbing the drone’s edge and swinging on top of it. He swayed as the drone shifted, alarms blaring. At least it’d stopped shooting at Kalaes, who was now nowhere to be seen. 

The drone turned. Elei wondered for a moment if the systems could sense him, but another lurch threw him backward, and he smashed his hand into the steel surface of the drone to keep from rolling off. Blinding pain went up his arm, but he managed to sit and wiggled his fingers. Not broken. Thank the gods for small mercies. 

He crawled to one side, hoping to find the fuel tank or reactor engine. But when he lifted his head, he stilled, his breath hissing between his lips. 

More drones flew down the avenue at him. 

Bullets hit the street, and he heard two voices call his name. Pulse racing, sweat sticking his hair to his forehead, he half-fell, half-scrambled down to the drone’s short wing and seized hold of the cannon. He pulled. The muscles burned in his shoulders and chest as he strained and heaved. 

The cannon broke with a loud crack. The whole panel came off, and Elei sprawled back on the wing, cradling the heavy gun. 

More bullets zipped, one dangerously close to his leg, and he sat up, groaning. The drone lurched and swiveled. No time left. Elei turned the cannon toward the other drones. He found the mechanism, activated the rotating clip and pulled the trigger lever.

The cannon jumped in his hands, spewing large cartridges, and he steadied it against his leg as he fired on the oncoming drones. 

“Elei, come down,” Kalaes was shouting. “You’re a target!” 

Elei ignored him, loosing another round which sent the closest drone into a spin, and the one after crashing into it. It exploded with a deafening bang. Roaring flames jumped high in the air and a rain of burning shrapnel fell all around. It was strangely beautiful, bits of fire flying, like falling stars. 

“Elei, dammit, come on down!” Kalaes yelled. 

Ducking a piece of flaming metal, Elei threw himself sideways. The cannon hit the wing and fell from his hands. He followed it, sliding down the side of the drone. He dropped ten feet to the ground and fell next to the broken remains of the cannon. 

Hands grabbed him, lifting him to his feet. “Come on,” Kalaes said, “hurry.” 

“Where’s Alendra?” Elei ground out. 

“She’s fine.” Kalaes dragged him toward one of the side streets. 

“You shouldn’t have stayed. I told you to go. You could’ve been killed.” 

“And so could you.” Kalaes’ glare could melt metal as he hauled Elei, none too gently, toward the safety of one of the narrowest streets Elei had ever seen —  surely drones couldn’t pass through it — and shoved him forward. “If anyone should’ve stayed behind, that was me.” 

“And why’s that?” Elei felt mutinous. 

“I’m your older brother,” Kalaes retorted, “and you should obey me.” 

Elei snorted, even as small hands gripped him and turned him around. 

“What were you thinking?” Alendra hissed, her glare a match for Kalaes’. “Trying to kill yourself?” 

“I...” The words fled. Staring into her furious eyes, Elei struggled to remember to breathe. Their faces were so close he felt the warmth of her flushed cheeks and smelled her fresh scent. “I wasn’t.” 

Alendra let him go with a huff. “Good,” was all she said and stalked along the alley. “Come on, both of you, before we’re bombed from above. The kids are waiting.” 

Elei had to force his limbs to unlock, his feet to move. 

Kalaes punched his shoulder lightly in passing. “She likes you, fe, didn’t I tell ya?” he drawled. “She cares if you live or die. That’s always a good sign.” 

Elei closed his gaping mouth and jogged after him. “She avoided me the whole time we were at the safe house.” 

“Not the point.” Kalaes waved a hand. “Just be careful.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean,” Kalaes hurried toward a group of four small children and Alendra standing with her hands on her hips, waiting for them, “hearts are easily broken.” 

Elei glanced around at the streets they passed by. The hum of the drones was disconcertingly close. “I know she’s had a hard time with everyone dying on her. I wasn’t going to—” 

“Hells, fe.” Kalaes didn’t look at him. “You’re my brother. I barely know her. I was talking about you.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The tang of salt and rotten seaweed was closer now. They moved through the maze of narrow streets, slipping into the shadows whenever they heard the drones or the seleukids overhead. In those moments, passers-by raised their faces to the sky and muttered prayers and curses as they hurried away, barely sparing their little group or the scurrying street children any notice. 

Elei felt suddenly happy he’d grown up in the trashlands of Ost with minimum Gultur presence. He wondered what it was like to live every day under scrutiny. 

“They’re moving,” Alendra said, pointing at the kids. They’d stopped to talk to a beggar at a street corner, but now they skittered along, throwing urgent looks behind them. 

“After them,” Kalaes said.

They followed the children, passing small shops faintly lit from the inside. Customers slid in and out of the half-open doors, clutching their purchases to their chests. Unlike on Ost, or even in Artemisia and Aerica where everyone seemed dressed in gray and black, the people here wore brightly colored items which gave them an unexpected air of festivity. They sported pink scarves and orange hats, red gloves or yellow shoes, some even going as far as to wrap themselves in deep purple coats or light blue capes and carry bright yellow umbrellas.

“It’s normal on this coast and the western islands,” Alendra whispered when she caught him staring. “The colors. I used to dress like that. Asine isn’t far from here.” 

He imagined her wearing a pink scarf and had to smile. 

“What is it?” she whispered, her eyes coppery in the faint light from a flickering street lamp. “Why are you smiling?” 

“Just thought of something,” he hedged. 

“What?” 

An aircar zoomed by, honking at an old woman who crossed the street with small, tottering steps. 

“How things could’ve been,” he said. “If we were at peace.” If you were carefree and carried a yellow umbrella instead of a gun, a smile instead of a frown. 

“We will be,” she said, her voice ringing with conviction, “again. You’ll see.” 

Surprised, he turned to have a better look at her face. Knowing about her past, he hadn’t expected her to be so hopeful. 

Wait... Elei glanced around. “Where’s Kalaes?” 

Alendra slowed, tugging on the straps of her backpack. “What do you mean? He was right behind me.” She turned, eyes widening as she scanned the street. “Where in the hells is he?” 

Elei wheeled around. Flashes of Kalaes unconscious in the aircar tore into his mind like shrapnel. “Maybe he’s hurt.” 

“Wait.” Alendra half-ran, half-skipped to keep up with him as he doubled back, retracing their steps along the street and through a filthy alley. “We’ll lose the kids! How are we going to find our way—” 

“I don’t care. No way in the five hells am I leaving him behind,” Elei snapped and she flinched. “I’m worried about him,” he tried to explain, his breath rattling in his chest, his tainted eye throbbing and lighting the world in neon hues. He realized he expected to find Kalaes slumped in a doorway or ever worse, lying face down in the street, not moving. “It’s just that he hasn’t been well. He refuses to tell me what’s wrong, but...” 

She nodded and scurried along, her small face determined. “We’ll find him.” 

And in spite of the gloom settling over him like a suffocating cloud, he felt his stomach unclench a little. 

They searched in every nook and cranny, huddling behind dumpsters as the air crackled with the passing of aircraft, slipping in and out of shadows, skirting the pools of yellow light cast by the few street lamps. But there was no sign of any broad-shouldered, messy-haired boy. The unease returned. He finally stopped and leaned against a graffiti-covered wall, pressing a hand to the stitch in his side. 

Alendra huddled close to him, closing her eyes, and for the first time in perhaps ever, he didn’t care, didn’t feel like he was freezing and catching fire at the same time at her proximity. He felt wrung out and limp, empty and lost. 

Afraid. 

“We have to rejoin the others,” he said, amazed his voice sounded so steady, as if it didn’t belong to him. “Maybe he’ll find us.” 

Alendra opened her eyes and gave him a long look. She nodded. “Maybe,” she said, “he was ahead of us all along.” 

Elei didn’t bother replying. They both knew that wasn’t possible, that they’d been right behind the street children, and Kalaes didn’t know where they were going. 

They turned around and headed roughly in the direction they had come from, silent. Elei felt as if he wore leaden boots. At one point, Alendra grabbed his arm and hauled him under a fire escape, shouting something about drones, and he let her, dazed. 

The worry gnawed viciously at his insides. He shook the numbness off, realizing he might get Alendra killed if he didn’t, and set his feet in the right direction. A child waved at them from a dark spot behind a water pump and they followed her. 

Then, all chaos broke loose. Loud barking tore through the air and shouting — a Gultur patrol jogged by, four guards, shields and guns at the ready. 

Elei shared a wild look with Alendra. “Come,” she said, “we have to run.” 

But something held him back, even as molosse dogs appeared, sniffing and growling, led by two Gultur. He pushed Alendra into a dark gateway. 

Alendra shrank back against the house door. “Elei...” 

He glanced at her white face. What was wrong with him? She was right, there was no reason to linger. “Let’s go,” he said and reached out for her hand, clasping her fingers, thin like a child’s but strong and capable of holding a gun or a knife. He squeezed them as he led her out of the gateway and down the street. 

The barking behind them faded for a moment, then came back louder. By unspoken agreement, they started to run. They raced into an avenue, turned left and stumbled past shops that were closing, their lights going out. 

“This way,” Alendra panted, jerking on Elei’s hand. 

The barking grew louder, closer. Ahead of them, two children materialized out of the gloom and gestured for them to follow. Gasping, they ran, kids poking their heads out of the shadows of alleys and side streets to urge them along and show the way. 

They burst into a yard, square and walled, with an iron gate beyond which towered storehouses. The crash of waves was loud. 

“Where to now?” Elei muttered. Where were the children? Had they taken a wrong turn? 

Alendra pulled her hand out of his hold and staggered toward the gate, her boots scuffing on the rough cement floor. “I think...” She gripped the bars of the gate. “I can see the children over there. We’ll fit through.” 

“Are you sure?” He flinched when a dog barked outside in the street. So close. 

“Sideways probably.” She poked at the gate. It creaked. 

“Okay.” But he still didn’t move. He heard running steps from the street, and someone gasping, and he thought he smelled, mixed with the eye-watering stench of molosse dog, a familiar mist of ama cigarettes and musk. 

Elei stepped backward, vaguely aware of Alendra hissing his name in alarm, and pressed himself near the exit to the street. Moments later, someone came pelting down, boots slamming on the asphalt. A face shone white in the darkness, and Elei reached out, yanking on the man’s arm. 

The man yelped, struggled, then the dog was on them and they crashed down in a tangle of arms, legs and sharp teeth. Elei found himself under the dog. Frantically he pushed off the straps of his heavy backpack and swung it at the beast’s muzzle. The dog moved back, then returned, snarling over Elei. He threw up an arm to protect his face as he fumbled at his belt for the Rasmus, and teeth clamped onto his flesh. He cried out at the pain, his sight fading for a moment. 

“Kalaes,” he whispered, his pulse in his throat. 

“Elei?” Kalaes swore from somewhere on Elei’s right, and did something that freed Elei’s arm from the dog’s teeth. “Damn it, fe.” 

“Stand back,” Alendra said, taking aim. 

Kalaes pulled Elei back as the dog growled so deeply the fine hairs on Elei’s arms stood up. 

A deafening shot rang, and Elei saw the molosse dog sprawl in a pool of blood, a hole in its massive head. 

Barking sounded from the street, and Alendra paled. 

“Let’s go!” She grabbed Elei’s uninjured arm and started running without waiting for an answer. 

“Kal,” Elei muttered, trying to see over his shoulder as they went. 

“I’m right here.” Kalaes was on their heels, his submachine gun drawn. “Keep running.” 

The gate loomed over them, rusty iron bars and padlocks. Hera called his name from the other side. 

“Here.” Alendra gestured at a couple of bars that had been twisted and broken. “Quickly.” 

He followed her through, hot blood trickling down his arm, dripping off his fingers. “Kal, come on.” 

Kalaes shimmied through, the bars scraping his shoulders. Barely on time, too, as two molosse dogs launched themselves at the gate, snapping and barking. 

“Damn, let’s move!” Hera pulled Alendra toward a tall, dark building by the wharf. Kalaes gave the massive dogs a disgusted look, then started when a bullet hit the gate. 

“Frigid hells.” He gestured with his gun. “After you, fe.” 

Elei didn’t need an invitation. He ran.

 

 






  







 

Chapter Ten



 

The boat waited for them as Mantis had promised — long and broad, with a tall prow to cut through the waves and a blue tent stretching over two benches. A boatman stood at the stern, still as a statue, gazing at them from under his cap as they descended the slippery, concrete steps. Elei gazed back at him, reminded of the night he’d fled from Ost in such a boat, the night Pelia died.

Mantis stood on the wharf, arms folded over his chest. His fair hair whipped in the icy wind. “Mech here will take you to Ert,” he said against a clamor of barking, shouts and gunfire. “If you make it out of Dakru fast enough, that is.” 

“Run, Mantis.” Hera had drawn her longgun and held it loosely at her side. “They’re almost here.” 

“Don’t worry.” He flashed her a brilliant smile. “My army will distract them.” 

“Army. You mean the little children?” Hera asked, voice clipped. “You should not lead them into such danger.” 

“We do what we have to do,” Mantis said without heat. “For peace.” He raised his hand as the boat engine revved. “I’ll be waiting for your good news, a cache of weapons or vehicles on Dakru we can access, so we can end this war.” He glanced over his shoulder, eyes narrowing. “I have to go. Tefnut sends her love.” Turning about, he headed for the shadows of the empty building. 

Hera drew a sharp breath. She staggered to the benches and sat down heavily. Sacmis took a seat next to her. 

“To Ert it is,” said the boatman, his voice rusty and sharp like an old blade. “We’re off.” 

The boat lurched, then accelerated. Elei stumbled sideways and steadied himself on one of the poles that supported the flapping tent. They shot away from the coast of Dakru. Shots rang from the shore, and bullets hit the water beside the boat. He knew he should lie low, not give them a target. His bitten arm throbbed, but it was nothing compared to the vise around his head. 

A bullet slammed into the boat near his feet, and he still didn’t move, until Alendra took his hand and guided him toward the benches. Kalaes stood there, looking back at Dakru, his dark eyes like chips of night. 

Sudden fury raced through Elei. It was as if all his fear and worry turned into a bright flame of anger inside his chest. 

“Damn you, Kal,” he muttered, marching over to Kalaes and shoving him backward. “What were you thinking?” 

Kalaes stumbled and caught himself on the starboard side. He made a choking noise in his throat and took a deep breath to say something, but he never got the chance. Elei drew back his fist and punched him in the stomach.

Kalaes doubled over. 

“Elei!” Alendra held him back, her fingers clamped like steel bands around his biceps. “Stop it.” 

“Where did you go?” Elei demanded, shaking himself free, anger heating his neck. “We looked everywhere for you, almost didn’t make it, worried ourselves sick. You bastard!” 

Kalaes straightened slowly. He swallowed, the knot in his throat rising and falling. He looked away. 

“Won’t you say something?” Alendra’s voice was tight, a metal coil. “He’s right, you know. We went back almost all the way looking for you.” She cocked her head to the side. “And how the hells did you manage to get the police and the dogs after you?” 

Kalaes staggered to one of the benches and sank down. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “There was something I needed and it was my only damn chance to get if before we left.” 

Elei wiped a hand over his mouth and tasted blood. He’d bitten through his lip. “You could’ve told us.” 

“It was supposed to be a grab-and-go,” Kalaes muttered. “You wouldn’t even have noticed. But the damn owner started shouting, and a Gultur patrol passed by.” Kalaes snorted. “Just my luck.” 

Elei let himself down on the bench, breathing hard, and dropped his backpack to the deck. 

“What was it you needed so badly?” Hera asked. 

“Nothing important,” Kalaes said quietly, and that sent another stab of anger through Elei. 

“It was important enough for you to risk all our lives,” he said. 

Kalaes looked stricken. “I told you, it wasn’t meant to be like that.” He stared down at his hands. 

“Then tell us. Are you sick? Was it medicine you needed?” 

“Yes, it’s medicine, and I’m fine,” Kalaes said. 

“Fine?” Elei shook his head. “You passed out in the aircar!”

Kalaes winced. “I have it under control. I didn’t mean to worry you to death.” 

Elei’s anger faded. “I thought,” he ground out, “that was what family does.” 

“Worrying to death?” Kalaes’ teeth flashed in a quick, crooked smile. 

“Yeah. Among other things,” Elei was suddenly on unfamiliar ground. “I’m sure.” 

Kalaes looked up then, his smile widening, and he reached out to ruffle Elei’s hair. 

Elei ducked half-heartedly. “So you’ll be okay now?” 

Kalaes’ gaze slid sideways at Hera who was watching him intently. “Yeah, I’ll be just fine.” 

“Next time,” Elei said, “tell me when you’re about to take off like that. When you need help. Okay?” 

Kalaes raised a hand, fingers pressed together, and intoned solemnly, “I swear.” 

“Good. Now...” Elei winced, brought his hand to his forearm. His fingers came away streaked with blood. 

“Hells. Damn dog got you good.” Kalaes leaned forward, his mouth compressed in a narrow line, and he pulled his backpack onto his lap. “We need to clean and bandage you.” He fished out a medic-kit. 

“I’ll do it,” Alendra said, reaching for the kit. “Give it here.” 

Kalaes handed the black box over and watched as Elei held the mangled sleeve of his shirt and let Alendra clean the jagged wound. 

“I’d worry about rabies,” Hera said, her eyes scanning the coast of Dakru as it receded, “but I’m sure even rabies is scared of Rex.” 

Sacmis grinned, and it was startling on her usually grim face. The rain of bullets had stopped, and they were all relaxing by degrees. 

Well, all except Hera. The line of her shoulders remained tense, and her jaw was clenched so hard it had to hurt. 

“Why do you think the fleet isn’t flying over us now, trying to sink us?” Elei asked as Alendra wound a bandage around his arm. The pink tip of her tongue stuck out between her teeth, and he blinked, momentarily distracted. 

“Mantis. He said he’d lead them away from us.” 

Alendra went white. “So they’re killing others to let us live.” 

“Life is like that.” Sacmis scowled. “We are born out of the death of others. We have to survive, even if others die for it.” 

“What an awful thing to say.” Alendra tied off the bandage and sat back. “And it doesn’t make it any better.” 

“Nothing can make it better,” Sacmis muttered, her eyes looking black in the near-darkness, broken only by the setting moon. “Our mission is important. If we make it, we’ll save many lives.” 

“Sounds so self-righteous,” Elei mumbled, his head heavy. “Like the gods chose us for this.” He leaned back against one of the tent supports and closed his eyes. Their fleeing and worrying, all that exhaustion finally caught him in one massive blow. 

“I thought we volunteered,” Kalaes said. “You know, to die saving the damn world or something like that.” 

“You never take anything seriously, do you?” Hera snapped. 

“Why,” Kalaes said, and Elei could hear the smirk in his voice, “you hurt my feelings.” 

“You have to have feelings for those to be hurt.” Hera’s voice cracked like a whip. 

“Whatever, Hera.” Kalaes said, his tone sharpening. “You being the expert on feelings and all.” 

There was the sound of a scuffle, and a sharp inhale. 

“Ow,” Kalaes said mildly. “Dammit, Hera. I liked this t-shirt.” 

“Hera,” Sacmis said, “calm down.” 

Elei pried his eyes open with an effort, wondering what was going on, but he only saw Kalaes and Hera glaring at each other. “What is it?” he mumbled. 

“Sleep, fe,” Kalaes patted Elei’s shoulder. “Everything’s fine.” 

Hera struggled in Sacmis’ hold. Her eyes flashed, dark jewels, and her long hair flew in the salty breeze. Elei knew he should ask why Hera was acting like that. Somewhere at the back of his mind he remembered Regina. Hadn’t Hera said her parasite was maturing? 

But Kalaes was there. He’d watch Elei’s back. It was safe. 

And in spite of the rocking boat, Hera’s glare and the possibility of the fleet rising out of the blue to riddle them with bullets, Elei nodded, reassured, and sank into the darkness. 

 

 

***

 

 

Kill him. Kill them all. Worse than insects crawling on your skin, worse than vermin. Hera tried to draw her longgun from its hip holster, but something held her fast, restraining her movements. Nothing can stop you. Take them out. 

Yet she could not reach her gun, and the sweet scent of fellow Gultur enveloped her, calming her. She bit her lip hard, letting the pain center her and chase away the screeching voice from her head. 

Sacmis held her.

Kalaes watched her warily, brows drawn together. The neckline of his t-shirt was ripped, revealing an array of bruises and scars. 

He zipped up his hoodie and turned his gaze away. 

Why was Regina reacting to him even worse than to Elei’s Rex? It made no sense. He teased her a lot, for sure, and yet... He was a mortal male, useless and bothersome as far as Regina was concerned, pitifully weak, not evolved like the Gultur, and not needed for reproduction. All good reasons, but she managed to keep from hurting Elei and Alendra, neither of whom Regina particularly liked for the same reasons.

“Hera?” A voice behind her. Strained. Scared. The arms around her tightened, and a rapid rhythm beat against her back — Sacmis’ heart. 

Hera took a deep breath and forced herself to go limp, relaxing in the gentle hold. “It’s okay. You can let go now.” 

Sacmis hesitated, then released her, and Hera slumped on the bench, feeling the rocking of the boat as it sped through the waves. Horror was trying to break through the cold mantle of numbness that had fallen over her. Her body and mind were out of her control. Sacmis. Sacmis had held her back, as Hera had asked. Maybe she could trust her after all; maybe everything would be all right. 

But the image of Kalaes’ ripped t-shirt, his scared gaze kept replaying in her memory. Holy Nunet, how long before Regina took over completely? 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei slept, and a landscape emerged from the darkness, rising around him. 

He sat on a low bench looking at the vast, heaving sea, listening to the waves crash on the cliffs below. He was in the trashlands of Ost, he knew, and didn’t wonder how he’d arrived there. Heaps of rubbish surrounded him, familiar as the rooms in one’s own home, but something was missing — the stench. The air smelled clean, with a tang of sea breeze and the perfume of a woman, fine musk laced with sugar. 

A shadow walked on the cliff’s edge, outlined in golden light, a female form made of curves and hollows. She approached, hips swinging in a slow rhythm he could almost hear, her hair a fine mist around her face. Her eyes were cat-like, yellow and bright, her skin shimmering, the arch of her throat fine and white. She was so beautiful Elei’s breath caught in his throat. 

“Alendra,” he whispered. She was close, so close her scent curled around him tight, and he reached out to touch her, his blood burning with desire. 

But she stopped and pulled a gun from her belt, long fingers caressing the barrel. She pointed it at his chest. “This won’t hurt,” she said, her voice a low hum, raising goosebumps on his skin. “I promise.” 

“Why now?” he asked, confused. “You can do it later.” They had time, didn’t they? 

“You don’t know what later can bring,” she said. She gestured with her free hand at the sky and it swarmed with aircraft. They didn’t move, but they blinked like watchful eyes. 

“All right then. You should kill me before they do.” So nice of her to think of that. But something else bothered him. “How can I kiss you if you kill me now?” 

She laughed, a tinkle of glass. “Better if you don’t kiss me, better this way. What you don’t try won’t hurt you, don’t you see?” 

He shook his head, still reaching for her. Her lips looked so soft, softer than sleep. “I want to try. With you. Just one kiss.” 

Her eyes glittered like gems. “One kiss and then what?” 

“Then...” Was there anything else after a kiss? Wasn’t that the end of the road, the end of the world? “What then?” 

“You get hurt,” she said and squinted, taking aim, “and then you’ll wish you were dead. So I’ll save you the pain and make it quick.” 

Fear filled his stomach like acid, because kissing her was a need that burned in the marrow of his bones. “No, Alendra, wait!” 

Unheeding, she smiled and pulled the trigger. “You’ll thank me later,” she whispered as the bullet flew true and slammed into his chest. 

“No!” He jerked and shuddered, tried to shift away from the pain he knew would come but couldn’t move, his limbs like stones, meant to drag him down, down deep. “Alendra!” Please don’t. 

“I’m here,” she said, very close to his ear. “Calm down.” 

His blood pounding in his head, he opened his eyes and saw her small face framed in darkness. “Alendra?” he whispered. 

A slight weight on his shoulder turned out to be her hand, holding him securely. He sat up, a crick in his neck where he had propped himself against the tent pole. His arm throbbed beneath the bandage. He drew a shaky breath, but found he didn’t know what to say. 

The boat bumped against the waves, its engine whirring softly, and a cold breeze sliced through his hoodie. Her hand was the only spot of warmth in the world. 

She withdrew it, and her lips curled in a rueful smile. “I thought...” She laughed softly. “I thought you were having a nightmare. Sorry.” 

“No, don’t be.” He stumbled over the words, missing her hand on his shoulder, but not knowing how to get it back. “I was. Having a nightmare, that is.” 

“Were you?” She looked down at her lap. “You were calling out my name. Was I some kind of monster in your dream?” 

Still tangled in the sticky webs of sleep, he struggled to separate dream from waking. “No, it wasn’t like that.” 

He glanced around, trying to ground himself in what was real. Kalaes slept, lying on his side on the bench across from them. Sacmis slept sitting, her sandy head propped on Hera’s shoulder. Fast asleep, Hera had an arm around Sacmis, head tipped back against the other pole. The boatman stood behind the wheel, a dark shape cut from the night. 

What had the dream been trying to tell him? 

“Were you keeping watch?” he asked Alendra, unable to answer his own thoughts. 

“I was.” She gave that tiny smile again and he ached with the desire to cup her face and touch her uptilted lips. She was like daylight, bright and warm.

Just listen to yourself. Kalaes had said it: he hardly knew her. 

Then again, she’d walked with him in the face of danger, held his hand and stayed with him when she could’ve fled. How much more did one need to claim they knew someone? Was it time that mattered or what one did with every passing moment? Did she need him like he needed her? Could he ever ask her that? 

“Sleep,” he said with a sigh. “My turn to keep watch.” 

“No, it’s okay,” she muttered. “I can’t sleep. Strung too high, I guess.” 

Again he longed to reach out and stroke her face. “Why wouldn’t you talk to me back at the safe house, when I was sick?” No sooner had the words left his mouth than he stopped, horrified. “Oh, shit. Forget I asked. Just forget it.” 

She glanced up, a sad look on her face. “I’m sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay.” He swallowed hard. What had come over him, dammit? 

“Elei...” She drew a knee up to her chest and laced her arms around it. She rested her chin on top and half-closed her eyes. The night was dark, the moon had set, but he could see her as if it was day — every detail from her smooth cheeks to her arched brows. “I never apologized for the way I treated you before.” 

He realized he was gaping and forced his mouth shut. 

“I know Hera told you about the telmion plague that took away my family. You said you understood, but it still doesn’t excuse...” She puffed out a soft breath and rubbed her chin on her knee like a cat. “I had no right to treat you badly, especially when you were down and hurt.” 

He realized he’d forgotten how to breathe, and he gulped in a lungful of air. 

“It’s just that I hadn’t seen snakeskin on anyone since the plague,” Alendra continued. “Or on anyone not dying horribly. I was afraid I’d watch you die. Watch all of us die.” 

Elei nodded. He wanted to take her hand and squeeze it, to tell her nobody would die — but it’d be a lie, with the five of them on this crazy mission. And besides... Her voice from his dream came back, saying, ‘One kiss and then what?’ and he knew that, deep inside, it wasn’t just the kiss he was worried about. It was every little gesture she allowed him — sitting close to her, her hand on his shoulder, her gaze on him — all he now took for granted, all she could so easily take away again. That would hurt him a hundred times more, now that he had hope. 

‘You’ll thank me later,’ she’d said in the dream, right before she’d killed him. With a sigh, he leaned back, drifting off among shards of dreams and whispered words. 

A hand shook him, shattering the images and sounds. “Elei,” Alendra said, her voice rising in excitement. “Look.” 

He sat up. Spires loomed across the sea, silvery buildings swathed in haze. The gray pre-dawn dressed them in ghostly splendor. He gripped the edge of the bench, excitement and apprehension twisting his stomach. 

Across from him, Kalaes stirred, rubbing his red-rimmed eyes. “The island of Ert,” he breathed, brows lifting. “Producer of small industry, seat of the Helike Monastery, nearly as poor as Ost, though damn better looking. Never thought I’d see it with my own eyes.” 

Elei sucked a deep breath. Neither did I. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Eleven



 

The coast of Ert rose in a jagged line of scraggy cliffs where seagulls squawked and falcons whistled. The sea boomed between the rocks, and a beacon flashed in the north. 

The boatman circumvented a cape and drove into an open bay. He dropped them off at a deserted pier just as yellow dawn burst in ribbons over the mountaintops of Ker Island across the strait. 

Shouldering their backpacks, they hurried down the pier toward the few warehouses lining the shore road, while the boat swerved and shot out toward Ker. The whine of its engine rang too loud, shattering the silence of the island. 

Hera led the way, looking confident, Sacmis by her side. Kalaes followed, Alendra matching his pace. Elei hurried after them, last of their group. Guilt nibbled at his consciousness. He’d punched Kalaes. What had gotten into him? 

The other boy looked relaxed, his cheeks flushed from the cold, his eyes clear and focused. Something in Elei’s chest unclenched and he drew a deep breath. Kalaes seemed just fine. Whatever medicine he’d stolen had obviously done him good. 

Kalaes caught Elei watching him and grinned, gesturing at the run-down buildings. “Charming place.” 

He didn’t seem upset. Maybe brothers punched each other from time to time as a matter of course. He’d have to ask Kalaes about that. Maybe.

They wound through narrow passages between storehouses and into the streets of a small, quiet town. Sleepy people unlocked stores and scattered food for pigeons in small, fenced yards. They looked up as their ragged little group passed by. They’d make an easy target if the regime knew to find them here, and Elei lengthened his stride, unease like a ghost on his shoulders. 

Hera brought them to a low, long building that looked abandoned. The windows lining its front were broken and dusty, the plaster falling off the wall in chunks larger than Elei’s head, revealing the skeleton underneath — concrete bricks and metal. The entrance door stood ajar, covered in an explosion of colorful graffiti. 

Elei ducked inside, out of the cold wind, and found himself in a dark lobby. He followed the others’ faint forms, his eyes adjusting to the dimness, and sighed with relief. He felt much better under a roof, hiding them from any seleukids and helicopters that might be searching the area. 

A person emerged from the depths of gloom, a young man, stocky and short with a shock of blond hair swept to the side. He stepped back when he saw them, but then nodded at Hera. 

“I rarely have visitors,” he said in a bass voice that vibrated through the low-ceilinged room. 

“Are you Verne?” Sacmis asked. 

“Yes. And you are...?” 

“Tefnut sends us.” Hera stepped forward. “To tell you we’re all human.” 

Elei frowned. Wasn’t that the phrase Afia had said to use if he ever needed help? 

Verne smiled. “Welcome to Ert.” 

He led them down a dark passage and opened a trapdoor. He gestured down. “Here you’ll hide safely until nightfall. Gultur patrols rarely pass by, but with the uproar of the past weeks, you never know.” 

Waiting until nightfall was good. Looking for the entrance to the netherworld in broad daylight, with the fleet scouring the islands to find them, would be the mother of all bad ideas. 

But Hera paused at the dark opening. “And how do we know you will not betray our position and have us slaughtered like rats in a trap?” Her eyes glittered with suspicion. 

“Mantis vouched for Verne,” Sacmis said, laying a hand on Hera’s shoulder. “He would not have done it had he been unsure. I know Mantis.” 

Hera tensed, then relaxed minutely. She gave a jerky nod. “Fine. If you betray us, Verne, I’ll find you and carve your entrails out, tie them to a ladder and leave you to the vultures.” 

Even in the dark, Elei could see the young man blanching. 

“Now that’s settled...” Kalaes drawled, face straight but for a small twitch at the corner of his mouth. 

Elei set his shoulders, pulled on the straps of his backpack, drew his gun and led the way down the creaking metal steps, slow and deliberate, Kalaes right behind him. 

Beneath was a square room furnished with a table and four chairs. Bare metal doors were set in the walls on either side. 

“It’s dark like Nereus’ backside in here,” Kalaes muttered, fumbling for the switch. Muted yellow light flooded the room. 

“How would you know the color of Nereus’ backside?” Elei asked mildly, his ears pricking at a soft sound from the wall. Then he heard the patter of small feet and relaxed. Mice. 

“I paid attention to religion lessons,” Kalaes said piously. 

As the others came down the stairs, Elei went to check what lay behind one of the side doors, gun at the ready. The door swung open under his touch, revealing two bunk beds and the grille of an air duct on the ceiling. Brown blankets covered the mattresses and dust danced in the shaft of light falling through the open door. 

He returned to the central hall just as Kalaes exited the other bedroom. “Just two bunks, and there’s a bathroom attached.” Kalaes dropped his backpack at the foot of the table. “Is there another toilet?” 

“No.” 

“Then I guess we’ll let the girls have it.” Kalaes struck a dramatic pose, one arm outstretched. “The sacrifices we make.” 

Elei shook his head, fighting a grin. It wouldn’t do to encourage Kalaes.

“Since we’re holing up in here until night time,” Alendra said, placing her backpack on the table, “we should eat and rest while we can.” 

“I think that’s an amazingly refreshing idea,” Kalaes said but made no move to sit. He went to lean against the wall, hands in his pockets. “What’s on the menu?” 

“Bread,” Hera said, taking a seat, “and water.” 

“Yum,” Kalaes said, baring his teeth. 

“Actually, I have some roasted pigeon,” Sacmis said, rummaging in her backpack. 

“Now that is food.” Kalaes pushed off the wall and went to investigate the offer. “Mm. Doesn’t look half bad.” 

Elei’s stomach growled and Alendra looked up with a smile. She came to him, a hand outstretched. 

“Come,” she said, “sit. How’s your arm?” 

“It’s okay.” He let her take his hand and drag him to the table. Kalaes gave him an amused look but grabbed some blue algae bread and meat and retreated to the wall, where he ate standing. 

“Wait,” Elei protested as Alendra shoved him toward an empty chair. “I don’t mind standing. Kal can take my seat.” Had she forgotten Kalaes was sick? 

“I can also stand,” Kalaes said, his voice muffled with food. “Sit down, fe, and eat. You’re thin as a stick.” 

“He looks fine to me,” Alendra retorted. 

Kalaes grinned, eyes crinkling at the corners. “I’ll bet he does. But feel free to fuss over him all you like.” 

Alendra’s face turned a deep crimson. She bent over her backpack, pulling out things at random — a small handgun, a hair band, a bottle of water — and plonking them on the table. 

At a loss, Elei seized a chunk of bread and started eating. If she thought he looked fine, why did she insist he sit down? 

He studied her face, but she was resolutely arranging items inside her backpack and wouldn’t meet his gaze. 

What in the hells was he missing? 

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes was first to leave the room, claiming exhaustion. Elei eyed him and found him a little too pale for his liking. 

“He looks better,” Alendra said, as if guessing his thoughts. “It was probably just stress.” 

Elei suppressed a shudder and nodded. 

“I’m going to bed.” Hera pushed back her chair, and Sacmis rose at the same time. 

“I’m tired,” Sacmis declared, her gray eyes hooded, her mouth curled in a half smile. “Bed sounds nice.” 

Hera frowned, but she just turned around and yanked the door to the other bedroom open. Without a backward glance, she strode through, followed by Sacmis. The door slammed shut. 

“Good night,” Alendra murmured, her eyes round. “What was that about?” 

Elei shrugged and wondered if Hera was still upset about Sacmis’ secrecy. The other Gultur had proven quite trustworthy so far. 

Then again, who was he to offer Hera advice on human relations? 

“I think I’ll turn in too.” He stifled a yawn and caught Alendra’s gaze on him. “What?” He wondered if the tel-marks had spread and he ran his fingers over his cheek. 

She caught and lowered his hand, her skin cool. Then she reached up and touched the snakeskin. He flinched but she didn’t stop, caressing the rough scales, and he forced himself to stay still. He only felt a light pressure wherever her fingertips rested, exploring the marks. Her eyes were half-closed, as if she was listening to some distant music. 

Elei held his breath. He wondered what was going through her mind — why she was touching what she loathed most. 

“Hera told me,” she whispered, “that scars are beautiful.” 

He stiffened. Scars were ugly things. But if she was making fun of him, her face and voice didn’t betray it. He caught her hand and brought it down to rest on the table top. He could feel her pulse like tiny wings beating under his fingers. 

“I’ve made you uncomfortable.” She pulled back. Her eyes shimmered. “I’m sorry.” 

“You didn’t—” 

But she was already leaving the table. “You must be so angry with me.” 

Horrified, he jumped up and reached after her. “No, I’m not. Alendra—” 

“You’re not what?” Kalaes asked. He stood at the doorway, running a hand through his dark hair. He blinked sleepily. “Did I interrupt something?” 

“No,” Alendra said. 

“Yes,” Elei said. 

Kalaes snorted. “Make up your mind, children.” 

“We were talking,” Elei said, looking at Alendra, but she was busy staring at the corner of the room. 

“Oh, right.” Kalaes shrugged. “Man, I really need to use the bathroom.” 

He wandered to the door of the other bedroom and opened it quietly. He entered, then a shout sounded and he backed out, lifting his hands. 

Through the open door, Elei saw Hera and Sacmis locked in an embrace. They were naked, the diamond-like scales of Regina glimmering on their breastbones and the white arches of their long necks. Their hair was loose, dark and golden locks intertwining on their shoulders and arms like snakes, their slender bodies pressed together so close not even a sheet of paper would fit between them. 

“Don’t shoot,” Kalaes said, taking another step back. “Dying before taking a piss would suck.” 

It was only then Elei noticed the longgun in Hera’s hand, pointed at Kalaes. She was breathing hard, and the blood had drained from her face, leaving it white as a moon. Her gaze flicked to Elei and back to Kalaes.

“This is not what it seems,” she managed. 

“It is not?” Sacmis frowned as she pried the gun from Hera’s hand.

“It certainly is,” Kalaes said and lowered his hands. “My fault, I should’ve knocked, but I thought you’d be—” 

“Yes, you should,” Hera snapped, and Sacmis tightened her arms around her, gun and all. 

“—asleep,” Kalaes finished. He winked at Elei. “Some sleep, huh?” 

“Kalaes!” Hera pulled back from Sacmis, red blossoming on her cheekbones. “Close the damn door already.” 

Kalaes cocked his head to the side, hair hiding his eyes. “I’ll leave you to it then,” he said. “Have fun.” 

And he closed the door. He turned to Elei and Alendra, a grin splitting his face. “Told you they’d jump each other’s bones at the first opportunity.” He sighed. “I guess I’ll have to piss under the stars tonight.” 

Alendra made a noise at the back of her throat, as if she’d swallowed a fly. Elei bent his head to hide the heat in his face. Hells. It looked like Hera had finally kissed Sacmis after all. And Sacmis had more than returned her kiss.

While the thought made him smile, he looked up and found Alendra had turned her back to him. His chest tightened. 

One kiss. 

 

 

***

 

 

“So this is not what it seems?” Sacmis whispered, her back to Hera. It was a beautiful back, graceful and strong, narrowing to a small waist and slim hips. The fine scales of Regina rippled down her spine. 

“It depends on what this is supposed to be.” Hera felt anger flare again. Damn Kalaes, always poking his nose where it did not belong, always... always what? She shook her head, trying to dislodge the dark mood, not sure why she was so upset with him. 

Sacmis was staring at her over a fine-boned, pale shoulder. She was so pretty. “What do you want it to be, Hera?” 

Dangerous territory. “I think... I want too much, and it’s too soon and not the right place and time.” 

“There’s no time like now. Tomorrow is fraught with danger.” Sacmis licked her lips, and Hera could not look away. “What do you want?” 

Again that question. If only she had a clear answer. “I want to hold you.” Of this she was sure. 

“Come here.” Sacmis pulled Hera down with her and brought their bodies together once more. 

“Sacmis, wait...” 

Sacmis sighed. “Just sleep next to me, Hera. I am not asking anything else. I missed you so much all these years.” 

Hera nodded, a knot in her throat. She settled, inhaling Sacmis’ scent at the juncture of shoulder and neck, pressing closer. Gods, I’ve missed you, too, she wanted to say, but couldn’t. 

 

 

***

 

 

 

That night Elei dreamed he floated in luminous blue. He was underwater, in the deep ocean, his limbs growing heavy. He sank slowly among shoals of silvery fish and white jellyfish that pulsed like translucent hearts. Wonder filled him as dolphins flashed past, their sing-song calls filling his ears. He reached out to touch them but sank deeper, in darker waters. 

Eyes blinked in the black-blue depths, and different voices sounded, strident and yet musical. He moved his arms and legs, trying to slow his fall. He didn’t know how to swim, and now the descent frightened him. He couldn’t draw air. As he flailed, sinking like a stone, lithe forms shot up and surrounded him, gripped his arms and legs. Their strength was overwhelming, and their fishtails beat the water. Silver hair floated around their silhouettes like clouds, and when they raised their faces toward him, they were beautiful girls, solemn and sad. 

Mermaids. 

Panic gripped him and he fought harder, but couldn’t break free, couldn’t breathe. His lungs burned. 

One of the creatures came to hover before him. The mermaid opened her arms wide. He could see her slender arms and her naked breasts, round and perfect, pale as if carved of cliff rock. Then she looked up and it was Alendra, the honey gold of her eyes glowing in the dark. She put her arms around him, and the other mermaids swam away, leaving them alone. 

Alendra leaned closer, lifted her face and pressed her body to his, all curves and smooth valleys, and he forgot about breathing as his body tightened painfully, aroused and eager. 

“Alendra...” he whispered, his lips hovering near hers, his arms pulling her supple body closer. She let him, and lifted her fingers to his mouth, caressing his lips, making him gasp. 

“Elei?” A male voice smashed the dream into a thousand glittering pieces. Elei jerked. He was twisted in the blanket and covered in sweat. 

“Hey.” Kalaes stood by his bed, a frown on his face. “Wake up. It’s just a bad dream.” 

“Yeah, I’m...” Elei’s voice cracked and he swallowed. He sat up. “I’m okay.” Heat licked at his face. Kalaes had thought he was having a nightmare. Well, he wasn’t going to explain. “Go back to sleep.” 

“It’s evening,” Kalaes said and sank back on his bed. He rubbed both hands over his face. “Probably time to go. I should go and see if Her Highness Hera is awake.” 

“Just knock on the door this time.” Elei fell back on the knotted blanket, yawning. “Or maybe you’d rather not?” 

Kalaes snickered. “I wish,” he said, “but Hera will kill me for sure if I do it again.” He dragged his boots from the floor and pulled them on, got up and ran a hand through his wild hair. “I swear, I’ve never seen a chick in a worse mood than her, and that says a lot. On the boat, I honestly thought she was going to kill me.” 

Maybe she was, Elei thought uneasily as Kalaes walked out the door. He couldn’t recall telling him that Regina was pushing Hera to her limits as it matured, trying to make her hurt mortals. 

Making a mental note to talk to him about it, Elei got to his feet. He thought about his dream and heat coiled heavy in his belly. 

Stop. He shook himself, checked the wound under the bandage, satisfied that it wasn’t bleeding anymore, and pulled on his pants and boots. Now was not the time or place to lust after Alendra — or ever. Get over it. 

He found her sitting in the main room, her hair a tumble of silver on her shoulders. Unable to meet her gaze after his dream — the feeling of her naked, soft curves under his hands flickering in his memory — he grabbed a bottle of water and leaned against the wall. 

By the time Kalaes came out of the girls’ bedroom, followed by Hera and Sacmis, Elei was pretty sure he had his thoughts and body under some semblance of control. 

“All set and ready to go,” Kalaes said cheerfully, as if talking about a stroll through the country. “Grab your bags and, um,” he waved a hand at Alendra, “put up your hair, or whatever it is you girls do before you head out.” 

Alendra rolled her eyes. She lifted her hair, produced a hairband from her pocket and snapped it on. Her ponytail swung behind her as she rose, a shifting sheet of light. 

“Elei? Are you with us, fe?” 

Elei blinked. He nodded, and automatically turned toward their room to grab his backpack. 

“He’s daydreaming,” Sacmis said, laughter in her voice. “Person-dreaming.” 

Hera snorted. Elei stopped in his tracks, then forced himself to keep going. He could swear he felt Alendra’s gaze on the back of his neck. As he pulled the door open and escaped into the bedroom, he heard Kalaes say, “Well, we all know now who you’re person-dreaming and kiss-sharing with, Sacmis.” 

Elei grabbed his backpack and shouldered it, taking a deep breath as he did. So this was it. Now they’d see if the map was true, if they’d interpreted the symbols correctly, and if all the trouble, all the lives lost and all the running would pay off. 

It had better, he thought, thinking of Pelia — Hecate — and what she’d set in motion to bring them where they stood now. 

There was no turning back. 

 

 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twelve



 

Verne led them behind the building — an abandoned tax-collecting post of the Gultur — and along quiet streets. A few flickering lamp posts marked their passage, lighting a rusty infopole, reflecting in a closed shop window, forming a pool of light in which a beggar woman huddled like a black vulture. 

Elei tugged his hood over his face, then checked his Rasmus. Was it possible that the Gultur had tracked them down and were waiting for them to show up at the underworld entrance? 

He patted his gun, aware that, if the fleet arrived, a few bullets wouldn’t be enough to save them. 

As if hearing his thoughts, or maybe uneasy himself, Verne walked faster, practically jogging down the street. 

With a soft curse, Hera went after him and grabbed his arm. “Slow down!” The wind lifted her dark hair, sifting through the shiny strands. “You’ll get us all killed.” 

Verne stopped, hands trembling at his sides. “Let me go.” 

“He heard you.” Kalaes took three steps and pried Hera’s fingers off before they broke the man’s arm. He placed his tattooed hand on Verne’s shoulder and made himself into a barrier between them. “We all heard you; in fact, probably everyone in the neighborhood did. Calm down.” 

“He’s making people suspicious.” Her voice carried on the still, cold air like a bell tolling. 

“What’s up with you?” Kalaes ground out. “You know damn better than to advertise our presence like this.” 

“He,” Hera jabbed a finger at Verne, “was the one running as if the dogs of the fifth hell were chasing—” 

“Hera,” Sacmis said, just that one word, and Hera fell silent, then turned away, her shoulders stiff. 

Verne looked from one to the other. Sweat stood in sparkling drops on his brow, despite the chill. “I can only point you in the right direction,” he said, his voice shaking as much as his hands, a sort of all-encompassing tremor. 

“That’s fine.” Kalaes frowned. “Just don’t run. Hera’s right.” 

As they started off again, Alendra’s gaze flicked toward a nearby building, and Elei turned to look. A man lounged against the dirty wall, chewing on an unlit cigarette, hands in his pockets. The posture was Kalaes’ favorite, and maybe it was seeing another person standing that way that made Elei’s hair stand on end. 

Or maybe not. The man observed them from under his blond fringe, his gaze keen, and a shiver ran up Elei’s spine. He nodded at Alendra and they hurried to join the others. As they trudged past shuttered storehouses and dark buildings, Alendra mentioned the man. 

“Maybe we’re the most interesting thing he’s seen in decades.” Kalaes grinned, but his heart didn’t seem to be in it. 

Verne left them at the end of the street, practically the end of the little town, where the last houses curled like dogs in the dirt. He vanished behind a fence; there one second, the next gone.

The mountains rose like towers against the dark sky, lights peppering their slopes where villages nestled. The vertical mass of the range loomed over them. Salt marshes stretched south as far as the horizon where the narrow buildings of a town stabbed the clouds. Grasses tall as Elei clustered in groves and thickets, speckling the landscape. 

The quiet was broken only by the rustling of grasses and the flutter of nightbirds nesting in the marshes. Hera, Sacmis and Kalaes led the way, Elei and Alendra following. 

The clouds covered the moon as they walked, plunging the world into blackness. Alendra stumbled and Elei barely caught her before she fell. In the dark, she was as good as blind.

He kept his hand on her arm. “Walk with me,” he whispered, and she nodded. 

Hera held Kalaes’ arm, probably for the same reason he held Alendra’s, while Sacmis walked a few steps ahead, scouting. 

Something rustled behind them and Elei’s spine stiffened. He twisted to look but nothing was visible between them and the town. He continued walking, guiding Alendra’s steps, and he thought of the man who’d been observing them. An uneasy feeling settled on the back of his neck. Was someone following them? He looked again and small movements in the shrubs made him catch his breath. Yet he didn’t see anyone. They skirted a grove of cordgrass with stems of his height, the spiky tops shaking, sharp like blades.

The others were at least twenty feet ahead, and the distance was widening. With a curse, he pulled Alendra along faster. 

Soon he found out that guiding a virtually blind person through a marsh wasn’t an easy job. Although the tide was low, and the ground pretty much dry, Alendra kept slipping in patches of slimy mud and tripping on clumps of stiff marsh grass. 

Without warning, she wrapped a slender arm around his waist and held on, her whole body quivering. 

Elei stopped so suddenly they almost fell over. “Alendra?” She’d always kept some distance before. He could feel the line of her smaller body against him, a seam of fire where the curve of her hip fit against his thigh, the softness of her breast against his ribs. 

“What is it?” she asked, her scent rising again around him, tearing down his defenses. 

“Nothing, just...” He turned his head, longing to bury his face in her hair, and saw something move behind them — low, in the grasses. 

Shit. He pushed Alendra away, her yelp followed by a loud crunch as she fell in a thicket of giant glassworts, their green, fleshy leaves swallowing her. Acid grass scent rose. 

Elei drew his Rasmus and took aim. Something moved in the undergrowth, careful and slow. Could a person move so silently? 

Another thought stuck him. What if it wasn’t a person? What if it was a wild dog? On Ost they were a constant threat; they’d killed Albi, and others he’d known. The thought froze him. 

He could hear Alendra behind him, extricating herself from the grass with puffs of annoyance, and then the low snick as she cocked her gun. He rather hoped the bullet wasn’t meant for him. 

Another rustle in the grass. Rex pounded in the back of Elei’s eye and lights sprang up, though fainter than usual. That didn’t mean there was no danger, only that the medicine he took had weakened Rex. 

The heads of the stems swayed. Setting his jaw, he squinted and aimed. 

A small dark shadow burst out, and Elei jerked, stepping back. It was a cat. A black cat. 

“Cat?” he whispered, not daring to believe it. How could Cat have followed him all the way from Dakru City? 

The little cat trotted over to him, tail erect, ears perked, meowing, and he stared like a fool, gun still pointing. 

“Is that a cat?” Alendra hissed. “Your cat? What the hells?” 

Elei shook his head. Something burned in the back of his eyes as the cat wound itself between his legs, purring like a broken aircar engine. “Hey...” It couldn’t be his cat. It had to be some random stray from the town. 

The cat looked up at him with bright blue eyes that glowed faintly. Rex. With a sigh, Elei holstered his gun and scooped up the little cat, placing him — it was definitely a he — on his shoulder. “Let’s go.” 

Much to his relief, Alendra said nothing and made no sarcastic comment about Cat or parasites. She just clicked the gun safety back on, holstered her weapon, and took his hand. Her fingers were warm and tight around his own. 

“Lead on, all-seeing one,” she said, and he grinned, even though he knew she couldn’t see it. 

 

 

***

 

 

The marshes seemed endless. Alendra stumbled time and again, her breathing harsh. Her back was drenched in sweat. Elei wondered for a moment if Hera had lost the way. That map was sketchy; maybe she had misread something. 

He could see Kalaes, his head of wild hair bent toward Hera’s, Sacmis on his other side. 

“What can you see?” Alendra whispered, so close to his ear her breath tickled. 

“They’re slowing down.” 

“Maybe we’re close.” He could hear the hope in her voice. 

“Maybe.” He was scratched from the bushes and hard grasses, covered in mud and weary. 

Sacmis gestured for them to approach. She’d thrown back her hood and her blond hair gleamed like a silver helmet in the moonlight. Elei pulled Alendra along, Cat gripping his shoulder so hard the tiny claws scratched his skin. 

Hera and Kalaes were scrambling up a small hillock that rose above the marshes. Sacmis grabbed Alendra’s other arm and they went up together, slipping in mud and loose rocks. 

“Hoping to get an overview of the place?” Alendra panted. “Are we lost?” 

“No.” Sacmis pulled her around a larger rock. “We’ve arrived.” 

The entrance? Elei scrambled up after them. The top of the hillock was flat and even, a circular platform, and Kalaes and Hera crouched at its center. 

Elei walked around them. His steps echoed. He tapped his heel and the ground underneath rang like a giant bell. 

“What are you doing?” Hera asked, annoyance bleeding into her voice.

“It’s metal,” he said. “This whole hilltop is metal.” In the middle of the marshes, miles away from the nearest city. Somehow, until then, it had all seemed like a strange tale —the map, the tunnels, the vents. He realized he’d expected to find nothing and return to Dakru empty-handed. 

“I can’t see a damn thing,” Kalaes muttered, huddling next to Hera. 

“You’re just a mortal. What did you expect?” Hera said. 

Kalaes huffed. “Well, excuse me for existing. What do you see?” 

“It’s a hatch,” Hera said.  

The wheel was big like the round table in Pelia’s dining room. Its surface was covered in lichen and moss.

“Can you open it, Hera?” Sacmis asked. 

“Let me try.” Kalaes gripped the wheel. 

“I think it will take more than one person,” Hera said. “Elei, come here. Sacmis, you too. Between Regina and Rex, we should pack enough strength to turn the wheel.” 

Elei approached the hatch and knelt next to Hera, with Sacmis on his other side. Around them were small, round holes, cut into the metal at irregular intervals, big enough for Cat to fit through. Ventilation?


Alendra sank to her knees next to Kalaes and put her hands on the wheel. It was so rusty Elei wondered if it’d fall apart the moment he grabbed it. 

But it didn’t. He curled his fingers around its circumference. The metal was icy. “What’s it made of?” 

“Must be ancient,” Hera breathed in awe, running her hands over it. “Who knows? Some secret alloy?”

“Let’s do this,” Kalaes said. Elei could see his crooked smile, his teeth flashing in the dark. 

Elei tightened his grip and pulled. He didn’t feel strong; either Rex didn’t sense danger or was so weakened it couldn’t help him. Careful what you wish for...


Hera panted, straining. Muscles bulged on Kalaes’ arms. Elei gritted his teeth, his hands burning. 

“Pull,” Sacmis grated. “Harder.” 

The wheel lurched. It was a tiny shift, but Elei felt it in his bones. “It’s moving!” 

He pulled, hearing the others curse. Sweat dripped into his eyes. Cat jumped off and stared at them from the sidelines. 

Then, as if some brake gave, the wheel lurched and turned. Elei’s hands slipped and he fell sideways. Rolling over, he looked up at the gray clouds streaking against the black sky and tried to catch his breath. 

“Back on your feet,” Kalaes grunted. “Let’s open this hatch before the fleet decides to do a fly-over.” 

That got Elei moving. He took his place and helped to heave the great wheel around until, with a keening screech, it finally ground to a halt. 

Kalaes met Elei’s gaze over it. “Ready to see what’s below?”  

Placing his hands on the cold metal, Elei dug his heels in the soft layer of soil covering the metal of the hatch, lowered his head, and pushed together with the others. The hatch creaked, grass roots resisting where they’d grown inside the rim, the hatch door scraping on red lichen and pebbles as it finally shifted. 

“It’s opening,” Alendra said. 

Elei’s heart beat in his temples, and sweat ran in rivulets down his back and legs. “Good,” was all he managed before he felt the hatch give. 

With a ponderous groan, it rose, raining soil, clumps of vegetation and dirt on them. Elei shielded his face with his forearm as the door swung higher, a round eye against the sky. 

Underneath was a black hole with a ladder shimmering inside like a pearl inside an oyster. 

Cat stood at the rim and peered down, tail whipping. 

“Hey, that looks like your cat,” Kalaes said, panting. 

Elei shrugged. Before he could say anything, Cat jumped into the hole. 

“No.” Elei bent over the hole and stared into the darkness, his eyes adjusting enough to see the smooth, curved walls of a well. “Dammit, Cat.” 

“They say cats have nine lives.” Alendra looked down. “It should be okay.” 

Elei passed his sleeve over his sweaty face. She was trying to comfort him, and that made him feel warm inside. Well, maybe he didn’t have nine lives, but he’d chosen to come this far and he’d at least do what he could to protect his friends. 

“Going in,” he said before Hera or Kalaes or anyone else had a chance to open their mouth. He slid his legs inside, found the first rung, and smiled. “Follow the black cat.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The vertical vent was wide, its walls covered in slimy moss. The powdery smell of mold hung heavy on the still air. 

It was the stillness that tightened Elei’s stomach. If the vent led to tunnels and underground chambers, shouldn’t the air be moving, circulating? 

He descended, fingers tight around the rungs, placing foot after foot, the soles of his boots sometimes slipping on the cold metal. There was a soft vibration in the walls, as if a heartbeat passed through them, as if they were descending into the gullet of a beast. 

Glancing up, he could see Hera’s boots and long legs, and farther up, a sliver of light. Dawn must’ve broken. They hadn’t closed the hatch door completely, wedging a couple of rocks in the rim, in case there was no way to reopen it from the inside. In case this was a dead end and they had to go back. 

Where in the hells was Cat? Had the kitty fallen to his death? Weren’t animals supposed to have a strong feeling of self-preservation? He’d been really glad to see Cat again, dammit, as long as it’d lasted. 

Insects crawled on the walls— spiders and cockroaches, flies and millipedes. They moved quickly, not sluggish with cold as he’d often seen them in the trashlands of Ost when winter came. Every living creature had been slow to move then, slow to breathe; everything suspended in the cold. 

So maybe there was warmth farther down. He thought he heard a faint meow. “Cat!” he called, not loud, but his voice bounced off the walls of the well and amplified until his ears rang. 

“Quiet,” Hera muttered above him and the word danced inside the vent like a butterfly. 

After that, he didn’t dare call out again and climbed down as fast as he could. Somewhere, some time, the vent had to end, and either they’d be able to continue or go back up. He really hoped it wouldn’t be the latter. He thought of Alendra, thought of Kalaes who’d barely begun to get his strength back, and his stomach twisted in a knot. There had to be a tunnel waiting for them below. Please. 

The line of light above had long been swallowed by the dimness. The thermos clanked in Elei’s backpack and he tried to remember when he’d last had the medicine. Well, it’d be hard to attempt to kill Hera as they clung onto a ladder, wouldn’t it? He forced his mind to other things. 

How had Cat come to Ert? If there were tunnels under the straits between the islands, maybe Cat had used one. Then he remembered the holes he’d seen on the metal platform. Had Cat come through there? 

Were the sewage tunnels on Dakru City connected to the larger network? What about the underground chamber Kalaes and Maera had taken him to when he’d first arrived in Dakru? He remembered the strange symbols he’d seen on the walls of the sewage tunnels, and he slowed enough to trail a hand next to the ladder. Under the moss and mold it was hard to tell, but he thought he felt relief shapes underneath. 

Caught up in his endless loop of thoughts, he yelped in surprise when his foot met a ringing metal surface instead of the ladder. 

“Elei?” Kalaes called from above, creating a deafening din.

“What is it?” Alendra and Hera asked at the same time. 

Elei moved his foot around on the surface, trying to determine if it was stable. “I think... I’ve found a floor.” 

His tainted eye showed him the metal floor underneath him in a blue flash, with the yellow and red pinpricks of living insects. A meow made him twist around. Cat was a ball of red color, a warm presence, stalking toward him. If Cat stood on that floor, maybe he could as well. 

Maybe. Of course, he had like a hundred and thirty pounds on Cat. Crap. 

He licked dry lips and put his foot down. Nothing creaked alarmingly, so he lowered the other and stood. Waited. 

“What’s happening?” Kalaes whispered. 

“He’s standing,” Hera said. “The floor seems stable.” 

Elei moved a few steps away from the ladder. Cat came to rub his small face on his pants. “Yeah, it seems okay.” 

Hera grunted and climbed off, letting Kalaes and Sacmis follow. Meanwhile, Elei walked around carefully, testing, making sure the platform wouldn’t crumble.

Then suddenly there was no more floor. 

He opened his mouth but no sound came out, and he pitched forward into a blackness not even he could fathom. 

A hand grabbed the back of his hoodie and hauled him back. “Dammit, fe, don’t do this to me.” Kalaes shone a flashlight in Elei’s face. “If I die of a heart-attack, I’ll never forgive you.” 

Elei snorted, too shaken to do anything but stand there, Kalaes’ hand still bunched behind his neck, the flashlight cutting a line of white in the dark. 

When his breathing had calmed enough to speak, Elei said, “Platform.” 

“Yeah, I gathered. No walls. Just a resting place.” Kalaes released him, but as an afterthought he caught Elei’s arm and led him back toward the center. The three girls huddled at the foot of the ladder. 

“What are they doing?” 

“There’s another hatch. The ladder continues down.” 

Elei groaned. Of course they hadn’t found the bottom. Who knew how deep the vent was. As they approached, Hera lifted the lid and peered down. 

“Let’s rest,” Sacmis said with a sigh. “This is even worse than training. At least then we could see the end of the ladder.” 

Hera gave a non-committal grunt. 

“I’ll take that as agreement? Damn, I’m getting good at translating.” Kalaes took off his backpack, set it down, and settled next to it, stretching his legs. He placed the flashlight beside him. 

“Turn that off,” Hera said, “to preserve the battery.”

He did, plunging them into darkness. “I swear, every single muscle in my body is having a protest demonstration. With banners and placards and everything.” Kalaes closed his eyes. 

Sacmis gave a wry smile, pulled a bottle of water from her pack and shoved it into Kalaes’ hands. “Here, drown your sorrows.” 

Kalaes cracked an eye open and one corner of his mouth twitched up. “Girl, it’ll take much more than water to drown these protests. But since I don’t suppose anyone had the foresight to bring something stronger,” he raised the bottle in a toast, “I’ll just have to make do, won’t I?” 

Elei lowered himself to the floor, removed his backpack and rubbed his aching shoulders. Alendra reached toward him and placed her hand on his arm, then his face. 

“Elei?” she said uncertainly, and he smiled in the dark, fighting with all he had the desire to lean into her touch. 

“Yeah,” he said, glad his voice didn’t waver. 

“Oh, good,” she said, and passed him water and a piece of bread. He took both, trying not to stare at the slender line of her throat, knowing she couldn’t see him. He felt like a voyeur, and with that thought, he finally managed to look away. 

“So, how far down do these vents go?” Sacmis asked around a mouthful of bread. “How deep do you think we are?” 

“According to the map, this vent goes down as far as twenty thousand feet,” Hera said quietly. 

“Holy shit.” Kalaes choked on his water. “We’ll never reach the bottom.” 

“Maybe we don’t need to,” Alendra said. “Do the tunnels and chambers start so far down?” 

“No, there are tunnels less deep,” Hera said. “There are paired numbers on the ladder. I believe one must be the depth, and the other—” 

A bang sounded in the vent. They jerked and looked about, even those who were blind in the dark. 

“What was that?” Kalaes whispered and reached for his flashlight. 

“Don’t turn that on,” Hera hissed. “Wait.” 

“Could be some animal,” Sacmis whispered. “Maybe more cats.” 

Cat jumped on Elei’s shoulder, scaring the crap out of him, and growled, sending vibrations down Elei’s body. 

“Maybe it’ll start raining cats,” Kalaes mused. “I should’ve brought a wide-rimmed hat.” 

Alendra giggled, a nervous sound. The noise didn’t repeat, and they went back to eating, quiet and subdued. 

When another clank sounded above, they stopped. 

“I think,” Elei said, rising, “someone’s coming down.” 

Kalaes shoved the bottle into his backpack. “You don’t think Verne decided to follow us? Maybe Hera forgot her hair ribbons and lipstick back at the town.” 

“Kal, hush.” Hera put a finger to her lips. “Sobek’s tail, I think—” 

Something fell down the vent. Alendra yelped, Sacmis hauled her back, Kalaes half-rose, shouting for them to look out.

Elei stumbled back. Something struck his hip and knocked him to his knees. Hera grabbed him, and he realized he’d been about to fall off the rim again. “What in the five hells was that?” he whispered. 

“A rock,” Hera said, disgusted. 

“The rocks we placed to keep the hatch open?” Kalaes’ voice was flat. 

“Too big,” Sacmis muttered. “Kalaes—” 

The same clanking noise, and Elei turned to Hera. “We need to move.” 

He wondered if the same thought had entered her mind — even if the rocks didn’t kill them, the platform may collapse under the growing weight. 

“Let’s go down.” Hera stepped away from him. “Now!” 

A rock fell where she’d stood, and the metal platform shuddered. Shit. Kalaes grabbed a backpack and cradled it to his chest. He gasped and moved aside as another rock fell right next to him. 

“Pissing hells,” Elei said, his voice unsteady. “Alendra, you go first.” Cat meowed and climbed up Elei’s leg to his shoulder. 

“I won’t be able to see,” she said. “You should go first.” 

“Fine. Where’s my pack?” He spotted two by the opening. “Just a second—” 

Another rock cluttered down. It hit the packs and they tumbled down the hole. 

Gone.

Elei gaped. 

“Move it, fe!” Kalaes shouted. “We need to haul ass.”

“My medicine. It was in my pack.” Elei swallowed hard. This was bad. Very bad. 

“Let’s survive this first,” Sacmis growled close to his ear and pushed him toward the vent. “Go.” 

Kalaes clutched his pack, his face white, as Elei slid his legs into the opening without another word. At least Kalaes still had his medicine. Elei climbed down fast, rocks raining from above, Alendra and the others following him. The last one, Sacmis perhaps, closed the hatch. The platform shook over their heads, booming like a gong with each hit. 

Elei’s pulse roared in his ears. Sacmis was right. If the platform collapsed, they wouldn’t need medicine, or anything else. Not anymore.

 

 

 






  







 

 

Chapter Thirteen



 

“See anything?” Alendra asked, hanging on the ladder above Elei. Her question echoed. 

He peered between his feet. “Nothing yet.” And, even worse, no change in the staleness of the air, no fresh current coming up. He had the feeling of descending into a death trap, his hands growing numb from the cold touch of the metal.

“I see something,” Alendra said.

A glance down showed him the end of the ladder. Below was a round platform no bigger than his arm span. He tried it and it felt stable. He stood with the black void surrounding him and a sinking feeling in his stomach. Nothing was there. They’d never retrieve their lost bags. His medicine was gone. 

A glance over the side — damn heights — showed him another ladder. He took a steadying breath and called a warning to the others before searching with his foot for the first rung while Cat clung to his shoulder. 

He really preferred his feet on solid ground.

Sending a vague plea for protection to whichever god or goddess might be listening, he grabbed the ladder and started down. 

Lower and lower he went, relieved to see the others above him, following. He lost himself in the rhythm of descent. It seemed like days later when he looked down and finally saw something in the depths. 

He leaned back to get a better look. “Hold up.” 

“What is it?” Alendra whispered. 

“Looks like another big platform.” 

When they reached it, Cat jumped off him and bounded noiselessly around. Elei tapped the floor with his foot. “This isn’t metal.” It sounded like stone or concrete. 

“So, not a platform?” Alendra stepped down next to him. “Elei?” 

“I’m right here.” He placed a hand on her elbow and she jumped. “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” Her breathing came fast. The utter darkness had to be unnerving. 

He heard the thump of the others’ boots as they left the ladder. Kalaes cursed as Sacmis led him by the hand toward them. 

“I feel like I’ve gone blind,” he said. “The damn flashlight’s lost. Don’t they have any lights down here?” 

“Maybe they also have luxury rooms for us to sleep,” Hera muttered. 

“Well, not if this place was made for Gultur, of course.” Kalaes pulled on the straps of his backpack. His and Hera’s were the only ones remaining. “You’d sleep on freezing concrete with your gun for your pillow, I’m sure. I wouldn’t expect anything less.” 

“Oh, of course not.” Hera sucked a sharp breath. “Because you know everything about us, right?” Her voice was dangerously low.

It made Elei’s muscles clench. “Hey.” He moved toward her but didn’t dare touch her, not sure of his own self-restraint. “He’s only joking.” With Hera ready to strangle them at every step, and without his medicine, coming to blows was probably a matter of time. “We need to hurry.” 

Sacmis rapped her knuckles lightly on what looked like a metal wall. “We’re in a kind of room,” she said. 

A roofless space made of metal. And their packs weren’t there. They must’ve fallen wide. Damn. 

“Any doors?” Alendra asked. 

“None that I can see,” Sacmis said. 

“The map shows that it connects to a tunnel to the south-east.” Hera’s small face was thoughtful. 

“And how do we know where south-east is?” Kalaes asked, quite reasonably, in Elei’s opinion. “We haven’t got a compass and it’s not like we can see the position of the sun.” 

He waited for Hera to reply, to say she knew another way, that she sensed it gods dammit, that Regina could do it, even in the depths of the earth. 

But Hera shrugged, and Elei’s heart sank. “Let’s get out of here first.” 

Think, think, dammit. His head pounded. He wondered if the oxygen was running low and if that was the reason his head felt thick, full of spiderwebs.

No doors. But they’d been going down. Down below. “Another trap door,” he breathed. 

“Where?” Sacmis asked.

“My guess is at the center, where Kalaes is standing.”

Kalaes looked down at his combat boots as if he could penetrate the dark. “Come again?” 

Elei walked over to him. A faint outline showed on the floor. “Here”.

Both of them knelt and brushed away dirt. “There’s a handle,” Kalaes said. He turned toward the others, well, in their general direction, and grinned. “This way, ladies and gentlemen. The show is moving down to the nether hells, as promised. And may the gods be with us.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The next level was only ten feet or so below. Elei stood on another concrete floor and waited for the others. This time they landed in a tunnel. The walls were dry, but the cool air flowing through held a scent of mold and wet rock. He thought he also smelled animal droppings and rot as he took deep breaths, feeling his head clear, the pounding headache ease. 

They dropped into the tunnel one by one, Hera, Kalaes, Sacmis, and lastly Alendra, who smiled. He knew why; she could see. The arched roof glowed with phosphorescent moss that gave a green cast to her face and made her eyes shimmer. 

“Where to now?” Kalaes asked. “Hera, please tell me you’ve still got that map.” 

Hera pulled the folded paper from her pocket and spread it on the ground. “Here.” She pointed at a symbol. Elei leaned closer and saw the cache she’d chosen, on Dakru. “We need to get here.” 

“You know this is insane, right?” Kalaes knelt. “We’ve found a tunnel, but we still don’t know if to trust this map. For one, it didn’t show all the trouble we’d go through to get here.” 

“A map can’t show everything,” Alendra said. 

“Which is what worries me.” 

“Well, if this animal,” Hera pointed at Cat who was sniffing along one tunnel wall with great interest, “is your cat, and it apparently crossed here from Dakru, then so can we.” 

“We’re bigger than cats,” Kalaes said.

“But obviously not more intelligent,” Hera muttered.

Kalaes shook his head. “What if it found a way to cross over the bridge between the islands? Security can be lax sometimes.” 

Sacmis placed a hand on her hip, her eyes colorless in the green illumination from above. “It’s obvious you have never used the bridges. The fear of plagues crossing between the Islands means strict security and health controls for whoever puts foot on a bridge. Animals approaching are exterminated on sight, if they do not get electrocuted on the fence around the gates first.”

“Still.” Kalaes shrugged. “Are we even sure it’s the same cat?”

“Are you always so negative?”

“I’m cautious, girl. Just cautious.” 

“Speaking of cautious,” Hera said, “we should see how much water and food we have left and ration it.” 

A sobering thought. Cat came back to Elei, purring, and stood pressed to his leg. “No food, Cat, sorry.” He thought with unease of the few loaves of blue bread left in the bags. 

He tried hard not to think of his medicine; all gone, the thermos smashed at the bottom of a vent. He remembered Hera’s words about this being Rex’s final stage. Perhaps. Probably. He remembered pressing his hands around Hera’s neck. 

“How long,” he cleared his throat which had suddenly gone dry, “will it take us to cross to Dakru and open this cache?” 

Hera gave him a narrow look. “Is this some sort of a joke? I do not know we can. I just assume.” 

“Right. At least Kalaes managed to keep his medicine.” Elei rubbed the back of his neck. The hells with it. “But I lost mine, so we’d better hurry.” 

Kalaes threw him a concerned look. “It fell?” 

“The only packs left are yours and Hera’s,” Sacmis said. 

“But you should be fine for a couple of days, right?” Kalaes studied Elei. “Rex shouldn’t get too strong so soon. Besides, we haven’t got anything sweet to eat.” 

That was true. “As long as there isn’t much danger, I should be able to control it.” Elei decided not to explain that having a trigger-happy Hera around him would qualify as danger. 

His answer seemed to satisfy Kalaes who nodded and put down his bag. “We should check what we’ve got.” 

A clank overhead cut through the chatter. They looked up. As they waited, another clank sounded. 

Kalaes shouldered his bag and stood up. “I think we should move away from the hatch.” 

“According to the map, there should be an elevator if we continue for a mile or so down the tunnel.” Hera frowned. “If this is the right tunnel.” 

“Elevator,” Alendra whispered. “So we’ll go deeper?” 

“Hey, Ale,” Kalaes drawled, “if we’re going to cross to Dakru under the sea bed, good luck taking the stairs.” 

Sacmis nodded. “The elevator it is.” 

They walked in silence, Cat trotting alongside Elei. The tunnel stretched, dark and endless. Their steps echoed and their breaths formed white clouds in the cold air. 

Hadn’t they covered one mile already? Had Hera miscalculated the distance on the map, or was the narrowness of the tunnel the reason it felt like they’d been hiking forever? 

“Elei?” It was Kalaes, and Elei realized he’d fallen behind. He couldn’t see the others ahead. “Everything okay, fe?” 

“Yeah.” 

But his answer didn’t seem to satisfy Kalaes, who placed an arm around Elei’s shoulders and dragged him along. “You’ll be fine. I don’t think it’ll take us all that long to find what we’re looking for. Hera knows what she’s doing. And that Sacmis chick, too.” 

Elei nodded, his stomach in knots. “What if I turn into something else? If Rex makes me...” Gods. “If it makes me hurt you or the others. You have to promise to stop me, Kal. If that happens.” 

“It won’t. Trust me.” Kalaes patted him on the back. “You’ll see.” They walked in silence, until Kalaes’ stomach growled. 

“I’m starving too,” Elei confessed. 

“There’s this place,” Kalaes said, “near where I used to live in Aerica. A diner.” 

“Dima’s?” Elei remembered how he’d entered the small restaurant to save himself when he’d first arrived to Dakru. 

“Nah, Dima doesn’t know how to cook to save her life.” Kalaes snorted. “The place is called Ten Dils, and it’s tucked in a tiny basement downtown. Serves amazing shark steak.” 

“I’ve never tried shark.” 

“Then you don’t know what you’re missing.” Kalaes grinned. “The best grilled steak you’ll ever find in this side of forever. Do you like black pepper?” 

Elei shrugged. “I like everything.” 

Kalaes clapped him on the back again. “That’s my man! Black pepper’s great with the steak. And sweet bush fruit and lots of fooncakes. You’ll love it. When we get back, when we get peace, we’ll go and eat there, and then have a drink at the bar.” 

It was a lifeline for Elei somehow, to hear those words, to imagine eating that steak with Kalaes. Doing normal things, having a good time. They’d make it through this. They had to, even if it was just to try that steak in the small diner in Aerica. 

Then he remembered something else. He patted his pocket where he kept Kalaes’ braids, the ones Kalaes had cut off before entering Dakru City. He’d go to Akert with Kalaes, to the memorial place, and place them at the stone set for Kalaes’ brother and father. He’d drink in their memory, together with Kalaes. And that was something else to live for. 

The tunnel took a steep turn and they hurried to catch up with the others. Kalaes went first, Elei following. He rounded the corner and stopped in his tracks. 

The elevator. Huge metal doors, buttons and levers at the side. Like the elevator he’d seen in Pelia’s company building, only ten times bigger. Cat was there, licking a leg with an air of intense concentration. Alendra and Sacmis were examining the buttons and levers while Hera pored over the map. 

Sacmis looked up as they approached and her lips quirked in a smile. “You talked of the netherworlds,” she said. “Well, you had better say your last prayers, because this time we’re going deep. All the way down.” 

Joy. 

 

 

***

 

 

The nether hells. 

Hera bit her lip. The map had been real, its elements true. The vents and tunnels did exist, and the entrances marked with red did open. 

It was like waking up one morning and finding your dreams had been true all along. 

She stole a glance at Sacmis’ bowed head, her knitted brows, a silvery tendril of hair brushing her cheek. The other Gultur was explaining how the levers and switches worked and how deep she thought the elevator went, how safe it was for all of them to ride together considering their combined weight and the apparent antiquity of the mechanism. 

The underworld. 

Elei stood on the side, arms crossed over his chest, head tilted. Kalaes was talking about food, gesturing expansively, a huge grin on his face. Was food all he ever thought about? Stupid mortal, always creating trouble, always— 

Her gut clenched and she forced her gaze down on the map. Oh gods, Regina. She could not even trust her own thoughts anymore. These two men were her friends, her brothers. How to separate the hot impulses the parasite sent through her brain from her sanity? Would she go into a frenzy and recover later to find out she’d killed her family? Was she destined to be one of those Echo princesses who went mad in the end? 

Fighting a shiver, she stared unseeing at the map. Sacmis would not let her fall. She drew a breath of the familiar sweet scent, and let her shoulders slump. 

She had to believe it. 

 

 

***

 

 

They stood pressed together inside the elevator box, looking straight ahead, like soldiers in a parade. Cat had curled on Elei’s shoulder and apparently gone to sleep. Cat knew no fear or worry, apparently. 

They’d been descending for a while. Various lights blinked on a panel next to Sacmis, green, yellow and red, and numbers flashed. Kalaes glanced at him, looking as lost as Elei felt. They both shrugged. 

“Are we going okay?” Alendra’s warm hand landed on Elei’s shoulder, sending butterflies catapulting into his stomach, exploding like mini grenades. 

“I couldn’t tell you,” Kalaes muttered. “All I know is, we’re going down.” 

Cat woke and hissed. 

The elevator jolted, throwing them off their feet. Elei’s head hit the metal panel and he slid down, both Kalaes and Alendra tumbling on top of him. 

“What in the pissing hells?” Kalaes grunted, pushing off Elei’s legs. 

“You all right, Elei?” Alendra levered herself off him. 

Elei sat up, rubbing his head. “What’s going on? Did we stop?” 

As if in answer, the elevator dropped a few more feet, and then screeched to a halt, metal grinding against metal. 

Elei raised his gaze, and they all looked at each other, their eyes full of uncertainty. Standing between Elei’s legs, Cat hissed again, fur on end, like a demon from the lowest hell. Elei reached out to sooth him and got four parallel welts on his wrist for his trouble. 

“Nunet’s cold tits,” Hera muttered, getting to her feet. “The ride is over.” 

Talk about stating the obvious. Elei stood, swaying. Black spots danced before his eyes and he swatted at them. “Have we reached the bottom?” 

“No.” Hera jabbed the buttons of the elevator. “Damn. It’s broken.” 

“Or someone cut the current,” Kalaes said grimly. “They’re still following us.”

“We need to get out of here.” Sacmis grabbed Hera’s arm and pulled herself up. “If they did this, the next step will be to slice the cables and let us crash.” 

“Why don’t you run that one by me again.” Kalaes gave Alendra a hand up. “Cables?” 

“From which the elevator hangs,” Sacmis explained. “You have not been in many elevators, have you?” 

“You kidding me?” Kalaes said mildly. “Buildings where mortals live and work don’t have that kind of shit. They got stairs.” 

Elei’s eye began to ache. Rex was reacting to his fear. He watched as Hera tried to wedge her fingers into the door to get it open, the unease in the pit of his stomach growing. Above them, he heard a snap and the elevator shook. Dammit. Lights flashed randomly; there was nothing to focus on. Sweat dribbled down his back. 

Sucking in a sharp breath, he shoved past Hera. “Let me.” 

Another cable snapped above their heads. His fingers trembled as he forced them into the gap between the double doors and pulled. Muscles burning in his arms, he strained against the door. His heart boomed inside his chest. Time slowed. Then Hera wedged her hands inside, too. Together they pulled the first set of doors apart, and then the second, enough for a person to pass. Once open, the doors didn’t close again.

Outside stretched black void. He leaned out and saw the floor, thankfully less than ten feet below. They were hanging between levels.

The elevator creaked and swayed, and Elei cursed under his breath. “We jump.” He guided Alendra forward with a hand at her elbow. “Go. I’ll follow you.” 

Hera stood at the opening. “See you below,” she said and jumped, followed by Sacmis. Alendra threw Elei a worried look but she went ahead, Cat following like an afterthought. 

Kalaes was next, but for some reason he hung back. “You first, fe.” He glanced up, his mouth thinning. “Go on.” 

Was he afraid of heights? “No, Kal, you go ahead—” 

“Go, Elei.” Kalaes pushed him to the door.

A crack, and Elei saw the ceiling splitting. Kalaes was putting him before his own safety. “You’d better follow or I swear I’ll jump down the vent to find you.”

He edged between the doors, glanced at the silhouettes of Hera and Sacmis, and jumped. Cold air rushed by his ears, a roar like an aircar engine filled his head, and he hit the floor. He rolled, smacking his hand on concrete and then came to a stop, dazed. 

He’d barely landed, when, to his relief, Kalaes dropped next to him. Just in time, too. The elevator box shook violently and then fell down the vent with an ear-splitting crack. It crashed through the lower levels, the clangs reverberating everywhere. 

Holding their breath, they waited for the moment the elevator hit the bottom. And it came — a terrible boom and an explosion that shook the walls and sent plaster and dust raining on them. 

Elei rolled on his stomach, coughing, and took a long, hard look at the place where they’d landed. 

Another tunnel. He pushed himself up on his hands and knees and wiped the sweat from his eyes with his sleeve. Fine. Tunnels led to places, like roads. There had to be a way out of there. 

A way down.

 

 






  







 

Chapter Fourteen



 

“We’re almost here,” Hera said, pointing to a symbol on the map. It looked like a bush blossom. “A garden.” The green phosphorescence from the tunnel ceiling turned her hands ghost white, the dark lines on her knuckles into slashes about to drip blood. 

Elei shook his head. Not blood. Get your mind off that. “So what do you suggest we do?” 

“Cross the garden,” Hera said, “and take the next tunnel toward the sea. Somewhere there must be a vent leading down so that we can cross to Dakru.” 

“If you’re right,” Alendra said. “Which we don’t know.” 

Hera narrowed her eyes. “I’m right. I’m good at reading maps.” 

“Yeah, just saying,” Alendra said, “in case you’re—” 

Hera grabbed the front of Alendra’s blouse. “Do not test my patience.” 

Dammit. “Hera, let her go.” Elei reached out for her, but Kalaes beat him to it and wrenched Alendra from Hera’s grasp. 

“Leave her alone,” Kalaes said, his voice rumbling with anger. “Don’t you dare touch her.” 

“Or what?” Hera raised a brow. “You’ll blow on me?” 

“Hera!” Sacmis tugged on Hera’s arm. “It’s Regina. You know it. Fight this.” 

Hera pushed Sacmis backward. “Do not tell me what to do.” 

A shadow of sadness passed through Sacmis’ gray eyes. 

Elei’s stomach felt like a lump of ice, heavy and cold. Hera was losing control, and Rex was getting stronger. He swallowed past a parched throat. “Let’s have some water,” he croaked. 

How long since they’d entered the vent? Surely many hours had passed. Was it afternoon? Night time? The next morning? 

“Good idea,” Alendra said. “Let’s see what’s been salvaged in the bags.” 

Hera passed her bag to Alendra, not meeting her eye, which was perhaps a good thing. Maybe she was feeling guilty for scaring Alendra like that. Alendra took the bag, not showing any signs she saw it as a peace offering, and opened it. She took out bottles of water and two wrapped loaves of bread, as well as one of Hera’s longguns, a clip of bullets, and a medical kit. 

Kalaes set down his backpack, opened it and rummaged inside. “I’ve got a spare gun here too, and two clips of...” He stopped, the blood draining from his face. 

Elei took a step toward him, a breath caught in this throat like a stone. “Kal?” 

Kalaes upended the bag on the tunnel floor. Water bottles rolled away. A loaf of blue bread wrapped in paper fell out, followed by an orange blouse. 

“That’s my blouse.” Alendra dropped to her knees next to Kalaes. “This is my bag.”

Without a word, Kalaes let the bag drop and bowed his head, dark hair hiding his eyes. Faintly he said, “I’m screwed.” 

Alendra blinked. “What? Why?” 

“My medicine,” he said. “It’s gone.” 

Elei stood frozen.

“I thought you said it was just vitamins,” Alendra said.

“Vitamins.” Hera snorted, but her eyes were worried, her brows dipping low. “Sure.” 

Elei took another step, not knowing what to say or do. “Kal, will you be okay?” 

“It’s...” Kalaes shook his head and didn’t finish. 

Silence stretched like a desert plain, barren and scorching. Elei wondered how bad this would prove to be. Very bad, he supposed, if his gut feeling had anything to say about it. 

“What was that medicine?” he asked. Kalaes had gone to lots of trouble to get it, but maybe they had something with a similar effect in the medic kit. Hera would know. 

“Copocine,” Kalaes said in that same faint voice that made Elei’s insides tighten with worry. 

“A fungal suppressant?” Hera’s voice rose incredulously. “Whatever for?” 

“What’s wrong with you, Kal?” Elei dropped to his knees but he didn’t dare touch the white-knuckled fists resting on Kalaes’ thighs. 

Kalaes snorted, but his eyes were wide with fear. “Palantin,” he muttered. “Damn palantin.” 

Palantin. Elei remembered with sudden clarity the white mark on Kalaes’ forearm. He’d thought it looked bigger when he last saw it, dammit, the white web spreading toward the elbow. “I thought you were cured of it. Why didn’t you say something?” 

“I thought I had it under control.” Kalaes flexed his arm. “With the medicine. I had it under control.” His face was white as a sheet. 

“How serious is it?” Elei asked. “Hera?” 

“Serious,” she said, her mouth a thin line. 

“Show me.” Alendra tugged on Kalaes’ hand. “We need to see how far it’s spread.” 

He freed his hand with a jerk and almost fell on his back. It nearly broke Elei’s heart. “Kal. Show us.” 

Kalaes sat still, not looking at them. This time when Alendra grabbed the hem of his hoodie, he didn’t resist. He let her pull the hoodie and the t-shirt off. 

Sacmis covered her mouth with her hand. Alendra stared. Hera looked furious. 

The white web had spread, covering Kalaes’ arm and side, an intricate lace of diamond-shaped spaces. 

Hera turned away. “Palantin,” she whispered. 

Kalaes lunged for his clothes and put them back on. He tugged the hoodie down, his hands shaking. 

“We must have something in the medic-kit,” Elei said. “Some other anti-fungal.” 

Hera shook her head. “Nothing else will work.”

Screw this. Elei took a deep breath. “He’ll be fine. We just need to hurry and get out of here, find a doctor, a pharmacy. There must be a cure.” 

“There’s no such thing. The disease is rare enough that the regime never bothered to put money into finding a cure.” Hera’s voice was as colorless as her face. She nodded at Kalaes. “He must have had it for years, using copocin to suppress it whenever it flared.” 

Kalaes didn’t move, not even to nod a confirmation. 

Gods. “What kind of disease is this?” Elei muttered, unable to wrap his mind around this new disaster. “How—” 

“Let’s get moving,” Sacmis said. “You said it. The sooner we got out of here the better.” 

Elei nodded numbly. “Hera?” 

But Hera stared off into space, face set in hard lines, and didn’t answer. 

Sacmis grabbed Elei’s arms and pulled him upright, and together with Alendra they lifted Kalaes to his feet. They gathered the bottles and bread, stuffed it back into the pack, and Sacmis shouldered it. 

When Hera set off, the map clutched in her hand, Elei followed like a robot, his mind empty, but trusting her to know which way to go. How to fix this. 

How to keep Kalaes and all of them alive. 

 

 

***

 

 

See? See? Regina whispered gleefully in Hera’s ear. Disease and pestilence. Told you they are sick and weak. Be rid of them and you will be stronger. 

She swatted at the buzzing voice, and dropped the map. Sacmis scooped it up, frowning, and Hera snatched it back. 

Kill them, kill them, kill them— 

“No.” She ignored Sacmis’ startled look and set off again down the tunnel. Telmion, palantin — both belonged to the same family as Regina. If they were sick, she was sicker. 

But she became stronger with Regina, while they became weaker. 

See? Regina gloated. I told you. 

I said no. She clenched her teeth so hard her jaw hurt. 

But, gods... Palantin. No wonder Regina picked on Kalaes all the time. Palantin was an old acquaintance of Regina’s, a rival from its first days of existence. Deadly and unpredictable, unstoppable, hitting suddenly and savagely. It did not share Regina’s success because it did not take the time to alter the genome and modify the organism. It killed too fast for that.

The only thing known to slow it was copa, a chemical element found in crab apple vinegar, made into copocine tablets. Not just any anti-fungal, but a unique one. Although the medicine did not kill palantin, it suppressed it until it went into recession. The Gultur regime had deemed this one medicine sufficient and had stopped funding any further research into the parasite’s cycle. 

It did not cause plagues, and thus did not affect human resources, the head of the parasitology department had explained. Mortals had so many flaws; a vulnerability to illness could not be avoided. Who cared if a mortal lived or died? 

But I do, she thought, furious and sad, striding ahead of the others, the scream inside her mind drowning out Regina’s whisper. May the gods help me, I do. 

 

 

***

 

 

They made one short stop to drink and then continued down the tunnel. Elei trudged at the end of their line. By unspoken agreement they’d placed Kalaes at the center, and he walked behind Sacmis, stiffly, his gaze down. He hadn’t said anything since they’d set out again. All the energy seemed to have drained out of him. 

Dark musings buzzed at the edge of Elei’s consciousness. He shook them off. Everything would be okay. It had to be. He’d taken the backpack Kalaes had been carrying, and now he gripped the straps digging into his chest. 

He almost walked into Alendra’s back. He pushed off. “What in the hells?” 

Then he saw the black metal door. It was at least ten feet high, its surface embossed with patterns — blossoms, Elei thought, stepping closer and craning his neck — and birds and animals that looked like cats and dogs, and others he didn’t recognize, with spikes on their heads and slender legs. 

And there, rubbing himself on the metal, was Cat.

Elei’s shoulders lifted. “There you are.” He knelt and patted the small head. Cat’s ears flattened. “What’s this place?” 

“The Garden,” Alendra breathed, staring up. Even Kalaes gaped at the gate. 

Elei straightened. “A real garden?” The word brought to mind images from Bone Tower — the green trees, the colorful flowers, the running brooks and the children playing in the street, bathed in russet light. 

“We’ll know once we enter,” Hera said, placing her hands on the door and pushing. 

Of course nothing happened, and Hera looked distinctly annoyed. Elei and Sacmis moved forward to help, and Alendra and Kalaes followed suit, heaving together. 

“Maybe it’s locked,” Sacmis suggested, withering under Hera’s scowl. 

“Or maybe,” Kalaes squinted at the door, “we should pull instead of pushing.” 

Cat meowed in apparent agreement. Sometimes, really... Elei sighed. 

“How?” Alendra gestured at the huge doors and their lack of any sort of handle. 

Kalaes scratched his head. He approached the door, dug two fingers into the relief of a star-shaped flower, and tugged. 

Something creaked inside, and taking that as a good sign, Elei mimicked him, stabbing his fingers into a flower in the other door panel. He nodded at Kalaes and they pulled. 

The doors creaked and moved. A gap opened between them, letting out a musty scent of moist earth. “It’s working.” 

Another tug and the gap widened, the doors screeching on the concrete floor. 

Cat bounced through and disappeared in a sea of green. Green was all Elei could see as he entered the underground garden, his thoughts fleeing like birds. 

They stood beneath a giant dome with smooth panels where lights flickered like reflections on water. Around him grew trees and bushes, some covered in white and yellow flowers. Insects buzzed, and rustling indicated more life in the undergrowth. 

Elei turned in a circle, taking it all in. Terraces covered in a mixture of brown and green — dead and living plants — a tangle of unchecked greenery rising like a temple, tree boles like pillars supporting a canopy of red and silver foliage. Rotten fruit crunched underfoot, releasing a sweet smell. 

His mouth watered and he crouched, taking a half-squashed fruit in his hand. It was purple and the flesh was yellow. It didn’t matter that worms crawled inside. He gripped the fruit so hard his fingers dug into the rotting pulp. 

“Don’t,” said Kalaes. He gripped Elei’s wrist and squeezed until he let the fruit drop. “Don’t give Rex ammunition. It’s bad enough we don’t have your medicine, we don’t even know if this is edible.” 

Elei pulled his hand free and wiggled his juice- and pulp-covered fingers. “They grew these trees for something.” 

Kalaes shrugged. “Maybe it’s for their lethal toxins. Who knows?” 

Good point, and yet the sweet smell made Elei’s fingers spasm, his gums ache. He forced himself to wipe his hand on his pants. His ears rang and his heart thumped. Rex wasn’t happy with him for resisting. 

“Does that mean we can’t eat any of the fruits?” Alendra asked, her voice barely audible. 

“I wouldn’t trust anything growing here,” Sacmis said, low. “Hera?” 

“I think we should get out of here and move on.” Hera kicked a branch out of her path. “At least we know the map is correct, and that’s all that matters.” 

“Food and water also matter,” Elei ground out, getting up. His pants were soaked in fruit juice and the urge to pick up another fruit almost drove him back to his knees. 

“We have bread,” Hera said without turning. “The main thing is time. It’s all about time. We delay, our lives are in jeopardy. And the fruit may poison you, or make you sick and then you’ll be vomiting all the way without water to hydrate you.” 

Elei hung his head. 

They made their way among the bushes, steering clear of the trees. Blue and white birds Elei had never seen before flew overhead, somersaulting in the light from the dome. 

“Special lamps, most probably.” Sacmis nodded at the flickering lights. “With reflectors to concentrate their power on certain plants and patches of vegetation.” 

“And you know all this, how?” Kalaes picked his way through a thicket of what looked like pepper plants from their clumps of red and black fruit. 

“Same principle as cultivating indoors,” she said. “We’ve studied it at school.” 

“Not at my school,” Kalaes muttered, and then he stopped. Elei crashed into him. “Kal?” 

Kalaes staggered and Elei grabbed his arm to steady him, then he let his arm drop and stared. 

An animal stared back, white and tall as a molosse dog, with drooping ears and very slender legs. 

“What in the hells?” Kalaes blinked at the creature. “Should we start running?” 

“It’s harmless, I think,” Hera said, though she kept her voice low. “I’ve seen similar ones in the old manuscripts. They’re herbivores.” 

“Vegetarians?” Kalaes visibly relaxed, and Elei felt his muscles unwind. 

Alendra sighed. “It’s cute,” she said. “Maybe there’re more animals.” 

“And maybe not all are vegetarian,” Kalaes said and started walking. “We don’t have time for exploration.” 

It was hard not to stare, though, not to look up and around instead of at the trail winding among groves and old, crumbling walls. Elei half-expected some old farmer to step out and greet them, or shoot them for trespassing. 

Cat burst from the underbrush, then slowed to a walk with airs of grand indifference and nonchalance, for all the world as if he lived permanently in this domed garden. 

“There are many such places marked on the map,” Hera was telling Sacmis, her voice traveling on the still air like a scent. 

“Why wouldn’t they cultivate above ground?” Alendra muttered. “Was the surface not livable?” 

“I wonder how old this place is,” Elei said. 

“Old as the world,” Alendra whispered, and it felt that way. 

“Is there a way down that’s close by?” Kalaes asked. “Hera?” 

“I think I saw a symbol for a staircase,” Hera called back, “although I’m not sure that’s what it is.” 

“Great.” Kalaes kicked at a pebble. “Just pissing great.” 

They were almost halfway through the garden now, and Elei thought he saw another huge set of doors at the other side. 

Something whirred. He looked up at the noise and froze. “Kal.” 

“What?” Kalaes kicked another pebble. He pressed a hand to his stomach. “Pissing, frigid hells and Triton’s tail.” 

Elei grabbed his arm, jerking him backward, and pointed up. “Look.” 

Kalaes swore softly. “Cameras?” He glanced at Elei. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

They’d been off the radar so far, but not anymore. 

“Hera!” Elei started toward her. “We’re being watched.” 

Hera looked about. “What? Where?” 

“Closed circuit.” Sacmis’ hands clenched into fists. “Damn.” 

Without another word, Hera pulled Sacmis into a run, obviously trusting Elei to haul along the other two, Cat hard on their heels. “To the door.” 

Elei reached out for Alendra who came willingly, but, turning, he found Kalaes bent over, arms wrapped around his middle. 

“Kal!” Fear clogged his throat like a mouthful of sand. “Gods dammit, Kal, come on.” 

When he got no response, he grabbed a handful of Kalaes’ shirt and dragged him along. Nonono, his mind chanted as Alendra got Kalaes’ other arm and together they pulled him through spiny bushes and sharp blades of grass. Elei’s heart boomed, the beat drowning all other sound. He glanced at Kalaes’ white face as they trampled through the underbrush like a pack of rabid dogs. 

“Hang on,” he muttered. A hum behind them raised his hackles. He turned his head and caught a glimpse of what looked like a huge machine-gun mounted on the dome. The hells? “Shit. Run!” 

Hauling Kalaes, they raced to the door, held open by Hera and Sacmis. They barely made it before a rain of bullets bit the ground at their heels, concrete shards spraying their legs. Hera tackled Kalaes to the floor outside, and Sacmis grabbed Alendra and Elei and swung them behind the wall. 

The doors closed behind them with a clang, the bullets slamming into the thick metal with small chinks. 

Elei slid down, lungs burning. He turned to look at Kalaes who slumped, pale and sweating. “Are you all right?” 

To his relief, Kalaes’ eyes opened. “Hey, fe.” His voice was rough and low. “I think we pissed someone off.” 

The tension in Elei’s body went so suddenly he laughed. His hands trembled and he shoved them between his legs to hide them. He wasn’t going to fall apart now. 

Not when they’d just survived the garden from hell. 

 

 

***

 

 

Barely five minutes had passed when Sacmis gave Alendra a hand up. “They know where we are. Let’s not sit idly and give them an easy target.” 

Elei rose to his feet with a groan. “Kal, come on.”

“I think we should go that way.” Hera pointed to the left fork of a passage. 

“Yeah, because your last idea about crossing the garden was such a damn good one.” Kalaes closed his eyes. 

“Kal, don’t...” Elei began, but Hera was already twisting toward him, a dark scowl on her face. 

“Hera, he’s sick,” Alendra placed herself between Kalaes and the two Gultur. 

“He’s well enough to provoke me,” Hera said. Elei supposed she was right, and maybe it was a good thing that Kalaes still had the energy for that. 

“Call it a parting shot,” Kalaes muttered. 

“Come on, Hera.” Alendra dared take another step toward her. “He’d tease you with his dying breath, you know that.” 

A shudder ran through Elei’s bones. In his possessed eye, Hera flashed with deep orange, her heart beating crimson inside her ribcage. He could see her throat pulse bright yellow — the place to strike, slice, kill and spill her blood. 

No. Gods damn it, no, Rex. “They’d find us sooner or later,” he said, his voice hoarse. His throat burned. “Let’s move.” 

Maybe walking would loosen his muscles and let him forget the image of Hera dying at his feet — and the urge to put her there. Cat jumped on his shoulder, rubbed his face against Elei’s cheek, soothing his nerves. 

Hera nodded. “Let’s find those stairs.” 

Alendra pulled Kalaes up, and they were off again, hurrying to catch up. Their booted steps echoed in the tunnels, the sounds fading and then returning, giving the impression a whole army was wandering underground. 

Unless an army was wandering underground. Unsettled, Elei glanced over his shoulder, fully expecting to see a Gultur platoon coming around the bend, longguns raised. Colors flashed, and he lengthened his stride, Cat digging small claws into his shoulder, ears perked, blue eyes alert. 

This tunnel seemed made of metal, an alloy where no phosphorescent fungi grew, so Alendra and Kalaes stumbled in the dark. Elei reached them and caught their hands to pull them along, his eyes picking out everything, from the forms of Hera and Sacmis ahead to the shapes of symbols and cracks in the walls. 

The air had a musty tang and barely stirred. It smelled of animals, with the sourness of rat piss and the stink of crap. They crossed intersections with other tunnels lit by phosphorescence; in one such crossing, a trellis of glowing agaric intertwined over their heads and the pileus caps hung like white lanterns in the center, painting everything and everyone in faded hues. 

Elei slowed to a halt. The lights swirled in his eyes in dizzying circles. Kalaes’ face looked like a skull, and Alendra’s hair glowed, a fluttering moth caught in the bright strands. 

“Hey, Hera.” Elei swallowed. “Are you sure you know the way?” 

“If you ask one more time...” She turned toward him, a hand resting on a slim hip. A shiny strand of dark hair brushed her jaw. “Look, I’m following the map. We’re on the right path. Just hurry.” 

But he could only stare as her nails grew into claws and her eyes burned like red fires. Something black, like oil, was spreading from her mouth to her chin. 

Cold sweat trickled between his shoulder blades. The crimson flashing on her chest blinked faster, a beacon, calling him. Kill her. It was the same voice he’d heard in his head after his breakout from the hospital, the voice that sounded so much like his own, it could’ve been a sliver of his own thoughts. Rex. 

“Shut up,” he whispered. He stepped back, pulling on the others’ hands. Pain radiated down his spine, making his legs tremble. “I won’t, damn you, so shut up.” 

“Elei, snap out of it,” Kalaes said, tugging back. “Hey.” 

“What is it?” Hera asked. 

“Just go, fe.” Kalaes sounded tired. “Rex must be acting up.” 

The blackness seeped down her throat, tentacles reaching out, feeling the space. Elei swallowed bile. 

“Peace, Hera,” Sacmis said, placing a hand on the other Gultur’s shoulder. “Senet. Are you coming?” 

“T’e.” Hera finally turned away and was swallowed by the shadows of the tunnel, a fading ghost leaving trails of brilliance on the air. 

Elei blinked up at the glowing agaric caps, then back the way she’d gone, half-blinded. The flashing colors dimmed. When Alendra asked if he was okay, he nodded, taking calming breaths. A wave of bitter fear was rising in his mind. What if he couldn’t control Rex next time? What if Kalaes didn’t last? What if Hera lost it and killed them? What if the Gultur found them? 

What if it all ended there, deep underground? 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Fifteen



 

It’s lack of sleep, Elei told himself as he dragged Kalaes and Alendra along, barely feeling his own feet. The tunnel walls blurred, patches of light blinding him at the intersections, the changing colors and textures of the walls startling him. Or is it lack of food? Sweat slicked his palms, and he held the hands of his friends tighter. Even lack of oxygen. That might explain the pressure on his chest. 

At least Rex didn’t stir— probably needing fuel. Nothing sweet down here, buddy. He chuckled and turned to see Alendra’s wide eyes on him. She probably thought he’d finally gone around the bend. 

Pale luminescence cast shadows on every protrusion on the walls and every irregularity of the floor. Mushrooms grew in concentric circles on the ceiling, glowing white. 

The tunnel ahead was empty. Elei frowned. Where were Hera and Sacmis? He’d been following the faint light of their silhouettes for so long, his mind went blank. 

“Hera!” He squinted into the darkness. “Sacmis!” Had they taken a wrong turn? Or did the two Gultur walk that much faster? “Hera, wait!” 

The sharp shot of fear cleared some of the dizziness. Pulling the others, he quickened his pace, cursing his limp. Kalaes mumbled something, tugging, but his voice was lost in the deafening pulse in Elei’s ears. 

And still he couldn’t see Hera, couldn’t tell if he was going in the right direction, and the panic that seized his chest only tightened its claws, digging deeper. 

“Elei!” Kalaes’ voice finally registered, and he slowed. 

He stopped and wrenched his attention away from the darkness ahead. “What is it?”

“Dammit, hold up.” Kalaes pulled his sweaty hand from Elei’s. His breathing sounded harsh in the quiet. He took a stumbling step back. “Shit.” 

Slow, as if through water, Elei turned, alarms blaring through his mind. Kalaes’ face was pallid except for red splotches staining his cheekbones. “Kal?”

The older boy bent over, hands braced on his knees. 

“Kalaes?” Alendra pulled away. “Are you okay?” 

Kalaes waved a hand at them, not looking up. “Just need to rest,” he said, his voice a low rasp, “just need a minute.” 

“Kal, we need to find the others. I can’t see them anymore.” Elei took a deep breath. “It’s a maze down here and we’ve got no map—” 

“Gods, not so loud.” Kalaes slid to his knees, burying his hands in his hair. “My head’s killing me.” Blood dripped from his nose, over his lips and down his chin.

Elei’s breath hissed between his teeth. Pissing hells. That was how it’d started before, hadn’t it? He dropped to his knees. “Kalaes. Look at me.” 

Alendra joined him on the floor. She caught Kalaes’ face in her hands and raised it. “He’s burning up,” she said in hushed tones. “Elei...” 

“’M okay.” Kalaes blinked, his eyes too bright. “Just need to rest.” 

Elei’s heart thumped so loud he could barely hear. A white mark climbed the side of Kalaes’ neck like a spiderweb. Elei pulled down the neckline of the t-shirt. 

“It’s spreading,” he whispered, numb, feeling like he should be running and calling out and doing something, only he didn’t know what. The palantin mark covered Kalaes’ collarbones, reaching around his neck in a deadly embrace.  

“Hera will come back for us,” Alendra said. “Sooner or later she’ll notice we’re not following them.” 

He got to his feet. “I’ll go get them before they wander too far. Stay with him.” 

“Elei,” Kalaes muttered, lifting his head. “Don’t go. You could get lost.” 

“I won’t.” Elei tried for a reassuring smile. “I’ll be back before you know it. Rest, get your strength back.” He hesitated. He hated leaving them alone, half blind in the scant light from the ceiling, with Kalaes barely able to stand and the fear that the Gultur might find them.  

“Alendra, take his gun.” Elei looked to Kalaes for permission, but he’d hunched over again, his arms shaking, dark hair hiding his face. That he didn’t protest was scary in itself. 

Elei drew the semi-automatic from Kalaes’ belt and handed it to Alendra. “Drink some water, eat something. There’re pills in the medic-kit. See if there’s anything for his fever.” 

“Be careful,” she said, taking the gun. “Hurry back.” 

He set off before doubt could assault him, following the tunnel until the luminescent mushrooms ended and darkness enveloped him. As he waited for his eyes to adjust, he thought he smelled sweetness. Rex immediately jabbed at the back of his eye, sending flashes around him. He let the scent play out, heavy, ripe fruit notes and lighter flower perfume. Gultur. 

Was it Hera? For some reason, he hesitated. He remembered her smell — Rex remembered it — and this felt subtly different. 

Footsteps. He drew his Rasmus. A new scent hit him, a familiar one, and he knew Hera had found him. 

“Elei!” Sacmis called, and now he could make out their forms. “What happened? Why did you not follow?” 

He took a breath to answer, but the whiff of foreign sweetness sharpened and strengthened, stinging his senses. Rex wailed inside his head, and his heart lurched into a racing beat. “Gultur,” he whispered and raised his Rasmus, his eyes tracking everything that moved — a rat, a cockroach, Hera’s hand. 

“What do you mean?” Hera raised her gun and approached with light steps. 

“Not you.”

“Other Gultur?”

“Yeah. Shit, I left Kalaes and Alendra back there.” Elei turned and sprinted back the way he’d come. 

“Dammit, Elei.” Hera ran on his heels, with Sacmis pounding behind. “You left them alone?” 

He didn’t bother explaining. He spotted them, sitting where he’d left them, kneeling together, their brows almost touching. Alendra got up when they approached. 

“Explain,” Hera said. “Did you see other Gultur?” 

“Smelled them.” It was hard to focus, hard to talk with the world flashing in rhythmic beats like a fire alarm. 

Elei shoved his gun into its holster, trusting Hera to cover them, and grabbed Kalaes’ arm, feeling the feverish heat of his skin through the fabric. “Come on, Kal, we need to go.” 

Kalaes nodded and leaned on Elei to get his feet under him, trembling, brow puckered. 

“So they’ve found us.” Hera hissed and turned in a circle. At least she wasn’t questioning his statement, thank the gods. “A camera must have tracked us.” She set off again with long, determined strides. “To the stairs. Sacmis, cover our backs.” 

Sacmis’ shoulders stiffened. “With pleasure, senet,” she bit out but took position behind them, gun in hand. “Go.” 

Elei secured Kalaes’ arm over his shoulders. Alendra lifted her backpack, and he nodded to let her know that he could handle Kalaes alone. “You’ve found the stairs?”

“No.” A grin shaped Hera’s next words, and Elei could hear it without seeing her face. “But I know exactly where they are.” 

 

 

***

 

 

Hera seemed so damn sure, it was a relief. As they marched down the tunnels, the scent of the other Gultur intensified, and it was all Elei could do to keep his arm around Kalaes and not rush ahead, make sure the way was clear. 

Rex beat a war-hammer against the back of his eye and the sugary Gultur scent clogged his airways. A blue flash went through his vision, picking up Hera’s longgun, a pipe climbing the wall of the tunnel, a metal grid on what looked like a ventilation shaft on the ceiling. A green pulse highlighted organic elements — fungi spreading like lace at the juncture of wall and roof, the white marks creeping up Kalaes’ neck. Elei shivered as a red flash showed Hera, her back pulsing a deep crimson. But Rex passed her over, seeming uninterested, instead picking apart the darkness beyond. 

Kalaes stumbled and Elei righted him, the flashes in his eye showing him bats hanging in a recess, a rat scurrying alongside a pipe. 

He halted and Alendra bumped into him. 

“What is it?” she whispered.

“Hera.” He kept his voice low, not knowing how well sound carried in the tunnels. “Stop.” 

“Why?” Hera’s whisper brimmed with annoyance. “We’re close, it’s just around the corner.” 

“I think...” He caught a stronger whiff and took a step back, dragging Kalaes. “They’re already there. Waiting.” 

“What’s going on?” Sacmis reached them, her fine features locked in a frown. 

Hera shut her eyes. The light from the fungi low on the walls cast her slender jaw and small mouth in gray lines. “Sobek’s ugly balls. He’s right. I can smell them.” 

“Smell who?” Sacmis sniffed, looking left and right, clasping her gun in both hands. She stiffened. “Oh damn. Gultur.” 

“Turn around.” Hera grabbed Kalaes’ other arm. “Let’s go.” 

“We’ve got your backs.” Alendra raised the gun Elei had given her. “Go.” 

“I’m okay,” Kalaes mumbled, trying to free his arms, his face drenched in sweat. “I can walk on my own.” 

“Do not be a fool.” Hera threw him a narrow look clearly reserved for idiots. “Should I throw you over my shoulder and carry you again?” 

“Again?” Kalaes gave a slow blink. Of course he didn’t remember her carrying him out of the hospital back at Teos. He’d been unconscious. “Hera...” 

Taking advantage of his confusion, Hera tightened her hold and set off. “Come. Elei, lead the way.” 

Elei didn’t need to be told twice; he let go of Kalaes and ran, clicking the safety off his Rasmus, letting Rex sweep the tunnel in every direction. 

“Which way?” he asked when he reached the intersection. 

“Left.” Hera had slowed; Elei could see Kalaes’ feet dragging. “I think I saw another symbol for stairs there. We need to go down, no matter what.” 

He jogged ahead, gun aimed at anything that moved, anything Rex picked out from the gloom. How much advantage had they gained by not walking right into the waiting arms of the Gultur? How long before their ambushers realized nobody was coming and set out to find them? What if more squadrons expected them? 

He stalked the tunnel, trying to sense anything out of place, trying to catch the sweet tell-tale scent or a sound that didn’t belong. 

Hera’s and Kalaes’ footsteps were right behind him. 

“All clear?” Hera asked softly. 

Before Elei could answer, the tunnel rang with shots from behind. He whirled about, pointing his Rasmus but knowing he couldn’t shoot, not without hitting Sacmis and Alendra who were running toward him. 

Shitshitshit. No time for anything, no time to think, his mind strangely blank. He holstered his gun, seized Kalaes’ arm and broke into a jog, and then a run. 

A bullet zipped by, slamming into a wall, and another whooshed by his ear. “Must find an exit!” he hissed at Hera, who didn’t acknowledge the words, mouth set, dark hair whipping. 

“I cannot remember any other exits,” she finally said.

Grand.

Something black shot by them — not a bullet, he realized as he recoiled, just Cat — who slowed to a walk and looked back at them with blue glowing eyes. 

“Damn animal,” Hera bit out, the words punctuated by her running footsteps. 

Kalaes’ arm convulsed around Elei’s shoulders and he stumbled. Elei only had time to see Cat turn into a hidden opening and vanish before he felt Kalaes go heavy and limp against him. 

“Kal, no!” Dammit, not now. He wrestled Kalaes up, saw his eyes roll back. “Just a little longer. Come on!” 

Kalaes grunted, dark strands plastered to his face with sweat. 

“Kal,” Hera said, her voice vibrating with tension, “get up. On your feet!” 

Alendra pressed her back to the wall, turned and fired. Bullets whizzed by. “We need to get out of here.” 

No argument there. 

“Kal!” No use. “I’ll carry him,” Elei said and bent his knees, preparing to sling him over his shoulder — flashes of blood and pain and corpses in a hospital room — but Kalaes pushed him back. 

“I’m fine.” Hanging on Elei’s arm, he managed to put his legs under him and straighten. “Let’s go.” 

And they did, lurching off, half-carrying Kalaes, shots ringing, deafening, colors flashing — like that would ever stop — and making little progress. 

Cat meowed, small body flashing red in rapid beats, rubbing on a wall and again vanishing... where? 

Without a word, Elei swung Kalaes right, toward the opening. 

“What’s this?” Hera snapped. 

“Safety”, Elei ground out. “Hurry.” 

It was a narrow passage and at its end loomed a double metal door where Cat stood, purring. 

This door was uncarved, a plain metal sheet that flashed blue in Elei’s possessed eye. He had no clue what lay behind it, and right now he didn’t particularly care. All that interested him was safety. A glance over his shoulder showed him Alendra and Sacmis hurrying after them, looking unharmed, and that was all he needed to know. 

He left Kalaes with Hera and moved to the door. No handle, no cavity to sink your fingers into. He pushed, earning himself nothing but more stinging sweat. Damn the builders of this place anyway, for making everything so difficult. 

A symbol glistened on the wall beside the door, and he touched it, fingers trembling. Nothing happened. They couldn’t open the door, couldn’t get in, couldn’t escape. 

“Go to the hells!” he spat and banged his fist on the symbol, wanting to crush it, break it to pieces. “Go to—” 

Slowly, ponderously, the doors swung inward, left him gaping. 

“Snap out of it,” Hera said, “and help me.” 

Kalaes hung in Hera’s arms, shivering. Elei caught him before he fell. Together they entered the cavernous place. Steps echoed behind them, and then Alendra and Sacmis pelted through, pushed the doors closed and snapped a lock into place with more presence of mind than Elei could muster. 

The clank that followed, echoing deeply, had a finality to it. Elei slumped, Kalaes dragging both him and Hera down. They dropped to the floor, gasping for breath, and he couldn’t even bring himself to care about where he was or what might follow. 

 

 

***

 

 

Cat was licking himself, meticulously rubbing a paw over his face and ear. Elei wished he could do the same; his face felt oily, his scalp itched with sweat, and he stank. 

“What do you think of it?” Alendra sat cross-legged next to him, blond hair pulled back from her face in a high ponytail. It glittered like gold in the light from a bioluminescence tube above them in the domed hall. 

Elei quickly turned away, looked back at Cat and the other three cats that were curled in a semi-circle. They gazed with bright blue eyes, their tails lashing the floor. If that was what Alendra was asking about... “There has to be a way out of here. These cats didn’t come through the door with us.” 

“They must’ve found another way,” Alendra said. 

But his mind was hardly on the pissing cats, or even the purpose of the domed ceiling towering over them and its dark recesses. He twisted to see Kalaes who lay on his back, his head tilted to the side, dark hair falling in his eyes. He seemed asleep, features slack, but for the glitter underneath thick lashes. Shivers traveled up and down his body, making him twitch, and he mumbled under his breath. 

Sick. Burning up slowly. The pills in the medic kit hadn’t beaten the fever. It was getting worse.

Fine white trails wound up the side of Kalaes’ neck like the patterns made by surf foam on a beach. Seated in relative peace for the first time in the gods knew how long, Elei frowned. Palantin. Marks on the skin. Why did he have a feeling there was something he ought to know, ought to realize, something vital he was forgetting? 

And Rex was still beating inside his temples, shifting his vision from the surface of things to their inner reality and back, making him dizzy and confused. 

Behind Kalaes, behind the parapet, the hall dropped sharply into a deep well, wide as the dome above, wide in fact as a building. A hive. Or so Hera had said. She’d recognized the symbol on the wall outside and had pointed at one such symbol on the map. Not that it meant anything good. They’d deviated from their course and there were no stairs here leading down to any tunnel across the straits. 

Trapped. The cats could saunter about as they liked, nobody would care to stop them, but humans weren’t that lucky. 

He looked up. There were observation cameras, of course. Sacmis and Alendra had set about shooting them as soon as they’d shut the door. Probably too late, though, and besides, they couldn’t be sure they’d located them all. 

He slid his fingers through his hair and returned his gaze to Cat who’d finished bathing and now blinked at him. “Where in the hells are Hera and Sacmis?” 

Alendra sighed and reached over to pat a cat’s head. The cat eyed her hand with suspicion and licked it. “I was hoping you could tell me.” 

“I think they went down there,” he said. His head throbbed dully. After they’d locked the door and backed away from it, after they’d made Kalaes comfortable and left him to rest, he’d had an argument with Hera. Elei couldn’t quite remember the words, only that it boiled down to this: Hera wanted to explore the place. Elei argued they had to rest. What was it with Gultur anyway; did they have dakron cubes in their chests, some sort of infinite energy source? 

Sacmis had offered a compromise — she and Hera explore, the others rest. But when the time came to lie down, Elei hadn’t been able to, his heart racing, colors flashing and Hera’s face twisting. At least he’d been too exhausted to try and slit her throat, thank all the gods. 

And Hera... she’d shoved him down next to Kalaes and ordered Alendra to lie on his other side, both keeping a hand on him, on his arms, just like they’d done in the aircar leaving Gortyn. It had worked. He’d finally calmed down and fallen into sleep so deep he couldn’t remember any dreams. 

He glanced up at Alendra and quickly averted his gaze, heat rising in his cheeks, because she’d practically had to hold his hand to get him to sleep. Oh gods, he hoped he hadn’t drooled in his sleep, or said anything embarrassing, or tried to touch her. Hells. 

“Do you hear something?” Alendra tilted her head to the side, ponytail swinging. 

Low voices and steps. He stood and peered over the parapet. Narrow stairs made of metal spiraled down into the hole, bordering its vertical walls. Hera and Sacmis were climbing up, talking in whispers. He thought he could see the fine snakeskin, the mark of Regina, glittering on their throats. 

“Maybe they found a way out.” Alendra’s mouth twisted. “Fat chance, huh?” 

A door leading out to a passage, free of lurking enemies. Yeah, right. Another worry gnawing at his concentration was why the Gultur hadn’t broken down the door and killed them yet. They knew where they were, cameras or not. They’d been running right on their heels. 

What were the Gultur waiting for? 

Unable to hold still, he went to meet the two women at the top of the stairs. 

“Elei,” Hera said in greeting. “You have to see this. All of you must.” Her face was a pale bloom in the darkness. Too pale. Frightened. 

There wasn’t much that could frighten Hera. Elei’s stomach knotted. “See what?” 

“I cannot... cannot tell you.” And Hera stuttering was even scarier. “You have to see it for yourselves.” 

Elei nodded, hiding his fisted hands in the pockets of his hoodie. Fear and uncertainty gave Rex fuel, and a tic had started under his possessed eye. The colors flashed faster. Hera’s face was distorting, turning into that of a nightmarish foe. 

Elei took a step back. He had to keep calm. He could. Rex might be strong, but without sweet to feed on, the parasite couldn’t get much stronger. 

Hear that, Rex? I’ll fight you. 

At least he’d do his best. 

 

 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Sixteen



 

“Kal, hey.” Elei shook Kalaes’ shoulder. Feverish heat seeped through the sweat-soaked cloth. “Wake up.”

“Are we leaving?” There was hope in Kalaes’ rough voice, gleaming through the exhaustion like a bullet inside a wound. “Found the damn tunnel?” 

Elei shook his head and tried to help Kalaes sit. “You need to drink some water.”

“You should leave.” Kalaes resisted Elei’s tug. “Get outta here, head back. To a place where the damn Gultur can’t find you.” 

“There’s no such place, Kal.” Well, apart from death, he guessed. Hadn’t they had this discussion before? “We need to—” 

“You’ll be fine.” Kalaes was staring at him, his dark eyes bright. “You’re tough. That’s why Pelia chose ya, I’ll bet. Near indestructible. And you got Hera and Alendra. Hells, even Sacmis could turn out to be an okay person, you never know.” 

“What are you...” Elei stopped trying to move him, ice trickling down his spine. It sounded too much like a goodbye. “Shut up, Kal. I’ve got you, too.” 

Kalaes snorted, gaze going inward and hazy. “I’m no good anyway. Told ya. Not the best of big brothers.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re the only one I got.” Elei gritted his teeth and forced Kalaes to move with him. He propped him against the parapet. “And I’m not letting you off the hook so easy, so forget it. We’ll find a way out, get treatment for you, and we’ll go home.” 

Kalaes said nothing — or if he did, Elei couldn’t hear it above the static in his head. This couldn’t be happening. He wouldn’t let it happen. Gods, what in the hells did Hera want to show them that trumped the need of finding an exit right now? 

He gave Kalaes water and practically forced him to eat a piece of blue bread. Hera was already going down, Sacmis’ blond head barely visible in front of her. “Elei, are you coming?” she called. “It’s a hive. A hive.” 

As if that was supposed to mean something to him. He shrugged, eyed Kalaes’ sweaty face, the way his chest rose and fell rapidly as if he’d been running for miles. “What about an exit?” he called back. 

“None that we could see,” Hera said, her voice fading into an echo as she climbed lower and out of sight. 

A weight settled on Elei’s shoulders. “Damn.” He left Kalaes sitting with the bottle in his hand, leaned over the rail, and it was mostly to hide his face from Kalaes. You’re tough. That’s why Pelia chose you. Near indestructible. The words buzzed in his head. Was that why Pelia had taken him in, then? Not because he looked frail, but because he looked strong? 

It left a slightly bitter taste in his mouth, but what the hells. He squared his shoulders. He could live with that. He could be strong. For Kalaes, he could. “I’ll be right back.”

He went down, the cold seeping through the metal rail into his hand. Dust particles floated on the air, caught in the light of overhanging fungi, like clouds of crystal fragments. 

The steps led to a landing, and then a platform at least twenty feet wide which wound around the void. Sacmis stood on it, her longgun hanging loose in her hand. Beside her was Alendra, head tilted, hands gripping the straps of her backpack. Neither of them seemed to notice his approach. 

Elei stepped past. Hera stood a few paces ahead. She held up a glowing mushroom cap she must’ve torn from a wall and in the spectral radiance of its bubble of light, he could clearly see the curvature of the wall, and on it... no, not on it. Inside. Inside were long, man-sized niches and... 

Elei sucked in a sharp breath and sidestepped Hera, sure his gritty eyes were playing tricks. He scrubbed a hand over them, but when he looked again, the niches were still there, and in them the human bodies. 

“What in the hells.” Sacmis’ whisper drifted to him. A scuffle of foot against stone, a rustle of cloth, an exhale. “Are they...?” 

“Dead.” Elei licked dry lips, swallowed down bile. “I think so.” 

“We cannot be sure,” Hera said, coming to stand next to him. 

“Can’t be sure?” He cocked his head to the side, the words cawing inside his head like crows, shrill and meaningless. He took a few steps closer to the wall. The bodies were sealed in semi-transparent boxes, stacked one on top of the other, their heads toward the passage. He trailed his fingertips on smoky glass. “What about this one?” The top of the case was cracked, spiderweb fissures fanning out, and the head... desiccated, yellowed, skin sunken into the bones. The bile rose again in Elei’s throat and he had to fight to keep it down. “Looks dead to me.” 

“A malfunction perhaps,” Hera said, “or something broke the case. But all the others might be still alive.” 

All the others. Elei stumbled back. Rows and rows of cases, neatly stacked, lit here and there by bunches of hanging fungi, following the curve of the wall around the pit, spiraling down. “Pissing hells. How many?” 

Hera rolled her shoulders, squinted up. “Hard to be sure. Hundreds. In this hive alone.” 

“What is this place?” Alendra muttered. “These aren’t just tunnels and storerooms, are they?” 

“This is a colony.” Hera’s expression was distant as she brushed dust off the wall, revealing an inscription engraved in the stone. “Was a colony. This is the same language as the manuscript we found in Hecate’s box. But look at this.” Below the inscription, smaller letters were etched into the gray material. Elei thought he recognized words.

“A bilingual text,” Alendra said, a flutter of excitement in her voice. “A way to decipher it.” 

“What does it say?” Elei tried to see but the angle was wrong. “A colony? You mean this underground place?” 

“No,” Hera said, “I mean the Seven Islands.”

Silence greeted her words. She didn’t look at any of them as she brushed her forefinger over the engraving. “Just listen.” She hunched her shoulders as if bracing for something. “You stand in Hive 31, tower 5, Ert. Date of construction 2294.”

“I don’t understand. 2294?” Elei glanced from Hera’s stony face to Sacmis’ eager one. “That was like a thousand years ago.”

“That’s not all, is it?” Sacmis breathed. “What else does it say, Hera?”

Hera swept off more dust, carefully, delicately, her fingers trembling. “Location: South Atlantic. Greco-Egyptian Underwater Colony, due to Emerge in 2912. Information at any GKL800 point.”

“That’s us?” Elei blinked. “The colony... it’s this island? These people,” he gestured at the niches, “were supposed to wake up and live here?”

Sacmis shook her head, blond ponytail whipping her neck. “Does it mean the islands used to be completely submerged and then emerged? Why would they be underwater in the first place?”

Hera reached out and caught Sacmis’ forearm, silencing her. In the ringing quiet, she said, “I promise you all, we’ll find out.” 

 

 

***

 

 

“Well, here we are.” Sacmis took a sip from a bottle. They’d climbed out of the hive, and rested in the great hall. “Nobody has broken down the door, and we’re still alive.” Her gray eyes followed Hera who paced like a caged animal. The rest of them sat on the floor, looking morose. 

Nobody had spoken another word about the inscription, the bodies, the implications and the questions raised. Elei was grateful. It was too much to process, and his worry about Kalaes blotted out everything else. Right now, he only cared about getting out, finding a doctor and medicine. The riddles could wait.

“They’re waiting us out,” Hera said. “And that leaves one explanation.” 

Elei had feared as much. He rubbed his chest, trying to ease his breathing; it felt like a rock had lodged behind his breastbone. “There’s no way out, is there? They’re leaving us here to rot.” 

Alendra flinched and he wished he hadn’t spoken, hadn’t scared her, but things being as they were, it wouldn’t change anything. 

“No control panels, no buttons, no levers, no data processors.” Hera stopped at the parapet, looking down, hands tight on the rail. “Either the controls are hidden or there’s a control room elsewhere. No doors apart from the one we crossed, no trapdoors, no windows or any other indication of an exit.” 

“Nobody makes rooms without an emergency exit,” Alendra said. “A pity the cats can’t tell us how they got in here.” 

The cats in question lounged nearby, five of them now, including Cat, blinking sleepily in the half-darkness, not excited to be talked about. Their eyes were eerie blue. 

Elei scrubbed his face, as if that could erase the headache pounding in the back of his eyes, the colors playing on every surface, coming and going, disorienting and dizzying. “Maybe if we start walking they’ll show us the way.” 

“Actually, that is not a bad idea,” Sacmis said, rising gracefully to her feet and bending to lift Kalaes. “Rex is supposed to make them help us.” 

“Only if he’s in danger,” Alendra pointed out as Elei got to his feet. “Right, Elei?” 

Hera took a step toward Elei, dark hair spilling over her shoulders like ink. “I could make Rex believe he’s in danger.” 

“Oh yeah? So why don’t you try to strangle him again,” Kalaes wheezed, pushing off Sacmis and stepping in Hera’s way, “and see if Rex gets pissed?”

Hera blinked, her whole body vibrating. “You know I would not harm him.” 

“Do I?” Kalaes lifted his chin. “Your marks are spreading,” he gestured at her throat. “How much control have you got over yourself?” 

“Enough,” she countered, meeting his gaze unflinching, though a tremor went through her shoulders. “I can control Regina.” 

“Can you now?” Kalaes frowned, opened his mouth to say something more, and bent over. Alendra steadied him. 

Elei’s heart hammered. “Dammit, Kal.” He stood between him and Hera. “Stop this, both of you.” 

“I just don’t want her trying to strangle you when I’m not here to stop her,” Kalaes wheezed, sweat dripping down his face. “Promise me, Hera.” 

“Promise what?” Her brows were drawn over her eyes and her shoulders were hunched, but her voice was soft and miserable. “Kal?” 

“Hey.” Elei gripped Kalaes’ arm. “Let it go. Please.” Whether Hera or himself would hold onto their control until the end wasn’t something they could foresee. The whole exchange made him feel raw with fear. 

“Promise me that you won’t hurt him,” Kalaes said. “Promise me, Hera. I saved your ass in Dakru City. You owe me this much.” 

“You.” Hera didn’t move, and her arms trembled. “Idiot. No need to promise you anything. You’ll stop me if I lose control.” 

“But if I don’t, you...” Kalaes’ voice cracked, his lips twisted. “Dammit, promise me, Hera!” 

Hera grunted, bowed her head, her long hair hiding her eyes. “I promise.” 

For all the good it will do, Elei thought, and yet another exchange that sounded like goodbye, dammit, and if they’d just get moving.... 

He swayed. A blinding pulse went through the domed hall, and nausea churned his stomach. His pulse thumped in his throat, speeding, racing, and he wasn’t sure why, why now, what had changed— 

Sweet sugary scent hit his nostrils, so strong he staggered back, his hold on Kalaes the only reason he didn’t fall on his ass. 

“Gultur,” he croaked. “Lots of them.” 

“Damn them.” Hera kicked at the parapet. “They were not going to wait us out, were they?” 

Sacmis shook her head. “They were waiting for reinforcements.” 

The scent rose and fell like an ocean wave, like music, sharper and lighter notes, sweeter and fruitier, flowers and fermented honey weaving through shrill acid notes, shifting on the still air. The cats seemed to notice, too. They stirred and stretched, arching their backs and hissing, and his tainted eye took over, switching to infrared. 

“Elei, snap out of it.” Alendra shook him. He knew her voice but couldn’t see her face — all was lost to pulsing heat signatures, orange and yellow and bright red. 

“I’m fine.” He pulled back from her grasp and glanced around. Cat meowed, tail up like a red flag. The other cats paced around Elei, leaving honeyed streaks in his vision. He knelt down, patted Cat’s bullet head. His pulse beat in his wrists, in his fingers, and Cat growled and licked his palm. “Do you feel it too?” Elei whispered. 

Cat butted his hand, then turned and trotted away, slowing when nobody moved. Elei got up and squared his shoulders. Well, it did look like an invitation, but to what, only the gods knew. 

“Shall we?” he said, not looking at the others. No point, really, when all he could see was the heat centers of their bodies. 

In answer, something smashed into the double metal doors through which they’d entered with a crash. 

“They’re going to break down the door,” Alendra said, and suddenly everyone was moving after Elei. “Kal, come.” 

“Where to?” Hera asked. “You were not serious about the cats, were you?” 

Elei shrugged and kept walking. The cats led the way, small blobs of brightness, running and stopping, setting off again, heading around the parapet and toward an unremarkable stretch of gray concrete wall. 

He slowed. Maybe the cats thought they were having a stroll around the room. The double doors shook with another hit, the sound deafening, the spiral stairs vibrating and buzzing. Sweat trickled down his spine, drenching his t-shirt underneath the hoodie. The cats turned to him, tails raised like masts. What did they expect him to do? There was nothing there, nothing he could see. 

“What is here, Cat?” He swallowed his frustration and scanned the warm bodies winding between his legs, pressing against his shins. Cat rubbed himself on the wall, purring. “Is there anything at all?” 

He walked to the wall and ran his hands over the rough surface. He hesitated, felt his way along a sunken, fine line. Panels, about a meter square, meshed together so perfectly he could barely feel the seams. He knocked on one and it sounded hollow, but when he pushed, it didn’t move. 

“Did you find something?” Hera called. 

“Not sure.” He knocked on the next panel. “Cat?” 

Cat meowed, placed his front paws on a ground-level panel and pushed. The panel swung inward with a faint whine and Cat poked his head inside, then jumped through and vanished. The panel swung back and forth, screeching. 

Elei blinked. Well, that was an invitation for sure. He cast a glance at the others, drew his Rasmus and followed. 

 

 

***

 

 

The darkness was complete; no luminescent fungi grew in the low tunnel, but Rex had adjusted Elei’s vision quickly, letting him see thick pipes lining the walls and ceiling, symbols marking them at intervals. A utility tunnel. 

He took aim as they rounded a corner. “Are we heading in the right direction?”

“If we are where I think we are,” Hera muttered, her longgun pointing up, “then this is not exactly the way we should be taking. Not that we have much choice.” She cast a glance over her shoulder at the other three following in the dark. 

The cats sauntered along, pausing to rub against each other or look back at their little group, eyes alight. 

“Maybe there’s a staircase around here?” Telling his pulse to slow, without much success, Elei tried to see any sign of a door or trapdoor to lead them out of the utility duct. The Gultur might’ve broken the door of the hive already and it wouldn’t take them long to realize where they’d gone. “Hera?” 

“Cover us.” She holstered her gun and drew out the map, unfolding it as she half-ran beside him. “If this is the hive, and this our tunnel...” 

“Wait up!” Alendra sounded out of breath. “Slow down.”

“We need to go east,” Hera muttered, slowing. “Left.” She glanced around, scowled harder. “Well, and down, of course. But the map shows no exits from this tunnel. We’ll have to follow it to its end.” 

“And is it a long one?” 

“Not too long,” she said, to his relief. She folded the map, jammed it back into her hip pocket. “We should hurry.” 

“No shit.” His leg muscles shook, urging him to run.  

“Elei!” There was a thin, sharp edge of fear to Alendra’s voice. “Stop!” 

A sound reached his ears and he turned around. Retching. Kalaes was bent over, dark hair hiding his face, heaving. Alendra and Sacmis held his arms, and he hung between them. 

He was vomiting blood.

This... couldn’t be good. Elei took a step toward them, the sweet-sour stench of vomit hitting him like a hammer and he was thrown back in time —Pelia’s cool hand on his forehead, Kalaes and Maera holding him up in a dank basement, Hera looking down on him with contempt.

And then the acid smell faded under the onslaught of another scent, damn sweetness, cloying and nauseating, worming into his head and body like an infection. 

Gods... “Run!” he yelled. “They’re coming.” 

Alendra shot him a blank look, and Hera raised her gun. 

“I smell them. Gultur.” Elei shoved her out of the way, slung Kalaes’ arm over his shoulders and pulled him upright. “Kal, come on.” 

Kalaes wiped his mouth, his face gray. “Just leave me here, fe.” 

Elei’s jaw clenched so hard it hurt. “Don’t ever say that again.” Alendra moved to help and Elei shook his head. “Go ahead, I’ve got him.” He called out, “Hera!” She turned, her eyes narrowed. “Go!” 

Hera hesitated a fraction of a second, her eyes flashing in anger — an Echo princess probably never took orders, much less from a mortal infected with Rex — but she nodded and gestured at Sacmis. 

“Cover our backs,” she said and took the lead at a light jog that sent her long hair fluttering behind her like the trails of storm clouds. 

They ran, Kalaes hanging off Elei, his weight dragging on Elei’s shoulder. The sound of their steps rang off the metal pipes, multiplied and wound around them like ropes. Or maybe it was just his heightened hearing, enhancing every sound. 

“This way,” Hera called, running full out, her boots thumping, it seemed, between Elei’s ears. She disappeared around the bend of the tunnel, Alendra and Sacmis racing after her. 

They followed at a slower pace, Elei hauling the other boy along. Kalaes’ skin burned. The marks, the fever, the retching, the blood, they nagged at Elei’s mind, like there was something he should understand. But what?

Hera was trying to push a door open, leaning on it and rattling it. Sacmis was lending her shoulder, shoving against it, but the door refused to open and the scent of Gultur from behind rose like a whirlwind to swallow them up. 

“The map shows no other door in this tunnel.” Hera kicked the metal frame. “Damn this place.” She kicked it again. 

Voices slithered down the tunnel, impossible to tell from which direction. “Stop it, Hera.” Elei shook Kalaes, trying to keep him conscious. “Find us a way out.” 

Hera cocked her head to the side, listening. Then she nodded and spun around, taking off again. 

“Sacmis, give me a hand here.” Elei pushed the words through gritted teeth. “Please.” 

Without a word, Sacmis came to help lift Kalaes to his feet. His dark head rolled to the side. Shit. 

They ran, carrying Kalaes between them. They reached the end of the tunnel, crossing into another hung with lights that turned into moths and flew over their heads in circles. There were steps leading down, and then up onto a platform that rang beneath their feet. Focused on Kalaes, Elei barely glanced around until Sacmis slowed. 

“Now what?” she whispered. 

Elei looked up. Hera was fiddling with something on the wall, muttering under her breath. Alendra threw him a worried glance, then returned to keeping watch, Kalaes’ gun clutched tightly in both hands. 

“What are you doing?” Elei demanded to know. Why are you stopping instead of running? “What’s this place?” 

“I’m opening a door,” Hera said, frowning, fumbling with what looked like a lever. “To something called a dock.” 

“Dock?” Elei shook his head, frustrated. His back muscles screamed from lugging Kalaes around and the arm curled around Kalaes was numb. “We’re underground, if you haven’t noticed.” 

Hera didn’t dignify that with an answer. Shots rang behind them. The sound exploded in his ears, painfully loud, and he tried to turn as bullets slammed into the walls, spraying them with plaster and stone. Jumbled thoughts chased around in his head. Had Hera realized they couldn’t outrun their pursuers? Did she have a plan? 

“Get down!” Alendra cried and the reality of it still escaped him, his heart pounding and all the pretty colors flashing around him. He wondered why Rex wasn’t pushing him to move, what the parasite fed on when he didn’t feed himself, and why all of a sudden he felt so lightheaded. 

Someone cursed, and he was yanked sideways, forced to release Kalaes, and thrown against the wall. He blinked at Alendra. He hadn’t thought she was so strong. 

“Stay here,” she said, her hand fisting in his t-shirt, and Rex’s possession relaxed for a moment, letting him see her golden eyes. They were earnest, intent, a little worried. “Are you in pain?” 

“No.” He tried to push off the wall. “Kalaes...” 

“Sacmis will protect him. Just—” 

A whirr sounded, a vibration against his back, and Elei jerked forward as the wall slowly slid aside like a screen, allowing a glimpse into another dark hall. Alendra stepped through, and he and Sacmis dragged Kalaes into the hall, barely making it as the door slid closed, shutting out the shots and the footsteps of the approaching Gultur. 

“Where’s Hera taking us?” Kalaes whispered and his voice startled Elei so much he almost fell. 

I don’t know, he thought, sucking in a calming breath, I wish I did, but what he said was, “Home.” 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Seventeen



 

The place was cavernous. Open space, faintly lit by emergency lights low on the walls. Hera was busy locking the sliding door, jamming something in a control panel set in a recess. 

“We should be safe here for a while,” she said. “I blocked access from outside.” 

“And where do we go from here?” Sacmis asked quietly. 

Hera didn’t turn around. “I do not know. Nothing is marked on the map.” 

“Nothing...” Elei thought he’d misheard. “Nothing beyond this room?” 

She didn’t answer. Instead, she pushed off the wall and turned to face them, just as a patter echoed through. She flinched. 

A rain of bullets. 

With a niggling fear that the bullets might tear through the wall, he dragged Kalaes away, stumbling even though the floor was smooth. He thought it heaved beneath his feet like the deck of a ship, but a glance at Alendra showed her steady on her feet. 

“Here, let me take him.” Sacmis guided Kalaes to a concrete bench and settled him. “Elei, are you all right?” 

He nodded. 

“It’s Rex.” Hera strode toward him, face a thundercloud. She gripped his shoulder. “Damn parasite is using up all your energy.” 

Elei shrank back. Her fingertips dug into his muscle and her scent, unbearably sweet, sent his heart booming. “Hera...” He clasped her wrist and tried to shove her away but couldn’t. She pushed him until his back hit the wall and he sank down, his knees buckling. 

“It’s okay if it uses my energy,” he rasped, “as long as it controls telmion.” 

She leaned over him, silky hair brushing his face. “It’s trying to take you over again.” 

“Trying.” He looked up at her, and thought he saw blood dripping down her face, her throat. He shuddered. “But maybe Regina is already controlling you.” 

She bared her teeth in scary smile. “I’ll—” 

“Hera,” Kalaes said hoarsely. “You promised me.” 

Her eyes widened. She sagged and her hold loosened. “What do you see, Elei?” she whispered. “When you look at me, what do you see?”

He looked at her. The skin of things was back, showing him her dark eyes, curious, angry and concerned. 

“I see your blood,” he said, his voice just a breath. “I see you dying.” 

“Well,” she straightened, “that is not so frightening, is it?” 

“You think? It is scary to me.” He inhaled, and that was a mistake so close to her. Her face distorted, twisting into a grotesque mask. “And what do you see?” 

“I see...” She turned and slid down the wall beside him. “I see murder in your eyes. I see weapons in your hands. I see my death in you.” She sighed and closed her eyes, leaned her head back. “And yours in me.” 

“As long as you don’t follow up with that.” Alendra stood before them, the gun still in her hand. 

Elei blinked at her, then at Hera. “What should we do?” 

She shook her head. “Believe.” 

“In what?” 

“In what we know, what we promised.” She glanced at him sideways. “I promised to be your friend. I promised Kalaes not to hurt you. That’s all I’m hanging on to now. That I know who you are, all of you, even if my eyes tell me otherwise.” 

He supposed she was right. Could he do that? A quick look showed him long fangs, a muzzle like a dog’s. He turned his gaze away. “I’ll try.” No promises. Not fair perhaps, but Rex... Rex often surprised him with its strength. 

She nodded, seeming to accept that. “Good.”

 

 

***

 

 

“Hera.” Sacmis stood outlined in silver light, against a backdrop of what looked like machines and glass screens, but she was gazing beyond at something he couldn’t see. “Would you look at this.”

Hera had wandered to the far wall where lights flashed. “What is it?”

“Do you think we can drive them?” Sacmis asked.

Drive what? Elei sat up.

“One moment.” Hera was examining what looked like a data processor. Well, at least it had a screen, lit up now and flashing a message, and what looked like buttons along one side of it. “I think I’ve found a GKL800 point. An information base.”

“What I’ve found might be more urgent,” Sacmis said. 

Hera grunted, pulled something out the side of the screen — a slim data rod? — and went to join her. 

Another patter of bullets on the closed door behind them. Elei inched up the wall to stand. 

“It’s a dock.” Alendra stood rigid and still, her fair hair moving with each breath. “No wonder nothing is marked beyond this room.” 

Casting Kalaes’ slumped form a worried glance, Elei staggered toward her, and froze, a hand going to his gun. Below his feet opened a hangar full of large vehicles. They weren’t like aircars; in fact, they were unlike anything Elei had ever seen. 

Like fish, scaly and with long tails, lying flat on the concrete floor, the cockpit window in the front like an evil, dark eye. If they had wheels or air cushions, he couldn’t see them. 

Hera appeared at his side. She vaulted over the short parapet, flying through the air, her long hair a dark cloud. She landed in a crouch beside one of the strange vehicles before he even had time to gasp her name. 

“This is our way out,” she said, her voice carrying on the still, dusty air. “This dock.” 

Elei squinted at a reflection on the far wall. It was black and sheer, sparkling like a huge mirror. His stomach cramped. “That’s not a wall.” 

“It’s a window,” Hera said, striding to the vehicle and laying a hand on it, softly, as if not to awaken it. “And a gate.” 

A window. To where? Elei jumped over the parapet, following her down. Deep inside, he knew what lay beyond, but fear didn’t let the knowledge surface. He walked past Hera, past three vehicles parked side by side, all the way to the dark glass and placed both hands on it. It was made up of huge rectangular pieces, held together with steel bands, and so cold it burned his fingers. 

Something flashed behind the sparkling surface — long and silvery, writhing, vanishing back into the dark. 

“A fish,” he breathed and took a step back, his heart hammering. The glass was all that stood between him and the depths of the ocean, where the five hells were, where the damned lived in frigid water and agony. “It’s the sea.” 

Alendra was suddenly there, grasping his shoulder. “They’re watercars. If this is a gate, like Hera says, we can take one of their vehicles and drive back to Dakru.” 

Underwater. In the blue. Panic gripped Elei. “Yeah, sure.” He took another step back, brought short by Alendra’s hand. Sailing on the water, that was normal, that was expected, but going through it, like a dolphin, like a stingray... Deep down where sirens swam and the gods reigned. 

The doors behind them rattled with another volley of bullets. He turned. Sacmis was helping Kalaes down a flight of steps Elei hadn’t noticed, leading him to their small group in the hangar. She was always so gentle with him, despite Kalaes’ suspicions, gentle with all of them. Maybe it was about time they trusted her. Maybe her love for justice — or Hera? — was that strong. 

Elei started forward when Kalaes stumbled, Sacmis’ arm around him the only thing saving him from kissing the floor. He slipped an arm around his friend, felt his heartbeat hammering through the soaked shirt. 

“So cold,” Kalaes breathed. “Pelia, cover up the little ones, close the windows. There’re birds outside, they’re trying to get in, and we can’t...” He groaned.

Oh, shit. Hallucinations? “Hold on,” Elei said. “We’ll be fine.” 

“Where’s Pelia?” Kalaes whispered.

Elei winced. Okay, a plan, they needed a plan. “We get one of these cars and we go to Dakru. Hera, you think we can drive them?” 

Hera was climbing up the side of a watercar. “Do you think I’ve ever seen anything like this?” Her voice thundered in the empty space. “Let’s see if we can get in first.” 

Always so cool-headed, apart from the moments Regina took her. 

Kalaes shuddered, and Elei tightened his hold.

Alendra climbed after Hera. A hatch opened low on the side of the vehicle and steps unfolded all the way to the floor. 

“Sobek’s tail,” Sacmis whispered. 

The pounding on the door behind them went up a notch, jerking Elei out of his trance. “Let’s go.” 

Alendra and Hera entered the watercar while the besieged door boomed, sounding like it’d blow up any moment. With Sacmis’ help, he dragged Kalaes up the steps — don’t think, just move — and managed to get him inside. It was dark and cold, the walls and floor covered in a sort of black tapestry. 

Hera stood in a doorway, a frown on her face. “Have they broken through?” 

“Not yet.” Elei panted, hauling Kalaes to a seat with security straps. “Found the cockpit?” 

“In here.” Hera nodded over her shoulder. “Have a look. Maybe you can get the damn vehicle to work, because I cannot.” 

“I need to make sure he’s okay first.” Elei strapped Kalaes in the seat, patted him on the shoulder, pulled his gaze from that white, grimacing face. “Bring down the fever.” 

“What you need to do,” Hera snapped, “is to make sure we get out of here, now.” 

He turned to tell her where to shove it, when Alendra placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Tell me what to do,” she said, her gaze heavy like gold. 

He wanted to touch her face, inhale her soft smell, fall in her arms and hide. Instead he said, “Would you put some cold compresses on him? And give him water. And pills.” 

She nodded, her brow furrowing. “There’s not much water left.” 

“Then use it all.” He tried to catch Kalaes’ unfocused gaze. “Hang on, man. We’re going home.” 

He brushed past Hera, and she grabbed a handful of his hoodie as soon as he’d stepped inside the cockpit. She turned him around. 

“Why do you lie to him?” 

“Lie?” Exhaustion warred with grief, and it all turned into a ball of rage. “Lie? We are going home. That’s where I intend to take him once this is over.” 

“He will not make it, Elei.” Her voice was quiet. “You have to see that.” 

“See what?” He grabbed her wrist and forced her fingers to unclench and free him. “He’ll make it. We may not be as strong as the Gultur, but we’ve survived over the centuries.” 

“That is not...” She shrugged, looking down. “Not the point. He’s too far gone. The marks have spread down his back. Palantin is eating at his insides. He cannot keep liquids down and he’s burning up. His fever is too high. Soon he’ll stop responding and his organs will shut down. I’m only being realistic, Elei. He’s as good as dead.” 

A growl rose in Elei’s throat. “Don’t say that!” He shoved her backward until her back hit the wall, his heart booming. He didn’t look at her, not wanting to see what Rex would show him. “Don’t you ever say that. I’m taking him home.” 

And that was that, as far as he was concerned, the odds be damned. 

 

 

***

 

 

The cockpit smelled of nepheline, a whiff of powdery mold and sharp dakron fumes. He expected clouds of dust to rise when he fell into one of the two pilot chairs, but only a small puff enveloped him, tickling his nose. 

Sacmis came to stand behind him and Hera took the other seat, silent and scowling, her small mouth pursed as if to keep any words from spilling. 

Good. He wanted to smash the strange controls he saw before him, take a club at the windows, shred the chairs until the anger ran out of him like water. But no such luck. 

He stared at the panels, trying to decide what to do. 

“Is this not like a seleukid panel?” Sacmis said. 

“I hope you’re not asking me,” Elei muttered, kicking the base of the console. “Pissing seleukids.” 

“Is it Rex, making you act like this?” Sacmis asked, her breath warm against his neck. 

He suppressed a shiver. “Like what?” 

“You know what I mean. This violent. You seemed quiet before. Unassuming.” When he looked up at her, startled, she looked away. “Well, at least not so aggressive.” 

“When? When you put a gun to my head at the hospital, or when I put a gun on yours later?” He winced, clamped his mouth shut. He’d meant to agree with her, not... not this. 

But she only nodded, as if it confirmed what she thought — and didn’t it? She moved to stand behind Hera. 

He hung his head, trying to focus on the unfamiliar controls, wondering not for the first time what he really was like when Rex or telmion didn’t have the upper hand. If he’d like what he found. 

“These,” Hera said, “look promising.” She was stroking a cluster of buttons that looked like a spider’s eyes. 

“And what are they for?” 

“Buoyancy,” Sacmis said, “most probably. Ballast control, to stay underwater. Ah, here is air filtering.” 

He ran his fingers over a few switches, similar to those of an aircar. “And this should be,” he flicked it on, “the start up button.” 

The engine rumbled to life. 

Hera flicked him a wide-eyed glance. “Good,” was all she said, and she leaned over to switch on the thrusters. “But what about the gates? How are we getting out?” 

Shit. “A remote. There has to be a remote button.” Or else the panel was outside somewhere, and it was too late. 

“The helicopters in Bone Tower had a lever hidden near the panel,” Hera said, “to open the hangar ceiling. It could be a similar thing.” 

Sacmis was already moving, checking two lockers chock full of manuals, and then under the seats and along the sides of the panel. A snick sounded. 

A huge metal door slid aside, opening into another chamber. Exchanging an uneasy look with Hera, Elei pushed back his shoulders and let out a long breath. He grabbed the acceleration lever, nodded to Hera to release the brakes, and they lurched forward. 

Gods, but the vehicle glided as if on oil. Did it run on dakron? He cast a worried glance at what seemed to be the fuel dial. It looked full. If that was what it was. Which he didn’t really know. Pissing hells. 

They rolled into a much smaller hall, a claustrophobic box with neon green bars shedding light on the opaque walls. A set of double, heavy metal doors faced them. Carved designs decorated their surface. Elei could make out fishtails and ships. Probably some divine battle. 

Underwater. In the five hells. Where they were. 

He swallowed around a knot of fear. “Now what?” 

He’d barely said it when the doors behind them closed, and the carved ones in front opened, and the sea rushed in. 

His hands scrambled at the arm rests. The water poured from openings all around, rising, covering the windows. Hera was muttering the names of gods, and Sacmis held her arm like a lifeline. Alendra stumbled into the cockpit, her face ashen. 

“Is this it?” she said. “Are we out?” 

“Not yet.” Elei forced himself to breathe. 

The doors were open all the way now. The chamber was full of water. 

“When?” Alendra came to stand by his shoulder. 

He glanced at Hera who nodded at him, and pushed the acceleration lever once more. “Now.” 

Silvery bubbles ran up their sides as they slid through the door and eased out into the sea. Darkness swallowed them and panic rose again in his chest. 

“Where in the hells are the headlights?” Elei fumbled at the panel, accidentally switching on the heater. “Dammit.” 

“Calm down,” Hera said. 

The headlights turned on, flooding the water before them and washing everyone’s faces in white. He slumped back in his chair. 

“Set course to Dakru.” Sacmis leaned over Hera, staring into the dark sea. Lightning movement outside, an opalescent cloud twisting and turning, sweeping by; shoals of squid. A jellyfish, expanding like a glowing mushroom cap, floated at Elei’s left, its four long tentacles trailing below. Small, luminous fish drifted by. 

“It’s the abyss,” Hera murmured. 

He barely heard her. The wall — or cliff? — along which they had been driving, soared in a sheer face that seemed to go up forever into the deep blue. Down, too. Flat, white fish floated off their vertical roosts as they approached, like doves flying off the sea cliffs back at Ost. Rectangular and square shapes stood out in relief on the face of the cliff. Gates? Or windows?


His hand shook on the steering lever. He tipped the lever to the right, maneuvering closer to the cliff face. So smooth. And yet not entirely, no, made up of panels, screwed together with bands of what looked like dark metal. In fact, he could swear he saw letters and symbols engraved here and there. He swerved closer. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Hera slapped her hand over his and they veered to the left. “We’ll crash, damn you.” 

He didn’t let go, though. “Hera, this...” He swallowed hard as he pushed the lever up, speeding. Unlike the bays and coves he knew were above, along the coast, the wall was even, sleek, unwrinkled like young skin, curving delicately, perfectly. Endlessly. “This is huge.” 

“It’s an island, Elei,” she said patiently. “It’s meant to be huge.” 

“Not the point.” Was she being dense on purpose? “This can’t be natural, Hera.” 

“We said—” 

“Geomanipulation.” Elei gritted his teeth. “I remember. This isn’t it.” 

“I beg your pardon?” Hera lifted a fine brow. 

“It can’t...” More panels, more letters, more perfection. Metal. Gates. Windows. “It can’t ever have been natural.” 

Hera snorted. “It cannot go on forever. I’m sure that, after a while, we’ll see the natural rock.” 

He withdrew his hand then, let her have the steering lever. They cruised alongside the endless wall. He just stared, hands gripping the arm rests, as the foundations of Ert slipped by, majestic and huge and so artificial-looking. Strange that Kalaes wasn’t commenting. 

Elei jerked out of his seat. “Kalaes.” Cold washed down his spine despite the heaters blasting hot air. He stepped out into the back cabin and found Alendra kneeling at the other boy’s side. She glanced up when he dropped to his knees. Her gaze was bleak. 

“How is he?” 

“He won’t wake up,” she said, her voice cracking. “He won’t... Gods, Elei, what shall we do?” 

Through the mind-numbing fear, he had a bright, fleeting wing of a thought that he could love her, for worrying for Kalaes, for sitting there by his side instead of gawping at the wonders of the deep. 

“Kal.” He shook Kalaes’ shoulder, watched horrified as the tousled head lolled forward. “Did you manage to give him water?” 

“Some.” She wiped a hand over her face, and he could swear he saw a film of tears in her eyes. 

“Compresses?” 

“Here.” She pressed a soaked cloth into his hand. “I only just took it off him to wet it.” She swallowed. “Is he really your brother?” 

Elei paused, fingers clutching the rag. “Yes, he is.” 

And that was the only essential truth in the world. 

 






  







 

Chapter Eighteen



 

The cockpit was quiet when Elei returned, Cat licking his leg in one corner, and Hera at the controls. He sank into the co-pilot’s seat and tried to focus on the control panel. His eyes were blurry. He wiped a hand over them.

Hera didn’t seem to register his presence. She stared straight ahead, her hands gripping the arm rests in a white-knuckled hold. 

“Hera?” He laid a hand on her forearm and she recoiled, twisting to clutch at his wrist with bone-grinding force. He tried to pull away. “What is it? Where’s Sacmis?” 

Sacmis chose that moment to walk back in, through a narrow door at the back. “Looking for me?” 

He grunted. Tried to free his wrist again. “Let go.” 

“How is Kalaes?” Sacmis came to stand behind Hera’s seat. 

“Not good.” He finally managed to jerk himself free of Hera’s hold. “What’s wrong with you, dammit?” 

“You were right.” Hera shrank back in her chair, her voice barely audible. “Sobek’s ugly face, you were right.” 

“About what?” he snapped, unable to shake free of the bone-deep fear that Kalaes wouldn’t wake up. He couldn’t quite grasp the thought, the possibility, the reality of it. He couldn’t let this happen. Not after everything. Please gods, not when he’d started hoping again. 

“About this...wall.” Hera jabbed a finger at the swath of lit water outside, the occasional fish darting by, the endless curve of the island. “About this not being natural.” 

His head swam and he leaned back, closing his eyes. “So what are you saying? The foundations of Ert...” 

“The Islands are man-made,” Sacmis said. 

Elei looked up at her, his thoughts a whirlwind. The mountains and the marshes and the fields... “Are you talking, what, the whole world?” 

“Just look at this.” Sacmis gestured at the endless wall, the foot of the island. “The symmetry of the islands. The document was right.” 

“It can’t be true,” Elei muttered. Underwater colonies. A man-made world. He shoved his fingers through his hair, then reached up to straighten the course before they crashed into the wall. 

But Hera didn’t seem to notice, or to hear him at all. She rose, all coiled energy and fury. “What document?” She took a deliberate step toward Sacmis. “What else have you not told us?” 

Color rose to Sacmis’ cheeks. “I only had a look at the document to see if I could translate it with the help of that bilingual inscription.” 

“You are not, by any chance, talking about the document we found in Hecate’s box?” Hera’s body radiated heat, and her scent wafted thick and viscous, clogging Elei’s nostrils. “You did not take it from my pocket and read it without telling me?” 

Silence hung like a noose between them. 

“How did you read it?” Elei wanted to know. “I thought it was in a language none of us knew.”

“The inscription mentioned Egypt and Greece. I guessed it might be a clue.” Sacmis’ gaze was fixed on Hera. “I tried the Egyptian I knew, it did not work. But Greek did.” 

“You speak Greek?” Elei rubbed his eyes. “Wait, Greece was a real place?”

“Greek and Egyptian are obligatory temple teaching. As for your other question...” Sacmis shrugged. “Now everything seems possible.”

“What does the document say?” Hera sounded dangerously calm. 

“What you and I suspected. That there is land out there, beyond the Seven Islands.” She threw Elei a sideways glance, but really, what effect could one more bombshell have? “That a tremendous volcanic explosion took out the ozone layer of the atmosphere. These colonies were built to protect us until the ozone was regenerated and we could return to the surface.” 

Colonies. Plural. A volcanic explosion. Elei’s fingers clenched around the steering lever.

“Sobek’s balls, Sacmis.” Hera slid into her chair and smoothed her hands over the armrests. “I want to trust you, but you have to stop withholding information from me.” 

“I’m sorry,” Sacmis muttered. “I was going to, but so much was happening.” 

Others had built the islands - people from beyond the sea, from land. Real land. They obviously had the technology for something like this, and they’d constructed hives, for all the gods’ sakes, where mortals slept in glass coffins, waiting... Waiting to rise from the sea. It’d explain the wall, the tunnels, the elevators, the symmetry and the gods knew what else. Kalaes would laugh to tears when he told him. 

Kalaes... Pissing hells. Elei closed his eyes, took a deep breath. “Let’s talk about palantin.” 

“I told you,” Hera muttered, still angry. “Palantin is deadly.” 

“And I’ve been thinking.” Elei opened his eyes, sudden clarity unscrambling his thoughts. “About the marks, the fever, the vomiting.” 

“What about them?” 

“They reminded me of something and I just remembered what.” His hands fisted. “Telmion.” 

The silence that followed was so thick you could slice through it.

“What do you want me to say?” Hera asked eventually, fiddling with the controls of the vehicle. “That I knew?” 

“Did you?” 

She nodded, not meeting his gaze. 

“You knew.” Elei couldn’t pissing believe it. “I asked you what it was, and you knew it was similar to telmion.” Something burned in his chest, choking him. He rose, took a step toward her. He wanted to hit her. “You knew how to cure it and never said a word.” 

“Cure it?” Hera didn’t even flinch. “You cannot cure it.” 

“Rex.” He bit the word out. “It can control palantin, like it controls telmion.” 

“Listen,” Hera said. “Because you survived cronion and telmion, and then Rex, that doesn’t mean everyone can. It also doesn’t mean every fungal infection will withstand Rex. Do you know Gultur have died after getting infected with it, and others are still at the hospital, barely hanging on? Never mind that Regina is so strong. The strongest of them all.” She shook her head. “You also need to know if the timing is correct — if palantin has spread enough, reached a stage when it’s stable and could fight off Rex... Otherwise it could be deadly.” 

“So I should just let him die?” 

She grunted. “I might be kinder. He’ll die more painfully if you infect him with Rex.” 

“Or he’ll get a chance to live.” 

“It sounds like you have made up your mind,” she said calmly. “He’ll be sick, even if it works, until the parasites reach a balance inside him. And we’ll still be running while figuring out what to do next, how to save the world.” 

“Let me explain something to you.” Elei forced his voice to be level, his trembling fists to stay at his sides. “Right now I couldn’t care less about the world. I made a promise to Kalaes that I’ll take him home. And my first promise is to Kalaes, always. First I save him. Then the world.” He swallowed. “And I need your help with this.” 

She shook her head. Her gaze was half angry, half sad. “I understand.” Her eyes glittered. “I’ll do all I can to help you.” 

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes slumped in his seat, head propped on the backrest, mouth slack. His breathing was shallow and irregular. Shivers went through his body but otherwise he looked calm, undisturbed by real life. Already gone. 

Elei knelt by his side, stomach churning. What if Hera was right? What if it was a kindness to let him go? The gods knew he’d been through enough pain already. Sacrificed enough. Lost everything and more. 

It was selfish, then, this need to have Kalaes by him, but he did need him. Wasn’t sure he could go on without him. Besides, wouldn’t Kalaes want him to try? Wouldn’t he want to put up a fight? 

Kalaes would’ve tried everything to keep him alive, he was sure of that. Kalaes had always placed him above the world, above anything else. Because family was like that, he knew it now. 

And if he hates you for it later? the little voice at the back of his mind whispered. 

He’d take the chance. Nothing was worth fighting for if he couldn’t go home when it was over. And Kalaes was home. 

“Alendra and Sacmis are driving.” Hera dropped the medic kit to the floor and knelt to open it. She hesitated. “You do realize that I have never done anything like this before. Nor did I think I would.” 

He nodded. Neither had he. Especially not to Kalaes. 

“We have no doctor with us, no serum, no...” Her fingers tightened around the handle of the kit until her fingertips turned white. “We do not know that palantin will react the same way to Rex as telmion. Or that Kalaes is strong enough to survive it.” 

Elei didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. On top of that, her scent so close was driving Rex crazy, and the room dissolved into pulsing colors. Way to go, Rex. Perfect timing as always. 

“I need you to help me.” He turned his face away, trying not to breathe through his nose. “Get him to swallow the blood so that he doesn’t...” He shuddered. “Doesn’t choke on it.” 

“All right.” 

She handed him something and he looked down, his fingers curling automatically around it. A cutter, meant to slice gauze for bandages and thread for stitching up wounds. Polished steel, sharp and shiny. He ran the flat of the blade along the back of his hand, shivering at the cold smoothness. 

“Where should I cut?” he whispered. He glanced up at her then, suddenly feeling lost. “My wrist?” 

“No.” She grabbed his arm. “Not the wrist. Do you have a death wish?” She turned his hand over. “The palm is a good place. No arteries or big veins. Just slice a line, and not too deep.” 

“And...” He swallowed hard. “And then?” 

“Then,” she brandished a tiny container, “I collect the blood in here, and we give it to Kalaes.” 

“That’s all?” 

“What else did you expect?” 

Right. “How much blood?” 

She shrugged. “I’d say just a little, but I cannot be sure. Understand, Elei, this is not even the same Rex that you infected the Gultur with. It has evolved, grown stronger.” She cast a look at Kalaes, her jaw set. “I told you, I cannot promise this will succeed.” 

“I know.” He bowed his head. “I wasn’t asking you to.” He gripped the cutter, and pressed the tip into his palm, drawing a line. The edge was so sharp he barely felt it — just a tickle. Blood welled, bright red, and he cupped his hand to contain it. It felt unreal, kneeling in this strange vehicle, gliding in the depths of the sea, watching his blood flow. 

Watching Kalaes die. 

No. Elei wouldn’t let him. 

Hera tipped his hand and the blood trickled into the small container. He could only watch as it filled, slowly, steadily. 

“All right,” she said. “Now press this in your hand.” She put a rolled-up piece of gauze on his palm, and his fingers curled around it. He could feel the pain now; a throb traveling up his arm. 

He reached out for the blood-filled lid. “I’ll do it.” 

Hera hesitated, then relinquished the lid and sat back. “Wait.” She reached around, grabbed a bottle, shook it. “There is some water left. We should mix it with the blood. It will make it easier to swallow.” 

Elei waited, nerves grating like broken glass, his pulse thumping in the cut in his palm, while Hera dribbled water into the blood and mixed it with her finger. She wiped it on her leg and nodded. 

Ready to go. 

The sense of unreality increased as he leaned over, dribbling his blood between Kalaes’ slack lips while Hera massaged the throat to force him to swallow. It was as if it wasn’t his hand holding the tiny cup while the other clutched at the bloodied gauze, not his knees scraping on the hard floor, not his heart thumping in his ears so loudly. 

Out there was the deep ocean, the roots of the islands, a world that was apparently not, as he’d always believed, created by the hand of the gods, not pushed out of the seabed rock and coached to grow like seeds and bloom into the seven islands, cared for and molded by divinity, barely scratched by the actions of mortals. No, a man-made world. Constructed, put together, built and shaped — when? So long ago nobody remembered. New possibilities. Worlds beyond. More people. Wonders. Monsters. More. 

But his world had shrunk to the small room, to the blood dripping from the corner of Kalaes’ mouth. 

“Elei.” Fingers tugging at the nepheline lid, trying to pry it loose. “It’s finished. It’s done.” 

Only it wasn’t. Not yet. Not until something more happened, something to prove him wrong or right, with Kalaes’ life as the prize or the stone to hang around his neck. 

But he let Hera take it, let her cover Kalaes with a hoodie, press the wet compress back to Kalaes’ brow. He knelt, feeling blank and empty, wrung out like a rag. 

If Kalaes died... If he died... Elei’s vision blurred. Too exhausted, too tired of everything, hanging onto a bright thread of hope in the dark, and it kept loosening under his fingers. 

Hera’s hand fell on his shoulder and he didn’t even flinch. Rex was quiet in his head, calm, purring. You infected another, Elei thought distantly, a flare of anger in his chest. Are you satisfied?


“Get up,” Hera said. “I’ll send Alendra to watch him. We’re the ones with the most experience in driving.” 

“Damn you.” He pushed off her hand. “Let me be. I can’t...” 

“Yes, you can.” She pulled him up as he struggled against her hold. “You cannot just lie here and mope. We have work to do.” 

“Screw you.” He still struggled, his body aching and vibrating with tension, his movements clumsy. “What do you know about what I can or can’t do? What do I care about where we’re going? He’s all I have.” 

“Elei.” Just his name, her voice warm, and her arms around him, enfolding him. His chin fell on her shoulder, and he was too stunned to move when she whispered against his hair, “Kalaes is not your only family.” 

The words jingled like dil coins, soft and yet deafening. He sagged, burying his face in the fabric of her suit, his fists against the small of her back. Her scent triggered explosions of color inside his lids, but he didn’t open his eyes, didn’t look, only breathed, in and out. We choose what to believe. 

He could’ve stood there forever, hiding in Hera’s arms. Gods, he hadn’t realized he craved comfort until it was offered to him. But someone cleared their throat behind him, and Hera released him, took a step back. 

Feeling cold where her arms had been, he turned to see Sacmis at the door, a hand gripping the doorframe so hard Elei thought he heard it creak. 

“Am I interrupting?” she asked in frosty tones. 

Elei blinked, looked to Hera for any clues and saw her lip curl. 

“Perhaps,” she said, her voice even and a little dangerous. “What is it?” 

Sacmis tipped her head back and her eyes narrowed. “Apologies. I just thought you might want to know,” she said, clipped and tight, all emotion gone from her face, replaced with a heavy stillness. “We have company.” 

 






  







 

Chapter Nineteen



 

‘Company’ turned out to be three watercars in an inverted V formation, pursuing, hemming them in. Alendra drove, so Elei took the co-driver’s seat. 

“How is it looking?” His voice sounded rough in his own ears.

She huffed. “They’ve been sniffing our trail and getting closer. I’ve tried to lose them, but they won’t leave us alone.”

Elei checked the thrusters, the balance, the depth, and the ballast. There was a trick with the motors he could try, to give them a burst of extra speed. Would it work with watercars? 

“Let me have a go.” After all, that was why he’d left Kalaes’ side: to make sure they all survived this trip into the nether hells. He clenched the gauze in his palm, the bright pain honing his focus. The echoing emptiness in his head was filling with sharp-edged purpose. 

“Are you sure?” She got up when he nodded. “How’s Kal?” 

He cast a glance at the open door. “Could you look after him for a while, please, Ale?” 

“You’ve never called me that before,” she whispered, her golden eyes huge, and smiled. She walked out of the cockpit, leaving him to stare at the controls. 

That’s right. Kalaes had called her that, and Hera, but not him. He’d never dared. She smiled.

He took the pilot’s seat and checked the position of their pursuers. The three watercars were closing in. He sought the gear system, moved it to manual and hoped the engine, especially the reactor, would survive the strain.

Here we go. He downshifted to the lowest gear. The motors groaned and the cockpit shuddered. He pushed the accelerator to the max.

The aircar shook so hard he was afraid it might come apart. The window panes vibrated so fast his teeth rattled. Then they shot forward, leaving their pursuers behind. 

He breathed out and kept up the speed. When the three watercars had dwindled in the blue, he changed back to higher gear, giving the engine a breather.

Hera sank in the co-pilot’s seat, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Did you manage to shake off our tail?”

“For now. Where exactly are we heading?” He checked the compass. “Setting course east to Dakru.” 

“No, wait.” She spread the map on the panel. “Let us go south first.” 

“Toward Torq Island? Why?” 

“There’s an area with pillars in the sea.” Her gaze grew thoughtful. “Strange, black granite formations, at least at the surface. Let’s see how deep they go and what else is below. If nothing else, we may be able to lose our tail for good.” 

“Doesn’t the map say what’s there?” 

“Sentinels,” Hera said. “They must be guarding something.” 

“Remember our first patrol, with that pillar in the sea?” Sacmis said and Elei almost jumped out of his skin. He hadn’t heard her enter. 

“You almost died that day,” Hera bit out the words. “How could I forget? You scared me to death.” 

Elei checked the thrusters. Swerved whenever their pursuers tried to corner them against the rocks, zigzagged, breaking up clouds of phosphorescent fish.

Hera gave him the coordinates, and he fed them into the system. Whatever it was the pillars guarded could go screw itself for all he cared. Bringing Kalaes to safety was all that mattered. 

Then a speaker came to life, sputtering and vibrating under Elei’s hand, jerking him backward in his seat. 

“Come in, Ray 9823,” said a cool female voice. “Sacmis, are you listening?” 

A sharp inhale, and Sacmis stepped forward to stand between their chairs, the blood draining from her face. 

“What the hells?” Hera muttered. 

“Sacmis,” said the voice through the speaker, “remember the plan. Nine awaits your report. Good luck, soldier.” 

Elei jerked on the steering level, correcting their course; they’d been heading west instead of south. He turned to look at Sacmis. She stood frozen, sweat trickling down her face and throat in silvery lines. 

Hera turned the radio off. “You’ve been reporting to Nine?”  

“I did not—” Sacmis pressed a hand to her middle. Pain flashed in her gray eyes, and her nostrils flared. “I have not. I’d never betray you. I know this looks bad, but... It’s a trick to incriminate me and find out where we’re heading. How about some confidence in me?” 

Hera groaned softly. “Can this get any more complicated?” 

“You searched her for bugs,” Elei pointed out. “She was clean.” 

“That was many days ago,” Hera muttered. 

“Then search me again,” Sacmis said, a stubborn set to her mouth. “Now.” She sighed. “Or trust me and have more distrust for those who are trying to kill us.” 

“Why have they not tried to sink us?” Hera asked, “only following us, talking to you. To you, Sacmis.” 

“They want to sow discord.” She took a step back. “They hope we’ll lead them to the resistance, to Mantis.” 

“I should not trust you at all,” Hera said, voice like ice as she checked the map. “You appear out of nowhere with some vague explanation about defecting, dire warnings about the Undercurrent, and secrets. By all rights, I should tie you up and gag you, or eject you into the sea.” 

Elei tore his gaze from the path cut by the headlights and gave Hera a sharp glance. Did she mean it? Would she do it? 

Well, she was Gultur.

Sacmis stood, head bowed, a vein ticking in her jaw. “So what are you waiting for, hatha?” Resigned, and yet angry. Soft and yet sharp. Disappointed. 

He shouldn’t be feeling for her; for all he knew, she was just good at acting. But she’d been good to Kalaes.

Dammit, one of the other watercars came in from their left, trying to push them into the wall. Maybe they hadn’t shot them yet, but they didn’t seem to have any qualms about squashing them like bugs. He veered right, then pressed forward. They had to go faster. Where were the boosters? 

“Sacmis,” Hera whispered, “I need you away from the cockpit. Go back with the others.” 

Sacmis huffed, then turned around and left the cockpit. 

“Do you trust her, Elei?” Hera asked softly when the door closed.

“Sacmis?” He turned to her. “Maybe. Do you?” 

Hera sighed, a small, distressed sound. “You cannot tell with someone you care about,” she said, “can you?” 

It was the closest Hera had ever come to admitting to her feelings. Elei shook his head. What good did it do and what did it matter if he trusted Sacmis or not? He should be the one at Kalaes’ side. He had to end this race and return to the cabin.

Elei jabbed at one of the ballast buttons, and the vehicle lurched, slamming him back into the seat. 

“What did you do? We’re going up.” Brow furrowing, Hera leaned over, then pressed a button, stabilizing and straightening them. “A warning would be nice.” 

But they’d managed to gain some distance and buy themselves some time. Elei sat back, breathing hard, a wisp of satisfaction curling around the burning rage. “Well, I bet it surprised them, too.” 

Hera stared at him, then her mouth twitched up. “Fine. Full speed now.” 

Acceleration lever pushed to full throttle, they hurtled through schools of fish. They sailed through the dark water like a bullet, the watercars following, pulsing blips on the radar screen. They were fast approaching Torq and the pillar formation Hera had mentioned and all Elei could think about was whether Kalaes was still alive. 

“There,” Hera said with awe, and Elei looked up from the radar to see what looked like an agaric grove in the sea. In the depths of sea, for all the gods’ sakes, where the fish glowed and the jellyfish were big as boats. Huge, black pillars, some round and some square, with lights flickering on their surface. 

“Hells.” He stared. “This is amazing.” 

Their pursuers were closing in. He swerved and dipped, trying to shake them off, at least long enough to slip into the maze of pillars. He could see why Hera had thought it a good choice. 

They reached the first, an enormous trunk jutting up from murky depths, smooth and shimmering, marred in places with stains and growths. 

“What are they protecting?” he heard Hera whisper as he piloted the vehicle around the pillar and between two others, checking they were still being followed. 

“Right now, us.” He grinned, a grimace that made his cheeks hurt. 

He threw the watercar to the left, barely avoiding a head-on collision with a circular pillar that broke the symmetry, constructed too close to another. A symbol caught his eye as they sped past — a circle containing something like a hand. 

“Did you see that?” He careened between two square pillars, glimpsing one of the watercars hot on their heels. “That symbol.” 

“Make sure we do not touch the pillars, they can produce electric shocks.” Hera shifted to a lower speed. “That’s what got Sacmis almost killed. What symbol?” 

Another round pillar was coming up, and he could make out the red circle branded on its surface. “That one.” 

They zipped by so fast it was a blur, but Hera muttered something that sounded an awful lot like a curse. 

“It’s a warning sign,” she said. “Danger.” She was silent while they cruised near a pillar. “The Gultur symbol for high tension is almost the same.”  She put her hand on top of his, on the steering lever, and jerked them away from the pillar. “Careful, you’re coming too close.” 

“I know, Hera. Let go.” 

She did, her eyes wide. He kept an eye on the watercar following them, wondering where the other two were, and approached the pillar once more. If they touched its surface, they’d be fried. 

Well, risks paid off. Sometimes. 

The other two watercars appeared from the other side. Damn. He accelerated and took a sharp turn right, heading for the pillar. 

“The others probably do not know about the electricity,” Hera said. 

“Exactly.” He drove straight for it, seeing the three others converge behind them. He kept their course, letting the pursuing vehicles get so close they breathed down their back. 

“This is suicide.” 

He didn’t look at her, not to see how Rex was distorting her face. “Let me do this or we won’t make it out of here alive and it won’t matter that I infected Kalaes with Rex or that you can’t make up your mind if you want to kill Sacmis or love her. We need to get rid of them right now.” 

“Okay,” she finally said. 

He gripped the lever tight and focused on the speed, the resistance of the water, the direction the others were taking —closer and closer to the pillar. 

“Hera, be ready.” He led them to the point of no return. The pillar loomed over them, widening, towering — and then he spun ninety degrees. “Thrusters on the right, turn off those on the left.” He pushed the lever to the side with all his strength. “Now!” 

The thrusters on the right kicked in, giving them the boost to turn without tumbling head over heels. He straightened the lever and the watercar shot out, weaving between square black pillars like a moth among tall grasses. 

Behind them, an explosion lit up the water for a single breath-taking moment. A ripple hit them, then another. The watercar began to spin. 

Hera adjusted the thrusters and they slowed, lazily twirling one more time before drifting what seemed like inches from the next pillar. She let out a breath. “I think we lost them for good this time.” 

He grunted; tried not to think about the fact he’d killed them.

“New coordinates.” 

Elei entered the numbers, hands shaking. “Set.”

He maneuvered the watercar through the pillar grove, to its end where the open sea began once more, and headed east toward Dakru. The deep blue stretched ahead.

She turned to him, smiling. “That was clever. But do not let it go to your head.”

He wished he could celebrate, but there was Kalaes, back in the cabin, hovering between life and death. 

“Hey.” Sacmis stood at the cockpit door, looking worried. “Elei, come in here. You need to see this.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The cabin reeked of sweat and blood. Kalaes was sprawled over the double seat across the small cabin.

“Elei.” Alendra shifted from her kneeling position next to Kalaes. Her expression was somber. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

He nodded, not trusting his voice. His feet wouldn’t move. Something cold and heavy was coiling in his stomach, twisting in his insides. He wanted to ask if Kalaes was still alive, but the words wouldn’t come. 

Kalaes had promised they’d go home. He’d promised. 

“Come,” Sacmis said kindly, and took his hand. 

He snatched it back. She acted as if he might break, as if she was preparing him for something terrible. “Help Hera with the driving,” he said. “I’ll be fine.” 

She hesitated, then nodded, casting one last look at Kalaes before she left. 

Elei sucked in a deep, long breath, held it. Let it out. He took the last two steps to Kalaes’ side where Alendra sat. “Show me.” 

The rise and fall of Kalaes’ chest was reassuring. It calmed him enough to kneel and prop his elbow on the armrest. 

“His fever has dropped,” Alendra said. “He hasn’t woken up, though, despite the way you threw us all about. And look. What are these marks?” 

Her thin fingers pulled down the ripped neckline of Kalaes’ t-shirt, baring his throat, and there, in a dark necklace, stood the black dots. Rex’s badge and legacy. 

Elei touched his own throat and shivered. 

“They appeared a short while ago,” Alendra went on, “faint at first, but then they grew darker. Oh.” 

Shaking himself, Elei leaned closer. “What?” 

“They’re spreading down his shoulder.” She let go of the t-shirt, her hand shaking. “Is that...?” 

“Yeah, that’s Rex.” He thought of the black dots on his spine and shoulders. She’d never seen it. Hadn’t seen all the snakeskin covering the back of his body, only the marks on his cheek and neck showing above his t-shirt. 

If she ever saw... He clenched his fists. 

“So it’s working?” She fixed him with those golden eyes.

“I guess it is.” He rubbed his chest. “Damn.” 

“But that’s good... isn’t it?” She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Isn’t it?” 

“I didn’t... expect it to work.” The realization made him bow his head. No faith, huh?


“So he’ll be fine.” 

He looked up from under his dark fringe. Fine? He’d be under Rex’s thumb, craving things, violent at times, depressed at others, striving for balance. Never free. And yet... And yet...


“He’ll live.” She pulled him around the chair, drew him in, and her embrace was sweet. “He’s going to live, thanks to you,” she breathed against his neck, pressed her warm body close. “You did it.” 

Her hold, her words, undid the knots inside his chest, and he felt like he’d fall to pieces. But she held him tighter, held him together, and he loved her for it. 

Loved her though he didn’t know when or how that had happened and what to do about it. 

 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twenty



 

“You did it.” Alendra swirled him round and round, floating in the blue water of his sleep. Stars and fish and eyes turned with him, with her, and her hair, clouds of gold, made a ring around them. “You did it.” 

But Elei couldn’t remember what he’d done, and he didn’t care, because she was drifting away. “Alendra, wait.” Bubbles left his lips instead of sounds.

She glided, wisps of light trailing her. Explosions lit up the dark blue, sent him tumbling, and he struggled to follow her. The silence was eerie. “Wait for me!” But his words burst into stardust. 

Alendra shook her head, disappointed, and vanished in the deep.

He blinked and the dark around him paled to white. The quiet hum of the engines seeped through. He’d fallen asleep where he sat, his head propped on the wall. Something warm weighed on his shoulder, and he smelled a fresh, familiar scent. Alendra. Soft hair tickled his cheek. She slumped against him, sleeping. His bandaged hand rested on her head.

A glance in Kalaes’ direction showed him breathing evenly, his eyes moving rapidly behind his lids. Dreaming. But his face was relaxed. Not a nightmare. 

Elei sighed, relieved. 

Then he remembered Hera and Sacmis together in the cockpit. Not reassured by the silence behind the closed door, he gently moved Alendra aside and arranged her against the seat. She mumbled something, wrinkled her nose, and returned to sleep. 

Fighting the pull on his lips that kept twitching into a smile, he stepped up to Kalaes, checked his brow, found it cool, and this time couldn’t stop the smile from widening. 

Cautiously, he entered the cockpit. 

No screams, drawn weapons or pools of blood. Hera turned, giving him a questioning look. Sacmis flashed him a grin before returning to the map. 

Both still alive and unhurt. Good. 

“Sacmis told me Kalaes is...” Hera cast about for a word. “... is okay.” 

“He’s alive. And his fever is down.” And damn if that stupid grin didn’t threaten to split his face in two. “I guess that would make him okay.” 

Hera reached out as if to grab him and haul him closer. “The fever’s gone? Is he awake?” 

“Not yet. But he’s asleep and dreaming.” Hera looked alarmed. “He seems peaceful,” he added. 

Her shoulders relaxed and her hand dropped to her lap. “Good. Let him dream then. We need to set the new coordinates. Sorry, Sacmis. You’re going in the back with Kalaes.” She didn’t look at her. “Only Elei and myself will know our destination. Until I can trust you again.” 

“You’d better make up your mind, Hera.” Sacmis left the co-pilot’s seat. “Before I lose my faith in you.” 

Hera stared after her, winced when the door closed. “That went down well.” 

“What did you expect?” He took the vacated seat. “After all she’s been through with us, not only do you not trust her, you trust the enemy more.” 

“And since when have you become an expert in relations?” 

It was his turn to wince. “I’m not...” He sighed. “Forget it.” He checked the system, their depth and position, the radar for anything suspicious. Cat wandered by, gave him a disinterested look and returned to the cabin. 

A rustle caught his attention. The map was pushed over the console in his direction. Hera’s graceful hand, the bones marked with the black lines of Regina, gripped the other end. Rex was quiet in his head, his heart calm. 

“Apologies,” Hera said, a little roughly. “That was uncalled for. This is not your fault.” 

Stifling a surprised snort, Elei took the other end of the map and spread it out. “It’s okay.” 

He followed the coast of Dakru with his forefinger — the jagged cliffs, the towns he’d crossed, Artemisia, Aerica, Dakru city. Traced the curve of the island and wondered if its base was a perfect circle like Ert’s seemed to be. 

“Where are we heading?” Find a cache, she’d said, to give the Undercurrent the upper hand, to win the war. 

“I believe this”, she touched her thumb on the map, “might be the best spot.” 

He squinted at the dot. “Abydos?” The northern-most city of Dakru, west of Teos. Teos. He shuddered. 

“Yes, south of Abydos. A cache of vehicles, and one of weapons. I had hoped to go here,” and to Elei’s shock she tapped on Artemisia, the port where he’d landed when he’d first arrived in Dakru. 

“Are you mad?” he demanded. “That’s practically next to Dakru City.” 

“Close but not too close. Think. We’d take the capital by storm, control the heart of the Seven Islands.” 

“You’re thinking war strategy. I thought we were only going to help the resistance.” 

The map creaked as Hera gripped it hard enough to tear. “We are the resistance. If we cannot rely on the council, then we need to do all we can to end this.” 

Cold crept up his spine. “It’s on the other side of Dakru. We’d have to go around Dakru, we could be pursued again, and Kalaes—” 

“Which is precisely why we are not going there.” She sat back in the pilot’s chair, gaze thoughtful. “Too risky. Kalaes will not be in a shape to outrun danger for a while, even if Rex manages to undo most of the damage.” She tapped her fingers on the armrest. “I’ll do all I can to bring peace, but I will not risk him if I can help it.” 

He didn’t think he’d ever hear Hera admit aloud that she gave a damn about Kalaes. His lips were pulling into that ridiculous grin again and he pressed them together. 

“Do you really think what we’re doing can make such a difference?” he asked. “Turn the odds in our favor? Even if we manage to take Dakru and all the islands, what about the sea? The regime controls the ocean, the boats, and even watercars like this one. How can we defeat them?” 

Hera chewed on her lower lip. The jewel-like patterns of Regina glittered on her throat. “You are right that the sea is important,” she said, “and I think I have an idea of how to take care of that. I’ve been thinking about the pillars.” 

He tilted his head back, gave her a narrow look. “What about the pillars?” 

“I’ll tell you. But first, here are the coordinates.” Hera sat back in her chair, wearing a satisfied little smirk. “Full speed ahead, captain.” 

 

 

***

 

 

The sea stretched before them, dark, shot with shafts of golden light nearer the surface. Lots of fish swam there, in the azure haze, swirling like clouds of silver. Sometimes larger fish crossed their path, and Hera named them when Elei asked — a whale shark, big like their watercar, casting a long shadow overhead, a bluefin tuna, glistening like a blade of polished gunmetal. 

A visit to the back cabin showed him Kalaes, Alendra and Sacmis fast asleep. Elei’s lids drooped despite his earlier nap, and his stomach twisted with hunger. No more blue bread, no more water. 

A race against time. 

Kalaes shuddered in his sleep. The white web of palantin climbed one side of his neck and curled into starbursts, fading where it met the black dots of Rex. There was no outward sign of the battle taking place within, and Elei had to hope palantin hadn’t scarred Kalaes’ organs too badly. 

Elei returned to the cockpit and glared at the acceleration lever as if that could make them go faster. Hera was rubbing off on him. Damn. 

The light faded. Maybe night had fallen on the world above. Time had lost all meaning. The control panel shimmered, dissolved into scintillating spores, and he was falling through the blue again, water sliding cool against his skin. Alendra took his hand and smiled. “I want to see you,” she said, “see the scars,” and he flinched because if she saw them, she’d run away.

“Elei.” A hand shook him. “Wake up. Should I ask Alendra to replace you?” 

“No.” He blinked furiously, rubbed his bleary eyes. “Sorry.” 

Hera said nothing, maneuvering the watercar over a sandy underwater plain, overgrown in places with patches of undulating grasses. He re-checked the coordinates, corrected their course, made sure everything was okay. 

“You’re probably dehydrated,” she said, startling him. “Gultur can go for four days without water. Mortals two at best.” 

“But Rex— ”

“Rex is an unknown factor. It can do so much, and yet it may be draining you to keep itself alive.” 

But he couldn’t muster any anger against the parasite. Hells, if it saved Kalaes, he might build an altar to Rex and worship it, like the Gultur worshiped Regina. 

“As for food,” Hera went on, “the body can go longer without, but we’ve been burning a lot of energy. You,” she slanted a quick look at him, “probably need twice as much food as any of us. Rex keeps flooding your system with adrenaline, especially now that telmion is suppressed.” 

Gods, why did she have to speak of food? The hollow ache in his belly flared and dizziness washed over him. “Can we change the subject?” 

Hera snickered. “Your stomach sounds like a molosse dog in heat.” 

“Thanks, Hera, just what I needed to know.” 

The silence stretched like the sea, the hum of the engines only deepening it. He kept nodding off. His mouth was so dry he couldn’t wet his chapped lips and his throat hurt like knives when he tried to swallow. 

Hera nudged him. “Dakru,” she said, her voice breathy. “We’re cruising along the northern coast.” 

Stark cliffs rose to their right, cragged, dark and solemn, and as they sank deeper, Hera adjusting the controls, the cliffs melted into a uniform wall of gray. 

“Just like Ert,” he whispered. It was true, it was all true. The islands are man-made. 

Schools of small fish, flashing orange bands and golden circles in the headlights, engulfed the watercar, then moved on. A bleep on the radar caught his attention, but the small dot moved away, not to return. Then more fish, shapes against the otherwise smooth wall, sharks, jellyfish, curious squid. 

Endless. An endless journey. 

His head pounded and his leg throbbed. His chin dipped time and again, and he jerked back to wakefulness to find Hera driving with a scowl pinching her features. 

This time she was checking the map. She’d pinned her long dark hair at her nape with gods knew what, so her profile glowed clear and white against the dark glass. 

“I really should have asked Alendra to replace you,” she said when he shook his head to clear it. “Changing depth,” she announced, and the watercar lurched and sank. 

“Why’re we going down?” His voice slurred. 

“To find the gate.” 

The gate. He tried to collect his wandering thoughts and glanced outside.

They slid downward, facing the wall, and the water darkened to the color of a bruise, blue-purple and disturbingly beautiful. Symbols on the wall blinked in and out of existence, brushed by the headlights. There they were again — the panels, the marks of human craftsmanship. 

“Here, stop the watercar, gods damn it. Where in Nunet’s name are the brakes?” Hera’s hands moved over the switches frantically. “Where—” 

Elei found the brakes and the vehicle screeched and shook. He adjusted what he hoped were the thrusters and ballast, and was glad when the screeching stopped. 

“Can you see a gate?” Because all he could see was the smooth wall. 

Her white teeth flashed in a smile. She reached around the side of the console and pressed something. 

The wall before them slid aside like a curtain. Oh right, was all he could muster as a ripple went through the water, and the opening sucked the sea and the watercar with it into the black bowels of Dakru. 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei stood at the open door of the watercar, his Rasmus drawn, a finger caressing the trigger. The hangar was dark, quiet, and enormous. Faint green lights blinked on the machines crowding the far wall. 

Cautiously he went down the steps, teeth gritting against the renewed pain in his leg, gun trained on every shadow, every corner. He limped around the watercar were seawater dripped in pools on the rough floor. Then he stalked between the other watercars, parked in orderly rows in the dimness. 

“Clear?” Hera came to join him, longgun pointed up. 

Although he couldn’t see a camera, that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. Giving one last look around, he started back toward their watercar. His foot dragged across the floor, and his Rasmus weighed a ton. He rubbed a hand over his face, trying to clear the haze. No food, no water, no sleep... 

I can do this. He holstered the Rasmus and stumbled to the watercar ladder, his leg wobbling. Rex was weakening. Hopefully telmion wouldn’t flare yet. So close now, almost at the end. 

A loud voice from the watercar, raised and high-pitched; angry. A clatter. A shout. What in the hells? 

He ran, a stumbling lope, before he registered that he’d heard Kalaes’ voice. Kalaes was awake. 

Elei climbed the ladder and burst into the cabin. The scene in front of him didn’t make sense. He braced himself against the wall. 

Kalaes stood at the other end, head bowed, eyes glittering under his tangled black hair, pointing a longgun at Alendra. Sacmis had an arm across Alendra’s chest in a protective gesture. 

Protective. Kalaes was going to shoot Alendra. He was going to... What in the five hells, had he lost his mind? 

Elei took a step forward, only to find Kalaes’ gun trained on him. “What are you doing?” His pulse roared in his ears. “Put the gun down.” 

“Stay back, Elei,” Sacmis said, her voice tight. “Maybe he does not recognize—” 

“I can’t see,” Kalaes pushed the words through clenched teeth. “I just can’t... Elei, is that you, fe?” 

“Yes.” Elei raised a hand. “Calm down—” 

“There’re colors everywhere.” The gun wavered in Kalaes’ hand. “What in the hells is happening to me?” 

Rex.

The gun came up again, and Kalaes drew a sharp breath, eyes narrowing. Elei’s hand twitched at the holster of his Rasmus, then he realized the longgun wasn’t even trained on him but somewhere to his left. He turned around, slowly. 

Hera. She had her longgun aimed at Kalaes, her lips peeled back, her hair coming out of the twist at her nape. 

“A demon of the deep,” Kalaes whispered, his voice thin and horrified. “She has claws, fe. Get out of the damn way!” 

Rex, meet Regina. He forced himself to move between them, when Hera lifted her gun. Oh, shit. 

“Hera, don’t you dare shoot.” Elei wondered if he should drop his gun and raise his hands.

“Then control him,” Hera said through gritted teeth.

“Kal,” Elei turned to him, “calm down. It’s Rex. That’s why you see what you see.”

“What in the hells are you talking about?” Kalaes muttered.

“Elei infected you with Rex,” Sacmis said, stepping in front of Elei, ignoring his attempts to shove her away. “You were sick.” 

Kalaes turned the gun on her. “Step aside.” 

“No. I will not let you shoot Hera.” Sacmis planted her fists on her hips, sweetness wafting from her body, invading Elei’s jumbled senses. 

Elei tried to push her, but she seemed rooted there. Snakes slithered on her arms and legs, insects darted between her blond locks, skittered down her back. His hand closed around the handle of his gun. 

“Get away from her, Kalaes,” Hera growled, sidestepping them both and inserting herself between Kalaes and Sacmis. “You will not touch a hair on her head, do you hear? Or you deal with me.” 

Sacmis stumbled aside. “Hera?” 

“That’s Hera?” Kalaes swallowed. “You’re pissing kidding me, aren’t you? Screwing with me.” His gun was in Hera’s face, his finger trembling on the trigger. He kept squinting his right eye. “Why can’t I see properly?” 

“Kal, put down the gun,” Elei said. “What you’re seeing isn’t real. I told you, it’s Rex’s doing. I’ll explain, just don’t shoot anyone.”

Alendra tugged Elei’s sleeve. “Come away. What if his gun goes off?” 

“Rex needs some getting used to,” Elei muttered, disengaging her fingers from his hoodie. “Kalaes won’t shoot us. I’m sure he won’t.” 

“How can you be sure?” Hera snapped. “You can hardly control it half of the time, and even I have trouble with Regina.” 

“Hey.” Kalaes edged back but didn’t lower his gun. “I’m right here, okay? I may be half-blind, but I’m not deaf, so you may as well talk to me and pissing explain what Rex has to do with this.” He waved the gun, and all of them ducked. “Elei, come here.”

“No,” Alendra whispered. “Don’t.” 

Elei moved around Hera to face Kalaes. Up close, he saw the infected eye, a startling blue. “I’m here.”

Kalaes reached out and gripped his forearm. “That you, fe? You’re just a blob of red and yellow, dammit.”

“Kal, listen to me,” Elei said. “You were sick with palantin. You were dying. Do you remember?” 

The gun descended until it pointed to the floor, but Kalaes didn’t release him. “Yeah. Is this...” He licked his chapped lips. “I don’t know, the underworld or something? Am I dead?” 

Well, technically, it was the underworld. But... “No, you’re not. You’re...” Tainted. Possessed. “You’re fine. What I—” 

“He infected you with Rex to save your life,” Hera snapped.  

Above his pounding heartbeat, Elei could just about hear Kalaes’ panting breaths, the watercar engine wheezing behind him. He smelled Rex on Kalaes — peppery and dry. 

The gun slid out of Kalaes’ hand and thunked to the floor. 

Elei twitched, expecting a wild shot, but nothing happened. “Kal, I’m sorry, I could see no other way. You were burning with fever and we couldn’t bring it down, and—” 

“He’s right.” Alendra stood next to Elei. “Rex is the reason you’re alive.” 

Kalaes lifted his hands as if to shut them up. “Is this... infrared vision, is that it?” 

“Yeah,” Elei said, so low he barely heard it himself. Regret curdled in his stomach.

“Hells.” Kalaes retreated until his back pressed against the wall. He slid down and let his head fall back. “Oh, shit.” He didn’t look angry, only... shocked, his lips moving soundlessly, pale like paper, the three black lines of his tattoo startling against his cheek.

Elei crouched by his side and planted a hand on his shoulder. “Take deep breaths. The colors will fade and Hera will look normal again.” 

Kalaes blinked slowly, then slid his gaze sideways to Elei. “All right then, I’ll...” His voice sounded strangled. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “I’ll calm down, just give me a minute. What... where are we?” 

“Dakru. Deep underground. We’ll need to go as soon as possible. Do you think you can walk?” 

He nodded, then bent his head and groaned. “Gods. You live like this, with these pissing colors jumping at you all the time? How do you do it and not go batshit?” 

Elei shrugged. “Who says I’m not?” 

“Very funny.” Kalaes fisted a hand in his hair. “No wonder you don’t talk much. Feels like there’s a damn sledgehammer pounding at the back of my eye.” 

Elei ducked his head. “You get used to it. Sorry for—” 

“Don’t you dare apologize for saving my life, fe.” Kalaes reached up and squeezed Elei’s arm. “If you can live with the damn parasite, then so can I. I’ll learn how to control the son of a bitch.” He looked up, his jaw working, and nodded at Hera. “Stop pointing that gun at me. I won’t shoot you, or your girlfriend, so relax.” 

Hera pressed her lips together, lowered her longgun and holstered it. “Good to know.” 

“What about me?” Alendra said, lips tilted in a smile. 

“Ale...” Kalaes slumped back. “Shit, sorry for all this. Come here.” He smiled at her, then tugged on Elei’s arm. “Help me up, will you, fe?” 

It took both him and Alendra to lift him to his feet and keep him upright. Still, he was standing and walking, and that was already more than Elei had hoped for. 

Hera retrieved the longgun and passed it to Sacmis. “Time to get going.”

Neither of the Gultur offered to help with Kalaes, giving him space. They led their small group out of the vehicle to the other end of the hangar, where Hera proceeded to open the sliding doors. 

Cat meowed and sprang through them, vanishing into the gloom. 

They stood at the beginning of a dark tunnel, a cold breath of air ruffling Elei’s hair and slicing through his clothes. Kalaes’ shirt was soaked with sweat, and he shuddered as another gust of wind soared through the passage. 

“Which way?” He adjusted Kalaes’ arm over his shoulders, and glanced at Alendra to make sure she could handle the weight. She offered a quick smile. Her lips were cracked, her small face drawn with exhaustion, and even like this he wanted to kiss her. 

The faint outline of the corridor swam in his eyes. 

“This way,” Hera said, and a spark of hope flared. 

Hera would find a way out. 

She usually did. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twenty-One



 

Sacmis walked ahead, her longgun held in both hands, boots thumping lightly on the ground. 

“Wait up,” Hera said, hurrying to catch up, but Sacmis did not slow. “Is everything all right?” 

“All right?” Sacmis snorted. “You have nerve, asking that question, hatha, after you treated me like a traitor so many times. How could anything be all right?” 

Sobek. “But I thought—” 

Sacmis spun around. “You thought what? That you can treat me like crap and I’ll just stick around because I love you so much?” She shook her head and turned away, started walking again. “I do not need this.” 

Hera’s pulse rose in her throat. “Sacmis, wait. You have to understand. Things were complicated.” 

“Do not think that stepping in to take a bullet for me makes it all right,” Sacmis said, striding so fast Hera had to jog to keep up. “It is not enough.”

“I suppose not,” Hera said. She had stepped in front of the gun for a reason, and she would do it again. She could only hope it was not too late. “Sacmis, we need to talk.” 

“We are talking.” 

Hera halted. “You were right.” 

Sacmis finally stopped. She gave Hera a long look over her shoulder. “And?” 

“And...” Hera swallowed. “Part of it was Regina. But part of it was me and I have no valid excuses. I’m sorry. It will not happen again. I trust you.”

Sacmis’ lips pressed together, then parted and tilted in a smile. It was breathtaking. “You do?”

“With all my heart.” 

 

 

***

 

 

They walked for hours —or days or weeks, for all Elei knew — through dim, winding corridors that stank of rot and black mold. Reality stretched like the bulging skin of a nightmare, expanding and contracting, constantly changing. 

Kalaes’ arm hung heavy over his shoulders, dragging him down. Alendra had stumbled some minutes back and he’d had to brace all three of them. His left knee felt wrenched. 

Who cared? The main thing was they were all still standing. Although the way Kalaes listed, his face gray, standing wouldn’t be an option for much longer. There was only so much Rex could do without rest and food.

Cat trotted alongside. If Cat was there, Elei thought, they were going the right way. Crap logic, but his fuzzy mind liked it nonetheless. Anything to keep him going. 

Hera crossed his path and he almost crashed into her. She gestured with her longgun toward Sacmis, who stood half-swallowed by darkness, flicking glances back and forth. Guarding them. 

“What is it?” His throat felt raw like an open wound. His tongue was thick in his mouth, twisting the words. 

“We’re there. It’s around the corner. Keep your eyes open, all right?” 

He gave a small nod, tried to secure Kalaes’ limp arm over his numb shoulders. Was this what eternity felt like? Was that why the gods didn’t give a damn about anyone else anymore — too exhausted to pay attention? 

And they were moving once more, Hera taking point, striding confidently and not the least wobbly, damn her, along the curve of the tunnel, then vanishing around the bend. 

One step, one foot in front of the other, eyes glued to the smooth floor, not even caring if someone jumped them from the shadows, not able to care. Harsh breaths — his own, Kalaes’, Alendra’s, mingling in a cacophony that brought back memories of pain and fear, and he gritted his teeth, trying to blot it out, but it was inside his head, echoing in his skull. The corridor spiraled into darkness, heaved and pitched, and he wasn’t sure anymore if he supported Kalaes or if Kalaes supported him. 

Then hands gripped his arms and he tried to fight, his movements slow and all wrong. 

“I’ve got him,” Sacmis said, “stop pushing me,” and a weight lifted. He stumbled to the side, fetching against a wall. 

Sacmis and Hera held Kalaes between them. A faint sound to his right made him jump. But it was only Alendra, sliding to her knees, eyes closed. 

“Ale.” He staggered over to her, pulled her to her feet. Her slight frame trembled in his arms. “We need to go.” 

They followed the others through a door which whirred closed after them, and into a domed hall lit with flickering lights. He looked up and his steps faltered.

Holy shit. Huge machines, big like beacon towers, stacked neatly in rows. War machines. 

When Hera had mentioned a cache of weapons, he’d thought of guns and bullets, maybe cannons. Not this. Gods, not this, and yet...


Horrified, terrified, in awe, he moved closer, dragging Alendra along. This was surely much better, this... could win a war. 

Hera was waving at them, gesturing at something. She’d set Kalaes down by one of the huge wheels. 

“Wait here,” she said as soon as he and Alendra reached them. “Sacmis and I will check if there’s an elevator.” 

Kalaes lifted his head, his possessed blue eye gleaming. One corner of his lips lifted. “Don’t worry, fe, I’m not going anywhere.” 

“I did not think you would.” Hera’s dark eyes narrowed. “You look like shit.”

“Compliments will get you nowhere,” Kalaes growled. “Just go already. The sooner we get out of his hellhole the better.” 

“Manners.” Hera cocked her head, long hair curtaining her face, as she checked the ammo in her gun. “Did you say mortal girls like you?” 

“I’ll have you know,” Kalaes murmured, leaning back and closing his eyes, dark smudges under them, “girls think I’m quite charming.” 

Cat sauntered over and rubbed his face on Kalaes’ thigh. Elei stared. Oh right. Rex approved, apparently. Another one of us. 

Elei sank down next to Kalaes, Alendra sighing softly as she curled up at his side. “Did you know about this, Hera?” He waved a hand vaguely. “About the machines?” 

She tapped the barrel of her gun, eyes going narrow and thoughtful. “No, but now I wonder what kind of weapons all those caches marked on the map may hold.” 

A frightening thought. Whoever held so much power in their hands could do anything. “Hera.” He tried to lick his lips but his mouth was too dry. “Will you tell them about the caches? About all that’s on the map?” 

Hera stood there, a graceful shadow, her gun pointing to the domed ceiling. Behind her the enormous machines stretched and rose like a wakening storm. “I do not know yet,” she whispered. “You’re right, maybe...” She shook her head. “Maybe nobody should have them.” She clucked her tongue. “First things first. Let’s end this war. You have my word I’ll consult with you before I do anything.” 

She would? Elei shook his head. It felt strangely light, as if it wasn’t connected to his body at all. Was his opinion really important to her? 

Family. There were many side effects to having one, apparently, and smiling while fighting off tears was one of them. 

Not that he complained. 

 

 

***

 

 

The elevator spat and sputtered, but the doors cranked closed and the cables overhead groaned as it started to move. Cat had taken his customary place on Elei’s shoulder, claws digging into his flesh. The small, sharp pain kept him focused. He glanced at the faces around him, ghostly in the bluish lights on the elevator ceiling. They all looked dazed, gazes blank, cheeks hollow and cheekbones prominent. Sick and exhausted.

He’d dozed earlier, propped against a frigging war machine, while waiting for Hera and Sacmis to return, but his vision remained blurry and his head was unbearably heavy as they went up. 

And after we reach the surface? Then what?


The question lingered on the tip of his tongue like bitter candy. He dared not ask, didn’t want to know, didn’t know what he could do with the knowledge. Didn’t know if he could keep walking. All he wanted to do was lie down and go back to sleep. 

Alendra jostled him, then gave him a sheepish look, and he didn’t know if she’d done it on purpose to keep him awake or if she’d been falling asleep herself. 

Cat kneaded his claws energetically into Elei’s flesh, and he shook his head to clear it. 

The ride up wasn’t so long this time — unless he’d lost track of time, which was quite possible. The elevator shrieked to a shaky halt, throwing them one against the other and finally in a jumble on the floor. Cat hissed but never budged from Elei’s shoulder, tail held up rigidly like a flag of doom. 

The doors ground open, the sound making Elei’s teeth ache, and they crawled out into another dim tunnel. Another pissing tunnel with those damn fungi lighting it at intervals, hanging like lit bulbs. 

Hera scrambled upright, pulling Sacmis with her, holding her a moment longer than necessary, and Elei didn’t miss the grin breaking out on the blond Gultur’s face. It sent a pang through him, a sweetness like honey in his mouth, but when he licked his lips again, they tasted of grit and dust. 

When Hera pulled at his arm, he struggled to get up. Sacmis already had her arms full with Kalaes and Alendra, hauling them out. 

“The exit?” he managed, each word coughed up like a rusty nail. 

“This way.” Hera dragged him unceremoniously out of the elevator, drew his gun and pushed it into his hand. “I’ll take Kalaes. Sacmis will help Alendra. I trust you to walk on your own.” 

Always expecting him to keep going, as if he were superhuman, like one of her race. One of her own. 

He nodded, gripped the gun in hands that couldn’t quite grip and took a stumbling step, his leg rickety like an old ladder. Sharp pain went through it when he put weight on it. Old wounds come back to life. 

But he kept on, stumbling after the others, because what else was there to do but go on. He almost laughed when they reached a ladder, except it wasn’t funny. The exit was right there. Up there in fact, and he wasn’t sure he’d make it. 

Nevertheless he followed, hanging back a little so that Hera wouldn’t kick him in the face. Cat pawed at his arm, purring, and his knee buckled once and again, an instinctive grab for the next rung of the ladder saving him each time. His heart jack-hammered in his chest, in his throat. 

He made a grab for the next fuzzy rung and missed, gasped and tried again, fingers slamming against the ladder. He curled them, found the rail and grasped it. 

Hells. 

“Everything okay?” Hera called from above, and he nodded. He pressed his brow to the cool metal and took a deep breath.

He climbed higher, grasping at rungs that seemed to sway and vibrate, to separate into cables, to dance back and forth. The snakeskin on his cheek itched, and maybe it was spreading but he couldn’t bring himself to care. Higher and higher, splinters of pain in his thigh, spikes in his knee, his head throbbing. Darkness, punctuated with red fungi, their phosphorescence strobing and swirling until he had to close his eyes and swallow nausea, and more darkness, thick and pulsing like warm blood. 

And then a flood of dazzling light. 

 

 

***

 

 

“Here, take my hand,” Hera said. 

Elei gave up trying to clear his watering eyes and grabbed for it blindly. He was yanked up so hard he lost his footing and slammed against the ladder. But then another hand grabbed his wrist and hauled him through a circular opening into the light. 

Daylight. He flopped on cold earth, his legs still dangling inside. The air smelled of water. We’re outside. 

His mind sparkled and spun. He never thought he’d be so glad to see the surface of frigging Dakru again. He hooked a leg over the edge, pulled himself out and lay face down in the dirt. It’d never smelled so sweet. His fingers dug into soft soil. 

Not a street. Not a city. 

He sat up. Cultivated green fields, a blue algae pond, and scattered houses. A flock of pigeons took to the sky, black specks against a morning sky white with haze. 

And behind, in the distance, tall towers of buildings, windows reflecting the day’s dazzle, and the sweeping curve of a heavenway, supported on concrete, square pillars. Abydos, great port of the north. Not even in his wildest dreams had he imagined he’d ever set eyes on it. Or on Dakru, let alone what lay beneath the ground. 

He glanced around and found Hera standing, hair whipping behind her, an arm around Alendra. She was talking, her words broken by the wind. Kalaes leaned against Sacmis. He glanced back at Elei. His mouth moved as if speaking but Elei couldn’t hear him. 

Then Hera apparently noticed he was still on his ass in the dirt and came to help him up. He took her hand, rose, almost fell on his face when his leg folded underneath him. 

“We need to boost Rex before telmion brings you down.” Hera’s voice echoed in his ears, and her arm went around his waist, warm and strong, anchoring him. “We were talking about this with Sacmis, and it seems for once luck is on our side.” 

Luck? Elei blinked. 

“Marking the place,” Hera said and shoved with her foot a couple of rocks under the cover of the vent, keeping it open just a little. “Mark it too, Sacmis, it’s about a hundred paces from the nearest house.” 

When Hera hauled him toward the house, he didn’t struggle. He began to struggle when she drew her longgun and kicked in the door, though by then it was too late. 

A woman and a little boy, their eyes huge, sat at a narrow table, a meal set in front of them. 

“Put away your gun, dammit,” Elei said. It hurt to speak, and his voice was like nails dragging across metal. “It’s a kid.” And that made perfect sense to him, although by the look on Hera’s face, for her it didn’t. 

“I will not hurt you,” Hera said, and, to Elei’s relief, she lowered her gun until it pointed to the floor. “We need water and food. It’s urgent.” 

Okay, true, maybe it was urgent. Water would be good. He leaned against the doorjamb as the floor began to slide from under him. Sacmis appeared with Kalaes and Alendra. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” Another woman entered the room, stocky and old, aiming a gun at Hera. “What do you want?” 

Oh, great. Hysterical laughter filled Elei’s throat, choking him. He stumbled forward and raised his hands. 

The room tilted, and his knee buckled. Nobody was there to stop him from falling this time. He crashed, sprawled on his belly. The sounds faded, leaving him suspended in the void. 

Then they rushed back in. 

“Idiot, what are you doing?” Hera was saying, somewhere to his right. “I had this under control.” 

He wanted to laugh at that, but he was too tired. Wanted to say he was okay, but that would demand too much energy, and besides, it’d be a lie. His head throbbed, his stomach roiled, and his leg burned like fire. 

“Poor boy, is he okay?” the woman said, coming to stand over him. “You come in with your gun ablaze, what was I supposed to think?” 

“I apologize,” Hera said, her voice a little scratchy. “As you can see, we’re in a bad shape. If we can only rest here for a while, drink some water and eat some of those k-blooms I saw in the fields outside...” 

K-blooms? Rex perked, sent a jab of energy through Elei. Sugar.

“Yes, please,” he whispered. 

 

 

***

 

 

Elei couldn’t get enough of the water and the sweet k-blooms, but at some point Hera pushed the dish back and glared at him. 

“Enough, you’ll be sick. Rex only needs some encouragement, we do not want it getting out of hand. Equilibrium. That’s what we want.” 

Elei glanced at Kalaes who’d eaten his fill and was fast asleep against the table, the black mop of his head laid on his folded arms. Alendra yawned, clapping a hand over her mouth. She caught Elei’s eye and gave him a tired smile. 

“Is the battle heading our way?” the old woman asked, the one who’d held the gun. She sat next to Elei. “Is it far?” 

Why was she asking him? 

Rex was waking, pumping up his heart, clearing the fuzz from his head. The woman clearly thought they’d been in a battle, which would be the logical explanation — ‘we came from underground’ didn’t sound half sane. ‘War is coming,’ Mantis had said. Well, it was here. 

“You need to tell us what you know,” he said. “Have you heard of any battles close by?”

“Well, not here in Abydos, not yet,” the woman said, worry lines etched around her mouth. “But, last I heard, the front was moving north, toward us.” 

“Which side is winning?” Alendra asked. 

“The regime is winning.” The old woman clucked her tongue. “As we expected.” 

Hera stirred, pushed back her chair and stood up. “We need to get going. We, uh... We thank you for your hospitality.” 

Both women and the little boy stared at her. Elei stared too. Hera was obviously making an effort to be polite and it showed in the tense set of her shoulders, her strained voice. 

Alendra shook Kalaes and he looked up, blinking. “Wha’?” 

“We didn’t even get a chance to introduce ourselves,” the younger woman said. “I’m Nera, and this is—” 

“No time now,” Hera said, business-like. She grabbed Elei’s arm and pulled him to his feet where he swayed. 

Well, at least the pain in his leg was lessening. “Hera...” 

“We need your vehicle,” Hera said, ignoring him. “It’s of the utmost importance we leave immediately.” 

“Now listen, girl.” The old woman squared her shoulders, lifted her wrinkled chin. “We did all we could for you. We’re a poor family and can’t afford to—” 

“You listen.” Hera banged her fist on the table, politeness forgotten, making everyone jump and setting Elei’s possessed eye pulsing. “Unless you want the regime to win this war, too, you’ll give us your aircar and help us do what we must.” 

Okay, there went discreetness. Of course, time was running out, he realized now, and at least Hera wasn’t about to steal the vehicle behind their benefactors’ backs. 

The old woman’s eyes had narrowed to slits. “You’re with the Undercurrent.” 

Yeah, well, that had been pretty obvious, hadn’t it? Elei set a hand on the grip of his Rasmus, ready to threaten and bully their way out of this mess. The little boy gave him a wide-eyed look that made him wince. 

Dammit. He kept his hand on his gun, but wasn’t so sure he’d draw it. He tried to look stern, at least, but his vision was still bleary and his head pounded. All he really wanted was to curl up somewhere and rest. 

“We’ll help you,” the old woman said, pulling a key from her belt. “I hope you know what you’re doing. Take the aircar, but there’s barely enough dakron to reach the center and no more silla to mix it with. It won’t take you far.” 

Hera swore softly under her breath. 

“Mama, no. You can’t just give it to them!” The younger woman, Nera, made as if to stand, but she must’ve seen something forbidding in her mother’s face, because she sat back down and heaved a sigh. “Without the aircar, we’re done for, mama. You know it.” 

“It’s a war, Nera, and it’s coming our way. We have to pick a side.” 

“Maybe you do.” Nera’s mouth thinned. “I have Mal.” She patted the little boy on the back. “I can’t afford to take sides.” 

She was putting her child above the world. How could Elei begrudge her that? 

The silence grew, over-tense, ready to shatter. 

Hera growled deep in her throat. “The key.” She strode over and plucked it from the old woman’s hand. 

“Listen,” Elei said. “We will pay you back. I’ll find you.” 

Nobody said anything, and Hera clenched her jaw as if to stop herself from saying something nasty. She turned on her heel and headed outside. Everyone got up, nodding their thanks, and trooped toward the door. Elei noted with relief that both Kalaes and Alendra were moving under their own power. 

He took one last look around the shabby room and the people who’d saved their lives, even if a bit unwillingly, tipped his head and left, closing the door behind him. 

 

 

***

 

 

Hera drove them to the outskirts of the city, through empty streets and past deserted squares. The old vehicle sputtered and listed to the side. Its air cushion was struggling and the equalizers had seen better days.

Elei sat crammed in the back seat with Kalaes and Alendra, Cat perched on his shoulder. 

“We need to contact Mantis,” Hera said as they turned into a street lined with shops, their fronts barred and dusty. 

“Any idea how?” Kalaes muttered, checking his gun with shaky hands. He still looked gray about the face, and the spidery white marks of palantin on his neck blended with his skin. 

Elei cringed when he saw a line of aircars ahead, but it wasn’t a blockade; they were leaving town. He turned and scanned the horizon toward the east. A low, malevolent cloud sat on the plain in the far distance. Dust. It rose in plumes, presaging the arrival of something huge. 

“War machines?” Kalaes whispered, turning even paler. 

“They’re still far,” Hera said. “But it’s obvious they’d move the war this way, away from Dakru City and Bone Tower.”

Shit. “I knew we wouldn’t be lucky for long.” 

“Actually, luck is still on our side, even if it does not seem that way,” Hera said in that infuriatingly calm way of hers. “If the battle front is moving here, then this is where Mantis will be. He does not strike me as the sort to watch from afar.” 

“He will be here,” Sacmis said. “If he’s alive.” The way she leaned closer to Hera, the way Hera smiled back at her... If Elei had to guess, he’d say they’d forgiven each other. 

Elei bit his lip. “So is this the final stand of the resistance?” 

Sacmis looked away and said nothing.

“Slow down,” Kalaes said, tapping Hera’s shoulder. “I think there’s a patrol ahead.” 

The aircar coughed and jerked, throwing them forward, then back. “Damn fuel.” Hera slammed a hand on the armrest. “Sobek’s balls, I’ve had enough.” 

“You were saying about luck?” Kalaes drawled. 

Hera huffed, then swerved into a narrow street, speeding past dark facades. 

“Running away, how brilliant.” Kalaes smacked his hand on the seat in front of him. “If the patrol took no notice of us before, it’s bound to take a look now!” 

Alendra twisted to look behind. “They’ll come after us.” 

“It makes no difference,” Hera grated. “They’d check us. That’s the purpose of a blockade. How many mortals you know who have eyes different colors and who travel with two Gultur?” She stopped the aircar. “And we’re out of fuel. Get out.” 

Nobody moved. The engine died with a rumble and a pitiful hack. 

“What do we do now?” Alendra asked, and all faces turned toward Hera who sat still, back straight, staring ahead. 

Because Hera always had a plan, an answer, an idea. 

“I do not know,” Hera said, each word hammered into the silence. 

“Hera?” Sacmis this time, head cocked to the side, gray eyes narrowed. “What is it?” 

“Nothing. I...” A faint tremor went through Hera. “I cannot think straight. Can someone... Gods damn it, get out of the damn car!” Her whole body shook. 

Kalaes and Elei traded a questioning look. 

“The friggin’ patrol’s coming,” Kalaes said, popping the door open. “Move it.” 

Kalaes and Alendra spilled out, boots thumping on the cracked asphalt. Elei followed and turned to watch as Sacmis helped Hera out. He felt more than saw Kalaes haul himself up and take a step forward, hands clenched at his sides. 

Hera stood at the center of his vision, a beacon of pulsing light, colors running up and down her body. His pulse thumped in his ears. What was happening? Her scent washed over him like a tidal wave, a towering, crushing wall of sweet perfume, laced with acid. Her small face was lengthening, twisting out of shape, a snarl curling her lips. 

“It’s Regina,” he heard Sacmis say, and the words came and went, low and then loud, returning like strings, looping around his neck. “It’s spiking.”

His breaths came quick and shallow, and he was stepping forward, his hands patting his belt for a knife, anything to cut Hera, slice her throat open and spill her blood. “Can’t let her.” Kill us, touch us. “I’ll stop her.” 

“Elei, stop.” Sacmis’ voice sounded desperate. “Leave! If you drink her blood, Rex may mutate into gods know what, and you may not survive it. And even if you do, she’ll kill you. Go!” 

“Get away from me.” Hera fought against Sacmis’ hold, her words distorting. “I’ll kill you, I swear it by all the gods!” 

“We have to run.” Alendra grabbed Elei’s arm, tried to haul him back. “Elei, come on.” 

Elei shook his head. All he could see was a creature with a dog’s snout and sharp claws struggling to get free of Sacmis’ arms. 

“You bastards!” Hera shouted. “Stupid mortals. Stop mocking me, I can see the sneers on your faces. Run before I catch you!” 

“Go, damn you,” Sacmis cried, muscles straining in her arms. Her chest was a pulsing, scarlet beacon. “We cannot go on together. You’ll kill each other.” Her face was distorting now too, like one of those rabid dogs that killed Albi. 

The image of Albi’s old face stretched across his vision, blotting Hera out, and he remembered her kindness, her gnarled hands on his face. 

What was he...? Why was he gripping his knife? He blinked, and the image of Albi was gone, replaced once more by the dirty alley and Hera snarling at him, tethered by Sacmis’ arms. 

Kalaes had drawn his gun, had it aimed at Hera. 

“Kal.” He stepped in front of him. “Stop.” 

“Let me go, Sacmis.” Hera’s lips peeled back in a snarl, and she knocked an elbow into Sacmis’ middle. “I’ll put them out of their misery.” 

Alendra snagged Kalaes by his hoodie. He dug his heels in the dirt, but Elei grabbed hold too and pulled. 

“Kal, it’s Rex, it isn’t real.” Kalaes strained toward Hera, and Elei jerked him back again. “Come on, man, let’s go.” 

Sacmis hauled Hera away while Alendra and Elei dragged Kalaes into another street, past dingy shop fronts and growling dogs. Cat hissed on Elei’s shoulder, then jumped off and shot off into an alley. 

Elei made an ineffective grab for Cat, but a sound from behind jerked him to a halt. 

Shouts. female voices. Gultur. 

Damn. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twenty-Two



 

“Okay, what in the pissing hells was that?” Kalaes wheezed, wedged between Elei and a moldy wall in the dark, narrow alley. “Did Hera really turn into an underworld demon and try to eat me?” 

“That was Rex reacting to Regina’s smell.” Elei kept watch for the patrol. He could hear them whisper, could hear their steps crunch on glass shards and trash in the street beyond the alley. “What does an underworld demon look like?” 

“Well, you know.” Kalaes swallowed hard. “Snakes for hair, writhing and hissing, and a mouth full of pointy teeth.” 

Kalaes hadn’t seen Hera turn into an animal, like Elei. Into a dog. Was it because he hated those dogs for killing Albi? They haunted his nightmares. “Do you dream about demons?” 

“Sometimes.” Kalaes licked his cracked lips. “When I’m sick.” 

“Did you want to drink Hera’s blood?” 

“What? No.” Kalaes grimaced. “She was going to kill me. I had to fight back.” He puffed out a breath. “Am I going mad?” 

“Guys, be quiet,” Alendra whispered. They fell silent, waiting, until the steps of the Gultur patrol moved away.

“I told you, that was Rex, Kal,” Elei said under his breath. “Rex wants Regina.” 

“What it wants is to kill Hera, fe.” Kalaes swallowed. “Why just Hera? Why not Sacmis?”

“Hera’s an Echo. Pure strain Gultur. And Rex wants her blood.” Elei’s shoulders sagged. Maturation could drive Echoes mad. Would Hera be okay?

“Son of a bitch,” Kalaes murmured. He rubbed his temples. “My head’s killing me.”

“Are you seeing colors?”

“Everywhere.” Kalaes blinked furiously.

“Don’t rub your eye,” Elei said. “Take deep breaths, tell yourself you’re safe.”

“Are you kidding me?” Kalaes covered his infected eye with his hand. “I can’t lie to myself, can I? Safe, he says...”

Distant shouts. Wisps of sweet scent on the air. The patrol was returning. Elei shifted closer to the wall and peered around the corner into the alley. Nothing. 

Then steps sounded, coming their way, and the colors flared around Elei. He twitched. “We have to move.”

He took Alendra’s hand, grabbed Kalaes’ arm, and hauled them farther back into the alley. There was an upended dumpster, garbage spilling on the street. The sour stench would mask their smell. Alendra made a sound of protest when he shoved her behind the bulk of the container. Kalaes stumbled after her, and Elei sank down beside them, panting. They waited in silence.

Somewhere in the city, a shot rang. Kalaes clasped the pendant at his neck, whispering. Alendra’s eyes were huge, her lips white. The shouts came nearer.

Elei forced himself to bend forward and look around the cover of the dumpster. 

A Gultur stood at the mouth of the alley, longgun drawn, scanning the place. Her visor gleamed in the morning light, flat and gray. 

Elei fell back, his heart thumping. “Don’t move,” he mouthed.

The Gultur’s boots crunched on broken glass. A beep sounded. Her steps retreated. “All clear,” she said. Another beep came. “On my way.”

In the street outside, the Gultur patrol marched past, their boots hitting the asphalt rhythmically.

Elei slumped in relief. 

“Are they gone?” Alendra laid a hand on his and he stared at her soft lips. Her smile was sweet. He leaned toward her, lifted his hand to her face.

At the periphery of his vision, he saw movement and froze. 

“What is it?” she whispered. “Who’s there?” 

“Two children,” Elei breathed. “Street children. Hold on.” He rose to his knees, raised his hand in greeting. “Wait!”

The children bolted, running toward the main street. 

Crap. He grabbed the dumpster for support and got to his feet. He broke into a jog and went after them, stumbling into an avenue. Despite Rex’s return, his leg felt stiff and weak. 

“Elei, stop!” The others were following him. But he couldn’t wait. He knew now what he had to do, and he ran after the two small forms. This was the end of the sprint, of the mission, of the wandering. This was where he’d do what he must do to start living again. Find what was worth living for. 

“Wait!” He pulled down his neckline to display Rex’s marks and the snakeskin of telmion. “I’m one of you. We’re all human!” 

Passersby stopped, and several heads turned. Time stuttered. The kids vanished inside a building and he halted, winded, bracing his hands on his knees. 

Kalaes was shouting something from behind, and he sounded scared. Elei spun around, drawing his Rasmus, and the world exploded in flashing colors and noise.

Bullets. Zipping by, one of them nicking his arm. Gultur, a line of them, firing, red and yellow silhouettes. 

He backed away, cocking his gun, prepared to take at least one down with him. He puffed out a breath. Man, what a way to go, after everything.

Another bullet hit the gun out of his hand, leaving a sting of fire in his fingers. He bent, picked it up, and was bowled over by a mob — a very short mob, who dragged him backward, behind a crumbling wall and down a dark passage. Children, he realized as he struggled against their hold.

He stopped fighting, let their small, strong hands pull him along. “I need to talk with you.” He was dragged over a doorstep and managed to find his feet just as they reached the dark opening in the floor. Steps gleamed, going down.

He stopped. “Ale? Kal?” he called.

“Climb down.” A prod in his back. “Now.” 

Grinding his teeth, he obeyed. He descended into a gloomy basement, lit by a swaying light bulb. 

“Elei.” Alendra’s voice made him look up. She came down the steps, followed by Kalaes, and, miracle of miracles, Cat.

“Oh, thank the gods, there you are.” Alendra rushed to take his hand. “You’re bleeding. We need to wrap up your arm.”

Elei squeezed her fingers. “I’m fine.”

Kalaes came to stand beside her, glaring at the children who stood on the steps, tightly grouped, like one creature. 

A girl stepped down, taller than the rest, her hair red like flames. “What did you say out there?” she demanded, her voice raspy and low. 

“Tefnut says we’re all human.” Elei held her gaze. “Afia and Jek of Teos told me to say this if I needed your help.” 

Murmurs rose from the children, and the tall girl raised a hand to silence them. “And who are you?” 

“I’m Elei.” 

She gave him a thoughtful look. “Rex?” 

Elei shrugged. Elei Rex. It had a ring to it, and it wasn’t like he had another family name. “Yeah. And who are you?” 

“Do you know war is coming? That you shouldn’t be here?” 

“You shouldn’t, either.” Elei gave her an even look. “You should’ve left town.” 

“We can’t, fe.” The girl shook her head, red ringlets jangling around her face. “We’re waiting for someone.” 

“For Mantis,” Alendra said. 

The children buzzed, a beehive. The girl turned and scowled at them until they shut up. She shifted her weight on one leg and folded her arms across her narrow chest. 

“I’m Leny, and this is the Blackhound gang.” She lifted her chin. “You wanted to talk to us. So talk.” 

Elei nodded. “We need to contact Mantis. It’s a matter of life and death for all of us. We have news that could turn the odds in our favor.” 

Leny paled, the freckles peppering her nose and cheeks standing out. “Important news?” 

“We need to speak to him. Now.” 

She hesitated, glanced at the diminutive mob and then back at Elei, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. “You swear it’s so important? That it could save them?” 

“It could save them.” Elei rubbed his eyes. “It should, although I can’t promise it.” 

“Does Mantis know who you are?” 

“We’ve met.” 

She snapped her fingers and two little boys came forward. “Then we’ll send Mantis a message, tell him that Elei’s here and waiting for him.” 

 

 

***

 

 

Hours passed before Leny walked back in, two familiar figures following her down the steps. Hera and Sacmis.  

Elei got up from his spot by the wall. He’d asked Leny to find them, but seeing Hera he paused. It wasn’t only the fact they’d tried to kill each other, but also how small and exhausted she looked. Dirty and scratched, her hands bloodied, her face all bony angles. When had she gotten so thin? 

Then again, they probably all looked like her, starved and grimy. 

Hera was struggling to shake Sacmis off, but tears were sliding down her cheeks, cutting white trails in the grime. Sacmis only hugged her more fiercely. 

“It’s Regina,” Sacmis whispered, her harsh expression daring anyone to comment. “Maturing can be difficult for the elite, more than for the rest of us. Hormonal changes on the large scale.” Her mouth dipped in an unhappy line.  “It’ll pass. Everything must look very dark to her right now.” 

“I understand,” Elei said. “I know how it feels.” 

“The hells you do,” Hera said, raspy and shaky, her dark eyes glinting with shards of yellow-green. “Nobody does.” 

“But I...” He paused, not sure what to say. She’s your friend. Make her see you understand. You owe her that. “Listen. Rex is so much stronger than cronion ever was. The adrenaline spikes are...” He inhaled. “Huge. They make me feel I can walk through walls. But afterward, when I come down, everything seems black. Nothing has meaning. Living is pointless. It’s dark for a while, pitch-black. But it gets better.” At least she was looking at him, paying attention. “Give it time. The world will brighten. And...” Maybe he was mad, but at least in this he was sure. He opened his arms. “Come here.”  

Hera stared at him like he’d sprouted flowers, but didn’t resist when he tugged her from Sacmis’ hold and pulled her close, nor when Kalaes and Alendra joined them, their arms going around her. 

Sacmis blinked, her eyes glittering wet, and smiled. 

 

 

***

 

 

The five of them ate stale blue bread and drank water provided by the kids, and dozed in different positions around the basement. Hera was curled against Sacmis, Kalaes on his back by the wall, Alendra in a small heap between him and Sacmis. Cat blinked sleepily, curled against Elei’s thigh. 

There was a faint hubbub of children voices upstairs. The basement door creaked open. 

Elei raised his head from where it rested against his drawn-in knees and squinted against the spilling light. He threw up a hand to shade his eyes as someone entered, face dark against a blazing halo. 

“I see you all made it back,” said a boyish voice. The figure moved, the halo dissolving into blond hair, the dark face into serious lines. “You asked to see me, so I’m guessing you found something down below.” 

“Mantis,” Hera rasped, sitting up, her dark hair tangled around her face. 

“Hi there, m’lady.” His voice and face softened as he crouched in front of her, reached out to stroke a strand of hair off her brow. “I was afraid for your life.” 

Hera made a soft sound and caught his hand. “We have information. We have a cache.” 

Hope flared in Mantis’ eyes. “Weapons?” 

“War machines.” Hera bit her lip as if to stop herself from laughing or crying. “Not far from here. We can stop this war.” 

Mantis pulled back, withdrew his hand. “They still have the sea, Hera. Even if we control the seleukids and their drones with war machines, even if we have vehicles on land, they have the boats; they can bring reinforcements from the other islands.” 

“They cannot.” Hera pushed Sacmis off. “We’ll set the pillars against them.” 

Pillars. Elei rubbed a hand over his face. That sort of rang a bell, but what... 

Mantis flicked a bewildered glance at Elei before turning back to Hera. “Hera, I don’t know what in the hells you’re talking—” 

“The pillars in the sea.” Hera’s eyes blazed so much Elei wondered if she wasn’t running a fever. 

“Okay. What are the pillars for?” 

“Guarding, of course.” Hera scowled. “The electricity.” 

“What do you mean?” Mantis frowned. He looked haggard, as if he hadn’t slept or rested lately. “Guarding what, Hera?” 

Hera straightened in Sacmis’ arms. “The islands. The pillars are meant to create an electric force field around the islands. They’re meant to guard us.” 

Elei realized his mouth was hanging open. He shut it, teeth clacking. 

“How do we operate them?” Mantis asked, gaze intent. “Have you found out?” 

Hera pulled a slim data-rod from her pocket and brandished it. Elei vaguely remembered her unplugging it from a data processor underground. “We need to read the information on this rod. There are amazing things down there, there are people asleep and riches and knowledge, Mantis.” Her eyes shone. She waved the rod again. “Take it.”

He did, nodding. He pushed it into his hip pocket and brushed his hands over his shirt. He looked at them one by one, gravely, a little sadly. “What can I say? Thank you for everything.”  

“We’ll help you,” Hera said, and Elei was surprised to see Kalaes nod despite the sickly paleness of his face. “Everything we can—” 

“You’ve done a lot,” Mantis said firmly, “more than a lot, and you look like the bowels of the netherhells just spewed you out.” 

Not too far off the mark, Elei thought. He didn’t want any more adventure, could live perfectly well without it. 

“Listen to me, Mantis.” Color touched Hera’s cheekbones. “We were followed underground on Ert Island. Word may have reached the regime about what lies below. Time is short, and I think you need our help.”

Oh, gods. Elei swallowed a groan. “You’ll help by translating the document,” he said. “You will...” His thoughts were meshing into one messy knot and he couldn’t find an end to it. Hera would go back into battle, and Sacmis would follow, then Alendra and Kalaes, and... No. He turned to Mantis. “If you need one of us by your side for anything, I’ll do it. Leave them out of this.” 

“You’re a selfish bastard, aren’t you?” Kalaes nudged him with his elbow, the blue eye that Rex controlled glinting with a mixture of amusement, anger and affection. “Where my brother goes, I go. Deal with that.” 

And why hadn’t he foreseen that? 

“He’s not going anywhere without me,” Alendra said and stood on Elei’s other side, golden gaze mutinous. 

Mantis grinned. Hera was blinking owlishly, her expression set off by Sacmis’ smirk. 

Elei choked on a knot in his throat.  

Mantis shook his head, his lips twitching. “You guys are something. But you won’t be any good to me as you are. A blind man could see you’re about to fall over.” 

“Yeah, because you look so rested and all,” Kalaes drawled.

Mantis laughed. “Fine. Truth is, I wish I could refuse your offer, but we need all the help we can get.” He sobered. “There’s a town just west from Abydos, Istros, where we’ve set up a field hospital. We control the area. You’ll go there now, concentrate on regaining your strength. I’ll check out the cache and the data rod you’ve given me, see what I find out.” 

“Are they your people at the hospital?” Hera asked. “Do you trust them?” 

It was a fair question. Who was to be trusted in the resistance?

“Yes, they are my people.” Mantis nodded. “Don’t worry, it’s safe. You’ve got two days. Then I’ll call you back.”

Two days. “You sound like you have a plan,” Elei said.

“Maybe so. Let’s just say that you arrived at a good moment with those war machines. We want the regime’s attention here, far from their capital.”

“This will be a diversion?” Sacmis whispered.

Mantis grinned.  

“You’ll hit Dakru City from the south?” Hera asked.

He nodded. “The plan goes into motion as soon as we figure out how to get the war machines above ground, and how to operate them. You don’t happen to know?”

“Perhaps.” Hera exchanged a look with Sacmis. “And there’s a freight lift inside the cache. If it’s still in working order.”

“Good. I also need people familiar with the south, particularly Artemisia and the area around,” Mantis said. “To organize that front.”

“I grew up in Artemisia,” Kalaes said. “I’ll do it.”

“I know the area,” Alendra said.

And just like that, it was decided. “At least this time it will be different,” Elei mumbled.

“What’s that, fe?” Kalaes frowned.

“We won’t be running away,” Elei said. “We’ll fight.”

Mantis tapped his fingers against his thigh. “Yes, we fight. If we manage to lift out the war machines, if this electric force fields around the islands can work, if the map’s right and there’s so much down there we can use...” He spread his arms. “Then, my friends, we’ll make it happen.” 

“And then what?” Kalaes narrowed his gaze. “You’ll become the next head of government of the Seven Islands?” 

“Actually...” Mantis cocked his head to the side, gave Kalaes a thoughtful look. “I was thinking Hera would be more suitable for that task.” 

He winked, and sauntered out. 

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twenty-Three



 

The short drive to Istros was a blur. Mantis had given them an aircar and instructions, said his people would be waiting for them. He said it’d be safe.

Elei would take safe. He’d take quiet. He’d give his right arm for a bed.

Istros was an unassuming place, with low buildings and dusty streets. At first it seemed abandoned. A line of storehouses greeted them. A man stepped out and raised his hand.

“Welcome to Istros,” he said when they stepped off the aircar. “Come inside.”

The storehouses were connected, high spaces that reminded Elei of the hive they’d found underground. Light entered from small windows set high in the walls. Beds had been set up, and many of them were occupied. War victims?


A gray-haired woman looked up from where she attended a patient and hurried toward them, smiling. “Mantis said you’d be coming.”

Safe, Mantis had said, safe, and Rex relaxed its hold. Exhaustion crashed on Elei and he staggered. She caught him, guiding him toward the row of beds. 

“Come,” she said, “let’s get you settled.”

“Take care of the others,” he slurred. “Parasites. Regina, palantin. Careful with the medicine.” 

The woman hummed in affirmation. “I can see that, son.”

Then they reached an empty mattress, and he fell on it face-first, quickly going under.   

He returned to consciousness on his back, with sheets and blankets pulled up to his chest, listening to a man’s voice. Was it the man from before? There was the sting of an IV in his hand. The man was saying something about Rex and telmion reaching a balance, a bonding stage. That was fine with Elei. Maybe it meant he wouldn’t go after Hera again. 

Cat jumped on the bed, meowing, and Elei patted the small head, scratched behind the ears. He looked for the others. They were tucked in narrow beds further down the hall. “How are they?” he whispered. 

“They’ll be just fine.” The doctor leaned closer. “We’re treating a couple of minor infections, and we’ve given them a mild sedative to help them rest.” 

Elei fell back, closing his eyes. The doctor chattered on about the dangers of dehydration and starvation, his voice lulling Elei back to sleep. 

He dreamed. Of running in the dark, falling deep, losing grip. He saw the others drowning in the depths of the sea. Shot by the Gultur. Dying in pools of blood. He surfaced with a cold lump of dread in his stomach, already reaching for his gun. He checked the room but everything seemed peaceful.

The others slept on, Kalaes tangled in his IV line, Hera and Sacmis still as statues, Alendra wrapped in her sheets.  He sat in his bed and gazed on her relaxed face and her hair that gleamed silver in the light.

“Your friend,” said the doctor, coming to sit beside him on the bed, “is doing better.”

Elei blinked. “Who?”

The doctor nodded at Hera. “The Gultur girl. We searched the records, found a medicine to alleviate the side effects of Regina’s maturation. She’ll be fine.”

Elei pressed his trembling lips together and nodded. The doctor smiled, patted his back and left.

Fine. Would she be fine? They were going to fight in the war, with guns and war machines and bombs and cannons. Elei turned the thought around, rolled it, felt its edges. Remembered the images from his dreams and felt sick. When would it be over?

He looked up. A grainy black and white feed from an old screen mounted on the wall showed military maneuvers and seleukids flying in formation. A Gultur woman, shoulders covered in medals, talked to the camera. Behind her rose the mountains of Dakru. Beneath them was an ancient library nobody had laid eyes on since the islands surfaced. There were people down below, asleep in gigantic hives, and there were gardens with strange animals and technology unlike any he’d ever seen. 

And above ground, there was war.

Lying down, he closed his eyes and tried to imagine the future, but all he saw was blood.

 

 

***

 

 

It was their last night together. Come morning, Hera and Sacmis would join Mantis in Abydos, while Elei, Kalaes and Alendra would travel to Artemisia.

But tonight they’d go for drinks at the only bar in town. Kalaes’ idea, of course. He’d insisted, ever since they’d woken up in the late afternoon, that they couldn’t leave without having a night out. 

Elei glanced around the common room of the field hospital, with its long table and old chairs, the one window opening over the yard where sparrows hopped. It was... quiet, apart from a couple of children laughing and shouting below. Peaceful. Dim and warm even as the wind whistled outside from time to time and the stormy clouds spoke of a cold winter. 

“There you are.” Kalaes entered the room, running a hand through his spiky hair, freshly washed and gleaming black. “Ready to have a good time, fe?” 

Elei was having a perfectly good time at the window, in the quiet, with his thoughts, but he nodded anyway. “Sure.” 

“Don’t look at me like I kicked your puppy.” Kalaes marched to Elei, straightened his sweater and gave him a critical once over. “Partying before battle is tradition. Besides, it’s our duty to our Gultur friends to show them what it means to have fun.” 

Elei snorted. 

The Gultur in question cleared their throats, standing in the doorway. Sacmis had her hair in her usual ponytail, and her gray uniform was brushed and gleaming like metal, hugging her curves. Hera had pinned her hair at her nape and was glaring at Kalaes as if daring him to say anything. 

Kalaes grinned and sauntered over. “Now, now, girl, we’re not going to a council meeting.” He reached for Hera’s hair. “Let me— 

“Do not even think about it,” Hera snarled, eyes narrowing. 

Kalaes’ smile slipped and he stepped back, lifting his hand in surrender. “Hey. Don’t get your camo panties in a twist.”

Shit. Was Regina acting up again? 

But Hera’s lips pulled in a smirk, and she pulled a pin from her hair, letting it fall on her shoulders. “I’ll make a concession,” she said, “because this is apparently a typical mortals’ night out. And we’re meant to loosen up.” She made the last sound like a question.

Kalaes’ face relaxed. “Yeah, that’s right. Just drinks and fun.” 

Elei raised a skeptical eyebrow. 

“Where’s Ale... ah.” Kalaes gave an appreciative whistle. “Well, hello there.” 

Alendra’s hair caught the light in fractured rainbows, loose but for a thin braid in either side of her face, displaying the vulnerable curve of her throat. Even in the drab sweater given by the hospital she looked damn sexy — squeezable, kissable. Beautiful.

She met Elei’s gaze and a flush rose to her cheeks. He realized he’d been staring, mouth hanging open, no less, and he looked away, warmth rising to his ears. 

“Shall we?” he said faintly, and wondered why Kalaes snickered all the way out. 

 

 

***

 

 

Kalaes sat at the bar and three girls lounged around him, one of them practically in his lap, fluttering her lashes and giggling. 

Smoke hung thick in the air, swirling whenever someone passed the booth where Elei sat with Alendra, Hera and Sacmis. Bodies moved on what Alendra had called ‘the dance floor’ — just an empty space between tables, now occupied by sweaty guys and girls undulating to the heavy beat. 

Elei thought he might as well be at the bottom of the ocean, or standing on a heavenway with aircars rushing his way. Because Alendra sat right next to him and his stomach was doing odd little somersaults and cartwheels. Maybe he was going to be sick, and wouldn’t that be pissing funny? Ironic. That he was right where he wanted to be, and yet he felt like running. 

“Are we supposed to do that?” Sacmis muttered. 

Kalaes pulled another girl onto his lap and showed her the marks of Rex and palantin on his neck. The girls seemed fascinated, hanging on his arms like ornaments. 

“Do what?” Elei asked. Why couldn’t he be that confident? Damn.  

“Dance,” Sacmis said and he struggled to recall what she was talking about. “Isn’t dancing part of having fun?” 

“I guess so.” He’d never been to a bar before. How was he supposed to know what ‘having fun’ was like? It wasn’t exactly as if they’d had parties at the trashlands or at the monastery factory. 

“Good.” Sacmis had a determined glint in her eye as she dragged a very reluctant-looking Hera out of the booth. “Come on.” 

“Are you out of your mind?” Hera hissed. “I do not know how to dance.” 

“And do you think they do?” Sacmis said. “Let’s go show these mortals how to move.” 

And that seemed to convince Hera, who followed Sacmis to the dance floor. 

Kalaes said something that set the girls giggling, but Elei couldn’t look away from the two Gultur as they insinuated their way among the dancers, got hold of each other’s arms and began... moving didn’t cover it. Flowing, perhaps, surging against each other. Melding and rippling and separating only to meet again, slide against each other and then shudder away, retuning for a moment and then gliding apart... 

“Would you like to dance?” Alendra asked and he almost jumped out of his skin. 

“I...” He made the mistake of looking at her, and then couldn’t tear his eyes off her lips. He swallowed. 

The silence thrummed.

“Oh, forget it.” She shook her head. “I don’t know how to, either.” 

Crap. Maybe he should accept? He’d hold her in his arms then, even if he didn’t know what his feet were doing. “Listen—” 

“Elei, I—” 

They stopped. Her eyes glowed like shards of crystal. 

“We can dance if you want,” he ventured. 

“No.” She frowned. “That’s not what I want.” 

She sounded upset. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 

“Oh, you’re insufferable,” she murmured, the words she’d used in that dank basement in Teos when he’d been sure she hated him, when he felt as if his heart was breaking— 

“I should go,” he said. She’d held him when he’d almost fallen apart, and he owed her, and if she wanted him to leave, to back away, he’d do it. Only he hoped she wouldn’t want that. Please let her not want that. 

“Elei, oh gods.” Her mouth suddenly twitched and her eyes gleamed. “Do you like me?” 

His breath caught. Was that a trick question? He looked away, his cheeks on fire. Kalaes, across the room, was gesturing at him. What in the hells did he want? 

Alendra placed a hand on Elei’s cheek, turning his face back toward her. Her palm was cool, her mouth hovering inches from his, and he caught a whiff of her cool scent before his throat closed completely. He was probably going blue in the face. 

Then she kissed him, soft lips covering his, breath whispering at their corners, sweet-sparkling taste of the drink she’d been nursing all evening, and her hand was still there, keeping him in place. Breathing wasn’t necessary, he decided, in fact it was something other people needed. 

All he needed was this kiss. 

It was as perfect as he’d thought it would be, more intense than he’d imagined. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, and he jerked when she touched the snakeskin on his other cheek. 

She pulled back, breathing hard. “Sorry. I thought— 

“Ale.” He followed her blindly, cupping the back of her head, fingers lost in soft curls, his other arm going around her waist. He drew her close, kissed her deeply. 

Oh yeah, this... this was worth the wait, the doubt, the frustration. Even if nothing followed, even if all he was given was this kiss, he was happy. 

Kalaes whistled from across the room, in between shouting something incomprehensible, and someone was clapping. Elei thought it might be Sacmis. 

And he couldn’t care less. 

 

 

***

 

 

“So this is goodbye,” Hera said, hugging Alendra. 

“Until we meet again, soon I hope.” Alendra’s whisper was muffled against Hera’s shoulder. “No self-sacrificing stunts, okay?”

“That’s more Kalaes’ style,” Hera muttered, and Kalaes sniffed, lifting his chin. She turned to hug Elei. “Take good care of yourself.”

He held her, eyes closed. “You too. We’ll see each other soon.” Cat growled, then climbed up to Elei’s shoulder, and it made him feel better.

Sacmis made her rounds, hugging everyone, even Kalaes, to whom Hera turned last.

“You, pet.” She beckoned imperiously. “Come here.”

Kalaes pointed at his chest and quirked an eyebrow. “Me?”

Hera grabbed him in an embrace that left him flailing. “Yes, you.”

“I thought you hated me,” Kalaes mumbled, his arms going around her. “For being a weak mortal.”

“Idiot.” She shook him. “That was Regina, not me.”

“And how am I supposed to know the goddamn difference?” His tone was wounded. “It’s not like a light starts blinking when Regina’s in charge, is it?”

Hera laughed and pushed off him. “I’ll be seeing you. We’ll meet at Dakru City once it’s over.”

“For drinks,” Kalaes said, and when he let her go, his lashes looked wet.

Elei took one last look at the hospital, and turned around quickly to follow Kalaes and Alendra. A boat waited for them at the dock. They sailed in the predawn dark, the boatwoman silent at the wheel. Glaring in silence appeared to be a characteristic of boatpeople everywhere. 

They skirted Dakru at a safe distance from the coast, keeping a lookout for patrol boats. Cliffs rose from the mist on either side. Dakru and the other islands were dark, hulking ghosts. Here and there, slender towers rose from the waves — pillars. The boatwoman kept well clear of them, and Elei wondered if these were also electric, and if she’d experienced their effects. 

He huddled on the bench, relishing the warmth of Alendra by his side, thinking of the past days. So many disconnected events that seemed to belong to different lives, different people. Wandering underground and under the sea, meeting the street children of Abydos, the field hospital and the evening at the bar, the kiss, and now this journey on the rolling sea.

Lights twinkled inland. Was it Dakru City? The illumination spread wide on the plain, just off the coast, flickering pools and pinpricks of brilliance. 

He realized he was shaking and forced his shoulders back. 

“Relax,” Kalaes whispered. “Almost there now.”

Elei straightened and glanced over the other side. The faint lights in the distance had to be Ost. Memories came rushing back, his life played out on the plains of the rocky island, from the trashlands to the monastery and then the capital of Ost with Pelia. A life that felt like it belonged to someone else.

The boat swerved, and he had to hold onto the bench as the waves crashed against the bow, drenching them in icy water. Cat hissed. 

Shimmering spires and neon lights, the cranes in the port festooned with lamps, and a lone boat sitting at the docks, a black shape. 

“My neighborhood,” Kalaes breathed. “Artemisia.”

 

 






  







 

Chapter Twenty-Four



 

Elei put down his pack of medicine and water and looked around the safe house while Cat set out to explore. A small apartment, floors scrubbed clean, a big window pouring morning light into the living room with honest to the gods sofas and armchairs, a low table and a bowl filled with glass marbles — echoes from a dream, blood dribbling down someone’s lips, Pelia laughing...


He walked to the window, refusing to recall what the dream had been about. Below stretched the city, tall buildings and broad streets, warehouses and empty plots. And then the sea, glittering blue — heaving as it received Albi’s body with the snarling of the dogs at his back...


“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Kalaes said, coming to stand next to him, and Elei managed not to flinch, because those were memories and this was now. 

“The sea?” he rasped. 

“Yeah. The port.” Kalaes popped the window open and leaned out, the wind whipping his dark hair across his face. “I used to do this.” 

“Do what?” Elei drew a breath and thought he smelled the sea above the fumes of aircars and the stench of the sewers. 

Or maybe it was Alendra’s smell. She moved close to him, slipping a hand into his. She smiled and his heartbeat tripped. 

“I used to climb up a tall building not far from here, all the way to the top,” Kalaes said. “And then I just looked at the sea.” 

“Why?” Alendra murmured. 

Kalaes closed the window and raked a hand through his hair, raising it into spikes once more. “To forget stuff. I told myself to remember the moment. You know, the calm, the blue, the wind.” His mouth settled in a grim line. 

Elei patted Kalaes’ braids in the pit of his pocket. “You said...” He cleared his throat. “You’d take me to Akert for a drink.” 

Kalaes flinched, although he tried to cover it. They hadn’t talked about the memorial ground since that night in the aircar speeding away from Gortyn, that confused, pain-laced conversation about Kalaes’ brother and the future. 

“Would you really go?” Kalaes asked, so hushed Elei barely heard him. 

Elei nodded. He’d promised he’d bring Kalaes home, and somehow he didn’t think Kalaes would make it back all the way unless he visited Zag’s memorial.

So he’d go, even if a shard of fear poked at his insides, because Zag was dead and perfect, haunting Kalaes’ sleep, and how could Elei compare? But Kalaes had said Elei had his own place, and he’d given up everything for him, had almost given up his life, and if that didn’t make them brothers... 

“We’ll go.” He glanced at the clear skies outside. “This morning, if you want.” 

“Should I ask what this is about?” Alendra arched an eyebrow at Elei, then at Kalaes. 

Elei said nothing. This was up to Kalaes. 

Moments trickled by.

“I’m sorry.” Alendra went to lean against the sofa, her eyes troubled. “I shouldn’t have asked. Kal, I’m—” 

“My brother and my father,” Kalaes said, “their stelae are there.” And then he surprised Elei by adding, “Would you like to come along, fe?” 

And then Alendra surprised him too, taking the two steps separating them and throwing her arms around Kalaes’ neck. “Thank you. And I’m sorry.” 

Kalaes sort of crumpled, clutching her, saying something against her shoulder, and a hot flare went through Elei’s chest — not jealousy, only shame. He’d been getting hugs and consolation ever since he’d met these people — hells, even Hera had hugged him — but he’d forgotten that Kalaes might want some comfort too. 

“Will you come, then?” Kalaes asked when Alendra finally drew away, his voice thick. 

“Not this time.” She smiled at Elei. “Go on. I’ll be here when you come back.” 

A small, warm promise he held onto as he followed Kalaes into the cold wind.

  

 

***

 

 

“Welcome to Akert,” Kalaes said. 

A forest of square pillars erected on a cliff overlooking the waves, with the steep mountains of Ost as a backdrop. Seagulls hovered on the rising currents, occasionally flapping white wings. 

Elei had never thought it’d look so peaceful. He’d thought some trace of violence would taint the place, some dark shadow from Kalaes’ nightmares. 

Light played on the stelae, on names carefully chiseled in their smooth surface. Memorials, each bearing a family name, with lists of individual names running down the sides.

The wind blew and sang, and Elei huddled in his hoodie. Kalaes stopped in front of a stela close to the cliff’s edge. With slow, stiff motions, he knelt and bowed his head. The wind whipped at his t-shirt — Elei hadn’t noticed Kalaes had gone out without protection from the cold, and apparently Kalaes hadn’t, either. 

Elei knelt by his side. The stela had ‘Ster’ written at its top, Kalaes’ family name. The list below was long, each name carved lovingly in perfect strokes, as if written with ink. 

Except for the last two names: Zagres and Eren. They were cut crookedly into the concrete block, shallow and uneven, and there were dark smears that looked like blood. It was as if a child had carved them with a switch-knife. 

In Kalaes’ hand, he saw a small bottle. “Where did you get this?” 

“Got it at the bar the other night.” Kalaes’ lips twisted in a half-smile. “It’s good liquor.” 

Elei nodded and laid a hand on Kalaes’ tense shoulder. “Shall we drink, then?” 

Kalaes jaw trembled, then tightened. He took a swig from the bottle and deliberately splashed a few drops to the ground. “For you, Zag. For you, Dad.” 

Elei pried the bottle from Kalaes’ fingers and sipped, his eyes watering. What in the hells was this stuff? He coughed and managed to pour the rest, watering the soil. “To Zag. And to your dad.” 

A few dry grasses at the base of the stela rustled. A cloud sailed from Ost across the strait, casting a shadow on the sea. 

“I have nothing to offer,” Kalaes muttered, a hand fisted in his hair, chin bent to his chest. “Not even a bunch of como flowers.” 

“You came back.” Elei blamed the liquor for the sting in his eyes. “You kept them alive in your memory.” He reached into his pocket, drew out Kalaes’ braids. “And I’ve kept these.” He pushed them into Kalaes’ hand. 

Kalaes looked up. Strange how the blue eye looked wider than the other, Elei thought, wider and so full of surprised pain. Hells, it was like looking into a mirror.

“You carried them with you all this time.” Kalaes lifted the braids in his fist and drew a deep breath. “I grew them—“ 

“I know.” Elei nodded. “In their memory.” 

Kalaes looked away, blinking, then bent forward and dug into the soil. He placed the braids, coiled together, and refilled the small pit, then patted the soil on top. “Zag, Dad,” he whispered, his voice hoarse, “I’ll never forget you.” 

Blindly he caught Elei’s hand, pulled it until it also rested on top of the small mount. “And this is our new brother.” He paused. “Elei Ster. He brought me back. Look over him like you look over me.” 

Elei bent as if he’d been sucker-punched in the chest. But there was no pain, only a sense of joy, a joy too vast to contain. When Kalaes dipped his finger in the mud and painted three dots on his cheek, Elei mimicked him.

“This stands for family,” Kalaes said.

Family. Elei looked across the strait to Ost, where he’d set off without a hope to his name, and smiled. Albi. Pelia. I’m home.
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I hope you have enjoyed Elei’s Chronicles Books 1-3. 

 

Book 4 Rex Aftermath has just been released!! Where to find it: http://tinyurl.com/buth6k6

 

Sign up for the newsletter to be informed about new releases and promotions! http://tinyurl.com/afme4r7

 

 

 

If you want to know how Hera met Mantis and entered the Resistance:

 

A novelette set in the world of Rex Rising (free)

 

HERA

  

Hera, member of the Gultur race governing the Seven Islands, thought she knew right from wrong and what her future held in store. A chance meeting with a lesser mortal, though, will turn her world upside down and force her to see her race and the laws with different eyes. For Hera, knowledge means action, so she sets out to put things right and change her world. 

Taking place in the World of the Seven Islands almost three years before the events in Rex Rising, this is the story of Hera’s first confrontation with the truth.  

 

 

 

If you want to know how Mantis met Kalaes and Pelia:

 

A short story set in the world of Rex Rising (free)

 

Mantis

 

Thrown into the sea, his memory of the last few hours hazy but slowly returning, young Mantis decides he can’t die just yet — not before he has put up a fight and made the regime pay for killing the people he loved.

This is the story of how Mantis met Kalaes and how Mantis started his journey with the resistance, a moment which leads to certain events in Rex Equilibrium (Book Three of Elei’s Chronicles). 
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Greek Cypriot with a penchant for dark myths, good food, and a tendency to settle down anywhere but at home, Chrystalla likes to write about fantastical creatures, crazy adventures, and family bonds. She lives in Cyprus with her husband and her vast herds of books. She writes mainly fantasy and science fiction. Her dystopian YA science fiction series “Elei’s Chronicles” (Rex Rising, Rex Cresting, Rex Equilibrium) is available on Kindle and in print. Shorter stories set in that world are also available, and a Companion to the series is also in the plans.

 

 

 

Other links:

 

Blog: http://chrystallathoma.wordpress.com

  

Twitter: http://twitter.com/chrystallathoma

 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-Chrystalla-Thoma/117863861560579

 

 

 To keep updated on the sequels and other satellite books, make sure to check regularly this page on the author’s blog:

 

http://chrystallathoma.wordpress.com/rex-rising

 

Also join the Rex Rising group on Facebook:

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/282489681801529/

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








Author note

 

 

I hope are enjoying Elei’s Chronicles as much as I enjoy writing them. I love my heroes and heroines and I hope they will stay with you as you go about your everyday life. If they made you think, realize or learn something new, if they helped you see your world through different eyes — or even if they just gave you a few enjoyable evenings, then I’m glad.

The problem with series is that authors may get too attached to the characters. I feel Elei, Kalaes, Alendra, Hera, Sacmis and Mantis are part of my family, and find myself reluctant to part with them. 

Therefore I am planning two different arcs: Kalaes’ arc, which takes place years before he met Elei (documenting his life after his father’s and brother’s death and his time with Pelia) and Jek’s arc, taking place some time after the events in Elei’s story (documenting Jek’s adventures exploring the Seven Islands and beyond). I also would like to write a brief companion telling you how this story began in my head and about its first forms and transformations.

These are plans, of course, I haven’t written those books yet. But it is very probable I will and I hope you’re looking forward to them as much as I am.

 

 

A few quasi-scientific notes 

 

Regarding parasites

 

Although they may sound like pure fantasy, the parasites described in this novel are based in part on real life parasites. I do not intend to write a thesis on parasites, nor am I a biologist, so I will just say what I want to say very briefly:

Parasites fascinate me, they are indeed very fantastical creatures. Mostly they cause illnesses and death, but some are useful and we humans have coexisted with them from the beginning of our existence. If you are interested in reading about parasites but don’t want a technical book, I highly recommend the following book:

 

Parasite Rex, by Carl Zimmer (http://carlzimmer.com/books/parasiterex/index.html)

 

In case you are wondering if a parasite can really create a race of women who reproduce by parthenogenesis, i.e. cloning themselves, read about the Wollbachia (http://serc.carleton.edu/microbelife/topics/wolbachia/index.html). If you just type the name in google, you will get plenty of sites.

If you wonder if it is a good idea to control a parasite by introducing another, I admit I don’t have an example — but consider this: in ecology, if a species is introduced in an environment where it has no enemies, it will take over the environment and destroy it. Efforts have been made to control such invasive species by introducing another species. Therefore, I do think that it is a possibility. You can check on the internet about invasive species or assisted dispersion to read more about the topic. 

Regarding parasites attracting each other or attracting their hosts, read for instance about the Toxoplasma gondii — parasite we humans often get from cats. Studies have shown that when rats get infected with it, instead of avoiding cats and places cats frequent (marked by cat urine), they actively seek them out. In effect, they seek to be eaten, so that they can pass the parasite to the cats where it will continue its life cycle. Read Parasite Rex mentioned above for many examples of behavior-modifying parasites.  

 

Parasites in Elei’s Chronicles

 

Protozoan parasites (cronion, Rex)

Like Toxoplasma Gondii, Rex is a protozoan parasite. In between stages of growth and transformation, it exists inside tiny protective cysts, which is why the only way to get it is by ingesting it (the acids of the stomach break down the cyst, freeing the microscopic parasite).

 

Pathogenic fungal infections (telmion, Regina, palantin)

Pathogenic fungi (yeasts and molds and mushrooms) cause disease. A famous one is Candida (just google it for more information). Acidity in the stomach and intestines is the perfect environment for such parasites.

Note that bacteria (which are also parasitic) are used to control such diseases (for example the ones found in yogurt). Diet is the best bet for keeping healthy — in particular, in cases of Candida, it is recommended to avoid sugars because they strengthen the parasite (as is the case with Rex. Evidently, I “borrowed” this feature from Candida).

 

Regina: Gultur Maturation

 

From the start, the Gultur are shown as abrupt, a little violent and generally pissy. The reason for that is their parasite, Regina, which controls their behavior by the release of hormones, in particular the female hormone estrogen. In human females, estrogen production rises toward the middle of the cycle, and spikes at ovulation time, causing irritability, headaches and sometimes depression and/or aggression (controlled by the production of serotonin, brought about by an increase in estrogen production). 

Hera’s maturation day is approaching. In human females, the time of their first menstruation (menarche), comes at the age of about 14 on average (sooner in Europe and north America, older in Asia). Ovulation usually starts a few years later. 

In the Gultur race, instead of menstruation, there is a steady increase of hormone production over the years, starting at about 16, preparing the body for the ovulation, which in this case of parthenogenesis will most probably coincide with a pregnancy. The maturation therefore corresponds to the first ovulation and it occurs around the age of 18-19. 

Gultur Echo princesses (Hera’s line) are particularly hard hit by the increase in hormone production and fluctuations. This issue is particular to the original Regina strain, before it mutated and evolved in other Gultur strains (like Sacmis’), resulting in a more balanced system. 

 

 

 

Broken Heart Syndrome

 

In Rex Cresting, Elei experiences a heart attack that isn’t. It may sound like a product of my overactive imagination, but in fact it is taken from real life. Elei has Broken Heart syndrome. Normally, this happens to people after a terrible emotional event, like a death of a beloved one:

“Sudden emotional stress can also result in severe but reversible heart muscle weakness that mimics a classic heart attack.  Patients with this condition, called stress cardiomyopathy but known colloquially as “broken heart” syndrome, are often misdiagnosed with a massive heart attack when, indeed, they have suffered from a days-long surge in adrenalin (epinephrine) and other stress hormones that temporarily “stun” the heart.”  (http://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/press_releases/2005/02_10_05.html)

Let’s have a look at what happened in Elei’s case: Because his life is so often in danger, Rex constantly floods his system with catecholamines (notably adrenalin and noradrenalin) which cause tachycardia (rapid heartbeat), which (if it goes on for too long) in its turn may cause shortness of breath, chest discomfort, dizziness or lightheadedness and fainting or feeling faint. All these are symptoms Elei experiences.

As the adrenaline (well, adrenalin and noradrenalin) rush continues unabated for hours or days, it can trigger sudden, reversible heart failure. It looks like a classic heart attack but it isn’t. Apparently, in such cases, there is no blockage in the arteries of the heart and no damaged heart muscle, and recovery rates are much faster than with heart attacks, sometimes only taking a few days. (http://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/press_releases/2005/02_10_05.html)

Just type “Broken Heart Syndrome” in a search engine and you will find many sites.
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GLOSSARY

 

 

General terms:

 

Agaric mushrooms: enormous mushrooms, large as trees, growing in groves. Sometimes they are phosphorescent.

Aircar: hovercraft (useful for unstable terrain such as the Seven Islands which contain many swamps)


Biotransmitter: small transmitter inserted in the body (partly made of human tissue so the body won’t reject it)


Camo: camouflage tarp (to cover aircars not to be detected from the air)


Dakron: from ‘Dakru’ (see below in the Seven Islands) – solid, high-energy fuel mined in the mountains of Dakru


Em hotep: greetings (ancient Egyptian)

Gultur: Indo-European for ‘vulture’ – the ‘all-women race ruling the Seven Islands (originally their name had been: Gwen Gultur – the Women-Vultures)

Hatha: holy (from the name of the ancient Egyptian goddess Hathor, whose name means “House of Horus”) – used for the elite Gultur line of “Echo” Princesses to which Hera belongs (they have the original strain of the parasite Regina, hence are considered purer than other Gultur and sacred)

Heavenway: a raised highway


Hoverbarge: a large sort of aircar (hovercraft) for transport


Imeyer ra: what is your business?

Info-pole: a pillar with a screen where you insert coins and can look up information, like geographical locations

Longgun: semi-automatic gun with long barrel (like a machine gun but requiring the user to reload each time) – favored by the Gultur

Nepheline: a semi-transparent form of plastic. From ancient Greek ‘nephele’ (‘cloud’) – used in making everything from chairs to boats.

Polyesthene: a fabric similar to spandex (flexible fabric made of synthetic fibers) – made-up word from the Greek ‘poly’ (‘many’) and ‘esthene’ (‘feel’ and ending -ene) – used in creating close-fitting uniforms for the Gultur

Rasmus: a brand of an antique semi-automatic pistol, such as the one Elei carries 

Saew: custodian (‘guard’ in ancient Egyptian)

Seleukids: diamond-shaped, military aircrafts (airplanes) forming the Gultur air fleet. They also carry drones they can send to track down people on the ground.

Senet: ‘sister’ in ancient Egyptian – used among Gultur as a greeting

Surin: isolating film used wrapped around dakron cubes when used in gadgets such as guns (dakron has some toxicity)


T’e: yes/all right (ancient Egyptian)

Telespeak: old-fashioned telephone where you have to call the operator to connect

Tel-marks (also called “snakeskin”): marks left by the parasite telmion (hence: ‘tel’) on the skin of the infected person. 

Wavebreaker: here, the term is used by the Gultur to refer to their patrol boats – a go-fast boat (I imagine it like a 2010 Hacker-Craft Triple cockpit Runabout)


 

 

Parasites (all are made-up but based on real-life parasites)

 

Cronion: a protozoan parasite that can be deadly if not kept in check by another parasite (like telmion), it infects the brain, controls certain hormones (which enables it to cause strong adrenaline rushes) and controls one eye, giving infrared vision.

Palantin: like telmion, it is a pathogenic fungal infection. Not as strong as telmion, it can be controlled with suppressants, but if left unchecked, usually proves lethal. On the surface, it manifests as white spiderweb-like patterns on the skin.

Regina: ‘queen’ in Latin (here: name of the parasite which has created the race of the Gultur)

Rex: a relative of cronion, it is even stronger, able to control nerve endings and act almost as an intelligent being to ensure the survival of its host.

Telmion: a pathogenic fungal infection, causing snakeskin, and with the side effects of vomiting and fever which in most cases lead to dehydration 

Trieter: like with the bot-fly, the egg of trieter is deposited in an open lesion by a fly, and the larva grows in the skin until it bursts out as a fly – unless a doctor suffocates it and takes it out. 

Urion: fluke-lie worms 

 

Names of persons and places

 

Afia: corruption of the Greek name “Sophia” (‘wisdom’)

Albi: from Latin ‘albus’ (‘white’) – the woman who raised Elei

Alendra: short form of Alexandra (Greek for: the one who fights men)

Bestret: corruption of the Egyptian name Betrest, meaning “may Bata be favorably disposed” (a common title for queen consorts in the Old Kingdom of Ancient Egypt).

Elei (Eles): Indo-European root meaning ‘bend’. Eles is derived (independently from Elei) from the ancient Greek word ‘Eleos’ (‘mercy’)

Fia: short form of ‘Sophia’ (Greek for ‘wisdom’)

Hecate: ancient Greek goddess of the underworld

Hera: ancient Greek goddess whose name means ‘the lady’

Iliathan: made-up name inspired from the word ‘Iliad’

Jek: as with most names of street kids, this is a corruption of the name “Jake”

Iset: Egyptian name meaning “She of the Throne”

Kalaes: another form of writing the name ‘Calais’, brother of Zetes, a winged god of the wind in the ancient Greek mythology. Name possibly derived from ‘kalos’ (‘good’) but this is not certain.

Kein: made-up name

Kesh: made-up name

Leisa: made-up name

Maera: an ancient Greek nymph. Her name means ‘teacher, guide’

Nekut: Indo-European for ‘hanged’ – she is the Commander of the Gultur Police

Nunet: ancient Egyptian goddess (form of Naunet, one of the gods of chaos and water) – the Gultur tend to worship an Egyptian Pantheon, unlike mortals who only believe in an ancient Greek one.

Pelia: Indo-European for ‘dove’ – she was Elei’s boss

Poena: ancient Greek goddess of vengeance and retribution – here a little girl visiting Elei’s dreams

Sacmis: ancient Egyptian name which means ‘she has power’

Shof: made-up name - she is a girl who meets Elei early in the story

Sobek: ancient Egyptian god (god of water who has the form of a crocodile) 

Tau: short for ‘Taurius’ (‘of the bull’) – also the letter ‘T’ in the Greek alphabet – he is a street-boy who meets Elei early in the story

Tefnut: ancient Egyptian goddess tfnt (tefenet) of moisture, moist air, dew and rain – here she is Hera’s mother

Timmy: nickname for Timmus (made-up name)

Verne: a tribute to Jules Verne, one of my favorite authors

Zag: short for Zagres (derived from Zagreus, an epithet of Dionysus, possibly meaning “Great Hunter”), Kalaes’ brother 

Zea: made-up name

 

The Seven islands:

 

Dakru: Indo-European for ‘teardrop’ (same word in Greek)

Aue: Indo-European for ‘water’

Ert: Indo-European for ‘earth’

Ker: Indo-European for ‘head’

Kukno: Indo-European for ‘swan’ (same word in Greek)

Ost: Indo-European for ‘bone’ (same word in Greek)

Torq: Indo-European for ‘turn’

 

All town names are ancient Greek town names and their origin is not really known (Gortyn, Teos, Olous, Tisis, Akmon, Krisia, Sestos, Baris, Pydna), except for:

Artemisia (town of Artemis – the Greek version of the goddess Diana)


Bone Tower (because of its white towers)


Dakru City (capital of Dakru)


Aerica: airy (from ‘aer’ ancient Greek for ‘air’)
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