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  Boy With No Name

SHE'S DROWNING UNDER THE WEIGHT of her ghosts and all I can do is hold her up while she stumbles and gasps for air.

If I were less selfish, I would have left her to build a new life, instead of dragging her back where it all began.

But when you’re nothing, you have to grab everything you can and hang on to it with everything you’ve got.

——————

I STEP OUT OF THE shadows and into the path of the cloaked figure, capturing its narrow shoulders. “Where is she?”

I resist shaking Ange with each word only by the narrowest of margins. The slight woman breaks my grip with an ease that would shock those who know her only as my long-time—and long-suffering—attendant.

Her dark hood falls back, exposing startlingly bare features that might look delicate if they weren’t fixed in an expression that rocks me back on my heels. I’m used to seeing her masked and painted, sharp gaze carefully downturned, pretending to serve while I pretend not to know where she goes and what she does when my back is turned.

I waver, suddenly unsure now our years of careful plots and counterplots have unraveled. This is new territory for both of us. But I don’t have time to win her over, even if she could forgive all I’ve done—to her, to those she’s loved, to the ever-growing list of those she protects. Including, it seems, Cole. The last person I can afford to lose.

“She doesn’t want to see you, Ravel.” Ange’s tone makes it clear the object of my obsession since childhood is far from the only one who doesn’t want to see my face right now.

I don’t blame Ange—I’ve given her more than enough reasons to think me the enemy. But I can’t let it go, either. Something’s wrong. I can feel it.

Or rather, it’s what I can’t feel.

The whole tower is achingly empty in Cole’s absence. And not just the numbingly dull corridors of Refuge above, either, but also the seven glittering, decadent halls of my glorious "hidden" club, Freedom, churning away below its repressive rule. Even the secretive pulse of the Underground Ange has built over these past six years into a hidden but powerful force to contend with my own domain holds no spark of Cole’s distinctive, silvery light throughout its maze of once-abandoned tunnels. The horrifying sense of utter emptiness extends even beyond, through every drowned street of this haunted city right up to the dead silence of the boundary that keeps both the last remnants of humanity and the monsters who prey on us trapped within its sickly dome.

My whole world is hollow in a way I haven’t felt for six years. Not since she came.

“I need to see her, Ange.”

Ange turns her back.

I can’t blame her. I’ve hurt a lot of people, but her more than most. Her, perhaps more than any living soul besides Cole. Somehow, the ones that matter the most are always the ones I hurt the worst.

If I were less selfish, I might do something about that.

It doesn’t stop me from chasing Ange down the crumbling corridors as they give way to drained tunnels. Her narrow back grows more and more rigid under the long, hooded cloak that helps her blend into the shadows, her steps sharper, her balance careful and poised to throw off attack, a skill she learned first by choice and honed by necessity.

She doesn’t like me following her, though we both know I’ve been aware of her not-so-little underground resistance for years. But now I’m upsetting the rules of our game, breaking character in this careful play we’ve put on for so long.

I couldn’t care less.

I push past, ignoring the elbow she jabs into my side and the way her steps speed, until we’re both all but running, jostling to be the first through the makeshift door to the infirmary, I have to assume houses the lifeless remains of the one person I can never afford to lose.

But when I shove the tattered curtain aside, the narrow cots are empty but for a stranger. He’s solid, though not large, with the worn look of one who has spent much time outside the sheltering prison of the tower walls. Ange’s hapless twin, Amy, and an open-mouthed, curly-headed child are at his side, tending to his wounds.

He’s the one Cole was sheltering as the nightmares closed in. He was there, useless, a dead weight, as she struggled and failed to fight the monsters. As useless as I was to protect her. And now she’s gone.

I ignore Amy’s screech and the child’s babbling to wheel on Ange, my arm raised. I don’t know if I’ll hit her or clutch at her to keep from falling to my knees.

She decides for me, wrapping one hand around my fist, and placing the other on my chest, holding me at arms-length with that surprising strength I always seem to forget about.

“She’s not dead, just gone.” Ange’s tone is steady if a little breathless. “Cole’s beyond your reach now. Go home, Ravel.”

I tear out of Ange’s grasp, wheeling to scour the room for evidence she speaks the truth. We’ve both spent so long lying to one another, after all. But there’s no trace of Cole left in the tidy, threadbare room to confirm her fate one way or the other.

Amy cowers against the useless stranger, avoiding my gaze and dragging him down as he tries to do something foolishly heroic. Ange taps her toe and motions to the makeshift door. But the other one, the child, now she’s interesting. She glares up at me and says, “You’re the bad guy, aren’t you? My Ash took her far, far away, so there.”

——————

THIS IS HOW I IMAGINE the beginning, pieced together from what I know, and what I’ve heard, and what must have been:

The infant’s dark eyes reflect Maryam’s inhuman gold as her elegant hand trembles over the ink of his hair, the warmth of his skin, and withdraws. The Mayor of the Towers of Refuge turns away from the child she has brought into her broken, dying world.

This is me at five days old.

——————

TO A SMALL CHILD OF the Underground, I’m the bad guy. In the wild, hungry halls of Freedom, I’m the promise of everything they’ve ever wanted to have and be. But in Refuge, I’m something else entirely.

Too many things, if it comes right down to it.

To the mindless drones toiling away in the carefully choreographed tedium and isolation of the work divisions, I’m invisible—just another faceless, nameless body in the crowd. Mandated isolation has become instinct; it’s rare for one to look up, blanched skin paling even more and leaden eyes widening as they take in the inhuman gold light of my eyes, the lesser gold of my still-human skin, just as alarming in this place where all color has been excised.

For the lucky few, the ones that do look up and don’t look away, I’m something more: a whisper of temptation in a weak moment, a nudge in the wrong direction, a teasing glance, or an under-the-table deal.

To their grasping, jostling supervisors, to the poisoned and poisonous division heads and council members, I’m the shadow prince, heir to a throne that will never be vacated, stand-in for the untouchable golden beauty of the legendary woman who gave me life. And, just as important to their purposes if not more so, king of the black market. I’m the one they go to when they want something—anything—and I always leave them wanting just a little bit more.

I know everyone’s secrets, I hold all the keys, and my hand is in every deal worth making.

But to the Mayor of Refuge, the one they call my mother, I’m just a servant.

Once, I thought her experiments might change all that. Then, later, I thought building my own empire in the abandoned halls below the tower might make her look at me differently. No matter what I’ve tried, what I’ve done or has been done to me, I have never managed to please, disappoint, or horrify her enough to see me.

That’s about to change.

——————

THIS IS WHAT I DREAM:

The child I was wallows on the precious rugs and scoots, nearly but not yet crawling, across polished floors, drooling on the extravagant relics of a lost world. He chases the clicking of glittering stiletto heels, babbling and pawing at diaphanous skirts as they float past.

Maryam-mama forgets herself, inhuman gaze softening for a moment before cutting away once more.

It’s not a memory.

It can’t be.

Because this is what I remember:

I stand at attention in a crisp, black uniform, a motionless shadow waiting on Her Worship, Maryam Ajera, Mayor of the Towers of Refuge, Chief of the Council of Guardians, First Mother to the Citizens, and the Breath of Tower Regulation.
She is not to be called mother.

She has left this to others to make clear. She prefers not to speak to me at all. It is sufficient to simply gesture, to merely suggest her desires, so that her wishes might be met as if by magic.

I forget myself—only small mistakes—shifting to scratch an itch, drifting forward into her field of vision, running through the halls when I think she can’t see me.

I’m banished to a lightless cell for two days for daring to peek back into her audience chamber when sent away. For much longer, when I’m caught in her forbidden rooms staring at an ancient photo of a woman who looks almost nothing like her holding an infant who looks alarmingly like me.

I cry out in the haunted dark as those as hungry for power as they are resentful of those nearest it paw at golden skin—as near to hers as they’re ever likely to get—and nightmares whisper in my ears. It
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