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Dedication
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To YOU, the reader. 
Thank you for taking a chance and picking up this book.
Thank you for your support.
Thank you for all your reviews.
And,
Thank YOU for reading and joining me on this journey.




Epigraph
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My Ma used to say: Every person has a well in his or her heart.  
On sunny days, the surface glittered and reflected blue skies. At night, beneath the surface was full of darkness with no end in sight. 
If you dwell on it for too long, you may lose your self. But within the murky depths, there is always a sliver of light that chases the darkness. 
And that is enough.
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Chapter 1
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Belor’s footsteps echoed in the dark alleyway as he tried to tiptoe on the uneven cobblestones. The swishing and rustling of his cloak cut into the silence, jarring his nerves. So, he gathered the edges tightly around his body. He could only hope that the cloak’s material hid his aura more than anything else. 
The cloak was his backup in case the procedure he underwent a few hours ago wasn’t successful. To dampen the white aura that identified him as a member of the House of Cats had been excruciating pain. His skin still prickled. He wondered whether such pain was worth going through for a meeting with the enemy.
Doggedly, he made his way forward. The meeting was unexpected. Especially at a time when he had his life planned out: Lilya and he would share a home on the set date, the birth pod was booked, and the date of their newborn was set two years from now.
All Belor wanted was a peaceful life: work in the Labs, develop theories, test them, and create new experiments.
And then the request for the meeting came. Darn, why did the enemy contact him? Why him, of all people? Why now?
Deep down, you know the answer. It could be just a fleeting feeling. Maybe it was a word said in passing, a frozen smile, or a sense of discomfort. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but yes, something was definitely wrong.
A glint caught his eye, and Belor froze. His heart thumped in his chest. The meeting point was right ahead, ten steps away. He hesitated for a moment and leaned forward. Ah, it was just the light glinting off a windowsill. For a moment, he thought it was the enemy: the Silver Eyes—or the Aeternas, as they called themselves.
Four years ago, Cerulis City banned them from its grounds. Why? Apparently, to protect its citizens. To Belor, that explanation made little sense. The Silver Eyes had never shown any signs of aggression. Nor did they seem to have any intention to invade and take over Cerulis. But the damage was done, and the fear sowed and ingrained.
Now Belor was on his guard. He couldn’t help the fear growing inside him. Worse, he’d brought no weapons. The fact that he had “forgotten” to do so indicated that he trusted Kyel. Right? The Silver Eye had been his friend before the injunction. Why would things be different now? Kyel would never hurt him.
“I see you’ve changed your aura,” a deep, gravelly voice said an arm’s length away, startling him.
A flash of teeth glowed in the dark corner. Belor took a deep breath to calm himself down. His fear seemed to amuse Kyel, and the thought made Belor fume. So much was at stake when he had agreed to this meeting.
“And you have none,” Belor retorted. “I see you’ve changed your eye color,”
Kyel’s eyes didn’t have the usual silver rings. Likely some sort of concealment. Rubbing his forehead, he stepped forward, the angles of his face shining under the moonlight.
He hasn’t aged at all, Belor thought. They say the Silver Eyes lived for hundreds of years. Their advanced tech not only granted them prolonged life but also superior fighting skills and weapons. Again, a finger of fear ran down Belor’s spine. He couldn’t help it.
Kyel has shown you nothing but kindness. Never had the Aeternas been aggressive. That was just a rumor spreading. Get hold of yourself.
All Belor remembered of Kyel was his good-humored smile and laugh. He had never seen that deep ‘V’ between his eyebrows and worried expression.
“Thank you for coming,” Kyel said quickly. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure you would. As I remember, changing one’s aura even for a day must have caused you lots of pain.”
The pity in his eyes smothered Belor’s anger. “If anyone finds out about our meeting,” Belor said, “I’d have to stand trial. I could lose everything.”
“I know the stakes, but I need a favor. There’s no one else I can turn to.”
Belor frowned. “Is this regarding Yelona? As I remember, she said you left for good, and then came the ban. Do you still want to meet her?”
“No!” The fierce growl was so loud that Belor jumped. For a moment, Kyel’s eyes flashed brightly. Then his shoulders slumped, and his head bowed.
“I loved your sister, but no. I would never meet her again.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “I didn’t leave your sister. I vowed to stay by her side even if the Aeternas’ Council banished me. But it was she who ordered me to leave and never return.”
Belor opened his mouth to protest and then stopped. That sense of unease, the itch just below his ribs, returned. For a while, he had known that something was wrong with Yelona. No, he could be wrong. Did Yelona… The confusion left a bitter taste in his mouth. Who was lying? Who was telling the truth?
“She was pregnant when I left,” Kyel continued. “No newborn conceived outside our race is known to survive. Nor does the mother. I gave her meds to ensure she would survive, and soon after, I was banned entry to Cerulis. I wasn’t sure whether she survived until a few days ago. Not knowing nearly broke me.”
Suddenly, Kyel straightened and raised his chin. “And to my surprise, I discovered that it was Yelona who proposed and set the injunction in motion.”
“She must have had good reason to.”
“To shut me out? To ban all Aeternas? I also found out she gave birth to our daughter.”
At Belor’s guilty look, Kyel nodded. “I know she’s in your care.”
“Yelona barely survived the birth,” Belor said. “She refused a birth pod.” His sister’s insistence on carrying the child till birth had never made sense to him. Her pain and endurance had awed the Cerulians. They saw strength and gave her the keys to the city. But the truth seemed to be entirely different.
Belor now understood the unease that had tormented him for so long.
“How did she know an Aeterna child wouldn’t survive a birth pod?” Kyel asked.
Because she had already tried it. Belor cleared his throat. “So, the meds you brought from your world gave her the strength to bring the child into the world. Now, why are you back here after five years? Is it because of your daughter?”
Had Kyel sneaked into Cerulis to take his child away? Belor bristled at the thought. The truth was he had grown attached to four-year-old Saya.
“It’s only a matter of time until the Aeternas know of her birth. All you need to know is the Aeternas will kill her. If need be, they’ll storm Cerulis to get their hands on her.”
“Because she wasn’t supposed to survive the birth?”
“Because of a darn prophecy about half-breeds. It’s complicated, Belor. We used to have a Seer who could travel in the Time Vortex. She foresaw three half-Aeternas. She foresaw the destruction they brought.”
“You used to? Is she dead now?”
“She also foretold that one of the three would be her successor. If my daughter survived the birth, this means she is probably one of the three. We have to hide her.”
A thought suddenly crossed Belor’s mind, and he raised his palm. “Hold on. You’re just assuming she’s your child. We should run some tests. I still don’t understand why Yelona would push you away. You two were perfect for each other.”
“You don’t get it, do you? Your sister manipulated me. I know she keeps blood samples from me in the Labs. As for the child, I—I heard her voice when I went close to the Labs two days ago. I know she’s mine.”
The Silver Eyes’ ability for mind speech was...mind-boggling. He once watched Kyel and his brother Nyko stare at each, raise eyebrows, and then laugh. Kyel once tried to explain thoughts and speech as channels he could open and close. The channels also worked both ways. Belor could never understand.
“Did Saya hear you?”
“Saya... So that’s her name. No, I shielded my thoughts. No need to confuse her more. I heard other voices and incoherent words, as well. I can’t be sure if she’s the only one. But hers was the strongest. I heard her call you, and I felt her relief and joy. Like you’re the only happiness in her dark world.”
“Dark world…” Belor repeated. Kyel must be mistaken. For the last few months, he had taken over Saya’s care, yes. But he’d never seen her smile or look joyful at his presence. She’d never thanked him for the candies he brought to her in secret.
Before he could argue, Kyel explained quickly. “Aeterna’s mind voices have a distinct echoing sound. I know she’s an Aeterna.”
Belor sighed. It was a mind-boggling story of conspiracy. “Let’s say I believe you. Yelona was experimenting on you. She conspired to even create a child with you, duped you, and threw you out of Cerulis. Now you’ve come back to claim what’s yours because your race believes half-breeds shouldn’t exist and be killed. All because of some kind of prophecy. Let’s say, as far-fetched as that may sound, I believe all that. I still don’t understand why Yelona would do such a thing. What is her motive?”
“Does Yelona visit her?”
Belor thought for a while and then shook his head. “No. I never understood why, either. Maybe Saya reminds her of the pain she went through.”
Kyel leaned closer. His eyes darkened, and his lips twisted into a thin line. Belor flinched. For the first time in all their meetings, he understood why the Silver Eyes were feared. Kyel could kill him with a single touch of his hand. At least, according to the rumors.
“You call her Saya. Which means the shadow, the follower. But she isn’t. She has such a pure mind which is her own. She needs love.” Kyel paused and then sighed. “I—I didn’t shield my thoughts fast enough that night I heard you. I may have channeled my thoughts. I didn’t intend to, but I couldn’t help it. I had to comfort her. Because of me, she is now in danger.”
Watching Kyel’s despair unsettled Belor. A sense of dread slowly pooled inside him. “Two days ago… Why are you in Cerulis, Kyel? What do you want from me?”
“I came to Cerulis because I heard a rumor.” He waved a dismissive hand at Belor’s raised eyebrow. “Information is always bartered, and some of you Cerulians easily bought. I heard of this child—extraordinary apparently—and came to investigate. When she heard my voice, she wasn’t comforted at all. She panicked and was quite...aggressive.”
Saya aggressive? Belor clamped down on his protest and waited for Kyel to continue.
“You felt it, didn’t you?” Kyel continued. “She is no ordinary child. She has extraordinary strength and healing abilities.”
“Yelona says it’s for her safety to keep her sequestered.”
“Admit it. You’ve all treated her as an experiment. Testing, prodding, isolating her.” Kyel retrieved a small bottle from his pocket. “She is also very sick. Please give this to her.”
Belor hesitated. How did Kyel know so much? There must be an Aeterna spy in the Labs. “Is that why you called me? I’m sure your spies would’ve gladly obliged.”
“You’re the only one I trust.”
“I’ll try, but no promises.” Belor pocketed the bottle. He clamped down on his doubts. Did Kyel believe in that prophecy? No, Belor thought. He looked genuine, and Saya was his child. He’d never harm the child.
A shuffle echoed close by. Belor flinched and whispered. “Someone’s coming this way. I have to get back.”
Kyel followed his gaze. His eyes briefly shone in the dark. “Oh, that’s Harawn. He’s grateful for the heal patches you sent his way.”
Belor squinted at the dark outline moving away from them. Was Harawn a Labs worker? Did they work together? Belor dug through his brain. He could never remember the names and faces of people he worked with. He had even forgotten Lilya’s name once. He flinched at the memory.
“Cerulis’ abandoned ones,” Kyel went on, sadness in his voice. “Those who don’t fit, don’t follow the rules, and are discarded. But you help them, and I know you’ll help me.”
“We have too many heal patches in the Labs anyway,” Belor said uncertainly. He recalled stuffing a whole bag. He also recalled telling himself that he wasn’t the one giving these patches away. His assistant did. Whatever her name was.
“Why hoard them? Why not share the meds and the resources? How do you decide who deserves what? Because of your birth? Because of the House you belong to?”
Kyel hit a nerve, and Belor clenched his fists. These were the exact thoughts that ran through his head. Treacherous and uninviting.
As if sensing his frustration, Kyel turned to Belor. “You feel it too. Not everything in Cerulis is perfect.”
“You never answered my questions. Why would Yelona go through all this? Why would she risk her life?”
“I think… There’s one reason why Yelona wanted the Aeterna gene. She had always been curious about our abilities to fight and heal. So, I believe she wanted a Cerulian soldier with the Aeterna gene.”
Once again, Belor opened his mouth to protest and then closed it. Though he only visited Saya once a week, the number of experiments on her had increased recently. The worst was when he had overheard a trainee testing her on her pain endurance and threshold. How could one inflict pain on a four-year-old child?
“I really have to get back, Kyel. I can’t promise I’ll administer this med, but I’ll see what I can do. I haven’t seen Saya lately.”
“I have another favor to ask.” Kyel retrieved a circular device from his cloak. “I want to take my daughter far from Cerulis. All you need to do is press the center of the device in two days. It will activate and cause a diversion. I’ll get her out and take her to the train.”
Belor took the device in his palm. How could such a small device create chaos? He trusted Kyel, so giving Saya meds was one thing. But creating a diversion in the Labs? Belor felt like a traitor.
“Why two days?” he asked. “Why not tonight?”
“She needs more meds. Give me two days; I’ll get more of them. I’ll take her and leave Cerulis. You’ll never see me again.”
“Where are you taking her?”
His doubt must have been written all over his face. Kyel lay his hands on Belor’s shoulders as he said, eyes pleading, “I know you care much for her. Please trust me. I would never lie to you. Nor would I harm my own child. I have arranged to meet Nyko. My brother will be waiting for us on the other side of the portal.”
“That’s on…Englesea Mountain.” Belor’s heart sank. Saya was going to go quite far from Cerulis. Maybe it was for the best, though.
Belor had never left Cerulis, but he had heard of the portals the Aeternas used to travel between worlds. Getting out of the Labs where he had lived and worked most of his life was hard enough. Just the thought of traveling to another world made his stomach churn.
“It’s only a few days’ walk,” Kyel said, misunderstanding his hesitation. “We’ll be fine.”
“What makes you think that Saya will follow you? She might not want to leave.”
“You’ve felt it, too. She wants to. Because I heard her thoughts and listened to her despair. That’s what she wants.”
Belor swallowed. Saya’s eyes were always blank when she looked at him. Yet there were the few signs he had noticed: a flicker of fear when he was about to leave, the small, clenched fist when an attendant would walk in with the syringes.
Suddenly, Kyel straightened. Tension radiated from him. “Someone’s close.”
“I don’t see anyone.” Belor craned his neck and scanned the surroundings. All he saw was the outline of the buildings against the moonlit sky. He shrugged. “Must be—“
He was alone. Belor’s hand drifted to his pocket, and he felt the small bottle and the circular device. Two things that could make him lose everything he had worked for. He could easily be like Harawn, wandering in the dark all alone. One of the abandoned.
But Belor knew for certain that the experiments on Saya had to stop. And he had the power to do exactly that.
All he had to do was press the center of the device in two days. No big deal, right? In the corner of his eye, a shadow moved. Belor looked up in a panic but saw nothing.
Checking his aura, he pulled the hood over his head and made his way back to the Labs.




Chapter 2

[image: image-placeholder]

As soon as he woke up the next morning, Belor reached out for the metallic device and the med, both in a sealed box tucked safely under the bed. Just to make sure the previous night wasn’t all a dream. When he had held this palm-sized device, it hadn’t occurred to him that it might be an explosive. His hands shook slightly as he got ready to face the day. 
All morning, his hand drifted to his pocket. What if he fell and the device activated? The thought churned his stomach. Was it really an explosive? No, it couldn’t be. Kyel would never put his life in danger. A small inner voice told Belor that by pleading for his help, Kyel already had.
And Belor chided himself for being so naïve and trusting. He didn’t even protest or argue. Nor did he question the content of the med. That said something.
He decided to check on Saya. Was she really sick? Yelona never allowed any ‘sickness’ in the Labs.
Going over Kyel’s words tormented Belor. Did Saya call for help? She never said anything to anyone. Did she like his visits? Now that he thought about it, her eyes would momentarily brighten as he entered the room.
Belor sighed. Kyel was right. The team in the Sanctum Labs treated her like an experiment, studying her behavior all day and prodding her with needles. None showed her any affection. Belor’s candies and sweets could hardly count as a mark of affection. She never complained, though.
So was he darn glad when Lilya turned up, all smiles and perfection. She was a one-way talker, but Belor didn’t mind. Her gossip distracted him from the jumbling of thoughts.
Watching Lilya’s smooth face devoid of wrinkles reminded him of Kyel, though. Silver Eyes, he knew, lived for centuries. Yet, there were wrinkles at the corners of Kyel’s mouth that hadn’t been there five years ago.
Why did Cerulis pursue perfection above all? Why did they discard those who didn’t align with their goals?
“Are you listening?” Lilya suddenly asked.
Uh, vaguely. “I am,” he replied quickly. “You were talking about the birth pod?” At least, he hoped so. That was all she talked about these days. And the venues and guests for their union.
She lifted her screen with a flourish. “I’ve booked us a date for the birth! You’re not helping at all with the details. Have you any preferences? Eye color? Hair?”
“Uh, it’s all good. Whatever you want.” Belor flinched. Lilya hated the word “whatever.” It made her even more indecisive. There were so many decisions for Cerulis’ newborns even before they were removed from the pods.
“What do you think of Yelona’s daughter?” he asked, then added quickly, “I mean, how do you like being on her team and looking after her?”
Lilya scrunched her perfect small nose. “What about her?”
“What do you think of her? Yelona carried her instead of growing her in a pod.”
“Oh, about that. Wasn’t it such an awful thing? Seeing Yelona all blown up like a balloon gave me second thoughts about bringing a child into the world.”
“I thought she was...radiant, even though it was difficult.” Knowing that Yelona carried her daughter all for an experiment with the Aeterna gene made Belor uncomfortable. Was she as callous as Kyel implied?
Lilya shuddered. “Difficult is an understatement, and who would want to visit such a—I’ll never get used to that dark aura. I’ve repeatedly told you I’ve applied to be off the team.”
She did? “Maybe you’ll get used to it.” Belor flinched at the glare she threw at him. “Come on. Saya is a sweet child. I know she never smiles, but who can blame her when nobody around her ever smiles? And with all the tests she’s been through…”
“Sweet?” Lilya raised her arms dramatically. “I guess you haven’t heard the news of what happened three days ago.” She leaned and whispered as if imparting a secret, “She dented the door.”
It took a while for her words to register. Dented a door? His confusion must have been written all over his face.
“I know,” Lilya breathed as if she couldn’t believe her own words. “It’s a metal door, and that child screamed and slammed her fists, begging to be let out of the room.”
“Let out of her quarters? Did she?”
“Of course not. Now she’ll never get out of that place. Not after such an outburst.”
“Outburst? But—but why? She’s always quiet and compliant.” Compliance, obedience, and loyalty were qualities most prized in the Labs.
“We don’t understand either. Such an outburst won’t be tolerated. Yelona will certainly get rid of the project now.” Lilya beamed. “And I’ll finally be off the team.”
“Get rid of the project?” Belor asked. His mind was suddenly numb, and he could barely process the words.
“What’s gotten into you? You’re repeating my words.”
Then he finally understood. “The Labs are getting rid of Saya.”
“Good riddance if you ask me. Everyone on the team is so relieved. None of us can bear to be around that child and her aura. We have to look at it. Every. Single. Day.”
Two days ago... Kyel mentioned something had happened two days ago. Something about mind talking. Poor Saya. She must have been scared of hearing a voice in her head. And then she reacted by lashing out and denting the door. It wasn’t her fault. By tomorrow night, she would be rescued. Belor would activate the device, and Kyel would come to her rescue. No need—
“But no more of that. I’m moving to a new department and...”
“Was Saya sick?” Belor asked suddenly.
Lilya frowned. “I babble too much these days. But I’ve been so angry lately, and being on the team greatly stressed me. Aren’t you glad, honey, that it’s all over? Now we can plan—“
“Will you send our child to the Nurse Station?”
“I have to arrange the date, yes. Oh, did you expect the child to live with us? Every child from our House... You’re looking quite pale. Are you all right?”
“Lilya, what if our child breaks the rules? Will we have…to get rid of them?”
Lilya remained silent for a long time, her eyes filled with confusion. Then her frown disappeared, and she smiled, confident and serene. “It can’t be. It will never happen. Our child will be the best: loyal and obedient.”
“But how can you—You’ve looked after Saya since she was a newborn. Don’t you feel anything now that she’ll be discarded?”
“She knows the number one rule, and that is to obey,” Lilya said, her lips a thin line. “There was absolutely no cause for such aggression.”
“She is four years old!” Belor couldn’t stop the anger surging inside him.
Lilya’s eyes widened for a moment at his outburst before she crossed her arms and raised her chin. Her eyes, cold and calculating, locked onto his.
“I will ignore this moment, considering she’s your niece. As I said, the team has been disbanded from today, and she’ll be rid of.”
He’d made the most terrible mistake. Lilya, he knew, wouldn’t “ignore” this moment. His outburst would be registered and duly noted. All he could do was apologize and hope that—
“Did you say today? Saya will be eliminated today?”
Lilya huffed, looking confused and frustrated. “What is going on with you? Why the questions? Yes, she’s being prepped. We have to subdue her, of course. You have to understand. Safety above all. One can never know if she’ll fight back. And such strength! She can easily break one’s arm...”
He wasn’t listening anymore. He stood up slowly, headed for the door, and stormed out.
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Now his mind seemed to be blank. He tried hard to remember their conversation the night before. Did Kyel mention a specific place to place this...device? No answer came to mind. Did he mention a place where Belor could contact him? Still no answer.
So Belor decided the best thing to do was to leave it on the eastern wing of the building. A place far from Saya.
Now Belor had to face the truth. There was no way to contact Kyel. He wasn’t coming today to help Saya. What was the best escape route? With the “distraction,” wouldn’t all the exits be clamped down? Belor was no strategist. All he knew was his vials and chems. All he knew was that he had to save Saya. No matter what.
Lost in his thoughts, he bumped into a wall. He staggered, and a hand clamped down on his arm. Belor regained his balance and looked up. His mouth went dry.
“You should be careful who you bump into,” Yelona said, smiling.
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I was thinking about, uh...”
“That is what impresses me so much about you, brother,” Yelona continued. “You always think too much and too hard about things.” Her smile grew wider.
Belor froze, and then he straightened. He knew Yelona too well. Her wide smile, perfect white teeth, and red lips didn’t reach her eyes. Her words weren’t a compliment. Thinking for oneself, in Yelona’s opinion, was akin to disloyalty.
But she put on the perfect act. Kyel had said that she had had an agenda when conceiving Saya, and now staring into her cold eyes, Belor realized his friend might be right.
Yelona didn’t have an ounce of love for her daughter. All of her moves and actions were calculated. Darn. Even now, every word she uttered seemed to point the finger at him. Belor’s hand drifted to his pocket to check the contents.
“Isn’t that how we progress?” he said warily instead. “Where would we be if we didn’t think about progress, sister?”
“It is unfortunate that in times of progress, some are left behind. How is it going between you and Lilya?”
If she could put on such a perfect act, so could he. Belor plastered a smile on his face and replied, “All good. The birth pod is booked, and we’re setting a date for the birth. Lilya is certain all will be approved of.”
“And your abode and union?”
“We are waiting for approval on that, too.”
“Oh, good. I am meeting tomorrow at her request, so we can discuss the details of the pod and the characteristics of your future child. I do have a say in our legacy, don’t I?”
Her eyes narrowed even as her lips pouted in a joking manner. Of course, Yelona would want a say in his child’s qualities. Her legacy, as she pointed out. Her blood.
Ice ran through his veins at the thought. Would she be rid of his child if she thought him or her to be undeserving? Just like Saya? Yelona was head of the Labs if not all of Cerulis. Her word was law.
Why did they decide what the next generation should do, behave, and look like? But there was no escaping Yelona. No use in protesting.
So Belor forced his smile to grow wider. “Oh, of course. Lilya will love having your input.”
Yelona’s shoulders relaxed. “All is well. As I said, progress means some are left behind. You should do well to choose your side, brother.”
Something flickered in her eyes. Belor swallowed. Yelona had spies in the most unlikely places. Did she know of his meeting with Kyel?
She winked and tipped her head as if imparting a secret and left. Moments later, he was still pondering over her cryptic words.
But Belor had to focus on his new mission: getting Saya out of the Labs. He ran toward the eastern wing.




Chapter 3
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Fortunately, Belor didn’t cross paths with any other residents and workers. The eastern wing was deserted, as he expected. The most challenging part was avoiding the video feeds. Finally, he conceded that it was impossible to do so. The best he could do was to act natural. 
He had his white lab coat on and hoped the supervisors would overlook his presence. Sweat beaded his temples as he drew near the storage areas. Destroying the stored genetic samples would be a terrible loss for the Labs. And the consequences for the perpetrator...
Belor pushed the thought out of his mind. All he had to do was activate the device, right? Maybe news of the explosion would alert Kyel, and he would turn up. Belor could only hope. He stopped near a recessed door—a closet for cleaning supplies, he realized—and pressed the center of the device.
Nothing happened. A closer look revealed that the center could never be “accidentally” pressed. It was a clever design with grooves and ridges. Ah, he was supposed to press and twist the center.
A hum sounded. Belor’s heart skipped a beat. Kyel didn’t mention any delay. For all Belor knew, the device could cause the “distraction” right at this moment. How long did he have to reach the western wing? After a few moments of hesitation, he hid the device in a dark corner of the closet and stepped out. It took much effort not to bolt toward the lift and stairs. No feeds there, too. Good.
Did it matter, though? Unless all the feeds were destroyed, including all the recordings, someone would know he was in the eastern wing.
So Belor decided to ignore the feeds and ran.
His fate had been decided when he’d agreed to meet with Kyel the previous night. If Belor were caught, he would meet his punishment. For now, rescuing Saya was the priority.
He was close to the stairs when the hum reached his ears. His hand touched the wall, and it vibrated under his fingers. Belor had expected a big explosion, even a big fire. Maybe this hum that was increasing in intensity was even more dangerous.
He was onto the stairwell when the sound of glass shattering cut into the silence. Ice ran in Belor’s veins. That ought to alert the guards. An evacuation of the premises would be in order.
When he reached the fourteenth floor, he was glad to see technicians and lab scientists in their white coats line up to exit the building. Calmly, he headed toward Saya’s quarters.
It irked him that he had no way to contact Kyel. He was the one to rescue Saya. He had a plan. Belor was just making it up as he went along. Which was not good.
To his surprise, the quarters were deserted. Even though Lilya had told him about the reallocation of the team members, he hadn’t expected it to be so soon.
Saya was nowhere. Not in her sleeping quarters or test rooms. She was being prepped, as Lilya put it. Prepped where?
Had the plan been changed? Had she already been disposed of? Was he too late? Saya was Yelona’s blood. To eliminate her like this made little sense even after an angry outburst. Unless Yelona deemed Saya disposable because she could recreate her. Which meant…
The smell of disinfectant emanating from the Disposal Unit tickled his nose. Belor was relieved to find the area deserted. But his relief was short-lived when he scanned his wrist, and the door remained locked.
“You shouldn’t be here,” a voice said, startling him. “There’s an evacuation order.”
Belor turned to find a young woman staring at him. She must be in her teens or early twenties, he thought. The label on her coat indicated she was an assistant. Was it the same assistant who rounded up the heal patches? He couldn’t be sure.
“Well, you’re here, too,” he shot back. He took a deep breath. His nerves were frayed. “I’m looking for a four-year-old girl. She’s been moved here by mistake and—“
“I remember you,” the girl suddenly said, her eyes bright. “You visit the girl with the dark aura and bring her candies. She’s here. I received orders from the top to dispose of her.” Something like sadness flitted across her face. She lifted a small screen and tapped on it.
Belor squinted at her name tag. “Is it... Dareen? Can I call you Dareen? I would like to see the child before—Why are you here if everyone has an order to evacuate?”
“The disposal procedure has started, and someone has to supervise. And I am the disposable intern.” She smiled at her pun, but Belor’s mind seemed to have shut down.
Saya…disposed of…
“So it’s started...” he muttered. “She’s only a child...”
“She’s a subject and a strong one, too. Did you see the feed of her outburst?”
“She only reacted because she was scared. She only needed comfort...” Poor girl. She must have been so scared of a voice inside her head. She must have thought there was someone invisible inside the room.
A long silence ensued. Belor couldn’t bring himself to leave.
The guards would review the feeds in a few hours, and he would be apprehended. Interrogated. A hysterical laugh nearly burst out of Belor. He knew of these questionless interrogations. The mind torture brought even the strongest to their knees. He never thought he’d ever be subjected to them.
“Comfort… Did you cause this evacuation?” Dareen suddenly asked.
Belor looked up at her and didn’t reply. The girl’s face was impassive. He couldn’t tell whether she was judging him. He swallowed and turned away, but the girl rested her hand on his arm, stopping him in his tracks.
“The feed in this place cannot hear us,” she said in her emotionless voice. “Did you come here to rescue her?”
I was too late. Belor closed his eyes. He nodded without looking at her.
“She’s been prepped, which means she can’t move.” Dareen suddenly sidestepped and unlocked the door behind them by waving her wrist. “Go and wake her up. I’ll get a shot.” With no further words, she turned away.
A shot? “Wait!” Belor called out, but she was already gone, the clickety sound of her heels fading away.
Acutely aware of the feed on the ceiling recording each of his movements, he opened the door and stepped through. With some luck, no one was watching his movements, and the recordings would be checked much later when Saya was somewhere safe. When this feed was reviewed and his actions under scrutiny, he’d deal with it in time.
Did that mean he had put young Dareen in danger? The thought churned his stomach.
Inside the room, four beds lined the wall on each side. Belor immediately found Saya. She was the smallest of the eight bodies lying motionless. A sigh of relief escaped him as he found a pulse. She was alive!
Well, barely. A little voice inside told him there was no way out. Still, Belor refused to lose hope. All he could think was that a moment before, he had thought this child was dead. A moment before, he had accepted that he’d endure unbearable pain and pay for his treasonous act.
There was no going back.
He shook her gently by the shoulders. No response came, and he tried again, harder this time. Carrying her would slow him down. Maybe he could haul her gently on his back and wrap her arms around his shoulders.
It occurred to him then that he had no plan. Where would he take her? To the portal? Where could he find Kyel? How was he to contact the Aeterna and keep Saya safe?
One step at a time. Belor nudged her hard again. Her eyes opened slightly, and she blinked. When she finally recognized him, a peaceful smile rested on her lips. In her eyes was a trust that Belor didn’t feel he deserved.
“Saya,” he same calmly and firmly. “I’m getting you out of this place, but you must help me. Will you help me?”
She blinked again, and the smile disappeared. Slowly, she nodded and removed the covers. Her lips were tight, and her movements slow, as if she were forcing and calculating each one. Belor had no idea what “being prepped” meant and could only assume they had numbed her body.
Suddenly, she froze and looked at the door. Belor tensed, too, even though he didn’t hear anything. Then the clicking sound of heels sounded.
“She’s a friend—“ he started. “She’s here to help.”
“She’s a strong one,” Dareen said without looking at them. She was getting a syringe ready. “There is no feed in this room. Just the one outside. She’ll need all that strength to escape.”
Saya frowned as Dareen held her arm, but she didn’t protest.
“Why are you helping us?” Belor asked. “If I’m caught, you’ll be in trouble too.”
“They’re already onto you, I guess,” Dareen simply said. “That’s why you didn’t have access to the room. You’re supposed to have higher clearance. Don’t worry about me. I’m an intern. I obey orders, so you ordered me to open the room and help you.”
Was it that simple? Dareen didn’t look scared, and her confidence reassured Belor a little. She headed to the door, but Belor didn’t follow. Yelona’s comments made no sense. She already knew of his betrayal. Could he trust Dareen?
“You didn’t answer my question,” he said warily.
“Time’s running out. The distraction you caused must have been neutralized by now.” She huffed in frustration as Belor didn’t budge. “Fine. I’ve been on the team only a year, and I see how they all treat her. And the Alter program… Why change her? Can’t I be the good guy?”
“Aren’t you scared of...the black aura like everyone else?”
Dareen’s eyes drifted toward Saya. The fury in her eyes faded, replaced with pity. “In the first few weeks, I was, yes. Then I saw how she faced away from the feeds. Even when we moved the feeds around, she’d know where they were and turn away. And a few times, her shoulders would shake. You know when someone sobs...” She stopped and shook her head. “Everyone noted her anger two nights ago and how she slammed on the metal door. They used gas to subdue her. They didn’t note her tears, though. They didn’t see her despair and her terror…” Then she locked eyes with Belor, her eyes defiant. “Like you said earlier, she’s just a child.”
Belor took a deep breath. “Whatever happens, it’s all on me. I gave you orders.”
“There’s no way they’ll let you walk out of there with her.” Dareen turned to Saya. “Take a few steps toward me, sweetie.” Saya complied, staggering. Dareen handed them two scarves before continuing, “The shot won’t last. I only gave her a small dose. There’s a small elevator at the end of the corridor. It’s been out of service for a while, but it will get you two out.”
“If it’s out of service, how...?” Belor started, puzzled.
Dareen threw him a stern look as if he were a child. “There’s a hatch on the ceiling. You climb out and go down the ladder and the shaft, of course.” She hesitated before picking up a bag. “That’s for you to trade. You’ll need help to get her out of Cerulis. Heal patches and meds are the most valuable things on the streets. You can always trade them.”
These patches accelerated healing. No wonder they were valuable. He’d never paid much attention or needed them. Now that he thought about it, these patches were the line between life and death, “Trade? Wait! I don’t have a plan. I—Where am I supposed to go?”
“When you decided to help this child, there was no going back, and you knew the consequences. Like I do right now. But you’ll do the right thing. One more thing: you’re high-ranked. You must have a tracker on you.”
She pointed at his elbow. He had always thought of this tracker as a safety measure in case he got lost. Now that he understood its purpose, fury swelled inside him. More at himself for forgetting its existence. Maybe that’s how somebody found out about his meeting the previous night. It seemed like it happened ages ago.
“How do I get this tracker out?”
“There’s no time for surgery.” To Belor’s surprise, she plunged a needle into her arm. “I’ll tell them you attacked me. Go and find Rafe. He has the means to block it, and you’ve got to do something about this aura...” Her words slurred, and she staggered, holding on to a bed’s pole. “You have to hide the child’s aura, too.”
Belor patted his breast pocket. He still had three pills left for the aura change. Would it work on Saya? He turned to Dareen and caught her just in time as she slumped onto the floor.
He lay her on the floor carefully, slung the bag across his chest, and held out his hand.
“Ready?” he asked Saya, who was staring at Dareen.
She hesitated before asking, “Why did she make herself sick?”
“Because she’s a good person and is risking her life so we can escape from here. So I can get you somewhere safe. You do want to get out of here, right?”
Without hesitation, Saya nodded. The shot Dareen gave her must be working, for her eyes were bright and alert.
Until now, Belor had had doubts about taking Saya away from the Labs. But looking at her small face, he knew for sure he was doing the right thing. Kyel had been right all along. The child had suffered enough and was discarded like a broken toy.
He held her hand as they walked out of the room. Her steps were calculated, he noticed, and he wondered how long Dareen’s shot would last. They reached the elevator, and he climbed out of the hatch. On the side was a set of ladder rungs that led to the exit.
“Climb on my back,” he said. “It’s the only way out.”
Saya shook her head. “I can do it.”
As if she had done so all her life, she reached for a rung, swung a foot on another, and started climbing down. Frozen in awe, Belor watched her find her footing and rhythm. For a four-year-old, she was tall. Right foot, left hand, then left foot, right hand. She’d never climbed up and down a ladder before, yet she looked so confident and sure.
For a moment, he panicked as her head disappeared into the darkness below. He grabbed a rung and started climbing down. She made it look easy, he thought, but it was anything but. His hands were clammy, or were the rungs slippery? A couple of times, something sharp on the rung stabbed at his hand, and he nearly lost his balance.
By the time he reached the bottom, his feet and arms felt wobbly and weak. He dropped the bag to the ground and took deep breaths to calm himself. It had been a long way down, but other than a few cuts on his left hand, he’d made it down alive.
Standing under a small light, Saya was watching him with curious eyes. Darn, she wasn’t even out of breath. She picked up the bag, retrieved a packet, and tore the opening.
“We should save it in case—“ he said.
But she ignored him and retrieved a small patch. A deep ‘V’ formed between her eyebrows as she applied the patch on his left hand.
Belor sighed. “You didn’t get that caring side from your mother for sure,” he said. Her eyebrows furrowed deeper. “Let’s find your father. He’ll take good care of you.”
“Does he have candies?”
Belor laughed. With such a serious look, he sometimes forgot she was only four.
He fumbled in the bag. “Don’t know, kiddo, but our friend Dareen packed a few clothes and leftover candies. You want one?” She nodded so quickly that guilt filled him. He added, “Before you get one, there’s one last favor I need to ask of you.” He retrieved two purple pills from his lab coat and pointed to the surrounding area. “You see the white glow around me?” She shook her head, confusion in her eyes. Darn, it wasn’t going to be easy. “You see, everyone—most people in the city—have some color aura around them. This pill helps to hide it for some time.” At least, he hoped so.
“Aura,” she repeated.
“Aura, yes. We must keep low for a while, and this pill will keep us hidden until I can find your father.”
“Father,” she repeated.
“Yes, your father. His name is Kyel. Okay, I’ll go first and swallow this pill. It will cause you some pain, a lot of pain in some cases, but it’s only for a little time. Ready? Here we go.”
He braced himself and swallowed one pill. Moments later, he was huddled on the floor, fire tingling every inch of his body. Teeth clenched, he waited for the tongues of fire to recede. Darn, he had been through this only the night before. Sweat dripped down his forehead, onto his eyebrows, and into his eyes. They burned. Still, he waited.
When the fire died down, he looked up at Saya. How could he inflict so much pain on the child? But Dareen was right. Saya’s aura would draw attention. So, he held out the other pill to her.
Without fear, she picked it up and swallowed it. Guilt gnawed at him again. The responsibility weighed on his shoulders. Once he handed her over to Kyel, Belor thought, that was it. He would go his own way, even leave Cerulis if need be. Maybe Nyko, Kyel’s brother, would take him in too.
He drew close to Saya. Would she scream out in pain? She stared back at him. He waited. A few moments later, the black swirls around her body faded away while she merely continued staring.
The only signs of discomfort were her hands rubbing along her thighs and arms. Her face, he noticed, remained impassive. He swallowed. The child was indeed strange. Her pain threshold was incredible. Still, she’s only a child. She deserves a normal life.
Her aura turned into a soft yellow glow. Relieved, Belor stood up slowly and handed her a candy. Her face brightened, and she smiled, snatching it and popping it into her mouth.
The fact that she’d waited so patiently sent an ache in his chest. How much has this child endured? Obviously, she’d been offered rewards and punishment to control her behavior.
“Time to get out of here, kiddo,” he said. “Follow in my steps.”
Still savoring the candy, Saya looked up at him, her eyes filled with trust. She nodded with a smile and slipped her small hand into his.
It was all worth it, Belor thought. This child, my niece, deserves a normal life.
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Unfortunately for Belor, the memories of the meeting remained fleeting. Kyel mentioned Nyko, his brother, would be at the portal in five days. Did he say anything about where he was staying in Cerulis? As far as Belor knew, there was only one way out: a train that ran to the furthest end of the city and the main gate. 
Outside in the unknown were dangers Belor had only heard of: rumors of violence, bandits, and beasts. He rarely left the Labs’ premises, let alone walk around the city. Few Cerulians ventured out, no matter how hard their lives were.
Now Belor was trying to find a way out.
Saya and he had waited for a long time at the train station. He had hoped Kyel had heard of the disturbance at the Labs and turned up. But no luck there.
While waiting, Saya fell asleep. Only when her head dropped onto his shoulder did he realize she was burning up. He had forgotten about the bottle in his coat! He quickly woke her up and made her drink the contents.
The second thing he realized was that she needed more of this med. Kyel mentioned two days because he was trying to secure more of it. Without this med, how long did she have? Would she get sicker? The frustration that often gnawed at him returned. She might not make it. But how could Belor contact him?
Sighing in frustration, he gathered his thoughts and devised a plan. Another thing he realized was that he was a fugitive. He couldn’t get caught while Saya was in his care. He had never thought of the feeds, guards, and patrols. Staying hidden in Cerulis was nearly impossible.
His priority was the tracker on his elbow. It was pure luck that they hadn’t encountered any guards, but his time was running out.
Dareen mentioned someone called Rafe. Belor could only hope that not many people were called this name, or his search would last for days.
He thought hard and then decided to leave his station. His best option, misconstrued as it might sound, was to go back to the same alley as the previous night.
As they huddled in the shadows of the pathways, Saya stumbled again. Belor immediately checked her forehead. Her temperature was normal. She seemed unable to take her eyes off the sky.
Belor realized she’d never seen anything other than the quarters she’d been kept in. The thought sent an ache in Belor’s chest. The poor child had never been outside nor seen the sky. But there was no fear in her eyes. Her hand sometimes drifted upward as if she could catch the sky in her palm.
Belor smiled. There was so much out there for her to discover. She was curious, eyes full of questions. But she didn’t utter any. She had been taught not to question or utter her views. Taught to obey.
“It’s called the sky,” he said, pointing up.
“Sky,” she repeated. Her voice was filled with awe, and her eyes locked on the moon.
“The sky is the...dark blue background. This is the moon and the little white shiny dots; we call them stars.”
Her eyebrows furrowed deeper. Maybe if he were allowed to stay with her, he could teach her about the moon, the stars, the chemical components—
“B’lor?”
Harawn’s gruff voice startled him. From the corner of his eye, Belor saw Saya tense, and she stepped before him. That such a small child could defend him was totally unbelievable, but she had dented a metal door with her fists.
“He’s a friend,” he quickly said to her. “I need his help.”
“The least I can do to repay you,” Harawn said.
“I met someone last night. You saw us. Do you know where I can find him?”
Harawn shook his head. “He doesn’t want to be found, that one. Slippery.” His eyes rested briefly on Saya and then narrowed. “Yelona’s?”
At the darkened look, Belor straightened. “If you harm the child, you’ll be doing Yelona a favor.”
A shadow shuffled behind Harawn. So, he wasn’t alone after all.
“She discarded her own blood like everyone else,” Harawn said. “What did this little one do to get on her wrong side? Not loyal enough?”
“Doesn’t matter. I’m on the run from her, too,” Belor said. His heart sank. If he didn’t meet Kyel, he’d be doomed to wander the streets like Harawn. “Do you know someone called Rafe? It’s about my tracker. Someone told me he knows how to cover it up.”
“Yeah, I know Rafe. Ah, the trackers for the top levels.” Harawn smiled. His yellow teeth shining in the dark made Belor cringe. “Rafe know to scramble them.”
“Where do I meet him? The girl has a tracker too.”
“I used to have one, too. One of these top-level trackers. Now I’ve got these scramblers.” Harawn pointed to his elbows. Both were encased with vambraces from the wrist to the elbow. Under the dim light, Belor noticed the boiled leather with crisscross metalwork, riveted buttons, and straps attached to the wearer’s forearms.
What an impressive artwork, he thought. He should really ask Rafe about the hinges at the elbow. If he could twist—
Get a grip. You’re not a scientist anymore. You’re a fugitive. The thought downed Belor’s spirits.
“Where can I get these?” he insisted.
Harawn frowned. “Rafe’s gone away. Won’t be back for days.”
“Days?” Belor nearly cried out in frustration. Harawn’s eyes widened in fear at his raised voice. Belor forced himself to calm down. “I have to meet someone outside of Cerulis in five days. And I’m never getting past security with this tracker. Where else can I get a scrambler?”
Harawn hesitated. “Rafe’s the only one with the scramblers.”
Suddenly, Saya lifted a hand toward Harawn and touched the vambrace. Harawn jumped but didn’t pull away.
“It blocks the hum,” she simply said.
Harawn froze. He squinted in the dark and leaned toward Saya. “I heard a rumor of a young child. Yelona’s special one. Are you taking her from Cerulis?”
All Belor could think of was that the news of their escape must be out. There must be a bounty or reward for catching them.
“She was supposed to be eliminated,” Belor said. “But I couldn’t let that happen. Help me. I have nowhere to go, nowhere to find Kyel, and I don’t know what to do with the child.”
Harawn remained silent for so long that Belor thought he might have fallen asleep while standing. There wasn’t enough light to see his features properly. Then Harawn shifted, rubbing his arms.
Belor realized that the vambraces were off. “You’ll get caught,” he started.
Harawn waved a hand, dismissing his protest. “No matter. You’re saving this small child, and that’s enough. You got us enough meds.” He slid a vambrace along Belor’s arm, fastened the straps, and then proceeded to the next one.
“Blocking the tracker is the first step, but getting out of Cerulis? That’s no big deal. Easy to get out than to get back in. What’s your plan to get back in?”
“I’m not coming back to Cerulis.”
“Then you must have good friends waiting for you out there.”
“I’ve never been outside. Do you know anyone who has gone out and knows their bearings?”
“Most who leave Cerulis never come back. I know someone who goes in and out.” He shrugged, an uncertain look on his face.
“If that person can get me to the Englesea Mountain, that’s enough.”
“The Silver Eyes’ portal.” Harawn rubbed his arms hard. “I dunno—“
“I have meds to trade. I don’t know if that’s enough.”
Belor shrugged off his bag and fumbled inside. He had no idea what Dareen had packed, so he retrieved a few tiny vials and med packs and held them out.
At the sight of the patches, Harawn’s eyes widened. “These…mean a second chance at living. Not that living has much meaning these days.” He huffed and continued, “I’ll make sure these get to the right people. Go back to the train station. Nix will meet you there. And you, little girl, will go on an adventure.”
He smiled. Saya didn’t flinch at the sight of the yellowed, blackened teeth. To Belor’s surprise, she smiled back. Belor turned to Harawn to thank him, but he was gone. Belor squinted in the dark, then decided not to call out. His best option was the train station. How did Harawn know he had been waiting there?
He still pondered the question when Saya reached out for the vambrace again. A slight smell emanated from them, and he couldn’t decide whether it was unpleasant or not. It didn’t matter. The scrambler had a function, and hopefully, it would do its job of shielding him from the authorities.
Surely he didn’t need both vambraces. He was pretty sure he didn’t have a tracker on each arm. Saya seemed to “hear” the tracker.
“Which arm is my tracker?” he asked.
Without hesitation, Saya pointed to his right arm.
Belor took off the vambrace on his left arm and held it out to her. “Which arm is yours?”
She pointed to her left arm and then held it out, looking awed. Belor slid the vambrace over her arm and proceeded to fasten the straps. She was so small that the top reached up to her shoulders and her hand and fingers disappeared on the other end. It would have to do.
“Hum’s gone,” she said, her eyes bright.
What a strange thing to say. He thought about Dareen’s words, how Saya “knew” where the feeds were and always turned away from them. Maybe she could sense their location somehow, just as she sensed the trackers’ hum.
Belor slowly straightened. It was time to leave Cerulis; deep down, he felt it was for the best. He would never return. Strangely, he felt no regrets. Sure, there were all the comforts he wanted, every kind of food, an easy way of life, the perfect companion. But at what cost? Only a few lived such a privileged life.
Saving Saya’s life was the right thing to do.




Chapter 5

[image: image-placeholder]

Like Harawn said, getting out of Cerulis was easy. The guards barely spared them a glance as they unlocked the exit gate. Nix, their guide, was a balding man with sinewy muscles and beady eyes. He exchanged words with the guards for a long time while they waited, and out of the corner of his eye, Belor saw him slip something into their pockets. He could only hope it was enough to buy their silence. 
Harawn had negotiated ten med patches for the passage. Nix only nodded at every question, so Belor wasn’t sure the guide even understood him. Nix barely spoke, and the only word he uttered in the first three days was “Follow.” When Belor and Saya stumbled, he pointed to the ground and said, “Land mine. You go boom.’
Belor had no idea what a “mine” was, but he understood what “boom” was. Explosive devices surrounded Cerulis’ perimeter. Belor didn’t believe Nix at first, but hearing Saya point at the ground and say “hum” convinced him.
So, for three days, they walked quietly behind the guide. Belor had expected life outside Cerulis to be harsh, but nothing could have prepared him for the sweltering heat. His clothes clung to his skin and became crinkly. It seemed that inside Cerulis, the temperature was controlled. Worse was the smell of moss, trees, and insects. They assaulted his senses.
Was the discomfort worth it? Yes, he thought. He didn’t know what triggered the change inside him, but doing the right thing and having empathy was the right way.
Belor’s feet got the brunt. If only he’d known the ground would be uneven and rocky. The seams of his soft shoes ripped after two days. He envied the guide’s hardened, scruffy boots. Every night, Belor applied a med patch on his reddened heels where blisters had formed.
It was a necessity, he told himself. With every step, the scorching pain made it difficult to think about anything else.
Fortunately, the guide brought enough food and water for all three of them: dried fruits, synthetic meat, flatbread, and energy bars. Familiar things from Cerulis.
But he wasn’t about to complain when Saya didn’t. Her feet were reddened, too, and the only sign that she welcomed the med patch was a slight drop in her shoulders. Then she would look up at him and smile. Belor smiled back. Using the med patch to see her smile was worth it.
Unlike him, her gaze traveled around their surroundings, studying little insects. Her fingers ran over moss, and she’d lean in to smell mud patches on the ground—at least, Belor hoped it was mud.
He caught her once studying a mosquito. Thinking of the diseases they carried, he immediately swatted it away, startling her. He then pointed at the red, swollen patch on her arm. He had only told her once not to scratch it, and she had obeyed. Her obedience saddened Belor, though, so
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