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    For those who have emptied their own wellsto keep the world from going thirsty.
May you learn that you are allowed to drink, too.May you find the courage to keep your own fire.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The heart is a garden, child.If you only pull the weeds and never plant the seeds,you will end up with nothing but dirt.You must love the soil before you can love the flower."
— ANONYMOUS(From the Records of the Southern Reach)
 
"Love yourself first and everything else falls into line.You really have to love yourself to get anything done in this world."
— LUCILLE BALL

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1: THE THRUM OF THE SEASON
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In the city of Orizon, February did not arrive with a whisper. It arrived with a thrum.

It was a physical vibration that lived in the soles of your feet and the base of your skull. It was the sound of millions of hearts beating in synchronization, amplified by the anticipation of the Exchange. For seventeen-year-old Elina, the thrum was usually a source of comfort—a reminder that she was part of something larger, a global pulse that connected every soul from the high-rises of Orizon to the coastal villages of the Southern Reach.

But this year, the thrum felt like a countdown.

"Don't forget to polish your latch," her mother said, her voice airy and bright. She was standing by the kitchen window, rubbing a soft cloth over the small, silver indentation just above her sternum.

In Orizon, and indeed the world over, the "Hollow"—the space behind the ribs—wasn’t just a cavity for bone and muscle. It was a vessel. And once a year, on the Day of the Exchange, the latch could be opened. A heart could be removed. It could be gifted.

Elina looked down at her own chest. She wore a thin, silk shirt, the fabric dipping slightly where her own latch sat. It was still sealed, as it had been for all seventeen years of her life.

"I'm not sure I'm giving mine this year, Mama," Elina said softly. She reached for a piece of toast, but her appetite was thin.

Her mother turned, her expression one of gentle concern. "It is the greatest act of kindness, Elina. To give is to truly live. Look at your father and me."

Elina looked. Her mother had given her heart to her father ten years ago. Her father had given his to a struggling artist in a different city, an act of "Pure Altruism" that had been celebrated in the local news. Now, they lived in a state of soft, muted contentment. They were kind, yes. They were peaceful. But sometimes, Elina noticed the way they looked at the sunset—with a polite nod rather than a gasp of awe. They were missing the fire. They were missing the ache.

"I know," Elina said. "But once it’s gone, the Cold starts. I don’t know if I’m ready for the Cold."

"The Cold is just peace, darling," her mother whispered, stepping forward to tuck a strand of dark hair behind Elina’s ear. "It’s the end of anxiety. The end of wanting. It is the ultimate gift for someone who needs it."

Elina nodded, but the thrum in her ears felt more like a warning.

She left the house for school, walking through streets draped in crimson banners. The air was thick with the scent of "Heart-Bloom," a flower that only opened in February, smelling of iron and honey. Everywhere she looked, people were preparing.

On the street corners, "Siphon-Stations" were being erected—elegant, glass-walled kiosks where the Exchange could be performed safely by professional Medics. You didn't just rip a heart out; it was a delicate procedure of light and intention. You placed your hand over the recipient's latch, and the heart transitioned from one Hollow to the other, like a bird moving between cages.

Elina boarded the transit train. Across from her sat a group of boys from the Academy. They were loud, boasting about who would receive the most "Vigor" this year.

"I’m holding out for a High-Pulse," one of them, a boy named Soren, laughed. He was handsome in a sharp, predatory way. He already had two pulses in his chest—his own, and one he’d received from a girl who had moved to the countryside last year. He looked vibrant. His skin practically glowed with the excess energy. "If you don't have at least two hearts by the time you're twenty, you’re basically a ghost."

Elina looked away. This was the dark side of the Exchange. It was supposed to be about sacrifice and love, but for people like Soren, it was a game of collection. The more hearts you held, the more "Life" you had. You were faster, smarter, more passionate. You felt everything ten times more intensely.

And the people who gave? They became the "Faded." They walked the streets with slow steps and graying eyes, their voices losing their melody. They were respected, yes—honored as "Givers"—but they were also invisible.

The train pulled into the station near the Academy. Elina stepped off, her bag heavy on her shoulder. As she walked through the courtyard, she saw him.

He was sitting alone on a stone bench, tucked away beneath the shadow of a weeping willow that hadn't yet begun to bud. His name was Malik.

He was a scholarship student from the Western Districts, a place where the Exchange often went one way—hearts flowing out of the poverty-stricken neighborhoods and into the chests of the elite in Orizon. Malik was thin, his shoulders hunched as if he were trying to occupy as little space as possible.

But it wasn't his posture that caught Elina’s attention. It was his color.

Malik was translucent. His skin had a bluish tint, and his eyes were so pale they were almost white. He was a "Null." He had been born with a "Quiet Heart"—a rare condition where the heart beat so faintly it barely sustained life. Without a gifted heart by his eighteenth birthday, he would simply... stop. He would fade into nothingness.

Elina stopped walking. She watched him try to lift a heavy textbook. His hand trembled, his fingers losing their grip. The book thudded to the ground. He didn't swear or sigh; he just stared at it with a hollow, exhausted expression.

In that moment, the thrum of the city seemed to concentrate in Elina’s chest. Her heart—strong, vibrant, and seventeen years young—gave a powerful, sympathetic leap.

Self-sacrifice is the highest form of love, her teachers had told her.
Kindness is the currency of a good soul, her mother had said.
Elina looked at Soren, who was laughing across the courtyard, his chest vibrating with the power of two hearts. Then she looked back at Malik, who looked like a candle flame about to be snuffed out by a gentle breeze.

She felt a strange, terrifying heat behind her silver latch. It was a pull. A magnetic calling.

She walked toward him. The closer she got, the more she could feel his emptiness. It was like walking toward a vacuum. It wanted to be filled. He needed to be filled.

"Malik?" she asked softly.

He looked up. His movements were slow, like a film played at half-speed. When his eyes met hers, she felt a jolt of pure, unadulterated pity. There was no spark there. No fire. Just a quiet, desperate plea for a moment of strength.

"Elina," he whispered. Even his voice was thin, like paper.

"The Exchange is tomorrow," she said, her voice trembling.

He managed a small, sad smile. "I know. I'll be watching from the windows. It’s a beautiful sight, they say. All those hearts moving at once. Like falling stars."

"You shouldn't just be watching," Elina said. She sat down next to him. The cold radiating from his body was physical. It seeped into her skin, making her shiver.

"I have nothing to trade," Malik said, looking at his hands. "And no one to give for the sake of giving. My family... we are all Nulls. We have nothing left to give each other."

Elina reached out and touched his hand. His skin was like ice.

She thought about her future. She thought about the dances she wanted to dance, the books she wanted to write, the travels she had planned across the Great Sea. She thought about the "Fire"—the way she felt when she saw a beautiful painting or heard a perfect chord of music.

Then she looked at Malik’s pale, fading face.

If she kept her heart, she would have all those things. But he would have nothing. He would be gone.

If she gave it, he would live. He would see the sun. He would feel the warmth.

Isn't that what a good person does? she asked herself. Isn't it selfish to keep all this life for myself when someone else is starving for a single beat?

The moral weight of the world seemed to settle on her shoulders. She had been raised to believe that her value was measured by how much of herself she could give away. To keep her heart felt like a crime. To keep her heart felt like letting him die.

"Don't watch from the window tomorrow, Malik," Elina said, her voice growing steady, though her soul was screaming in a language she didn't yet understand.

Malik blinked, a single tear tracking slowly down his pale cheek. "What do you mean?"

Elina stood up, her hand hovering over her chest, right over the silver latch. She felt the powerful thump-thump, thump-thump of her life force. It was so loud. So heavy.

"Meet me at the Siphon-Station in the Central Square," she said. "At noon."

Malik’s eyes widened. A tiny, microscopic spark appeared in the center of his pupils. "Elina... you can't. You're a 'Bright.' Your heart is... it's worth everything. You would become a Faded. You’re only seventeen."

"I'd rather be a Faded than a girl who watched someone disappear," she lied. Or perhaps, she believed it was the truth.

She turned and walked away before he could answer, before he could see the sudden terror leaping into her eyes. The thrum of the city was deafening now. It felt like the entire world was cheering for her, applauding her nobility, her kindness, her sacrifice.

But as she walked, the sun seemed just a little less bright than it had been five minutes ago. The air felt a little thinner.

She reached for the latch through her shirt, her fingers tracing the cold metal. She was going to be a hero. She was going to save a life.

She just didn't realize that in saving a life, she was about to sign away her own.
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CHAPTER 2: THE BOY WITH THE EMPTY EYES
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The night before the Exchange, the city of Orizon didn’t sleep. It glowed with an unsettling, feverish intensity.

From her bedroom window, Elina watched the light-ribbons of the transit lines pulse with a deep, rhythmic violet. In the plazas below, crowds gathered for the "Eve of Openings." It was a celebration of the spirit, but to Elina, it felt like a funeral for the person she was about to stop being.

She sat on the edge of her bed, her room filled with the artifacts of a life lived at full volume. There were charcoal sketches pinned to the walls—jagged, emotional landscapes she’d drawn when she was angry or ecstatic. There was a violin in the corner, its wood polished to a mirror shine. There were shelves of books with dog-eared pages, each one a memory of a journey she’d taken without moving a muscle.

Would she still care about the sketches tomorrow? Would the violin just be a hollow box of wood?

A soft knock came at her door. Her father stepped in.

He was a tall man, still handsome, but there was a pervasive stillness about him. It wasn't the stillness of a calm lake; it was the stillness of an empty room. He had given his heart away when Elina was seven. She remembered him before—the man who would lift her onto his shoulders and roar with laughter, the man who would weep at the beauty of a rainy afternoon.

Now, he just smiled. It was a kind smile, but it never quite reached the corners of his face.

"You’re thinking about the boy," he said. His voice was steady, devoid of the jagged edges of worry or the warmth of pride. It was just a statement of fact.

"His name is Malik, Papa," Elina said, clutching her knees to her chest. "He’s dying. He’s a Null."

Her father sat on the end of the bed. He didn't reach out to touch her hand. Givers often struggled with physical touch; it was as if they couldn't quite remember the purpose of the friction. "It is a noble thing to do, Elina. To sustain another is the highest purpose of our design. But you must be sure. The Cold is not a visitor. It is a tenant. Once it moves in, it does not leave."

"Are you happy, Papa?" she asked, a question she had been afraid to ask for a decade.

He looked at the charcoal sketch on her wall—a drawing of a storm over the ocean. "I am not unhappy," he replied. "I am at peace. I remember what it felt like to be afraid, and I remember what it felt like to be in love. I know those things were important. But I no longer have to carry the weight of them. It is... lighter."

"But I don't want to be light," Elina whispered, her voice cracking. "I want to feel the weight. I just don't want him to die."

Her father nodded slowly. "Then you are making a choice. That is the only thing that belongs to us, Elina. Not our hearts, but the choice of where they go."

He stood up and left the room without a goodbye. Givers didn't see the point in long departures. Everything was just a sequence of events.

Elina couldn't stay in the house. The silence of her parents was suffocating. She grabbed a heavy coat, pulled it over her silk shirt, and slipped out the back door.

She needed to see Malik. She needed to see the face of the person she was sacrificing her world for.

The transit to the Western Districts was nearly empty. Most people were heading toward the glowing center of Orizon, not away from it. As the train moved westward, the neon lights faded into flickering amber streetlamps. The "thrum" of the city grew quieter here, replaced by the low, industrial hum of the filtration plants.

The Western Districts were where the "Unused" lived—those whose pulses were too weak to be traded, or those who had given everything away and had nothing left to offer the economy of emotion.

She found the address Malik had given her once, months ago, when they were working on a biology project. It was a crumbling apartment block draped in gray ivy. The air smelled of damp stone and ozone.

She found him on the roof.

He was wrapped in a threadbare blanket, staring out at the distant, glittering skyline of central Orizon. In the darkness, his condition was even more apparent. He looked like a ghost that hadn't quite finished fading.

"You shouldn't be here," Malik said. He didn't turn around. Even his hearing seemed dulled. "The Western Districts aren't safe for a Bright on the Eve of Openings. There are 'Vampires' out tonight."

Elina shivered. "Vampires" was the slang term for those who tried to force an Exchange outside of the Siphon-Stations—desperate people who would snatch a pulse from a stranger to stop their own Fading.

"I had to see you," Elina said, walking to the edge of the roof to stand beside him.

The wind caught her hair, whipping it across her face. She felt the sting of the cold air, the sharpness of the night. She savored it. Tomorrow, the sting might just be a neutral sensation.

Malik turned to look at her. In the moonlight, his eyes were terrifying. They were large, pale, and entirely devoid of the "Glimmer"—the tiny, dancing spark of light that sat in the center of every healthy person’s pupil. Looking into his eyes was like looking into an abandoned well. There was no reflection. No depth. Just a flat, white void.

"Why me, Elina?" he asked. "There are thousands of Nulls. There are millions of people suffering. Why give your life to a boy you barely know?"

"Because I saw you," she said simply. "Everyone else looks through you, Malik. They see a statistic. They see a 'Null.' I see a boy who tries to pick up his books even when his hands won't work. I see someone who still looks at the stars even when he can't feel their light."

Malik looked away, his jaw tightening. "It’s a waste. You’re a Bright. You have a High-Pulse. I can hear it from here."

"You can?"

"It’s like a drum," he whispered, a hint of genuine emotion—pain—flickering in his voice. "It’s so loud it hurts. It’s like standing next to a fire when you’re made of ice. It reminds me of everything I don't have. Everything I’ll never be."

"You will be," she promised. "Tomorrow, at noon. My pulse will be yours. You’ll be able to run. You’ll be able to feel the sun. You’ll be able to... to love someone."

Malik reached out. His fingers hovered near her chest, over the silver latch. He didn't touch her, but she felt the sudden, violent pull of his emptiness. It was like a magnetic North, and her heart was the needle, desperate to point toward him.

"Do you know what happens to the heart of a Bright when it goes into a Null?" Malik asked, his voice dropping to a rasp.

"It saves them," Elina said.

"It changes," Malik corrected. "It has to work ten times harder to fill the void. It burns hot. It burns fast. And the person who gave
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