[image: image-placeholder]


Copyright 


Aeterna Chronicles Boxset 1 by Kris Ruhler
Copyright © June 2022.  All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by fines and federal imprisonment.

Edited by Allister Thompson
Cover design by A C graphics
Published by GPV Publishing

ISBN-13: 979 -8201156749
ASIN: B0B57Q2D7M

First Edition: June 2022




Books By 

Kris Ruhler



[image: image-placeholder]

Aeterna Chronicles
Book 0: Shackles of Guilt
Book 1: Strands of Time
Book 2: Coils of Revenge
Book 3: Shattered Souls (July 2022)
Book 4: Fractured Bonds  (August 2022)




Stay Up To Date


For updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit my website  and sign up for the VIP mailing list. 

By signing up, you will also get opportunities to read all my books for free, exclusive excerpts from upcoming books, giveaways, contests, and much more.




Connect with Me


	Goodreads
	BookBub
	Facebook
	Instagram
	Twitter

I have a blog if you’d like to stop by: 
krisruhler.com/blog
My blog is more of an update about the new releases and what I’m working on. 






  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Shackles of Guilt - Prequel
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Title
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Dedication
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Epigraph
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Prologue
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 1
                        
                          
                              	
                                 Nine years ago 
                              

                            

                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 3
                        
                          
                              	
                                 Present day 
                              

                            

                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 5
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 6
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 7
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 8
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 9
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 10
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 11
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 12
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 13
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 14
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 15
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 16
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 17
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 18
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 19
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 20
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 21
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 22
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 23
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 24
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 25
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 26
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Epilogue
                        
                          
                              	
                                 Present day 
                              

                            

                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Strands of Time - Book 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Title
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Dedication 
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Epigraph
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 3
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 5
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 6
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 7
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 8
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 9
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 10
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Part 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 11
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 12
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 13
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 14
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 15
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 16
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 17
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 3
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Part 3
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 18
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 19
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 20
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 21
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 22
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 23
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 24
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Part 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 25
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 26
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 27
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 28
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 29
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Coils of Revenge - Book 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Title
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Dedication
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                           Epigraph
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 1
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 3
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 5
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 6
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 7
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 8
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 2
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 9
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 10
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 11
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 12
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 13
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 14
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 15
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 16
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 3
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 17
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 18
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 19
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 20
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 21
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 22
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Part 4
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 23
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 24
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 25
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 26
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 27
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 28
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 29
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Chapter 30
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Note to the Reader
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Acknowledgments 
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          About Author
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]


Dedication


For my Ma who listened to my stories 
when she could barely write.

For my family who believes that I can 
when I thought I couldn’t.

Thank you. 
Always




 Epigraph


No amount of regretting can change the past, and no amount of worrying can change the future.  Accept yourself, love yourself, and keep moving forward. 
If you want to fly, you have to give up what weighs you down. 
Do what is right, not what is easy nor what is popular.
- Roy T. Bennett, The Light in the Heart






[image: image-placeholder]
Prologue


You reap what you sow, Ma used to say.
And she was right. Earmon couldn’t help but ponder the events of his life and how every choice he’d made had steered him along this path. One that led exactly to where he was: sitting alone on a wobbly bench in Sana Park.
On his left stood Krohnur’s gray stone walls, and in the distance rose Ankur’s glass spire. To live within its pristine walls had been his dream, and he had made it. While most people drifted through life, he had forged his way through, believing his fate rested in his own hands, in his deliberate choices.
In truth, had it been worth it? Somewhere along the way, he knew he had lost so much more than he had gained. He had yearned for so much more than living deep under Levitor city, surrounded by rough stone walls.
It had all begun one night eight years ago, when his ten-year-old self and Grunt had waited for Ma’s return in that one cramped room dimly lit by candlelight.
“Leave it alone,” Grunt muttered. “You’ll see. One day, it will bite your bottom.”
Earmon stopped poking at the critter that had invaded their space, lowered his stick, and scoffed. He was facing the snarling creature, wasn’t he? No way could it bite him from behind. He lunged forward, and the creature flinched, curling itself into a ball. And each time the creature did, Grunt flinched, too.
Earmon remembered the glee that had sparked inside him and washed away the pang of guilt. Grunt had never stopped him, though. He would never dare.
Then, suddenly, the creature lurched, all spikes out, startling young Earmon. Sure, he was toying with it, curiously noting its reactions, its swings between flight and fight. But he wanted to understand why Grunt would cradle it and stroke its coarse fur.
Nothing special about that critter, Earmon finally concluded, shooing it away. Other than sharp claws and fangs.
Most of all, Earmon never understood why the corner of Ma’s eyes crinkled with warmth when they fell on Grunt. He was a chubby boy of the same age. Earmon was the son and Grunt a mere stranger tagging along. That ought to count for something.
Ma had never lifted a finger to them and had always been proud of her sons, even when Earmon had been such a brat back then. She had put her faith in the elements. Whatever those were.
We’re safer underground, she’d say.
But Levitor has a dome, he’d argue. How much more protection do we need?
We live underground because we believe in the soul, she’d retort.
The argument went on and on. It made little sense in Earmon’s logical brain. Back then, he’d rather have a tasty loaf of bread than the slap of mush they ate each day and believe in such things as the soul and elements.
A knot twisted in his throat at the memory. From Ankur’s spire, his gaze drifted to the cracked dome above Levitor city, and he shifted uncomfortably.
Suddenly, a splinter from the bench pierced his bottom. Earmon hissed and blinked the sting from his eyes. Not from the pain, but at the memory.
Grunt had been right after all. Life had a way of clawing its way back to you.
Part of Earmon always knew that his deeds would one day catch up and come full circle. You reap what you sow. Inexorably.
If only he’d known how it would end… Would it have made a difference? Earmon sighed. Bitter regrets didn’t change endings. They only poisoned the mind. True, he was alone, but he couldn’t give up on Grunt and all the others.
The time for reckoning was coming, and he vowed to be ready. Behind him, a rustling echoed in the empty park. Earmon glanced at the screen on his wrist and retrieved Grunt’s last message before he went missing.
Earmon knew it by heart: I found something, Earmon. Moles’ honor, I know who committed the murder.
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Chapter 1

Nine years ago


Four men carried his forever-sleeping Ma away on a wobbly stretcher, muttering and grumbling under her weight. It wasn’t that Ma was heavy—the sickness had whittled her to half her normal size. Before that, in cage fights, she had been the queen warrior. She had taken down each of these burly men before, and now they resented her for it.
In the end, she lost the fight against the coughing sickness. Her illness had been short. The black tendrils that marred her neck were proof that she had been poisoned. Both Earmon and Grunt were ten, too young to attend the burial in the farming grounds. Ma would be buried in her soil patch. Her body would feed the plants and, in turn, provide for the Underground dwellers—the Moles.
Darn the Moles. Mon hated to be among them anyway. He hated the farming grounds—the glare from the mirrors blinded him, the smell of mud sickened him. On the other hand, as the farmers’ errand boy, Grunt enjoyed digging dirt, planting, and harvesting. With his job, Grunt would now even be closer to Ma.
Jealousy surged inside Mon. Life wasn’t fair. He scrubbed his cheeks, where dried tears left white, crusty patches. Ma wouldn’t have wanted him to cry or mourn.
His gaze followed the stretcher down the narrow path, then back to the corner of the room where Grunt was crouched down.
Since Ma had fallen ill three days ago, Grunt hadn’t said much. When she had taken her last breath, he had sat there, frozen. Now, he was still in the same place, eyes vacant. Awesome and helpful, he’d been.
It had been Mon who called out for the men. The reality of their situation struck him then, pushing his grief to the side. In the underground, the Moles were merciless toward orphans. They were forced to work long hours in the grubbiest places, maintain the latrines, do the laundry, and clean until their hands were red and raw.
Skinny, weak orphans like him didn’t last long on the job.
Grunt’s chances of fitting in with another foster family were better. His smile melted hearts, and mothers would pinch his chubby cheeks. They all loved the runt. Ma did too, giving him shelter when he lost his mother to sickness.
No family would take Mon the Ugly into their dwelling. Mon hated that nickname. Darn the Moles.
Watching Grunt sit down with his head lowered, Mon realized for the first time that, even though he and Grunt were alone and defenseless, they were in this together. They needed each other to survive.
Grunt finally moved. His head whipped toward the door. Mon followed his gaze, frowning. The door was ajar, and two men came into view. The high ceiling echoed their whispers, drifting inside the room.
“At least she got buried, ya?” one of the men said. “Think, man, she coulda be sent to Elementizer if she was above, and her body broken down.”
“Don’t talk like that, Fon!” the other said. A hint of fear made his voice quiver. “Our Rana worms do a better job. Her soul will be passed on and at peace.”
Whether Ma’s body was cremated, buried, or sent to the Elementizer, it was the same to Mon. Ma was dead and would never be back. One thing was for sure: while the Moles believed in intangible things such as the soul, it didn’t mean they were kind-hearted. They wouldn’t hesitate to throw Grunt and him out.
Mon swallowed. For a moment, he was tempted to fight the two men for the room space. His chances of actually winning were slim.
“Lookin’ good here. What d’ya think?” Fon continued.
To Mon’s horror, the two men were perusing the room, peering at the ceiling. They frowned at the damp spots—the one thing everyone hated about living underground—and totally ignored Grunt and him.
“Ah, that’s a good spot, innit? Darn lucky it just got vacant, eh?”
Fon snickered. “Yep. Blazes, I need a break from my dank place.”
Mon’s fists clenched. Most of the rooms and tunnels underground were damp. Water from aquifers and the river seeped through every nook and cranny. It ruined bedding, spreading moss and algae that stank like blazes. But not here in this room. Ma had fought hard for this dry place. It was high above the underground river and next to the power plant. Light reflected from mirrors streamed into the cubby hole, giving it a cozy feel and warmth. Like home.
That home was two rooms with a kitchen area on the left and thin mattresses on the floor, and a bowl to wash up. But it smelled fresh, and that room was everything Mon had ever known.
The two men took a hesitant step inside, their gazes still cast upward at the ceiling. The leeches! Only a few minutes ago, his Ma’s body had been taken away, and already there were people vying for the place.
A rush of anger swept over Mon, but he clamped it down. He couldn’t take on two big men, nor could he accuse them of getting rid of Ma.
But Mon had no proof. Down here, it was all about survival. It wouldn’t be beyond these two men to kill Ma to secure a dryer room and a better abode. Now all Mon could do was move on and remember the lessons she’d taught him.
Fon finally seemed to register their presence and stared at Mon with a raised eyebrow, as if challenging him. Mon swallowed, crossed the room, and nudged Grunt on the shoulder with his knee.
Grunt’s glazed eyes stared through Mon for a moment. Slowly, they focused, and he came to the same understanding.
“We need to move out,” Grunt croaked, startling Mon, who hadn’t heard his voice for a long time.
He wiped the rest of his tears from his cheeks and tallied their meager possessions: three bowls, three spoons, a few jars, and canteens. Other than that, his only belongings were two frayed shirts, the pants he wore, and one pair of shoes with a bulging lump where his big toe poked out.
Feet shuffled outside, and hands thudded on the wall. Mon rushed to remove the single tattered pillowcase and filled it with pickles and dried fruit jars. He put on his other shirt and pants. From his trips to Levitor city, he knew it would be cold.
He took a last glance at the single room that had been his home. Layers and pieces of cloth piled into a makeshift bed. The crimson stain on the stone floor where Ma said he had been born. The hole where Grunt hid his critter-pets.
“Need a hand, lad?”
Mon startled and looked up. In his haste, he hadn’t noticed the man called Fon take a step forward. At least the men had the decency to look uncomfortable.
Fon’s gaze rested on the jar of pickles. Mon’s hand wrapped tight around the pillowcase. This was the only thing from his Ma, and he would keep it. Knuckles white, he brought his fist to his chest, ready to fight. The air shifted, thickening with tension as the men flanked him. They were about to snatch the pillowcase, and Mon could do nothing about it.
Then the men stepped back and raised their palms. Mon glanced at Grunt, who was brandishing a knife in one hand and a full pillowcase in the other. The two men gave them a wide berth as they stepped out and walked down the dimly lit, narrow corridor.
Mon had never been so glad to have Grunt by his side. He had never understood before why Ma took him in, but now he did.
Even before Ma fell sick, Mon had tried to find work. But the Moles would take a long look at his gaunt frame and sunken face and shake their heads. At first, Mon wasn’t picky on the job, whether at the farm or the waterhole, but the repetitive, manual work always got to him after a few weeks. His lack of attention and daydreaming got him in trouble more than once.
He had to admit it was his fault. Unlike Grunt, he wasn’t cut out for digging, carrying, fixing, or scrubbing. Instead, he was fascinated by the discarded devices from Levitor, dismantling them and toying with the pieces. He’d watch the underground river and plan routes for redirecting the water flow. Worst of all, he questioned everything. His ideas landed on deaf ears. There was no place for him among the Moles.
Once, Mon blamed Grunt for his lack of friends. Now his chubby brother was his only friend. The truth was everyone liked Grunt. He fit well in this place when Mon and his Ma never did. He saw the men’s resentment when she beat them in the cage. He also saw the women’s spite and jealousy because Ma was prettier. When they all looked at him, though, they only saw Mon the Ugly. With his gaunt frame, there was some truth to that.
Above ground lived the Lapalites, who were no better than the Moles. There, no rules prevailed. No one to protect them and no one to watch their back. Grunt and Mon would only have each other.
The shared area the Moles and Lapalites cohabited—one underground and the other aboveground—was named the Edge, the lowest tier of Levitor city that stretched in an arch around the border. There, the dome’s Edge was entrenched deep into the ground.
The barrier, which consisted of interconnected six-sided shapes, fascinated Mon. Its hum spoke of its power. From the rumors he’d heard, the barrier protected Levitor city and the Edge from horrible beasts and creatures on the other side.
A flimsy fence separated the Edge from Levitor city, and that was where Mon intended to go. It wasn’t patrolled and was the boundary to Levitor city. Traders and vendors moved to and from the city center daily with their wares.
The Lapalites chose to live separately from the Levitorians, like the Moles did. Ma said two things separated the Lapalites and the Moles from the Levitorians: the food and the Royals.
The Lapalites and the Moles ate the food they grew, and the surplus was traded in the market square. Levitorians mainly ate bars. Mon understood Levitor had some machinery called Elementizer, where dead bodies were liquefied and processed, the nutrients then fed to processing plants and machinery. On the other hand, the Lapalites and Moles used the Rana worms to process their dead and fertilize the ground.
The whole thing made little sense to Mon. It did make him wonder while eating a few carrots from the farms whether some parts of Grunt’s Ma were inside the orangey bits. But he couldn’t tell, and he was hungry. The carrots tasted too good to be thrown away. He reckoned the nutrient bars and meals fed to Levitor citizens tasted as good, if not better.
As for the Royals, that made no sense either. The Lapalites and Moles wanted a king, while Levitorians had a queen as their leader. Ma would have made a great queen, Mon reckoned. A pang knifed his stomach.
“You coming?” Grunt said, interrupting Mon’s thoughts.
In the dim light, his puffy eyes glowed, and the hint of fear in his voice belied the determination. Mon realized they’ve come to a fork in the path, one leading to the outside and the other leading farther underground.
“You go to the Taps family,” Mon finally said. “They like you, so they’ll take you in their home for sure.” He was surprised there was no resentment in his voice. It was the truth and the right thing to do.
“But what about you?”
“Go. I’ll find my way.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Grunt said, his eyebrows furrowed. His voice went a notch higher. “You can’t force me. I know you don’t want me around, but I promised Ma I’d look after you. So, I will.”
Mon sighed. A promise was a promise, and among Moles, it wasn’t something to take lightly. Why did Grunt do such a silly thing? There was no point in telling him off either, or making him go back on his promise. So, Mon braced himself and stared at Grunt.
“Here, I absolve you of your promise. Go away.”
“Abs-what?”
“Absolve. Mean you don’t have to keep your promise, and I can take care of myself.”
“That was what Ma said you would say. I promised her I wouldn’t leave your side, no matter what. I’ll always have your back.”
Mon was about to argue but realized the futility. Grunt could be stubborn, like him, at times.
“Then I’ll have yours, Grunt.”
“I won’t leave you. I promise I won’t be trouble.”
Mon sighed again. That was one promise Grunt surely could never keep. Trouble had a knack for finding him. Or was it the other way round?
“Where are we going, Mon?”
“Above.” Among the Lapalites, they had to stay low and avoid trouble. Keep away from the Reds, Ma also said. The Levitorian red-uniformed guards were infamous for their cruelty.
“They eat from the Elementizer,” Grunt said in a small voice.
Mon swallowed his frustration. “But we don’t have to. We’ll eat the food from the market. Right now, we need to make sure we got a job.” He lifted his pillowcase. “These pickles aren’t going to last. You follow me?”
Grunt nodded. His eyes lit up, and his jaw tightened. Perhaps he was starting to realize their precarious situation.
They headed up the tunnels. The slope turned steep, and soon they struggled to keep a steady footing, their muscles screaming in pain. Mon slowed his pace when Grunt wheezed, but he didn’t stop until they climbed out of the grill door. Then their legs gave way, and they slumped to the ground.
“You been there before, right?” Grunt asked doubtfully.
“It’s no big deal. What I remember most is it’s very bright. Lots of glare. And then there’s so much space above your head.”
“There’s a dome, Ma says.”
“Yes, but it’s really high up, you’ll see. Ma used to leave me in Bo’s Kitchen. It’s a shop, sort of. Maybe he’ll have a job for us.”
Mon didn’t add that Bo owned a tavern, and most customers were drunk. Ma used to leave him in the kitchen while she went away to trade her carrots and cassava in the market. Mon didn’t mind the errands for Bo, delivering the drinks. It gave him a chance to be outside and visit the Edge. The scrubbing and washing were the worst chores, though. The place stank, his eyes watered, but the work earned him enough for sour candies. All worth it.
They emerged from the house with the trapdoor in the pitch-dark night. During this time, the Edge was most dangerous. Mon hesitated. Maybe they should wait till dawn to head to Bo’s tavern. His hesitation made Grunt falter, and his eyes widened in fear. Staying at the exit in the dark was dangerous too, Mon decided. They’d just have to watch their backs.
The heavy, eerie silence frayed Mon’s nerves. A big red X marked the front wall of the rundown house that was a warning for the coughing sickness. Mon picked up a rock and scratched in a line under the X, just in case they had to flee to the Underground again.
Shadows lingered in doorways and loitered between buildings: glinting eyes, hard angles, and edges. Mon clutched the pillowcase to his chest, and a soft gasp escaped Grunt’s lips as he scooted closer to him.
Outside the marked house was the unguarded fence separating the Edge from Levitor. For a moment, Mon considered crossing it. After all, the Lapalites were free to move about inside Levitor and sell their wares in the marketplace. But he shook his head. He’d be roaming about homeless and looked down upon as a thief. Maybe he’d end up in the Quod, Levitor’s prison, where a lot of prisoners died working for Levitorians. Then his body would be sent to the Elementizer and be fed to plants and trees.
That’s your problem, Mon. You think too much and well ahead of time.
Even though that made him unfit to live among the Moles, Ma had been so proud of him. My clever boy, she had called him. A surge of anger rose inside Mon. Life was so unfair.
It was stupid to let Lapalites roam in Levitor. They were mainly thieves, he’d been told. Maybe the Moles were right: a stupid, soft-hearted queen ruled Levitor.
Mon turned away from the fence. Bo’s tavern it would be.
On their right was a hangar with many aircraft, their wings spread out like moths with crooked feet. A stone’s throw away before them sprawled the dome’s edge. Six-sided frames interlinked, and the area within swirled with smoke. The structure arched from the ground to the ceiling, forming a dome that hummed. The sight and the sound filled him in awe. Next to him, Grunt also emitted a gasp of amazement.
On their left was the long path to Bo’s Kitchen, open at all hours. Mon tied the pillowcase around his belt. He took out two flat glass jars on second thought and slid them into his trouser pockets. The small knife hidden in his shirt’s hem was within reach.
A scream from the back of the tavern drew their attention. It was too high-pitched to belong to a boy. Grunt spun around, but Mon gripped his arm, stopping him.
“Don’t. Not our problem. Let’s get inside the kitchens.”
It was the right thing to do. They weren’t alone. In this dark, Mon felt eyes digging into his back, shadows shuffling within the houses. Not a single shadow moved toward the back of the tavern. Living in the Edge meant they had to watch out for themselves.
Grunt shrugged his hand off. “But what if it was Ma out there?” he said and rushed down the dark alleyway.
Mon grimaced. He was too weak to take on a fight. He hadn’t eaten since Ma took her last breath. Yet he steeled himself and ran after Grunt. The chubby boy was no good in a fight either. Maybe together they could take on whoever was out there.
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Chapter 2


The stench of sweat mixed with stale urine and vomit assaulted Mon’s nose. Grunt retched but kept his pace. The smells were so much worse than underground, even with so much space above them.
They reached the end of the alley, closed off by three walls. Three shadowy figures stood ten paces away. One, wearing a blue cloak, was slumped on the ground, motionless. A closer look revealed that the figure was a young girl about the same age as Mon and Grunt. Another girl faced a burly man. She was older, had frizzy hair, and wore a black cloak. Her face was wet. From sweat or tears, Mon couldn’t tell, but her cloak was too clean, too shiny, too...whole, without a single rip. These girls were no Lapalites, but rather good-for-nothing Levitorians.
She stood sideways, left foot forward and the right slightly back. He recognized that defensive stance—it was one his Ma had taught him. In the girl’s hand was a stick that she held high. Her lips were set in a thin line. She looked like a fighter, but next to her opponent, she was feeble.
Boon, the bartender at Bo’s, was drunk as always, the pungent smell of yeska oozing from him. Judging by his short breaths, it seemed the two girls had put up quite a good fight. Unfortunately for them, Mon knew that even a drunken Boon relished a fight. The more one fought back, the angrier and more vicious he became.
Boon took one step toward the girl, and she swung the stick. But Boon was fast. He caught her arm with one hand while the other quickly ripped the rod out of her grip and tossed it aside.
Grunt glanced back, and Mon hesitated. It was evident that his friend wouldn’t leave the scene. If they intervened, no way would Boon allow them to work in the tavern.
Anger rose inside Mon. Why were these girls in the Edge so late at night? Didn’t they know the rules? Both were Levitorians, for sure. No citizens were allowed inside the Edge at night, just as no Lapalites were allowed inside Levitor. It was unlikely these two were lost. One didn’t lose their way crossing the fence over to the Edge.
Boon twisted the girl’s arm and slapped her across the face. She stumbled sideways, whimpering. Her hood slipped off, and her hair spilled out.
Grunt dropped his pillowcase and lunged forward. With his momentum, he had both arms clinging to Boon’s neck. The burly man stumbled back, but once the surprise wore off, he quickly shook him off with a sneer. Grunt lost balance, and his bottom collided with the rough surface of the alleyway.
Mon rushed to Grunt’s side, trying to drag him away. But Grunt would have none of it. He pushed Mon away, struggling to stand up. A frustrated growl escaped Mon. He and Grunt had barely been out of the Underground, and here was Grunt in a fight with a man three times his size. Trouble stuck to him no matter where he went.
Mon turned and saw the girl holding the stick high again. Boon pushed her to the ground this time and wrestled with the stick—an arrow, Mon noted. Her hand sprang forward, and a finger clawed into Boon’s eye. He yelled out before he hit her, harder this time. Her arms went limp.
Mon tensed. He looked around for any weapon he could use but found none. He wasn’t tall, but he found his foothold on Boon’s crouched back and latched on to his shoulders. Boon lost his balance and dangerously stumbled farther down onto the girl. He kept one hand on the girl’s wrist while he straightened up.
Ma had taught Mon to go for the weak spots. In the rare times when he had watched the cage fights, she had fought tooth and nail, ducking and weaving through the jabs. That wouldn’t work on Big Boon. Before the big man could recover, Mon bit down on the soft skin of his ear as hard as he could.
Boon cried out and stumbled, one hand clutching his ear. Finally, he let go of the girl’s wrist while his elbow shoved back into Mon’s guts.
Pain exploded. Mon’s grip loosened, his balance wavered, and he fell back, his head hitting the ground. White spots appeared in his vision. Mon reached for the sore spot at the back of his head and smiled. A swell of pride burst into him even as his head throbbed. Ma would have been proud of him.
Smiling was probably a bad idea. Boon’s eyes darkened. He growled, his shoulders hunched and his fists clenched. He was blazing furious, all right.
Mon scrambled backward, the uneven ground scraping his back and clinging to his clothes. A sharp, pungent smell wafted around him and churned his stomach. Dampness seeped through his clothes close to his hips where he had hidden the glass jars.
Boon sneered at his wet trousers. Then he drew closer, his eyes dark and malicious. He meant to give Mon more than a whipping. Mon fumbled with the hem at his ankle. The knife was out of reach. Boon was close. Too close. The man crouched down, reaching forward, and Mon braced himself.
Then Grunt smashed into Boon from the back, his round fists punching him in the sides. But Boon, built like a brick wall, didn’t budge. He cocked his head to the side. His gaze swept over Grunt as one would at an annoying bug. Then he grabbed Grunt’s shirt at the neck and flung him. Mon flinched at the sound of Grunt’s body thudding the sidewall.
In the dim light, Mon spotted a trail of crimson where Grunt’s body slid down. Mon reacted. His hand grabbed a piece of the broken jar from the ground. Then he was up on his feet. At the tinkling sound, Boon turned. His eyes widened as Mon barreled into him, the broken glass held out.
Their bodies collided, knocking Boon back. Warm blood flowed onto Mon’s hand that still gripped the bottom of the jar. Boon growled, and Mon pulled his hand back. Removing the glass lodged in Boon’s guts was like pulling out a cork from a bottle. A gurgling echoed, blood gushing onto the front of Boon’s shirt.
Boon growled again, louder and angrier, stepping toward him. Too close, again. Mon panicked. He drove the broken jar into Boon again and removed it swiftly. A wave of sickness washed over him, and bile clung to his throat. The smell of blood filled his nostrils.
Boon groaned in pain this time and staggered. His hand clutched at his waist, bewildered. The dark patch on his shirt swelled. For a moment, Mon thought Boon would attack again, but instead the burly man stopped in his tracks, frowning. In confusion or disbelief, Mon didn’t know.
Breathless, Mon stepped farther back into the wall, holding the piece of glass before him. He recognized the slow daze seeping into Boon’s eyes, a faraway look he’d seen in Ma’s; life was slowly bleeding out of him. Boon dropped to his knees, and he fell face-first to the ground.
You reap what you sow, Ma said.
But then she died, even though she was a good person. Mon wanted his Ma back. He wanted nothing to do with death. He wanted to go back to how it had been before.
A feeling of dread came over him. One death yesterday, another by his hands today, almost as if death followed in his steps. How could all this happen in such a short time? Boon was a pile of muscles, and yet a skinny lad half his height and weight had overcome him. Was this to be his life from now on? Killing to survive?
Mon dropped to his knees. Bile flowed from his mouth, and he retched. He got up and staggered a few steps, but where was he to go now? Grunt lay unconscious on the ground. Mon crawled to him and ran a shaky hand over his brother’s head. It came out sticky and wet. But he had a pulse! Grunt was still breathing. Blood trickled down his nose.
“Wake up!” Mon cried out, shaking Grunt’s shoulders. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Dawn was breaking, and with the waning light, someone was bound to check the back of the tavern.
“Mon?” Grunt said in a groggy voice, sitting up. “Where’s the big man? Is he—”
“I thought you were gone for good,” Mon said as he exhaled, relieved. “How’s the head?” He studied Grunt’s eyes, and they looked focused and clear enough. “Got to get that nose fixed.”
Grunt’s hand moved to his face, and he flinched. “Darn hurt. Head’s okay. How come you got so much blood on you? That’s not mine, is it?”
His gaze fell on Boon’s crumpled body on the other side of the alleyway and the bloody, broken glass on the ground.
Mon froze. The sticky blood on his shirt made him shiver in disgust. He wanted to take the whole darn shirt off and throw it aside, but the night was too chilly. So he steeled himself and pulled on Grunt’s arm to help him up.
“It’s all my fault,” Grunt said, his face pale, his eyes riveted to Boon’s body. “I’m sorry. Now we got nowhere to go.”
“We can still find work. Let’s get inside the tavern.”
“Thank you,” a voice said from behind, startling them.
The girl in the black hood was kneeling near the other girl, clutching the arrow. Other than her ripped cloak and red streaks on her cheek, she seemed unhurt. Pretty and clean too. The other girl stirred, and they both slowly got up to their feet, looking shaken.
“It’s your fault!” Mon said, trying to keep his eyes off Boon. “What ya doin’ with bow and arrows around here at night?” It was a stupid thing to say. How do you defend yourself with an arrow anyway?
“I thought I could find my nanny,” the younger girl said, lifting her chin. “Nanny Elly? Have you heard of her? Are you hurt?” she added, taking in the blood on his clothes.
Mon looked down at his throbbing hand. The broken jar must have grazed it. “You better go back,” he said. “It’s not safe.”
“I don’t know where to start. Nanny was sent here a few days ago.”
“The Edge is big,” Mon said. “Whoever sent your nanny here didn’t mean well. People move here to get lost, to be forgotten.”
The young girl stepped forward, still holding her arrow. “We owe you our lives. Where are your parents?” She looked at the crumpled body. “How come you have nowhere to go?”
“We were heading to this man’s tavern for a job, yes,” Mon said, looking at the crumpled body. A dark patch was spreading around Boon. “Now, thanks to you, we got nothing—no job and no place to stay. Now go away before you get us into any more trouble.” Mon bent down to examine Grunt’s nose. It was a mess, but he’d live despite all the blood pouring out.
“Here,” the girl said, and she held out one of the arrows. To Mon’s surprise, it was light, metallic, and unusually strong. “It’s made of cirbonium, and you can trade it at the marketplace.”
“We’re not going to Levitor,” Mon retorted. “We need to find work here, and a piece of metal won’t put food in our mouths.”
“It’s the only thing I brought with me,” the girl said, blowing out a sigh. “Keep it. You might find a good use for it one day.” She hesitated, then pointed to somewhere on the other side of the fence. “If you change your mind, take the arrow to Jasmun. She lives on the fourth street past the townhouses. Right opposite the second entrance to the marketplace.”
“She’d take us in just like that?”
“Show her the arrow. If you change your mind, Jasmun will take you in and give you shelter.”
Mon looked down at the arrow in his hand. Both he and Grunt could become citizens of Levitor with this?
Suddenly, blood appeared in his hands. It coated the tip of the shaft, and Mon almost dropped it. Get a grip. You saved these two girls and Grunt too.
He looked up at the girl. The younger girl inched closer to the older one and whispered in her ear.
“It will be all right,” the older girl said, drawing close to him. She held out her hand, and Mon reached out to her automatically, as if he was in a daze and had no will.
“Here, have this bun,” she said. “By the time you reach the fence, you’ll forget all about it.”
Mon stared at the bun in his palm, feeling light-headed. “About what? Who are you?” he asked
“Althia, and this is Zen. May I?” She held up her hands, and Mon nodded. When her fingertips touched his temples, he shivered. Warmth flowed through him, and he felt a sense of peace wash over him. “Feel better?”
Mon nodded again, too dizzy to talk. He glanced at his hands, and the blood was gone.
“Use the arrow,” the younger girl, Zen, said. She looked up, and her face caught the light. Mon had never seen anything so beautiful. He forgot to breathe. “I hope we’ll meet again.”
By the time he caught his breath, both girls were heading out of the alley, their hoods pulled back up. Glancing from side to side, they darted toward the fence instead of the gated entrance. Mon watched their shadows crouch and crawl through. There must be a gap there. After a few moments, their shadows reappeared on the other side and vanished past the airfield.
“We might as well check this Jasmun out,” Grunt said behind him in a hoarse voice. “Find somewhere safe.”
Mon split the bun and gave it to Grunt. It tasted so good. He could eat this all day. “You sure?” he asked between mouthfuls. “What if we get caught and sent to the Quod?”
Grunt shrugged. Finding Jasmun was a better option than wandering aimlessly among the Lapalites. So, they followed the girls’ path. In the distance, the thump of boots sounded. Grunt and Mon waited until the patrolling guards were far out of sight before making their way toward the gap in the fence.
By the time they reached the townhouses, Mon had this feeling that he’d forgotten something, but he knew not what. All he remembered was the bun’s sweet taste and that he had met two girls who had kindly given him an arrow to barter.
Fortunately for them, the marketplace was at the center of Levitor, with booths placed at intervals. Grunt had a better sense of direction, and he easily found the second entrance.
Mon clutched the arrow. There weren’t many options left open to them. “It’s got to be better than staying on the streets, eh? Washing, cleaning, and scrubbing the tavern?”
“What if she refuses to see us?” Grunt asked. His eyes fell on Mon’s shirt briefly before turning away. “This Jasmun person sees all that blood on us, and she’ll turn us away.”
“We got to try,” Mon said. He would beg if need be, but he wouldn’t go back. Something terrible awaited him at the Edge, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Above them, the light from the dome grew brighter. Dawn was breaking.
“C’mon, hurry,” Mon said. “We won’t be able to hide this much blood on us for longer.” When Grunt remained motionless, staring at his stained shirt from the nosebleed, Mon weaved his arm around his shoulders and pulled him up.
Grunt’s eyes dazed for a moment. “Leave me be. I’m going back. I’m dying.”
“Oh, get up, you dumbo. It’s just a broken nose. I’m not leaving you. So, if you don’t get up, we’ll both stay here, get arrested, and then thrown into the Quod, where we’ll both wither and die.”
“Hurts like blazes. I can’t even talk without hurting!”
“Then shut up. A broken nose can’t stop you from walking, eh? This Jasmun will fix your nose good. But we’ve got to hurry. You’re losing too much blood.”
It was the wrong thing to say as Grunt’s footsteps faltered again. The fourth street was harder to find. They instinctively knew they had reached the place; the building was wider than the surrounding houses and less maintained. Paint peeled on the sides, and black smudges etched the gutters and roofs.
“Looks like one of the houses on the Edge,” Grunt said with disappointment. Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t this.
They traded glances before Mon took a deep breath, braced himself, and pressed his thumb on the door’s control panel.
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Chapter 3

Present day


The framed energy shield, swirling like churning smoke on Levitor’s domed ceiling, mesmerized Earmon. He’d been told that contact with the shield was akin to dipping one’s skin in a blazing fire, yet he felt the urge to reach for it.
The shield was Levitor’s only protection from beasts and Reaver savages on the outside on planet Winevera. There was only one exit from the domed city, three frames at the dome’s apex that swung open as aircraft, called Flydromes, did a vertical takeoff and flew through.
While Earmon sat crouched near the airfield’s storage tanks, it dawned upon him that a few steps away was the gap in the fence where his ten-year-old self had taken his first steps into Levitor. He had never looked back. He’d moved from Jasmun’s place to Dunstan Academy, and now, finally, he was settled in Ankur Palace, Levitor’s most prestigious residence.
Sneaking, spying, and backstabbing were the palace workers’ power games. But not Earmon. Perhaps that explained why he was the queen’s appointee as her topmost advisor, even though he was only nineteen.
He had spent years trying to find meaning in his life, a purpose to carry on, and he did soon enough: Princess Zenithia, one of the two young girls whose lives he had saved nine years ago.
Now, one would think that finding one’s purpose would bring relief and joy. But for Earmon, it had been agony seared into him. He glanced up again at the domed ceiling, waiting for the doors to swing open and the Flydrome to appear. Princess Zenithia would be inside.
Did he know that for sure? The question tumbled in his mind, and his stomach churned. What if she didn’t turn up? What if she was left stranded outside on the mountain? What if the Flydrome didn’t turn up?
He rubbed the back of his neck. If he were to stare any longer at the ceiling, he’d have a crick. Yet that pain was trifling compared with the agony of waiting—which was all he could do—and hoping.
For hours, he had done so, patiently waiting for the message that the Flydrome was on its way back from Mount Meru. In the late hours of the evening, the drone’s comm pinged—of course, it was meant for Chak, the pilot. Zenithia and company were ready to be picked up from Mount Meru, hopefully safe and unharmed. Earmon had rushed to the airfield. He just couldn’t sit down in his quarters in Ankur and do nothing, could he?
So there he was, sitting, hiding, and lurking in the shadows like a thief.
For Princess Zenithia had a secret. When she wasn’t in Ankur, only two people knew of the princess’s whereabouts: Chak, the Flydrome’s pilot, and Turak, her guardian. Earmon added two more to the list: himself and Grunt.
Whenever she was away from Levitor on her secret mission, she’d send a comm to Chak. The encrypted transmission was nearly impossible to crack, but not for Grunt. Who would’ve thought his snotty, chubby brother—the only person Earmon trusted, in fact— from the Edge would turn out to be a genius in hacking Levitor’s tech? Armed with an innocent glassTab, a free handheld, palm-size device, Grunt could perform miracles. The higher the encryption, the more determined he became at cracking the code. Hacking was his passion.
When Earmon had first learned of Zenithia’s frequent travels to Mount Meru, a nauseated feeling had weighed on him. Reavers dwelled within the mountain caves. It was their territory and, thankfully, far from Levitor. Earmon would never be at peace as long as Zenithia put herself in danger, but on Mount Meru was an even greater danger than the Reavers.
Earmon had flown there once. Before the entrance to one of the caves was a portal, a gateway to a new world. Only Turak’s race, the Aeternas, commonly referred to as Silver Eyes, could open it. The gateway led to thrills and adventures Earmon could never provide, a life that Zenithia craved. Earmon’s life was primarily routine and discipline, sedentary even.
He sighed. He dared not think what would become of him if Zenithia didn’t return. That new world he had glimpsed on the other side of the portal wasn’t pretty. It was rife with death, poverty, and war. Well, for the princess, it was “thrills and adventures.”
The light waned sooner than he expected. The sun on Winevera cast its last rays, the energy field forming eerie shadows upon Levitor’s domed city. The cold evening air sent chills down Earmon’s arms and spine. He rubbed his fingertips together and shook his head, trying to quell his imagination that leaned toward the worst possibilities. Chak would be back soon.
Earmon was so lost in his thoughts that a voice nearby startled him. “Hey, you seen Chak?”
Two patrol guards, clad in red, ambled by the fence. The smell of yeska from the fog of their breaths wafted toward Earmon. He ducked as they moved closer to the storage tanks, the tread of their boots unusually silent. If he were discovered, his presence near the airfield would raise too many questions.
“Ah, you just missed him,” the other guard replied.
“What? Has he flown out? My shift’s ended, and he was supposed to be back by now. That stooge! Where the blazes is he gone to?”
“Patrolling… I think. C’mon, stay here, man. He’ll be back. He fixed that bug in your drome, right?”
“Yeah, you’re right. Patrolling? My foot. That Chak! He’s probably gone flying that Silver Eye about again. If you ask me, that Turak gets too many favors from our Chak.”
“Chak does what Chak wants.”
“I don’t envy him. Flying to that mountain gives me the creeps.”
“Turak’s trying to find a cure. Poor darn woman. It’s not Turak’s fault Dravida’s sick.”
“Then whose is it? Why did she go and tangle with a freak?”
“At one time, you sure were ogling her.”
“Hey, you did too, but she made her choice. Paying her dues, I’d say.”
Turak the Aeterna, the Silver-Eye weirdo and freak. Earmon gritted his teeth at the nickname. He couldn’t help but think that in his search for a cure, Turak was putting Zenithia in danger. Because of him, Zenithia could be ripped apart by Reavers on Mount Meru. Why did Zenithia follow him in his endeavors?
If Turak were out of the picture, she would be in Ankur right now, safe but…unhappy. On the day before her escapade, her eyes always held a little sparkle at the prospect of adventure, and when she got back, a small smile would play on her lips when she thought no one was watching. No new dresses, paintings, or shiny glassTabs could add that glimmer to her eyes.
How could Earmon report her then? A sigh escaped his lips. He didn’t have the heart. He had kept Zenithia’s secret and didn’t understand her reluctance to inherit the throne. He thought with her zeal and strength, she would make a great queen, fair and charismatic, like her mother.
Only a few weeks had he known about her disappearances, even though he had tutored her for over a year. To stop Zenithia now meant he would lose her trust and any chance he might have to win her heart. He had caught her staring at him a few times. Warmth ran over Earmon at the thought, but it was soon replaced by a sinking feeling. The idea of her in danger was like a knife inside him.
The guards’ boots thumped away. The surrounding eerie silence turned comforting, the hum from the energy shield lulling. Earmon’s thoughts drifted, and his eyes closed.
When a hiss sounded above, it didn’t register at first until a cold breeze swept over the top of Earmon’s head. His eyes snapped open, and he was immediately on alert. Looking up, he caught a glimpse of pink, scudding clouds before the bottom of Chak’s Flydrome, like the underside of a moth, covered them. The Flydrome grew larger as it descended.
Huddling his cloak, Earmon straightened up but immediately ducked back down. Guards and pilots were gathered around the hangar. A thud suddenly shook the ground, mirroring the thunder in his chest. The Flydrome landed.
Earmon glanced back, his eyes riveted on the exit door. Turak’s tall silhouette appeared through the thick mist around the hangar. Nobody followed.
No, no, no. Earmon straightened from his crouch again and crept closer to the Flydrome. The darkness that fell quickly on the city cloaked him well. His worst nightmare was unraveling in front of him. Then a whistle sounded from the Flydrome’s interior cabin, a high-pitched, screeching sound that made his ears ache and jarred his nerves.
He blew out a sigh, relief washing over him. Only one person he knew whistled like this. A hooded figure clad in a black cloak appeared at the exit, hauling two bags. The gait and stance were unmistakable. Under the cloak, Zenithia’s movements were gracious, undulating curves that Earmon couldn’t help noticing.
Turak stepped closer to the storage tanks, squinting toward the city’s marketplace.
“Can you sense her?” Zenithia called out. “Is Hedge here?”
Other than opening portals, Aeternas could also sense and talk to each other in their minds. No wonder Levitorians referred to Turak as a weirdo and freak. Earmon was glad Levitorians didn’t have such ability.
Turak shook his head. “I was hoping she’d be here with the cure.” He sounded disappointed, and his shoulders slouched. “I’m out of options, Zen. This trip was a waste of time. There is no cure. Dravida is doomed.”
“We’re not giving up!” she shot back between gritted teeth. “She’ll live, Turak. She’s stronger than you think.”
“Hedge is our last hope now. I think the clues in my last message were too muddled. Ah, it’s too dangerous for her to contact me. The Aeternas will hold her accountable. Punish her even.”
“The Aeternas are despicable! For them to banish you without cause… Your child will survive, Turak. I know it.”
Turak slammed his hand on the rail in frustration. “If begging the Aeternas is what it takes for Dravida to live, then I will do it. I will give up my life, if need be, for the cure.”
“She’ll survive. Trust me, I have seen it.”
Turak quirked an eyebrow. “Is this one of your read-the-future visions?” Under the exhaustion and frustration, his voice held a hint of amusement. A small smile tugged at his lips, though his eyes remained haunted. “You know what I think of them.”
“Have faith,” Zenithia replied, holding out one of the satchels. “I’ll head to Krohnur Medics now and check on her.”
Call it precognition or visions, but Earmon couldn’t deny that Zenithia had a strange skill. So did the queen, in fact.
Turak sighed and pointed to the marketplace. “I’ll send Hedge another message—one that’s less cryptic and with fewer riddles.”
The archway in the marketplace was a portal that led to the Aeternas’ homeworld, while the one on Mount Meru led to Mythren, a city that Earmon would rather forget. Behind them, the Flydrome huffed, and a trail of smoke belched out. A pungent smell wafted around them.
“Chak is testing his new fuel,” Turak said with a note of resignation. His nose wrinkled. “Biodegradable materials. Let’s get out of here. I’ll meet with Earmon before I get back to my quarters. Maybe he’ll have good news. It won’t hurt to ask for advice.”
Zenithia scoffed, the sound stabbing Earmon in the chest. “Send a comm if you need me,” she said, moving away. “Go see Earmon. He’s definitely in the same room we left him. He never leaves his quarters in Ankur.”
Earmon wondered what lengths he would go to for her.
As they parted ways, Earmon shuffled along the fence, away from the airfield, keeping his head lowered.
Right then, the ground thudded under his boots. It came from the hangar. Earmon glanced back, squinting and expecting to see a guard in a red uniform.
The billowing smoke from the Flydrome outlined a tall shadow. The figure’s muscles were defined. It was definitely a man who wore a mere loincloth draped around the hips. What struck Earmon was the shoulder-length, matted hair.
A Reaver? Inside Levitor?
Earmon blinked, and the shadow vanished. Was it his imagination? Maybe exhaustion was finally taking its toll. In footage from Flydrome patrols, he’d seen Reavers, but few dared to venture close to the city. The dome’s energy shield would scorch their skin, and the ultrasound barrier that surrounded the city emitted a painful, high-pitched shriek. The cirbonium frames couldn’t be broken by outsiders.
Earmon let out a deep breath to calm himself down. His mind was playing tricks on him, he reckoned. He had had a long day at work and a long night ahead to catch up with research he had neglected. He hurried back toward Ankur, where Turak would inevitably turn up soon.
The streets were deserted, and Earmon decided to trek uphill to Ankur. Using his solix for the magLev tram could be tracked and would raise too many questions. It was a long way, since the airfield was on the lower part of Levitor. He rounded the corner to the first row of townhouses when suddenly he bumped into a soft wall. Earmon landed on his backside while the wall didn’t budge an inch.
In fact, the wall growled. Earmon was in deep trouble.




[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 4


“Are you spying on our princess again?” A face with round cheeks and a slightly crooked nose loomed over him.
Earmon flinched. “Nice to see you too, Grunt. Or should I be asking you whether you’re the spy here?” He got up and brushed the dust off his clothes. A warm flush was spreading around his neck and face. Getting caught wasn’t part of his plan.
Retrieving a device from the folds of his cloak, Grunt said, “I couldn’t find my glassTab. Seemed someone accidentally took it. So I got this one—backup of a backup, if you must know. You could have asked.”
Earmon cursed under his breath. In his hurry to get to the airfield, he had forgotten to put Grunt’s glassTab back on his desk—one Earmon had merely borrowed to track Chak’s incoming comm.
“How did you find me, anyway?”
“See there?” Grunt said, pointing to the screen, his eyes lighting up in excitement. “By connecting to your glassTab, I was able to use the locator—”
Earmon wished he could rip the device off his wrist. But no. It was fused with his skin. He made a mental note to have it removed soon. “Great. There’s no privacy whatsoever. Now, I’ve got to get back to Ankur. I’m expecting someone. Wait, what are you doing in the lower parts of Levitor?”
“You were absent for a long time. I just wanted to make sure you were safe, Mon. You left no message. You just rushed off to the Edge. What am I supposed to think?”
Earmon winced at his former name. Grunt would never stop using it, no matter how many times Earmon asked him not to. He tried to turn away from Grunt’s scrutiny to hide his rising anger and embarrassment.
“Don’t you have somewhere to go, Grunt? Dance practice with that new girl from the Dome Festival?”
A red flush draped around Grunt’s round face and neck. That made Earmon feel better about his own nighttime adventures.
“I can’t be dancing all day, can I?” Grunt shot back, avoiding his eyes. “I’ll be seeing Rosie later. Seeing your tracker beep in the middle of an airfield made me scared, you know. Were you watching the princess?”
“Someone has to keep an eye out, right? Flydrome-watching isn’t a crime either.”
“Nor is a brother’s concern. Why aren’t you using the magLev tram then? Not that you’d pay for anything.”
“You take the magLev if you like. I need the exercise.”
Earmon quickened his stride, and so did Grunt. His shorter legs shuffled, struggling to keep the same pace.
Grunt suddenly gasped. “Wait! Did you see that giant in the airfield?”
Earmon squinted in the low light. “I can’t see much.”
“I’m sure I saw something. Shouldn’t we tell the authorities?”
Earmon thought about it. Too many questions would arise as to the reason he was in the airfield. “Nah, Levitor is small, Grunt. There aren’t many hiding places for a giant to hide. I’m sure they’ll catch whoever that was.”
Grunt remained uncertain but didn’t argue. Earmon sighed and slowed down. “Any news of Hedge?” he asked, his gaze drifting to the marketplace. “Or other Aeternas crossing the portal?”
Grunt shook his head. At this time of the night, the marketplace was quiet and deserted but for a few scavengers behind the booths. At the farther end were two monoliths supporting three slabs in a triangular formation, as if someone planted an arrow into the ground and the tip pointed to the dome above. Vines wound around the smooth stone, and a few garlands and flowers hung at the top. Under the monoliths, couples were united at the Dome Festival. But few Levitorians knew the real purpose of the archway.
This was a gateway like the one on Mount Meru but was rarely used. From what Earmon understood, each gateway led to a unique destination. This one in the marketplace was special: it led to Zirya, the Aeternas’ world.
It was the only place to reach Hedge, their contact, but Turak couldn’t cross over. He was banned from his home world. His decision to take Dravida as his companion and not Hedge, with whom he was destined to be, broke some sort of Aeterna rule. Turak didn’t talk much about Zirya or Hedge. In their last meeting, the two Aeternas had stared at each other—really awkward for Earmon in their presence—for a long time. How convenient.
If only Turak had followed the Aeterna rule, Zenithia would be safe and Dravida would be well. Earmon couldn’t help the selfish thought slinking in. Things would have been much simpler.
Turak had hopes that Earmon could develop a cure if Hedge failed to bring the meds. But this was beyond Earmon’s capabilities. He dabbled in scientific research on the aetherium, Levitor’s sole power source. Medicine and healing weren’t his fields. Also, lately, he had to admit that he’d been so distracted by Zenithia that his research was behind schedule.
No one could have foreseen the complications in Dravida’s sickness. As Turak crossed portal after portal, searching for meds and Aeterna allies, Zenithia secretly accompanied him on practically every trip. Queen Bodhee would undoubtedly fly into a terrible rage should she hear of these trips. But Earmon trusted Turak to keep Zenithia safe. Mostly.
Lost in his thoughts as he trudged uphill, Earmon didn’t notice Grunt’s silence. His banter had given way to such a strange wheeze that Earmon feared for his health. Grunt hardly ventured out of Ankur, yet he had today, thinking Earmon might be in danger.
Earmon’s anger faded, and guilt washed over him. He should’ve taken a tram up to Ankur, Levitor’s palace, that perched on a mountain ledge overlooking the city. So he slowed his pace. After all, Turak would be checking on Dravida in Krohnur Labs before his visit to Earmon.
When they reached Ankur’s entrance door, Earmon said to Grunt, “Take the night off. I won’t be needing you.” Officially, Grunt was his assistant. In reality, Earmon had come to depend on Grunt’s work and research. “It’s not as if we can accomplish much tonight.”
Earmon thought Grunt would leave, but instead the latter went into their work area and slumped in a chair, wiping his temples with the hem of his cloak. His defiant gaze bore into Earmon.
By the time they had finished their meal of buns and pasties, Earmon came to a firm conclusion. He was far behind in his work—other than his job as the queen’s advisor, that is. Problem-solving and scientific research had always been his passion. So, when the Control Center had noted spikes in the aetherium’s energy output, they had sought his advice. The work distracted him, but not enough.
For his sanity, he’d have to find a way to stop Zenithia from leaving Levitor.
He didn’t understand her fascination with Mythren, a military compound. Earmon had traveled there once. That one time was enough. He had been constantly on edge, filled with dread, watching his back. The foul air had stayed in his lungs for days. The fog and dust storms had disorientated him, let alone the layers of dust. Even worse were the patrols and display of guns all over a city ruled by fear and a dictatorship.
At least in Levitor he could choose to eat buns, bread, and pasties—special food delivered from Boniface, the baker. Earmon’s job in Ankur made it possible instead of ingesting NutriPaks, the processed foods given freely to all citizens of Levitor. Queen Bodhee was tolerant toward different beliefs, even those who hated the monarchy. Perhaps that was why no rebellious factions had risen for a long time.
That trip to Mythren had taught him two things: strict rulers created rebellions, and safety could never be overrated.
So he understood Zenithia: the more rules imposed on her, the farther away she drifted. So far, he had kept quiet about her escapades, but he would do it no more.
Turak had the freedom to continue his search. Earmon couldn’t go on living with the constant worry that Zenithia, Levitor’s princess, risked her life every time Turak set off for other worlds.
Earmon resolved to act, not for his sake but for her safety.
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Chapter 5


Laden with beakers, vials, and glassTabs, the lab table dominated their workshop. Earmon grimaced at the tests he’d walked out on earlier when Chak’s message pinged. He withdrew Grunt’s glassTab under a beaker and held it out. But Grunt shrugged it off, his attention riveted to another screen. After dragging him uphill, Earmon deserved the treatment.
Earmon was first and foremost the queen’s top advisor. In his spare time, he worked on his favorite hobby: the aetherium stone.
Millennia ago, the Aeternas, Turak’s race, also known as the Silver Eyes, bestowed the aetherium to Levitorians. Levitor city and Levitorians had prospered and lived safely within the dome with such a potent energy source. For that, the Silver Eyes were revered for their benevolence. To propose that the aetherium was linked to brain activity—at least on a few people with susceptible brains that ended up being Crazies fit for the Sanatorium—wouldn’t go down well with many. Perhaps Levitor wasn’t ready.
“Did you know Reavers have a society, and they care for their young?” Grunt asked suddenly.
Earmon shivered as the image of the Reaver near the airfield came forth. He pushed it away. While Earmon focused his research on the aetherium, Grunt had developed a morbid fascination with Reavers.
“Animals care for their young, too, don’t they?” Earmon shot back. “Reavers, though, leave their young to fend for themselves in the wild a few years after birth.”
“Only for a few
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