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CHAPTER 1
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"W-what's happening... Mom?!? Ju?" The words swirled in the air, stumbling, disintegrating before they formed coherent sentences.

Mom was hastily throwing clothes into a cloth bag. Lying with her feet tangled in the sheet, Juno wrapped her arms around her belly, crying. The scene that would shatter my dreams and transform me into someone else, the one who would live the before and after of my existence, moved forward relentlessly before my catatonic eyes.

"Didn't I tell you to stop playing with your brother in Samir's room?" Mom scolded, disturbed, as she saw me enter with hesitant steps, her powerful voice cutting the air and my ears like a sharp razor.

She had that look again...

Something bad licked me all over, and my fingers curled tightly, closing around Stu, my wooden pony. The burning in the palm of my hand, however, was nothing compared to the growing pain behind my eyes.

I blinked hard. Several times.

I needed to find coherence between what I saw and what my brain was processing. The windows were closed, but it was the ​sense of urgency that surrounded everything like a heavy cloak, muffling the environment and my emotions. There was so much more than fear distorting the faces of the two women I loved most in the world.

Secrets...

And what was blatantly happening.

An escape!

"Y-you... were... leaving? Without me?!?" The understanding, too heavy, fell from my lips.

"For your safety," she explained, her breath heavy, as if it pained her to say such words.

Would it be as strong as what I felt in this moment? Because something suddenly twisted with such fury in my chest that I was certain hearts could be literally shattered.

"Let me go with you," I pleaded, my voice strangled in the midst of the cry that forced its way out.

"No."

"But..." 

"No!" Mom thundered, and I shrank back. "Don't insist!"

My older sister buried her face in her hands.

"I-I..." I squeezed Stu against my chest. At least him, I could hold on to. But the tears...

"Stop it, Nailah! How many times have I told you that crying is for the weak?!" she demanded, uncontrollably, while holding her head in her hands.

I clenched my teeth, but a sob escaped me. Mom closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and finally interrupted the dizzying back-and-forth, sitting on the edge of the bed. Lowering herself to my height, she took my fingers in hers and forced a smile when she noticed Stu, the little intruder between us. Her hands, always comforting, were cold and sweaty. A tremor spread over my skin. My heart took another leap.

Mom never trembled!

"I didn’t want it to be like this..." 

"Why can't I go with you?"

"Because you’ll be safer here than under the care of two women."

"I... don't understand," I replied in a thread of a voice. A layer of cold sweat, as cold as snow, covered my body from head to toe, and yet a devastating heat consumed me.

"Shhh. Everything will be fine, but you need to be strong. Strength is what you won't lack. You’ll just have to learn to tame it for..." Mom widened her eyes as if solving a riddle. "See a thunder up close, touch one of them, daughter," she ordered suddenly, her eyes fixed on Stu in the palm of my hand. I heard Juno's heavy breath behind us. Touch a horse? But that was impossible! "Promise me, Nailah!" She squeezed my wrists tightly. I nodded, more and more dazed, and she let out a breath as if removing a burden from her shoulders. "Horses are the great miracle. The only certainty that we haven’t been completely abandoned by the gods, that we can still have a better future." Her face grew clouded. "But Juno is in danger, and to help her, I can't risk your life or your brother’s."

Danger?!? The ground disappeared completely beneath my feet. I held on as best I could while I watched Juno more closely. My older sister looked so healthy, and after gaining some weight, she became even more beautiful. Juno sobbed again and curled up. Was she in pain?

"Ju? What’s wrong?" I wanted to go to her, but Mom intercepted me.

"Nailah, I wasn’t supposed to..." She shook her head, breathing heavily. "But since I believe nothing happens by chance, and since this happened, I want you to listen carefully," she said, looking at me with an intensity that was too much. Her eyes, as red as mine, were burning. "If something goes wrong, if..."

"Let me go with you. Please! I really don’t like this place and..."

"Never say that out loud!" she interrupted in a grave tone. "It doesn’t matter the place. It will never matter! Your home is wherever your heart is. But that’s beside the point. The important thing is that you will have to be strong, much stronger than your brother. It won’t be easy." 

"Why?"

"For the mantle of Lynian! Because you are a woman!" She threw her arms in the air and exploded with a harsh laugh, but when she saw my stunned state, she pulled me into her arms and stroked my hair. "I didn’t... Sorry, my love. You’re so smart that sometimes I forget you’re still too young to understand." She pushed my curls away from my eyes. It didn’t help much. The fog of incomprehension clouded everything. "I just want you to remember this: keep your honor, it is your only fortune in this world. Be honest, but if the conditions aren’t right..." Her gaze burned through me again. "Use the weapons ​you deem necessary, but never let them make you bow, never stop fighting."

"Fight?!"

"Mom, no!" my sister tried to intervene.

"Fight, yes! In every way," she reaffirmed, ignoring Juno's protests, and lowering herself to my level, she whispered: "Do you know those 'different' dreams of yours?" Mom looked straight into my eyes. I shook my head, still not understanding what this had to do with the terrible situation. "I had them too, my whole life, not with the same intensity, not with so much light," she confessed, and my heart skipped a beat, "but they stopped when I got pregnant with you and Nefret. Then, when you were still very little, one day you woke up telling me about one of them, and I understood they would be my inheritance. Nefret, even though he’s your twin brother, didn’t inherit them. It seems that dreams have... a feminine soul," she gasped. "I ask you to never doubt them, not to be taken by the darkness, to never stray from the light inside you, to not do what I..." She swallowed hard and didn’t finish the sentence. "You’re still too young to understand, but in the future, you will. And you’ll forgive me. Promise me you’ll keep these words. Promise me you’ll never stop fighting."

I nodded again, just to soften the fear in her features.

"Let’s go, Juno! We can’t waste any more time." Mom moved away when she heard sounds from outside our home. "Nailah, no matter what happens, stay inside." 

My sister grabbed another bag, her eyes swollen, and came toward me.

"Goodbye, Nanai."

"Ju, I-I... Ju!" I grabbed her hips, no longer able to hold back the tears that insisted on flowing.

"Everything will be fine. Stu will take care of you, sis." Juno blinked and, with a loud sob, bent down to kiss me. She tried to put some cheer in her words. It was useless. They only served to make me tremble with panic in this earthquake I had just been thrown into. "I love you, Nanai."

Mom joined us, hugging us with urgency and passion. It was more than a farewell. Something sinister hung in the air.

Cracks...

There were cracks everywhere, like those on the walls of the room. We were a mass of love about to implode into fragments of sadness and loss. But, to my horror, an ominous voice whispered its poison into my ears, affirming what I couldn’t bear to hear:

There would be no repair for these cracks.

"I love you, Nailah. Very much. Never doubt that." Mom kissed me too. "But don’t leave this place, under any circumstances. Don’t you dare disobey me!"

And, as if by magic, the warm mantle of love was replaced by a cold, penetrating, and final breath.

They were gone.

Lost within myself, I dragged my feet across the crumbling room, and through a tiny crack in the front door, I searched for the silhouettes of the two.

But they were no longer there.

They disappeared...

The acidic scent of the sea breeze filled my nostrils, making my throat burn. Gusts of wind lashed at the ​two worlds that kept me standing, the one inside and the one outside. Whirlwinds of dry leaves, earth, and incomprehension spun before my apathetic eyes. The air was cold, yet the heat was unbearable. The flames that made me burn completely came from the volcano I didn’t even know existed inside my own flesh. I was suffocating with agony. I needed oxygen. I needed water to ease this burning fire. Rain?

Ah, the rains...

Even after centuries of truce, my people still feared them. Despite the past when tempests were the dark heralds of the imminent arrival of relentless storms and tragedies, I felt an inexplicable pleasure when I felt their gusts on my face, the powerful arms of the wind wrapping around me, calming me.

I shuddered as I heard the explosion of footsteps and the shout of male voices: Overseers!

No, Nailah! You madeapromise!, warned the voice of reason.

"Check the dwelling. Surround everything!" one of them ordered.

Nailah, don’t do this, mom said not to leave...

"They can’t be far!" yelled another, his tone even angrier than the first.

"They?"

I opened the door a few millimeters and felt him across the street, partially hidden in the shadows, my spirit directed to the bond that had always united us: Nefret!

With wide eyes, my twin brother knew what was going on inside me, even when I wasn’t sure ​of what I was about to do. Sensing the worst, he shook his head in denial. I threw the door wide open and ran down the dirt road.

"Nailah, NO!!!" His scream of terror echoed through my bones.

But I didn’t look back. I couldn’t. Before any of them could invade my home, I ran toward where the other overseers had gone, and even though I stomped hard, the steps of a seven-year-old girl went unnoticed in the midst of the shouts ahead.

A high-pitched scream reverberated through the gloomy place. And in my soul.

Oh, no!

With trembling legs and my heart pounding in my mouth, I reached, breathless, the open field near the large gate of our colony. Disjointed sentences clashed in the air. The wind howled fiercely, whipping my hair, distorting sounds, and turning into an invisible wall, but some cursed words managed to pierce through it, like ghosts of my future dancing through the sinister night:

Shame. Dishonor. Death.

LacrimaLunii.

I lost my breath entirely when I saw Juno lying just a few meters from the gigantic wall of our compound. I didn’t see any wounds, but blood stained her yellow dress. Kneeling beside her unconscious body, Mom’s face was twisted by a devastating emotion.

"Stay where you are, woman!" one of the overseers ordered. "The Yellow one will pay for the mistake she made!"

Mom broke protocol and responded to him eye to eye, but she froze in shock when she saw who was among them, pale as a wax doll. Dad?!?

"Hell of Zurian! Georgia, no! Juno knew what she was doing. You can’t abandon us because of her!" Dad cried out. "You’re not thinking straight. You’re going through another nervous breakdown. Please, be reasonable!"

The scene that would haunt the rest of my days moved forward, merciless.

"Are you calling me crazy? Even you?" Mom seemed possessed by a supernatural rage. "Juno is innocent! If there is love, there is no mistake, and no one is taking my child from me!"

"Take the Yellow one!" commanded a bald man. He kept looking at the sky, tense with the strange gusts of wind that were gaining strength, as if an invisible army was surrounding us.

"Never, you bastards! Never!" Mom raged.

My eyes burned, nothing made sense. Heavy clouds danced back and forth like soldiers assuming their posts, and yet, the moon of Kapak shone brighter than ever, proud and unshakable.

"Get them!" ordered what seemed to be the leader of the group.

Dad,dosomething! Youneedtohelpthem!

But he did nothing except lower his head under the weight of cowardice. The overseer with a thick neck and his hair tied in a ponytail flashed a cruel smile and walked toward them. Mom stood up in front of Juno’s body, and through the violent lashings of the wind, she faced him with her chin held high.

"You’ll have to kill me to touch her," she confronted him, exhaling the divine strength only a mother can create to defend a child in danger.

The man growled and lunged, cowardly landing a punch in her stomach. Mom doubled over in pain and fell to her knees, but made no sound. Then the man grabbed her and began to drag her. She screamed, finally begging my dad for help. In vain.

The night grew even darker.

I felt the vomit rise in my throat as urine trickled down my legs.

The cruel overseer laughed, seeming to take pleasure in the bizarre situation. Mom fought to break free, biting the arm of her tormentor, and when he bent down in an attempt to escape, she dug her nails into his face. The man’s expression turned murderous, and without hesitation, he delivered a violent punch to her temple.

"NOOO!!!" Horror sank its teeth into my back, catapulting my body forward. I ran to her aid.

The wind worsened, the air whipped by invisible mouths throwing me off balance. The overseer smiled dismissively at the insignificant figure I was in this macabre scene, waiting for me to approach with interest, satisfied that I was witnessing the massacre in detail.

"Nail..." Mom’s eyes widened before she lost consciousness and collapsed face-first into the ground. The thud was muffled, but it echoed with a roar in my skull and spirit.

It’s over.

I collapsed on top of her and found her beautiful face hidden by a devastating shroud of blood, sand, and helplessness.

"MOM!!!" The scream came out choked as I desperately tried to lift her head and bring it close to me. To me. The pain soaked my soul. My mind went numb. I couldn’t understand anything. I couldn’t believe any of it. None of this was happening. "Mom, please, talk to me! It’s me, Nailah!"

"Get the White one out of here!" a voice commanded from afar.

"Let her see what happens to whores! To learn the lesson," replied the man with the ponytail and cruel appearance.

Darkness grew around me. The wind reached terrifying proportions. Fierce roars made the wall and the ground tremble. An unexpected energy, as sharp as it was untamable, boiled beneath my skin. Only then did I realize what was in the palm of my hand: Stu!

"Coward!" I yelled, standing, throwing him with all my strength.

"Argh! You..." The man grunted as he felt the cut my pony had made on his eyebrow.

"Don’t you dare touch the White one!" warned another one of them with authority as the monster threatened to come toward me.

The cruel overseer wiped some of the blood and, with a disturbed smile, stomped his boot into the ground several times. I watched the bastard turn Stu into dust, disintegrating him into crumbs.

Juno was wrong. There would be no one to protect me. Nefret was as weak as our father, and now Stu was gone too.

Everything was in pieces: Stu, my life, my world.

I bit my cheeks, but I didn’t let any sound escape my mouth to confess my defeat. Crying was for the weak. I kept the most defiant expression I could fake. I held back the flood of tears and the wave of pain that was burning each of my cells.

A movement beneath me woke me. Mom’s body was assaulted by constant spasms. The sinister reality crashed down like a clenched fist on my head. My pride shattered, as broken as my faith, and I collapsed to my knees.

"No!!! Mom, please! Look at me! Talk to me!" I pleaded, suffocating in the claws of suffering as I cupped her face with what was left of me.

"Nailah..."

"Mom?!?" My stranded heart was once again spat out into my mouth, and I stared at her through a curtain of tears I had been holding back with all my might.

With a colossal effort, Mom murmured before fainting in my arms:

"Fight."

And then, it happened.

A violent storm poured down on us, the world’s flood of tears masking mine and sealing the inundation of an era, the drowning of my heart.

Amidst the tense, shouting voices, the damned overseer yanked her abruptly from me, and, throwing her over his shoulders, ​crossed the impenetrable wall, taking her to unreachable land. Soaked from head to toe, I watched, destroyed, as Juno’s unconscious body was urgently carried in the same direction. The howling of the winds joined the weeping of the gods, creating a deafening opera. Screams of beasts from the bowels of the hungry ocean made the colossal walls of Khannan tremble, but the shaking was nothing compared to the earthquake that was destroying me from within.

The countdown to the end had begun!

I pressed my hands to my ears, unable to bear hearing anything more, unable to feel anything more. Life was fading out of focus in its final moments. I didn’t even need to close my eyes. There was darkness everywhere. The darkness stretched its claws and pulled me toward itself, to where I shouldn’t go. I staggered, without resistance, in the midst of the horror show that was reaching its epilogue, and from where I stood, gagged in the audience of the annihilated, I watched it disappearing forever, leaving in my trembling hands and in my ruined spirit the bomb in the form of a command that would guide the rest of my days and be the destiny of my existence:

Fight!
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THERE WAS A TIME WHEN our world was populous, colorful, fertile; an era of sun and miracles; joy and possibilities. Topak, the god of the day, and Kapak, the goddess of the night, lived in harmony, balancing light and darkness, but Zurian, the god of death, taking advantage of the laziness of Tanys, the god of peace, as well as the innocence of Lynian, the goddess of life, made a deal with Mersys, the god of war, and, as subtle as he was cunning, under the nose of the other gods' negligence, devised his relentless extermination plan...

Hunger.Plagues.Horror.

Shocked by the scene of chaos, the cowardly Tanys took his own life, decreeing the rise of Zurian and allowing his mortal shadow to spread through the deepest layers of the soil and hearts. Upon seeing his hands and reign soaked in so much spilled blood, Lynian could not contain her weeping. Her deluge of bitter tears fell from the sky like violent, unrelenting storms for decades, flooding everything.

Deaths.Millionsof them.

Triumphant, the wicked god of death passed the baton to Mersys to complete the massacre, and, unable to face the attack of nature, our people ended up fighting among themselves for the few habitable areas that remained. Weapons as destructive as typhoons, as devastating as earthquakes, and as lethal as plagues were the mercy shot. The victors, however, paid a high price for their nefarious conquests: barren lands, barren children.

The spiral of extinction spread, thirsty and cruel. Ruined in every way, our people fell to their knees, bowing before the immutable truth: the extermination of everything ​and of themselves was there, within a lift of hands, in the next breath.

It was enough to close your eyes and wait for the end.

But when Topak's light finally faded, and Kapak's darkness enveloped the remaining souls in the dark cloak of farewell, something fantastic, unimaginable, happened...
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CHAPTER 2
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SIX YEARS UNTIL THE END

"Almost there, Branca. I dare say that with your exceptional height, you'll be sought after by the cream of the aristocracy as soon as you turn Yellow. You’ll surely get bids from the top hookers of Twin Slam, the most powerful knights of Unyan. You’ll be a sure thing! May Lynian be with you," says the curadok, finishing my first check.

"When the world’s light fades," I finish the greeting with my mind racing.

The most awaited news vibrates in my chest. Impossible to contain the smile, the only one after five years of mourning. I won’t have to peel the skin off my fingers anymore, stripping corn ears from dawn until the end of the day. Soon, I’ll leave this place that threw me into a living hell. If I need an aristocratic husband for that, then so be it! However, my mother’s final words make me shudder completely: "Your home is wherever your heart is."

My heart is far from here, far, far from here...

I shake my head. While the bleeding hasn’t come, I want to forget this gray world, I just want to stop thinking about anything.

"So?," asks Samir as he sees me leaving the check-in area.

"The doctor said I’ll be a 'sure thing'!" I widen my rare smile.

"Hm," my friend grumbles, sour, and walks away without looking back.

I sigh. Samir must be having a bad day. Another bad day. I overlook his rudeness lately because I understand him better than anyone. Everyone knows the weight of the pain they carry inside.

But today I need to celebrate!

I sink my feet into the red earth and start running through the muddy streets of Khannan, Colony 20 of Unyan, the place I’ve lived since I was born, but that has never been my home. Today, its walls don’t suffocate me. Today, for the first time in my life after so long, I feel free. Today, streaks of happiness fill the emptiness I carry in my chest. Today. Only today...

[image: image_rsrc4T5.jpg]
"IT SHOULD HAVE HAPPENED by now, but... it should occur soon, the structural changes in your body confirm what I’m saying. It’s not uncommon to bleed at fourteen," reassures the curadok during my third check.

"I’ll be fifteen next month," I remind him, anxious.

"Don’t worry, you should turn Yellow before the next inspection."

Should. Where certainty once resided, now doubt has taken its place. The speech still carries authority, but the aura of optimism no longer shines as it once did and shows cracks. Other cracks...

"May Lynian be with you," he finishes, dismissing me.

"When the world’s light fades," I murmur with a lump in my throat and without arguing, as it’s my place to do so.

And I return to work.

I am no longer in the area of corn husking like the other girls of my age group. I couldn’t stand seeing a foreman mistreat an elderly woman and I did the crazy thing of stepping in between them to defend her. I earned a public punishment, another worse one at home, but even though I was relocated here, it was worth it. The bastard was transferred.

As soon as I arrive at the warehouse, Samir checks me from top to bottom, his gaze fixed on the damn bracelet still around my wrist, in the unchanged color that imprisons me here: white.

Yes, nothing yet.

For a fraction of a second, I have the feeling that he exhales, relieved. I shake my head. I’m furious with my fate, imagining things. Samir would never wish that. He’s just tense as the years go by and the tests to be accepted as a hooker approach. He thinks he can become the greatest knight in Unyan’s history, as if this title could erase the sorrows he carries inside and transform him into someone else.

Poor Samir. A dreamer...

Since Twin Slam began, it’s been rare for a colonist to be the grand winner of the tournament, where victory means not only a fortune in money, land, power, and status but also the chance to choose first among the Yellow candidates from all of Unyan. The champion hookers come from the caste, the well-fed children of aristocrats who have been riding horses since early childhood, boys who don’t have to work all day to survive.

I make my way to my area and grit my teeth, not just because the sacks are even bigger than the ones from yesterday, but because of what was exposed on top of them, for everyone to laugh at my mutilation, making sure I don’t forget. The foreman got rid of my discreet, adapted gloves and replaced them with a pair of pure white gloves, with a knot on my left ring finger painted bright red. I refuse to be defeated, I put them on and grab a sack.

"Argh!" The unexpected sting makes me stagger.

"Zurian’s curse! Give that to me." Quick as lightning, Samir is already by my side, supporting me. "Your back is still..." He stops, unable to hide his annoyed expression, but doesn’t say what he must already know, what my father has been doing to me for a long time.

"Don’t you dare help her," the foreman snaps, emphatic.

"Her sack is too heavy!" Samir doesn’t back down. "Nailah is a girl, a White." 

"Girls like her need to be broken early, understand who rules the world," the superior retorts. "Why? The tough guy disagrees?" He smooths his mustache over a challenging smile. Samir clenches his fists, fury exploding in his eyes, thinking of striking back. And he could if he wanted to. At seventeen, he’s already bigger and stronger than the man in front of him. But he doesn’t, shackled by our position in society.

"It’s fine, Sam," I reassure him and, gritting my teeth, endure the burning in my back as I walk past the foreman with my nose in the air.

Annoyed, Samir clears the way. Poor guy has no idea that this stupid glove is nothing compared to what I face every day, much less that these weights are of great help, in the end. They keep my head down, and with that, I don’t have to face the looks of disdain or pity that follow me.

I reach the dirt road with my chin raised. This time, I force myself to confront what I’ve been denying since the checks started, and I scan the Yellows from top to bottom, girls who have already bled and become adults, now considered what I should have been: a woman. They all have smaller, more delicate bodies than mine. I observe my wide hips and full breasts. The feeling of agony intensifies, stealing my breath.

What’s wrong with me?

"Why the long face?" Lisa asks as soon as I put the sack in one of the cargo wingens, the sturdy vehicles of Genesis that distribute Khannan’s products to the aristocratic farms and other colonies of Unyan. She widens her eyes. "Damn Zurian’s sons! Did they make you wear these awful gloves?"

"Shhh. Never mind," I snap, seeing other foremen ahead. For us women, we’re only allowed to speak in public in a low voice, and even then, we must be brief. "Right pocket," I command, and, discreetly, a pale Candice approaches and wraps the contents in a towel. She and Lisa work in the laundry, which makes our scheme easier, as they take and deliver the clothes from the houses in baskets. "It’s a ​powerful antipyretic. Distribute it between Esther, Madeline, and Mrs. Janice."

"Awhwhat?"

"A fever medicine," I correct myself, stumbling.

Women don’t know how to read. Women have a limited vocabulary. Women don’t use the term "antipyretic."

"How do you know that?" Lisa raises an eyebrow, suspicious. She’s no fool, but she also can’t believe what her instincts are telling her. It would be too risky, even for someone like me.

Because for this crime, there would be no forgiveness.

"I heard the curadok mention it." I put on an innocent face. If I understand the meaning of the letters, even if only rudimentarily, I owe that to my brother, who secretly taught me the basics. Always in secret. "Ah! And I brought this for you, Candi. It’s for cramps."

"Holy Lynian! You take too many risks. If they catch you again, you know what you’ll lose this time..." She glances briefly atwheremyleftringfingerwasamputatedlast year, cold blooded.

"But without this help, many more will lose. It’s worth the risk," I say without hesitation. "Besides, small amounts go unnoticed."

"I hope so." Candice steps back, taciturn. "Mrs. Willians asked me to tell you that Mona and Marisa are much better, that medicine was wonderful. So many colonists adore you, they say you’re like the angel of our ancestors, but..."

"Thieving angel? Does that exist?" Lisa interrupts.

"The end doesn’t always justify the means, Nailah." Candice, indifferent to Lisa’s teasing, insists, determined to be heard.

"Don’t be like that, Candi. I know how to take care of myself." I lightly touch her hand, reassuring her.

"And then there’s Samir." Lisa adds fuel to the fire. "Aren’t you afraid your little secret boyfriend will find out?"

"Samir and I are just good friends."

"Friends, huh? I think the tough guy wasn’t informed about that, right, Candi?"

"Not at all," Candice replies, firm.

"Since he can’t call you 'sweetheart,' he calls you 'little sister.'" Lisa doesn’t let up. "Or is it a disguise so Nefret won’t notice? If your brother gets mad just seeing you flirt with all the handsome guys, imagine if he knew that his best friend, the very person he trusted to keep an eye on his mischievous sister, is the one sneaking around with her in the corners of Khannan?"

"This thing with Samir was never serious. It couldn’t be, you know. It’s just a... game to pass the time."

"‘Game’? That’s what it’s called now?" Lisa smirks.

"With Samir or with anyone else, you need to stop or you’ll end up with a bad reputation," Candice says, bluntly. "Your brother’s right to be mad at you."

"Here you go again, defending Nefret. Nefret this, Nefret that," Lisa snaps, more irritable than ever. Candice shrinks, unable to hide her interest in my brother. I shoot Lisa a glare, which softens her tone: "But now you’ll have the chance to meet a guy who really sees you, Candi. The problem isn’t with you, can’t you see? Nefret never looked at any girl from Khannan before, let alone now that he only shows up once a month in this colony."

"Maybe he stays away because of his speech problem..." she argues.

"It’s not that. His gruff temperament is what keeps the girls away."

Both of them are right, in the end. The stutter made my brother introspectiveand,oncethathappened,heshuthimselfawayinhisownworld,unawareof the feminine gazes captivated by his rare red-haired beauty.

"If Nefret were interested in anyone, I’d know. Besides, it’s not his time to enlist yet. While you don’t have time to waste, Candi," I emphasize. "This conversation is pointless."

"True. Let’s get back to the point, then." Lisa wastes no time. "Nai, you didn’t say what price you paid to fulfill Bess’s last wish."

"The usual. Kisses. That’s what the sector manager wanted."

"The most interesting part of the managers, judging by their satisfied faces." Lisa eyes me maliciously, knowing my weakness.

What’s wrong with admiring beautiful things, or better yet, handsome men?

"Oh, stop looking at me like that! These people here have never lifted a finger to help me, why should I care what they say about me?"

"You should, if you really want to leave Khannan," Candice snaps back. "I hope Mrs. Janice’s prayers are strong."

"What do you mean?"

"She said she’d pray for a good future for you to the Sacred Mother," she replies, but instantly retracts when she realizes where the comment has taken my thoughts. "Nailah, I didn’t mean... Sorry, I didn’t..." 

"It’s fine."

"Huh? And for me? No prayer?"

"I’ll pray for Lynian to give you some sense, Lis. That will be my birthday present to you," Candice responds through gritted teeth, and, with her head down, she places a basket in each arm and leaves slowly.

She should be bouncing with joy, able to let her hair down and show off the yellow dress that covers her body, but she feels guilty in some way for having bled while Lisa and I remain chained to the invisible bonds of the white attire.

"Friend, don’t be like that, it doesn’t attract good energies." Lisa makes me look at her. With the same age and condition, we’re mirrors of each other. "There’s something I wanted to tell you, and since Candi is terrified of this topic, I waited for her to leave..." she says with the most devilish faceintheworld."The killer attacked again! This time it was two in one night! A Yellow and a Coral. Genesis is covering it up, but this is serious. Ugh!"

"I know," I mumble. It's probably just another one of her mischiefs.

"I swear! — The mischievous smile disappears. — I overheard a conversation between my dad and the Landmeister, and by the way they were whispering in the corners... It seems like the Yellow's body... uh... disappeared.

"Peopledisappear,Lis.Corpses,don’t."

"I’m not talking about that kind of 'disappearance'." She huffs. "The girl was already dead when the body disappeared. The witness found one of the earrings, a heart entwined with another, inside a pool of blood. It was a family heirloom."

"Well, in that case, the killer buried the body or threw it in the sea, obviously."

"Then why didn’t he take any 'trophies' from the Coral?" she shoots back, sharp. From what they say, the monster always took something from the victims. "There’s a sinister rumor going around about a ghost that comes to collect its offerings on Kapak moon nights. Loreta also disappeared on one of those nights, remember?"

Kapak moon...

"Coincidence," I reply, but I feel uneasy.

"It’s not, you know it very well. Don’t play dumb."

"Me?!?"

"Yes, you. You’ve been acting strange during these moons, don’t deny it."

"Oh, stop deluding yourself. It’s just headaches that, every now and then, coincide with this time of the month," I defend myself when something inside me signals the worst, when I don’t have the courage to confess that lately, a wave of anguish has been invading me on these nights, a kind of darkness that seems to come from my soul, as frightening as it is captivating, so... inexplicable.

"Hm. What do you do to cure these headaches? Rest, which you clearly don’t do, because you’re never in your room when I go looking for you." She’s not intimidated. I hide my shiver with an indifferent grimace. Lisa studies me, but then shrugs. "Anyway, the witness saw the body floating in the air amidst the black mist, said it was the Landmeister’s daughter from Colony 7, the same girl who disappeared."

Black mist?!? I can feel the blood drain from my face, fear and fascination shimmering in the beads of sweat that instantly appear on my forehead.

"That’s crazy," I affirm, but the words come out as a hoarse whisper.

"Is it? I’m not so sure... This 'disappearance' seems more like part of some scheme. Maybe there’s an escape after all. Maybe this earring was 'lost' and now this missing girl is where she’s always wanted to be."

"You think that...?" I choke. "She ran away and staged her own disappearance?"

"Bingo!" Her eyes sparkle. "Don’t you see? Maybe this is the solution to our problems."

"You’re thinking about... running away?!? That’s madness!"

"Shhh! Calm down. It’s just a joke." Lisa lets out a laugh a note higher than usual and regains her composure. "I’m not crazy enough for that, you fool. You know I always get a little... agitated on my birthday. Oh, stop looking at me like that! Sorry, okay?"

I exhale, but don’t feel relieved. I quickly change the subject.

"I brought something for you, actually, it’s not really a gift..." 

"Nailah, you shouldn’t, you’ve already done so much for... Oh!" I place the small braid I made with a bunch of my ​hair in the palm of her hand. Her eyes widen. "You cut a lock of your hair just to give it to me?"

"If there’s one thing I have plenty of, it’s hair." I smile and pull her into a tight hug. "Now we’ll be together forever, Lis. Happy birthday!"

"Together forever, friend. Forever," she says with a whisper of a voice, hugging me back with passion, truly moved.

But I don’t fail to notice the shiver that runs through her entire body as she pronounces those last words.

[image: image_rsrc4T5.jpg]
"AREN’T YOU LATE FOR the check-in?" Samir asks, catching me off guard. "What are you looking at?"

"Nothing. I was just distracted," I lie.

The truth is, I was sighing awake, unable to stop watching the young aristocrats talking to the Landmeister across the street, near the general office. They are all very interesting, but I’m captivated by the beauty of the speaker from the Appreciation Ceremony. I’ve bumped into him a few times, and each time, as soon as my eyes fall on him, my heart skips a beat and my legs tremble. I don’t know what this feeling is, but I could certainly stare at him all day, for all the days of my life.

"A bunch of repugnant hypocrites," Samir growls behind me.

"Not all of them."

"Why not? Are you interested in any of those Zurian snakes? Is it that one over there, the noble good-looking one who flirts with everyone and loves giving impactful speeches? Nefret was right to ask me to watch your steps while he was away," he shoots. Was my interest in the aristocrat really that obvious? I narrow my eyes but take a step back, stunned. I’ve never seen so much anger leave his mouth. "I warned your brother a million times! Ever since you started hanging out with Lisa, you’ve been acting different. You need to stay away from her as fast as possible, or your reputation will be tainted forever."

"Lisa is my friend! She’s just outgoing..."

"So naïve!" he interrupts with a tongue click, mocking, as if he knows things I can’t even imagine. "Can’t you see it?" He shakes his head and, out of nowhere, veers into the topic that makes me lose my breath. "Do you still believe the crazy stories your mother used to tell? About warriors who talked to horses and had magical powers over the rain and thunder? About enchanted princes and impossible loves? Open your eyes, Nailah! They’re just arranged marriages for species preservation. Love at first sight doesn’t exist."

"My mother wasn’t crazy!" Many called her a poor soul who had lost the battle to her own nerves, but I never expected to hear that from Samir, who had received so much care from her. Hurt, I retort: "Why don’t you just admit that you’re jealous of the aristocrats? That your chances of becoming a top hooker are minuscule, even if you train every single day of your life?"

"Now you attack me to defend them?" A vein pulses in his neck.

"You started it. I just spoke the truth."

"The truth..." Samir closes the distance between us, flashing a dangerous smile. I don’t back down. "The truth is that we are invisible to these well-dressed snobs, you fool! Do you think any of them will see you and give you the value you deserve? Never. Not one of them!"

"Why not?" My emotions tumble in my chest. I can’t believe this conversation is even happening. Not with him.

Samir lets out a cold laugh. Is the ground shaking, or am I the one trembling?

"I’ll spare Nefret from knowing about this. He’d be... devastated. Go ahead, keep looking at the handsome aristocrat all you want. In fact, why don’t you skip the check-in this year and just keep drooling?"

The tremor reaches dangerous levels. A gust of wind slaps my face fiercely. Pain and disappointment unsettle me. I need to lean against the wooden post. The old kerosene lantern swings in my broken mind, facing two disturbingly painful options.

"What are you implying? That I should skip the check-in because I’m already sterile or because no man would be interested in me?" My voice comes out with difficulty, scraping and burning, as though forcing its way through nails in the flames. Samir glares at me, but says nothing. Beads of sweat shine on his brown skin and the muscular arms that so many times have been a refuge and warmth for the cold nights of my soul. "You know what? I’d rather have a hypocritical aristocrat than a selfish colonist! You seem content to see me stay White, even knowing that my time is running out, that I’ll be offered to these cruel gods just because..." I choke, unable to finish the sentence ​when the devastating emotion swells in my throat. "I’ve been overlooking your rudeness lately for the sake of our friendship, but you know what? I’m fed up!"

"You... you..." Samir steps closer, opening and closing his fist. His coffee-colored eyes are different now, dark. He looks disturbed, a different Samir. "What do I have to do for you to see the obvious, you stupid!"

"‘Stupid’?" Wounded, I stagger. "Between us... it’s all over."

"Nailah, wait, I..."

I pull away from him and walk off quickly. I don’t let Samir see that, for a moment, I almost allowed a tear to fall.
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ONCE UPON A TIME, THERE WAS A

WARRIORGIRL,

WITH EYES AS FIERY

AS THE SUN,

RED HAIR

LIKE FIRE,

SKIN COVERED IN

CONSTELLATIONS OF STARS,

AND THE BLOOD OF THE

CONDEMNED RUNNING

IN THE VEINS...
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CHAPTER 3
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TWO YEARS UNTIL THE END

"There’s no explanation for your case," the doctor says with a clouded expression after a thorough evaluation. "Your reproductive organs are in perfect condition, the bleeding should have already occurred, but..."

"What?" My heart is pounding against my ribs as I throw the protocol into the air, the one in which I should remain silent. Luckily, this curadok is different from the others, who judge us from their pedestals and don’t allow us to speak unless we ask a question.

"We live in dark times in Unyan, in the atmosphere and the souls of the people." He evades the issue, diving into the cold and ever-present fog of the unspoken. "I perform the checks for Whites in several aristocratic estates, and what’s happening with you has been becoming more common than you might think."

"Am I sterile?" I go straight to the heart of the matter, my heart threatening to tear through my chest, desperate to flee from this cursed body.

"Maybe yes... or maybe not. Only time will tell," he murmurs without looking at me.

Time. Time. Time! I can’t stand hearing that word anymore!

"But I’m already sixteen!"

The curadok shakes his head, not responding. My glorious future, the one he himself said was certain and crystal clear, has turned into a maze with no way out. I bury my face in my hands. Younger and smaller girls have already bled and, as a reward, have participated in the Appreciation Ceremony once, twice
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