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            Prelude to the Sun Maker Saga

          

          VIDIKAS | THE RUIN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ruin Star. Dark Star. The Impeder.

        When I first learned of him, I, like countless others, was only a child. But unlike most children who feared him above all, I did not.

        I despised him.

      

      

      
        
        From Starward Dematrusi’s Journal

        Seventeenth day of Hasina, 600 Post-Ruin
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        * * *

      

      The priest of Temperance folded into the Wold system too late. His father’s assassin had escaped.

      The silence of space deafened him. He could hear the ringing in his ears, the echoes of his own screams not hours before—the ethereal cries of a son to his murdered father.

      He leaned forward, glaring through the window at the sea-green planet illuminated by its main-sequence star. He wiped away the moisture from his eyes with trembling hands and raked his fingers through his sweaty hair.

      A disembodied feminine voice spoke. “Vidikas…My Lord, please…”

      The Arrow, in bloodship-form, had been quiet since they left. Now it was as if it sat next to him in the cockpit.

      He pounded the armrest of his seat and ignored the shock of pain in arms. “Not another word, machine.”

      “With all due respect, I refuse to remain silent,” it raged. “A’armas is trying to contact you⁠—”

      “I don’t starring care what he has to say,” he grated. “I will make this right.”

      The priest’s chest heaved. He hadn’t had time to shed the sacerdotal robes he wore in the god-emperor’s service. It made a twisted kind of sense that he would avenge his father’s death in the void-black garments of a priest. He gritted his teeth against the pain he felt deep within his heart. His only response was anger.

      No, not anger—wrath. Unmitigated, violent, and all-consuming.

      “I know you,” the Arrow said, interrupting the silence. “This isn’t who you are.”

      Its words gave him pause. He fought to destroy its pretended intimacy in his mind. It was a machine, after all.

      Inhuman.

      “You cannot fault these people for the actions of a murderous cult.”

      The priest’s face twisted into a snarl. “And who am I to hold responsible? You? The Guide? No…they have harbored those zealots for centuries. If they’d destroyed the Execrate when my father ordered them to, he wouldn’t…”

      His voice drifted. His eyes unfocused, and for a moment, he lost himself, living in the visions of blood and death and hatred. He hadn’t chased the murderer this far to give up the chase.

      “Don’t fall into their trap,” the Arrow said. “They want you to hate them.”

      “No…” The priest tapped at the corner of his screen, shifting the controls to manual. “They will mourn.”

      He switched off the safeties and armed the weapon systems. Only two types existed for this advanced class of bloodship. The first was a simple laser cannon. The second had remained a sheltered secret. The engineers named it the Hypersonic, but the priest knew it by another name.

      The Swarm.

      “My Lord! If you make me do this, I will never forgive you!” The tone in the Arrow’s voice mimicked humanity. Her personality seemed so real. They’d built the Arrows to serve and imitate humans, after all.

      He selected his target. “I don’t desire forgiveness, machine,” he said. “Only vengeance.”

      The bloodship trembled as the priest unleashed the Swarm upon an unsuspecting planet. Coldness seeped into his chest and circulated through his body. A multitude of streams of light rained down toward the large ptolis called Milicho. The energy of several nuclear reactions sped downward at almost twice the speed of sound.

      The Arrow screamed.

      He watched and waited as tears streamed from his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve gone too far.

      The priest’s vision blurred as he picked his way through the desolation he’d wrought.

      His nose wrinkled at the sulfur and dust in the air as he sidestepped rocks and swirling ash mounds. Silence except for the gentle rush of a dry breeze permeated the world—a wasteland created to erase a single offense. The last motes of memories littered an ocean of still, white sand—the crumbs of civilizations.

      Days ago, he would have been wading through knee-high grass on a flat, verdant plain untouched by humankind. Sweet, delicate breezes had breathed across ancient oaks and silver birches, brooks, and lakes of crystal, and ice-capped mountains in the distant, blue haze. The world wouldn’t have bled out its dust.

      The sun was a smear of light behind the clouds of smoke. Heat scorched him through his cloak, which didn’t keep him cool. He felt for the flask of hyara attached to his belt by a flaxen cord, knowing he might need it later. His long mantle billowed at his back with the occasional gusts that tasted ashy, forcing him to return his focus to his steps rather than his exile to this world.

      In the distance, fires still burned and rose into the sky like pillars of ancient acropolises. They supported a corpse-gray atmosphere, filled with blistering wind and ghosts that danced in the heat.

      He pressed on through sweltering flatlands where dust wouldn’t settle for months—perhaps years. 

      Why do I deserve this hell? I have done nothing wrong.

      The truth was more daunting and fearsome than he could bear to admit. He had wrought this—it was his masterwork, founded upon a bedrock of wrath.

      He lifted his gaze. About a kilometer ahead, he discovered the reason for coming here. Silhouettes huddled, hidden within in a low depression of ground surrounded by a cloud of dust. They moved and swayed, trembled in and out of existence, illuminated only by the weak sunlight above them. He saw movement and heard loud, arguing voices. He couldn’t fathom how, but these few had survived.

      How many have I slain? How many yet live? What would they do now, at the end?

      These questions kept his steps firm as he approached the silhouettes. From the dust, a shadowy figure emerged. As it drew closer, the outline revealed a child running toward him—a girl no older than ten years. Her clothes were strips of cloth held together by hope, and her skin burned bright. She stopped a few paces from the priest and stared at him with wide, dark eyes. Her matted hair reeked of sweat, dirt, and blood.

      Without warning, she dropped to her knees and extended the palms of her hands toward him in supplication. “Please,” she said, quivering as tears streamed down her cheeks. “Please…”

      He understood her language. It reminded him of the proud history of her people and the place they’d once held among his father’s empire. He’d brought them lower than any other Civilization before. He wanted to believe they deserved it.

      “Angel.”

      The word gave him pause. He tried to remember any other connotation the noun could have in their language, or perhaps even in their culture. None that he knew of.

      “Angel,” she repeated. “Spare us.”

      “Why do you call me that?”

      She blinked, taken aback now by his question. “We saw you. The elders say that angels descend from the sky and deliver us peace or destruction.”

      He grunted. “What is your name?”

      “Lalith.”

      “And how many are among you?”

      The girl glanced back. “There are sick and dying.” 

      The priest touched at the hyara flask at his waist, and wrath tore into his thoughts.

      Why do these deserve my aid?

      The question shamed him, and the heaviness in his chest multiplied. He set his jaw and advanced, taking long strides. He sensed the girl’s wide eyes on him as he passed her and heard her fall into line behind.

      “I have neither light in me nor wings to fly,” he told her over his shoulder. “Do angels dress in black?”

      Lalith shut her mouth and lowered her head as if he’d chastised her. The priest stepped toward the other survivors just as the wind carried the dust away and revealed their numbers. The men and women fell to their knees and prostrated themselves before him. He stopped and glared.

      “I’m no angel. Stand up!”

      At first, there was silence. None of them moved. A woman met his gaze from her position on the ground. Fear filled her eyes as he gazed back.

      “Then you’re a lightless angel,” she said. “We cannot deny it.”

      The priest stared at her, incredulous. The formal noun she’d used was gu’unlysandur. Her dialect had removed the second u, changing it to gunlysandur. It had a more appealing and straightforward elocution. He remembered that a single word for “dark” didn’t exist in their tongue—only the absence of light.

      Lightless-angel. Gunlys-andur.

      How could he elevate himself to an angel?

      Sudden anger flooded his face and brought with it a pang of guilt so profound that his chest filled with ice despite the heat.

      “Stand up!” he shouted. “All of you!”

      Some flinched at his command as if he’d whipped them. Each one climbed to their feet with their heads and eyes lowered, though none of them dared to meet his smoldering gaze. They wore rags torn and dirtied, stained with blood. Others had almost nothing to cover their frail bodies. A strong enough breeze could have toppled them over, leaving them powerless to rise again.

      “What of your wounded?” he shouted. “Why are you not tending to them? Why are you just standing there?”

      Some pivoted and peered somewhere he couldn’t see through the dust. The priest advanced, pushing aside those in his way. Not far away, he discovered several bodies grouped together. None of them had died whole.

      “They passed moments before you arrived,” said a woman to his right. “I didn’t…”

      He shifted his glare to her. She stood about his height with dirty, matted hair and clothes with smattered blood that wasn’t her own. Her empty, void-like eyes stared back at him. Trauma had scarred her beauty. He wondered if she only saw destruction when she looked at him.

      “Are there any more?” he asked, softening his tone.

      She blinked for the first time. “Without water or food….”

      The priest tightened his fist. “Stop it. Just stop.” He turned away from the others and peered upward. A bright beam in the distant sky flashed at successive and consistent intervals.

      He stalked off, returning toward the blinking light. “Stay here,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll be back.”

      He walked perhaps fifty paces from where the survivors stood helpless, all waiting for him to decide their fate. He reached into his robe and brought out a small earpiece, which he then fit inside his ear.

      “Arrow. Are you there? Can you hear me?”

      At first, he received only silence. Then a weary voice returned to him. “I’m not supposed to talk to you.”

      “I’m asking you to,” he said, narrowing his eyes on the flashing light. “I need your help one last time. After, I swear we will never speak again.”

      More silence. Then, “What is it?”

      “Direct me to the nearest body of water. That’s all. There are people here who are dying. Don’t do this for me, do it for⁠—”

      “Continue six kilometers southwest from your location,” the Arrow snapped. “There are also more survivors gathering.”

      The priest glanced at the sun and positioned himself in a southwesterly direction. “Okay,” he breathed. “Thank you. And…I’m sorry.”

      Before it could reply, he removed the earpiece and tossed it into the haze. He didn’t hear it land.

      He gazed upward and watched the flashing light fall into geosynchronous orbit and fade over the horizon.

      He returned and stood before the group of lost survivors. They trembled and stared and gnashed their teeth.

      Will I regret this?

      “Everyone, follow me,” Vidikas shouted, and all eyes locked on him. “I cannot be your angel. But if you do as I say, no one else will die today. Leave the dead.”
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            Prologue: Seabird

          

          AITHEN | FIVE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY-SEVEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To begin, I give my name to the annals of history and to the present and future scholars who read this account, as the writer, organizer, and overall god of this record: Baradin, Master Archivist.

      

      

      
        
        From Master Archivist Baradin's "Chronicles"

        Fifth day of Vasca, 550 Post-Ruin
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        * * *

      

      Aithen stared when he noticed his grandmother crying.

      He didn’t understand those silent tears, then. Watching the woman show any emotion, especially a smile or frown, was strange. He wondered what it meant as his mother held him in her arms under the vexing heat of the sun.

      He turned and saw his father pay a man for the wagon and horse. A few other shirtless men helped pack the bed with cargo that contained everything they owned. They tied the boxes down to the planks of wood, securing them.

      They departed Brucove, a place Aithen believed was his home. His grandmother stood at a street intersection and waved to them with those strange, unnatural tears still on her cheeks. The sun had risen high, forcing Aithen to squint until they left her behind altogether.

      The Desolation lay before them, a wasteland of heat, despised by children. No one spoke in those moments. There was nothing to listen to except the clopping of horse hooves and old wood creaking as their wagon crossed over the dead, uneven ground.
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        * * *

      

      His mother caught him by the arm before he fell to the hot earth. She pulled him up, and set him again on her lap—his shoulder ached, and his splintery seat had scraped the underside of his leg, but he didn’t cry. He never cried.

      “Oh, Aithen,” Mother said, rubbing the pain from his legs. “I’ve got you. You’re safe in my arms now.”

      The scorching sun scorched his eyes and skin. He pushed aside his long blond hair when it tickled his nose. His mother’s embrace protecting him, and he could feel her heat, her insatiable need to carry him everywhere. He glanced at his father, who had had his hands on the reins, his squinted gaze forward, and a clenched jaw. His light complexion glowed red.

      Aithen looked ahead and watched their steed trot along their invisible path. Perhaps it was something only adults could see. Beyond, the desert didn’t seem to end. Mother called it the Desolation.

      Aithen wanted to go back home to his bed in Brucove.

      He shifted his attention to his mother’s sleeveless arm and dug his nails into her skin. She then turned him in her lap and leaned over to meet his eyes with her dark ones. She managed a small, chiding smile.

      “Are you hungry, Aithen?” she asked. “Thirsty?”

      He shook his head.

      She looked away and hummed as she contemplated the horizon. Then her face brightened. “I believe we all need a song to cheer us up.”

      Aithen thought a moment about the offer. He would feel safer if they were back in Brucove, but he nodded his approval. Mother glanced at Father.

      “Be a shame to let your beautiful voice waste away,” he said.

      Mother’s powerful arms wrapped around Aithen and brought him close. Then, she sang a melody he knew well:

      
        
        
        Hello, my seabird.

        Stay safe in my arms.

        The night is come.

        Stay sweet, my seabird.

      

        

      
        Fly on, my seabird.

        The wind will take you.

        The morn will come.

        Stay true, my seabird.

      

      

      

      Aithen fixed his sight on her soft, pale face. The heaviness of sleep now blurred his vision. The sunlight and the heat of the desert seemed to sap all his strength.

      “You’ll change this world, my little seabird,” Mother said, smiling. “Did you know? You’re too special to stay here. One day, I know you’ll go to the Sea. Soar high above it like a seabird and escape this life. I’ll make sure of it. Do you remember the seabirds, Aithen?”

      To his chagrin, he realized he didn’t.

      “They’re beautiful.” Her voice trailed away. She gazed past him, in awe of something visible only to her. Aithen felt entranced and tried to visualize what a seabird looked like. He had already forgotten.

      “Sumena…” Father muttered.

      “You’ll glow brighter than any other,” she continued, her eyes still unfocused. “Fly faster and stronger than any other. Because you’re my little seabird.”

      “Ward Governor Ellar has been good to us,” Father said. “We have a cart and horse. We even have lodgings inside the Governor’s estate! Few can claim that privilege. And if we’re faithful, Aithen will have a future. Ellar himself promised me.”

      Sumena smiled down at Aithen again. “I know. You’re right,” she said. “This is our future.”

      Aithen squinted past his father and out into the open desert. He stared until his eyelids grew heavy and he slipped into an uncomfortable sleep in his mother’s arms.

      When he awoke, the sun had hidden its face in the dark, and a cool night’s breeze brought a chill to his skin. Shadowy, box-like buildings surrounded them. No merna-lamps lit up the street as in Brucove.

      “We’re here,” Mother said, jostling him. “Grenstike.”

      Aithen glanced around him, his eyes adjusting to the dimness. He saw decrepit shadows trudging in the dirt in various directions. None of them made a sound.

      His father directed the horse down a winding road toward a large, dark building that loomed above them. Darkness obscured their path—the many twists and turns through the streets to arrive somewhere that felt lost to him.

      After what felt like an eternity, they halted.

      “We’ve arrived at last,” Father said.

      Aithen wanted to, then. Only he didn’t.

      He never cried.

      Their new home was larger than their old one. At least, he supposed it was. Everything was dark, and the only light emanated from a single, fading merna-lamp just outside the doorway. Father opened the door, picked up the lamp, and crept forward. After a moment, he waved them in. Mother held Aithen’s hand and led him inside.

      The merna’s light didn’t illuminate everything, though Aithen thought he saw some furniture, chairs maybe. A table. They stood in a large room where the merna light couldn’t even reach the walls.

      They hadn’t taken many steps before Aithen heard the pounding of several footsteps outside. A gust of wind rushed by him, grazing his cheek, pulling on his hair—then disappeared into the darkness. Aithen spun around, eyes wide, and Mother swooped him up into her arms.

      “Avenell…” Mother said.

      “Come out of there!” someone bellowed. “All of you! Quick!”

      Father hurried back to the entryway, holding the merna-lamp up. Something felt wrong—like someone else was in the house with them.

      “This is our home,” Father called out. “I’m Avenell Tyrees, employed by⁠—”

      “You fool! A bandit has fled inside! Get out!”

      Father hesitated, and Mother acted. Holding Aithen close, she hurried back out the door and past Father, who remained behind. Ahead, several men carrying merna-lamps crowded into their courtyard. They seemed ordinary except with dark scowls. They parted for Mother. Aithen kept his head against his mother’s breast and tensed when they almost touched one of them.

      Aithen closed his eyes then and heard voices collide while his mother rocked him in her arms and spoke to him in a calming, reassuring voice. Aithen only felt tense and cold. He wanted his bed in Brucove. He wanted the frightening men to go away.

      Then shouts and screams erupted inside the house. Aithen glanced up in surprise as the men began filing out again. They brought out another smaller man, gripping his shirt tight with closed fists. The shadows concealed his face from Aithen’s view.

      They pushed the man to the ground. He didn’t rise, but his arms flailed. He was at least awake.

      Father stepped forward from behind the crowd of men. “Watchmen!” he bellowed, taking hold of a man’s arm. “Please don’t hurt him. Take him away to prison. He has harmed no one. You must all know this man.”

      “He is not from here,” someone said. “He is an outcast. Even his own family don’t want him.”

      “Even so,” Father said. “He stayed his hand when he could have harmed us. Surely you can do the same?”

      The men glanced around at each other. One of them stepped forward. “You and your family are new here,” he said. “Our laws demand that water thieves die for their crime. The Authority approves this law.”

      Everyone’s sight fell on them. Aithen felt exposed, scared that somehow they would attack him, too.

      They didn’t.

      Mother held him close and started toward the doorway. The crowd parted for them once more. Once inside, Aithen wriggled his way out of his mother’s grasp. She set him down, and Father came in behind them, closing the door. As he did, Aithen heard sudden cries from outside. Shouts of pain and anger. Crying. He stood where he was and listened. They all did.

      Someone screamed, “Oathbreaker!”

      Soon, the voices faded into the night, and Aithen didn’t remember how he returned to bed. He tossed about, wrestling with sleep until he succumbed to it just before dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Aithen began the morning wondering if something different would happen that day.

      Instead, he dressed in his usual white robes and sandals—cleaned by his mother the night before while he slept. He ate his typical breakfast of bits of chicken, cheese, nuts, and berries. When he stepped outside the door to join his father, the sun blasted him with the heat of its overwhelming rays. An ill sensation washed over him and settled in his stomach.

      Same as the day before.

      He ground his teeth and started forward along the path that cut through the small, empty courtyard down the center toward an open gate. In his arms was a heavy, strapless satchel filled with ledgers his father had told him to carry with him.

      Fatigue burdened his brow and shoulders. His father was a bookkeeper for Ward Governor Ellar, and Aithen might fill his position one day if he worked hard enough. It wasn’t the physical labor that tired him. It was the possibility of living the rest of his life in the Desolation.

      Beyond the courtyard, Aithen stepped onto the Ward Governor’s land. Technically, everything within the walls was the Ward Governor’s land—even their home. He followed a long, beaten path to the main gate guarded by Stelzan, the new gate guard. Ellar had dismissed old Hadran weeks ago after supposedly wearing out his usefulness. Aithen was sorry to see him go. He had been kind and cheerful.

      Stelzan and Hadran were complete opposites.

      Aithen never had conversations with him, and he didn’t talk to anyone else. He spent his days in the guardhouse, a small stone room by the gate. As far as Aithen was aware, he never entertained himself, though he ate and drank the Ward Governor’s food and water and seemed content, if not bored.

      When Aithen approached the guardhouse, Stelzan was standing at a window. He cast a quick, uninterested glance at Aithen and then returned inside. And that was another thing. Hadran had always opened the gate door for Aithen. But Stelzan never offered such kindness. Aithen had to open and close the gate himself without complaint. It took him longer to arrive at his destination, which he saw as a blessing rather than a curse. He didn’t mind the extra minute of twisting the lock open and closing it again on the other side. It was a change from his routine, however small.

      His father had told him to meet him at Town Hall instead of the Ward Governor’s house, and his only instructions were to carry a book of ledgers. Aithen knew from his father’s lessons that these ledgers contained Ellar’s accounts with the council members. The Ward Governor was one of the wealthiest waterholders in Grenstike. Water cost much out in the desert. Sometimes too much—and sometimes, the council took it for granted. Of the water he gave out to the town’s citizens, Ellar expected to be paid in return with harvests. Sometimes, the citizens didn’t deliver what they owed—including the council.

      From the gate, Aithen followed the path across a field that the Ward Governor unofficially owned as well. No one would build homes there since it was too close to the Desolation. Aithen reached Grenstike’s main road from that path and stepped onto the well-trodden dirt. By this point, the sun had already begun sapping his energy. He wanted nothing more than to return home to his cool, dark room. Somehow, he forced himself to press on.

      The Town Hall had been erected in the center of the western district where the wealthiest council members lived. It wasn’t much different from the huts that everyone lived in: square and made of baked clay, except theirs were higher and broader than all the rest. Several of the injured or lame settled along the road and begged for food and water. Some of them had lost limbs. Often, they would reach out to him with tears streaming down their cheeks. He hated seeing people cry and did his best to stay away from them.

      One man without feet crawled toward him on his knees, crying and begging for water. Aithen sped up and escaped the man’s grasp just in time. He wasn’t sure why they disturbed him, and most everyone in the town ignored the beggars. Only Ward Governors, servants, or master servants would deign to offer anything to the poor wretches. Without them, the beggars would disappear.

      As he approached the Hall, Aithen found a small crowd of perhaps ten others standing outside the front of the building. Waiting to enter and speak with the council. Aithen pushed past them and swiped the heavy drape in the doorway aside.

      It was hotter inside than outside. Aithen stopped just inside the door, already in the main room where the council held their hearings. Ahead of him, Aithen saw his father standing with his back to him, addressing a council of fifteen men and women. They were all pillars of the community, influential and recognizable. They sat side-by-side at a rare wooden table.

      When one of them took notice of Aithen, they all did. His father faced about and gave Aithen a distant smile. “Ah, you’re right on time.” His father set his arm around his shoulders. “Esteemed members of the council. You all know my son, Aithen. He has helped me with a comprehensive review of the council’s transactions with Ward Governor Ellar. He’s here to report his findings.”

      So that’s why he wanted me here.

      He knew the records better than anyone. He also knew the council hadn’t given Ellar his due for the water he loaned them.

      Aithen opened his mouth to speak, but Saral, one of the elder women near the center, stood, cutting him off. “There’s no need for that, Avenell. You’ve made your point. However, we don’t have what Ward Governor Ellar demands. It has been a wretched harvest this year. We are short forty bushels of barley, fifty of oat, and fifty-five of corn. The people are starving as it is.” She hesitated, as if deciding whether to continue speaking. Her tone changed as if she’d lost a game. “It’s likely we will lose our subsidy from Milicho within the year.”

      Aithen blinked. Lose the subsidy? This was the first he’d heard of it, and his father looked unfazed.

      “Well, Saral, I’m sorry to hear this,” he said. “I can ask his Ward Governor to extend the date, but I cannot guarantee that he’ll agree.”

      “I pray you try your best, Avenell,” Saral said, crossing her arms. “For all our sakes.”
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        * * *

      

      Avenell squeezed Aithen’s shoulder as they left the Town Hall. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “Sorry they didn’t let you speak.”

      Aithen rubbed his chin. “You knew? You knew they wouldn’t let me give the report?”

      Avenell didn’t meet his eyes. “I had a feeling,” he said. “But now we know about the subsidy. Word will get out, and the Word Governor will know already.”

      “What does that mean? What will happen to us?”

      His father glanced around. “Let’s not speak too loud of this,” he said in a half-whisper. “It means that Grenstike could cease to exist. The Authority will force the townsfolk to move elsewhere. Losing a subsidy means losing the support of Milicho.”

      A thrill surged through Aithen just then. He watched his father pull at his graying beard as they walked and thought of the implications.

      It meant that Ellar might return to Brucove and take them with him!

      Avenell stared at nothing. “Don’t you worry about it, though,” he said. “I may have an idea to save the town.”

      Aithen’s heart sank. “What do you mean?” he said, hiding his disappointment.

      “I need to speak with the Ward Governor first,” Avenell said. “If it’s viable, I’ll let you know it.”

      Aithen remained quiet on their way to the Ward Governor’s manor house. He had longed for something to happen in this town. In secret, he wished his father’s idea failed.

      When they arrived at the manor house, Ellar’s master-servant, Gadan, and his wife, Ruia, welcomed them at the door. They didn’t question why they were late or where they’d been. Gadan had become friends with Avenell over the years. Aithen liked them too, but didn’t speak to them much.

      They entered and took an immediate left down a hallway toward the records room. Inside, they found Simm, Ellar’s other bookkeeper, and his daughter, Tenuta. They’d already seated themselves at their desks, entrenched in writing on expensive parchment paper with ink and pen. They glanced up briefly and returned to their work—Aithen surmised they were writing up more water transactions or touching up old waterdebt contracts.

      “Avenell—Aithen,” Simm muttered with a curt nod. He kept his attention on the paper he wrote on.

      “Good morning,” Avenell said with a smile.

      “Hi, Aithen,” Tenuta said, casting him a bright smile.

      Aithen gave her a polite smile. “Hello, Tenuta.”

      She was a plain girl, younger than him by only a month, and a golden-haired southerner like himself. She’d taken a liking to him early on. Aithen liked her differently. She was pretty and kind—and set on remaining in Grenstike. They were both eighteen, and many believed he should have married her already. Aithen didn’t see it that way.

      His father glanced at him. “Let’s start a report for his Ward Governor. It should summarize all the reviewing you did into the council’s debts and obligations as they stand.”

      Aithen reclined in his chair. “All right.”

      “I’m going to speak with his Ward Governor. Join me when you’re finished, and I’ll find something else for you to do.”

      Aithen took his seat at his desk as his father left the room. His arms felt heavy, and he didn’t look forward to writing this report. He drew a deep breath, opened the drawer in his desk, and took out a parchment paper, pen, and ink—extra careful not to spill any.

      Before he began, he stared at the paper and let his sight lose focus. He allowed his gaze to wander around the room, taking in the dusty shelves filled with ledgers, books, reports, and all kinds of records—all covered in dust and time.

      Then he glanced to the side and saw Simm and Tenuta working in silence. They really enjoy this work. They find pleasure in it, somehow. Aithen wasn’t sure he could ever find satisfaction in what his father did.

      Refocusing his attention on the parchment, he dismissed his thoughts and went to work. He recalled all the information he could about the council’s debts to Ellar. Holding his elbow to steady his hand, he drafted up ten pages filled with figures, dates, account holder names, how many barrels of water were lent out, and to whom.

      He only referred to the ledgers twice, hunting for names and their spelling. When he finished, the better part of the hour had passed. After he pored over his work for any mistakes, he stood up to leave.

      “Oh! Aithen!” Tenuta blurted. “Do you…could I speak with you after you’re finished with today? Privately?”

      Aithen blinked at her. “Sure.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you around back?” Her giddy smile split from ear to ear.

      “Sure.”

      Aithen left with a wooden smile on his face. He wondered why she wanted to speak to him. Then, in the next instant, he no longer cared to know.

      In the foyer, a narrow staircase led up to the upper floor of the manor, where the Ward Governor spent his days. Few could approach the Ward Governor unannounced. At the top, he came to a large, ornate wooden door. It was open, but he knocked anyway.

      “Who is it?” said an irate voice.

      Aithen poked his head in. The anger dissipated off the Ward Governor’s wrinkled face when their eyes met.

      “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

      Ward Governor Ellar Kianan towered over Avenell, wearing robes of loose white cloth and a sash around his middle. The room was bare except for the minimum requirements: a bed, a chifforobe, a chest of drawers, and a desk by the window on the opposite wall. The open windows allowed a sultry breeze to circulate the air in the room.

      Ellar held a glass of glowing water.

      Aithen had to blink several times to make sure he hadn’t hallucinated. No, he’d been right. Ellar’s glass had a faint golden glow to it.

      The Ward Governor downed the glowing water in several gulps and slammed it down on his desk. He lurched to the window, rubbing his eyes. Avenell motioned him in with a wave of his hand, and he handed his father the ten-page report he’d just drafted.

      “Aithen has written up a report for you,” he said. “So that you’ll see what the council owes you.”

      Ellar rubbed at his temples. “Oh, gods,” he muttered. “Not now, Avenell. I don’t want to read it—my head is…it’s bad enough we’re losing the subsidy.”

      Aithen glanced at Ellar’s desk. Next to his empty glass was a closed jar that contained wriggling insects, along with several plant leaves. Both the insects and the leaves carried the faint golden glow that illuminated the surrounding area.

      He gaped at them. He knew the common ildan, a name for plant and insect, but had never seen the worm. Westerners used their merna-infused leaves to make tea and used the insect’s silk to weave robes that only the Wardens wore—robes that made them shine like the sun.

      “But, Ward Governor,” Avenell was saying. “The plan I proposed to…”

      “Yes, I heard you the first time,” Ellar snapped, dropping his hands. “I don’t know what good it’ll do. Whereabouts do you plan to dig?”

      A sudden and worrying realization snapped Aithen’s attention away from the ildan worm. It occurred to him what his father’s plan had been all along: he wanted to dig for more water to save the town. If they could find an underground spring, they might save Grenstike. But finding water in the Desolation seemed unlikely. Hope filled Aithen’s chest. Grenstike was doomed.

      “Leave that to me, Ward Governor,” Avenell said, sounding confident. “Let me organize a group of men with spades. We have nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

      Ellar scoffed. “You don’t even know how far down you’ll have to dig. There could be no water for several kilometers underground.”

      This time Avenell didn’t offer a rebuttal, and Aithen wondered if his father’s plan would die before it was born.

      Ellar reeled away. “Oh, gods, Avenell,” he said. “Very well. Don’t let it disrupt your other tasks. And the men must be volunteers. I won’t pay anyone. I assume you want to dig on my land?”

      “Yes,” Avenell said. “I’ll take all responsibility and start tonight. I’ll report back if we find anything.”

      Ellar waved his hand and didn’t respond after that. Both Aithen and his father gave the Ward Governor a bow, even though he didn’t face them. Aithen cast one more glance at the glowing insect before following his father out of the Ward Governor’s quarters.

      When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Avenell stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “We have a blessed life here,” he said. “We’re protected and have everything we need. We must fight for this town, Aithen. Are you with me?”

      Aithen realized in shame what he’d been hoping. He hadn’t thought it through. Hundreds of people had built their lives into this dirt. And there was something else. Suppose the Authority dispatched them to a more hostile town in the Desolation?

      And yet if they had a chance—any at all—to return….

      He smiled in spite of himself. “Yes, I’ll help.”

      Avenell grinned. “Good,” he said. “Now, let’s talk to Simm and get his help.” He leaned in to whisper. “No need to mention the subsidy yet. The Ward Governor has approved this project.”

      He followed his father back down the hallway and to the main floor. He pondered his decision to help would make him feel better. Fighting to protect Grenstike sounded like a noble cause.

      Then why did he still feel ill?
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        * * *

      

      When the day ended, Aithen finished rewriting old waterdebt contracts onto fresh parchment. He cleaned his desk and readied to leave. Simm remained behind and said he would lock up when he finished updating an old ledger. So Aithen closed the door behind him as he left.

      Exhausted, Aithen headed for the rear door to Ellar’s manor house. He hadn’t forgotten Tenuta. She was the first thing he saw when he opened the door, standing feet away from the entry. Her hands were behind her back, and she beamed at him. He managed a weak smile in return.

      “Aithen,” she said. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Is everything okay?” he asked, glancing around.

      “Yes, everything’s fine—of course,” she said. “I wanted to ask you something.”

      Aithen shifted his weight from one foot to another. “What is it?”

      “You know…we’ve known each other for a long time,” she said. “I was born here…your parents brought you here as a child…”

      All at once, he knew what she would say—that they should marry, that they’d be an ideal match, that they’ve laughed together, and he’d spent more time with her than any other girl. They had even kissed once after she’d told him she felt safe when he was around, that she never wanted to leave Grenstike or her family. He knew that his eventual position as master bookkeeper would be assured for the rest of his life if they married. He would remain a bookkeeper for House Kianen’s next generation.

      If Grenstike’s subsidy isn’t dissolved…

      Even then, they could marry. Perhaps Aithen could convince her to leave.

      The poor girl struggled with her words, standing before him with her white-knuckled hands wringing some invisible cloth. Her face burned with embarrassment, and something came over Aithen then as he watched Tenuta squirm.

      She spoke again, but Aithen cut her off. “You’re right,” he said, shaking his head in wonder. “You’re right. About everything—and I’m sorry, Tenuta. I’m sorry, I can’t go through with it. Not until I understand what I need to do.”

      She stared at him with wide eyes. “What do you mean?”

      The chance was his to do something different, and he knew it. He couldn’t do that to Tenuta. She deserved someone to love her and stay in Grenstike for the rest of their days.

      “Tenuta,” he said. “I can’t be your husband now. Maybe ever. I’m sorry.”

      With that, he reentered the manor, feeling more drained than usual. As he made his way back home, he grew more aware that the sick, almost out-of-place feeling within him had only increased since he left Tenuta standing alone, humiliated.

      Rejecting her hadn’t made him feel any better about Grenstike.
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        I don’t want to send families into the Desolation. I don’t even want to send Wardens who feel they’re being exiled. It would make my life easier if the Restoration of Ruin didn’t exist.
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        * * *

      

      Gun felt the punch before it struck him.

      The blow sent him reeling, losing all sense of direction. He crashed into the mud and heard Lurumah admonish him in his mind, disappointed that he’d muddied the clothes she’d sewn herself.

      Her voice left him, replaced by a bitter pain in his jaw. His head had rapped against a stone as well, stunning him.

      Footsteps rushed at him, and Gun was too slow. Someone kicked him in the gut, and his lungs expelled all his air. For one harrowing moment, he thought he would die, writhing, and struggled to breathe.

      “Starring sponger,” a voice said. “You’ve the gall to show your face, have you?”

      “He’s even getting fat,” another said. “Look at him. He thinks he’s a Warden.”

      Gun gasped when his lungs could work again. Tears streamed down his red cheeks. He could call for the city watch—for Erol Ranis, the chief watchman. Perhaps he would hear him and come running.

      Or perhaps they would beat him even more if he called for help.

      His eyes flashed open; a half-dozen men stood above him and snickered at the joke. They glared down at him, and he curled up, choosing to remain silent instead.

      “You think he felt that?” one said. “With all that fat he’s stored up?”

      Gun braced himself for another kick that didn’t come. Instead, the man’s fist came down on his jaw again. Stars burst in his vision, and he felt and heard the crack in his left ear.

      The men burst into laughter. “Stay away from these streets, your governorship,” a voice said, close to his ear. “They’re dangerous.”

      “Right, stay away.”

      “Wouldn’t want you falling and hurting yourself.”

      The men laughed, and Gun could hear them walking away. He covered his head with his arms. Expecting another hit was better than getting blindsided. Instead, they left him alone in the mud with the paralyzing agony in his jaw.

      He couldn’t lay there forever. He would somehow need to face the day. Unless he planned on dying there.

      Burning stars…

      Grunting, Gun rolled over and brought himself up to his knees. He cast a glance around him to make sure he was alone. The street had emptied the moment they caught sight of him. The others had abandoned him to his fate.

      Gun caressed his jaw and hoped it wasn’t broken. There were no healers in Grenstike. Gun knew others who had died from the smallest cuts. He sent a prayer to the Mernar-Gods to spare him from that misery.

      When he climbed to his feet, Gun staggered in the direction he’d been heading. He couldn’t return to Lurumah like this. His only hope lay in Nori.

      The muddy path he followed led past a few hovels on the southwestern edges of town. The desert on his left seemed endless. He noticed a gray distortion on the horizon that blended the pale-blue sky with the bone-gray earth. Sandstorm. It would cover them within the week.

      Starring wonderful.

      The street ended at the front entrance of a small manor house. The darkened clay structure provided shade for him under the harsh mid-morning sun. He plodded up the low steps to the front entrance, hoping someone had noticed him coming from the upper-floor windows. Gun wasn’t sure he could muster up the strength to speak, let alone call out. His worries faded when he saw master-servant Parda appear at the entrance, holding aside the heavy curtain for him to enter.

      “What a state,” the older man said, eying his muddied shoes. “What happened to you, boy?”

      Gun closed his eyes, struggling against weeping and appearing weak before his mentor.

      Ward Governor Nori Svet appeared at the top of the stairs. He wore a white robe darkened by dirt on its fringes. He’d cut his prematurely white hair and combed it backward. Gun looked up at the man and released a heavy breath from his nostrils.

      This is what I get for being your student.

      “Dark Star!” Nori exclaimed in a soft tenor voice. “What happened?”

      Gun pointed at his jaw and grimaced.

      A worried frown darkened Nori’s features. “Let’s have a look, then. Then you can tell me about it.”

      Nori led Gun into the parlor while Parda cleaned up the mess he tracked in. The parlor was as pristine and bare as ever, with a smooth white floor that looked like it had been sanded down since the day before. Although Nori was a Ward Governor, he didn’t own many of the luxuries that most Ward Governors couldn’t live without. In the parlor, there were two wooden armchairs, a stone table, and a candelabra that burned candles day and night.

      Nori reached behind one armchair and brought out a square stool that Gun hadn’t known was there. He had visited Nori twice before and learned something new about him each time. First, he was an outcast among Ward Governors. Second, he governed the ward with the fewest people in the Desolation.

      “Sit here,” Nori said, situating the chair in the center of the room.

      Gun obeyed, wincing.

      Nori came around to his side. “Show me where it hurts the most,” he said.

      Gun caressed where he’d felt the crack in his jaw. Nori placed his thumb against the spot, moving Gun’s finger out of the way.

      “One moment,” Nori muttered. Gun squeezed his eyes shut, hoping the man didn’t push with more force.

      Instead, Gun felt a tiny surge that shot through his head as if Nori had pricked him. It didn’t hurt so much as startled him. It happened a few more times before Nori took his finger away.

      “Your jaw is dislocated,” he said. “I’ll need to set it again. Otherwise, it’s not broken—only bruised. Remain still.”

      Gun furrowed his brow, unsure how Nori knew this with just a light touch. It must have something to do with merna.

      Just then, a sharp pain jolted his jaw, making him jump in his seat. He let out a grunt and felt his jaw shift back into its place.

      “Wait, I’m not done.”

      Nori laid his hand against Gun’s cheek, and a warm sensation radiated from his jaw to the top of his skull. Though uncomfortable, he felt the pain in his jaw subside. Nori took his hand away, and Gun tested his jaw, surprised at only a dull ache left over.

      “Stars…,” Gun muttered in awe. “What did you do to me? Was that merna?”

      Nori grunted. “I’m not what you’d call a healer, of course. As it happens, merna has its uses in medicine. If your jaw had been broken, I could only dim the pain. Then we’d have to wait longer for an explanation, wouldn’t we? Are you hurt anywhere else?”

      He had Nori check his belly where the others had kicked him. As with his jaw, only bruising remained. No broken bones or ribs. He then confessed how a half-dozen workers had waylaid him on his way to the manor house. Nori looked disgusted by the end.

      “Perhaps you’d better find another route to my home, Gun. Wait here.” He left the room.

      Gun lowered his shirt and sagged in his seat. As much as he hated the idea, he knew Nori was right.

      Nori returned a moment later, carrying a glass of water. Gun blinked at it. It was glowing.

      The Ward Governor grinned. “Ildan,” he said. “A more potent strain from the West. We just received a small crate-full in the most recent caravan.”

      Lifting the cup to his lips, Gun sipped it.

      “It’ll help with the pain,” Nori explained, noticing Gun’s hesitancy. “Drink it all.”

      Gun downed the glass, and almost immediately, the effects of the tea took hold. It tasted like plain water, though with an odd, bittersweet hint. He could feel a warmth in his belly and a tingling in his skin. The pain in his gut and jaw faded.

      Nori took the glass and fell back into his armchair. “And another thing,” he said, “you mustn’t listen to the others. They only want you to be miserable like them. Your aunt is providing you with a unique opportunity. Out here in the desert, I’ve seen people drown in their own waterdebt.”

      A unique opportunity to get beaten every day, Gun thought, though he remained silent. Nori motioned to the other armchair, and Gun took his seat, relishing in the cushion’s softness.

      “Gun, have you heard the tale of the Sun Maker?” Nori asked with a slight smile on his lips.

      Gun fixed his gaze on Nori, recognizing the name. “As in the Sun Maker ritual?”

      Nori’s eyes brightened. “It’s related,” he said. “The Sun Maker ritual is based on the Sun Maker myth, one of the few stories we have carried over from before the Ruin.” He looked away in thought. “A manuscript was only recently discovered and translated, proving that our ancestors carried it over from Pre-Ruinic times. You know, these stories give us glimpses into the past. Do you practice the ritual?”

      Gun hesitated. “Er…Lurumah taught it to me.”

      “How did she teach you?” Nori asked, leaning forward in his chair. His eyes shined with acute interest. “I ask because everyone practices it differently.”

      Gun explained how it was an early-morning ritual that Lurumah had taught him after she’d taken him under her woman-guardianship. His purpose was to convey light to a dark universe by “creating” a new sun every morning. Doing so required a sacrifice of water, allowing it to evaporate as the new sun rises every morning.

      Lurumah treated it as something sacred, and Gun felt an irrational fear that he’d betrayed her by revealing it—except that she’d never told him to keep it secret or hidden.

      Nori lifted his gaze in thought. “That is the most common practice,” he said. “Anyway, you remind me of Aindr in that story. He was around your age and lived in poor circumstances. His mother loved him more than anything and gave him everything she had. As a result, he drew envy from the others in his town.”

      “Envy?”

      “That’s right,” Nori said with a grave nod. “They envied everything his mother gave him. However, that’s where your similarities diverge. The rest of the tale is laden with irony.”

      “What’s that?” Gun asked.

      “Irony is when events occur in the way you least expect them to. For effect, you see. My point is that the people envied Aindr because of the privilege his mother gave him. How many flatlanders have the opportunity that you have to learn and understand merna? Your aunt is doing everything she can to give you a life she never had.”

      Gun understood what Nori was trying to say, but he didn’t believe that everyone envied him. They wanted waterdebt, it seemed to him. They wanted him to have a waterdebt, too. Gun wanted to break free from Lurumah’s constant sheltering. He kept these thoughts to himself.

      “Yes, Ward Governor,” was all he said.

      “You’ll understand in time,” Nori said with a resolute nod.

      “What happened to Aindr?” Gun said, leaning forward. “Can you tell me the story?”

      “Your aunt never told it to you?” Nori asked, and Gun shook his head. Nori flashed him a wry grin. “I’ll tell you the story if you promise to pay better attention to my lesson afterward.”

      “I will.”

      “All right,” Nori said with a nod. He leaned forward in the large armchair. “It’s not very long. I’ll try to recount what I can from memory. I don’t have a written copy—although, after today, I might purchase one and have it delivered.

      “In any case,” Nori said, adjusting himself in his seat. “The story goes thus: Aindr, our hero, is walking down to the market for food, when he is jeered at by a group of young men his age. He ignores them. A group of young girls then laugh at him as well. He ignores them. Then, the elders of the town rebuke him, telling him he should leave town or he will remain a child forever. Aggrieved, Aindr returns home to his mother.

      “Later, we understand why the people mocked him so. His mother loves him so much that she gives everything to him. He wants for nothing.

      “The news that Aindr has everything he could ever want spreads to other towns until a demon named Kor hears this and becomes jealous. Not because of what Aindr owns, but because of his reputation. Kor invades Aindr’s town and executes the insolent elders. He demands to see Aindr. The town’s youth run to Aindr for protection, since he has the means to protect them all from Kor’s army.

      “Kor confronts Aindr and promises to take everything from him—the earth upon which he stands, the moon, the sun, and the stars from the sky. He’ll spare Aindr’s life if he subjects himself to Kor. Aindr, however, challenges Kor to show his power and pluck the sun from the sky to prove he can take everything from him. In response, Kor causes a volcano—a mighty fire mountain, if you’ve never heard of it—to erupt and block out the sun and moon with its thick, black smoke. Aindr then issues a counter-challenge. Take the earth. Prove that you can. Only then would Aindr submit himself to Kor. The demon Kor then caused the skies to rain and the floods to rise from the sea and cover the entire land.

      “Meanwhile, Aindr builds a boat, and those who follow him are saved from the floods. The smoke in the sky disappears, and the sun reappears in the sky. The myth makes a point to mention that the sun has been ‘remade,’ which is why Aindr becomes the Sun Maker. Kor is swallowed up in the seas—not killed! No, he doesn’t die. The myth claims Kor’s body becomes the land on which Aindr and his followers can dock their boat and build new towns and cities. Whenever there are earthquakes, it’s Kor trying to escape the prison of the waters. Because, you see, he’s trapped between the sea and the sky. The story ends with a warning. A day will come when the waters will rise higher and higher to flood the land. It is a sign that Kor will escape his prison and consume the universe.”

      Gun was biting his lip as Nori ended the story. “I don’t understand. Kor traps himself?”

      Nori grinned. “Correct,” he said. “And therein lies the irony. Don’t think too hard on it, Gun. Myths like this are rarely logical, and they often contradict each other. It’s an old, old story meant to explain phenomena like earthquakes and floods. It’s not meant to be taken literally.”

      It still felt odd to Gun. Why would anyone create such a strange tale to explain earthquakes if it’s not true? The story’s ending left him unsatisfied and confused by Kor’s behavior. But he’d procrastinated his merna lesson as long as was possible.

      Nori slapped his knees and came to his feet. “Well,” he said with a smile, “shall we get on with your merna lesson?”
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        * * *

      

      Gun settled on the floor with his legs crossed and faced Nori, who roosted in a similar position across the room. Despite his promise, he only half-listened to the Ward Governor’s lecture.

      “Drawing upon merna is something everyone can do,” Nori said. “Nobody can deprive this ability from you. The ancients described merna as the Lifeblood of Suns. We are, in a sense, bloodletting the power of this world and using it for various purposes. Except that when we’re finished using that power, we release it back into the merna streams.”

      Half-listening, Gun tallied the different Governor’s manor houses he would pass by on his way back home. So far, the number was seven.

      “To draw upon merna, you must concentrate on the earth beneath you. Once you hear the thrumming of its heartbeat, you will also feel it. Once you feel it, you can pull on it. It’s not something words can describe, but this world’s lifeblood will enter your body, and you’ll become a conductor for that power and guide it to do your will.”

      If Gun could enter a minor waterdebt contract with a wealthy Ward Governor, it’s possible to work it off without Lurumah noticing. Without Ward Governor Nori noticing. Then, perhaps it would be enough to save him from getting beaten.

      “Too much of that power can damage your body. Too little won’t have the effect you seek. Part of learning how to draw upon merna is balance. When I set your jaw earlier, I used a minimal amount of merna. If I’d used any more, I might have done irreparable damage. That’s why it’s important to learn both control and balance.”

      The problem is that he would lack control over the conditions. If he approached one of the wealthier lords who already had several contracts, perhaps he could convince them to let him work something small for a brief amount of time. Enough for the other workers to notice him⁠—

      “Gun.”

      Blinking, he returned to the moment, giving his attention back to the Governor. “Yes?”

      If Nori suspected him of being distracted, he didn’t show it. “Try it now. Do as I said. Close your eyes and listen for the thrumming of the merna streams beneath you.”

      Gun obeyed and closed his eyes. But thoughts of waterdebt contracts filled his mind and blocked his concentration. It wasn’t the first time others had beaten or teased or accused him as a glutton, a lazy sponger who relaxed and watched everyone else work their waterdebts to death.

      And he was learning merna from a Ward Governor. No flatlander had that sort of chance.

      “Well?” Nori said. “Can you hear it?”

      Gun opened his eyes. “No.”

      “Try again. Concentrate.”

      He closed his eyes again.

      Stars…waterdebt isn’t bad if you could work and satisfy all the terms.

      Lurumah seemed to believe it was the worst thing that could happen to him. Working off a waterdebt allowed for a comfortable life in Milicho—or Brucove by the Sea. He’d heard of others doing it. He could do it.

      “And now?” Nori said.

      Gun waited and heard nothing—only the noise of his turbulent thoughts. He lowered his gaze.

      Nori rose to his feet. “You will in time,” he said. “Try to listen tonight when at home. Try it whenever your mind is still and focused. It’s the first step. Tomorrow, I’ll talk about the Embrace.”

      Gun left Nori’s manor house ill-tempered. The taste of the ildan hadn’t yet left his mouth. On the road, he glanced around to make sure no one followed.
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        * * *

      

      Gun stopped perhaps a dozen paces from Ward Governor Ciar Turov’s manor house. A long stone pathway wound through the yard to the entranceway. Ciar was one of the few Governors that had a garden in their yard. He didn’t know any of the names, and from what he understood, it took excessive effort to keep the flowers and plants alive. The combined smells overwhelmed him, even from this distance.

      Taking a deep breath, Gun started down the path through the garden. He considered how he might convince the Governor to let him work a minor contract. Perhaps
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