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Caution: Reading ahead will contain spoilers. Use as a supplement to the experience.

ANGLIA:  a race of people marked by their paper-white skin and hair. Eyes are typically light-colored and can even manifest as pink or red.

Arts: a non-Guild sub-faction career path that includes crafters of all kinds, entertainers, guides, storytellers, and musicians. 

Ascendia: the Engineering capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent. 

Audioxine: an illicit street drug, claimed to be crafted by the Yeunish and circulated to the youth.

Audun: the capitol city of Roseaarde. Officials control the activities of the northern continent and the southern morass.

Beast Tamer: an enhanced version of a Shepherd, only present in the Yeunish.

Black eneris (obsenis forturum): life essence that comes from a failed pull. It can be used as ink or if corrupted, can become toxic.

Blood fish: Carnivorous fish that generally live in deeper parts of the sea.

Blue eneris (lapis piscus): the life essence that is pulled from aquatic creatures.

Breach: the festering rot at a root of Great Tree sealed shut by Maron Valoa’brenga.

Cap 1 and Cap 2: periods of time marking the beginning and end of each year.

Celerity: the Reader capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent.

Chitter Birds: Small, quick and dark colored birds that can swarm. They are known for being early risers and waking citizens in the desert with their calls.

Chromatis hominum: a special kind of essence pulled from a Weggevens skin walker midway between human and animal.

Cirv’e: the beast of the breach and tormentor.

Corl: small fishing town south of Kanckette on the coast where the border blends with the southern continent. The town is widely ignored by Audun, and its residents live off the land rather than ration blocks.

Danashi: a race of people marked by their dark skin and hair. They can have any color eyes, including hazel and dark brown.

Desert Maelstrom: the annual energy storm that occurs in the middle of the span that begins around day 140 (middle of period X) and ends around day 180 (beginning of Split 2).

Deygo Lilac: Multicolored flowers that bloom just before the maelstrom. Pleasant scent.

Draught: also known as a “pot,” these are solutions crafted by Formulators.

E-disk: a communication device popular with the citizens of Roseaarde. Its functions vary from making calls to sending QuickChats, watching holofilms, and performing daily tasks, such as depositing plats.

Elementalist: a new type of Weggevens that manifests as the controlling of elements. Ayala is a fire-based elementalist and Quint is an ice-based elementalist. The power is strong and capable of rapidly draining the host if used for a prolonged period.

Eletonk: a species of large land mammal typically residing in the desert.

Eneris: the essence of life pulled from recently deceased (or living) organisms.

Engineer: a Guild member who can sense the potential of materials to craft technology.

Flash ink: a type of tech text meant to disappear once the intended reader takes in the message.

Formulator: a Guild member who can sense the potential of eneris and other formulations to craft draughts.  

Foscan: a race of people marked by their grayish-tan skin, black hair, and white eyes. Foscans were accused of rebelling against Audun hundreds of years ago and have been forced to serve as slaves for various households and businesses.

Giltberries: A special gold-colored berry that’s been extinct for ages.

Gold eneris (auris hominum): a special essence that comes from a Reaper who pulls their own. Extremely rare and widely not practiced.

Great Tree: an ancient tree that used to grow at the northeast tip of the North continent. It has since burned to ash.

Green eneris (verdigris plantum): the life essence that is pulled from plant material.

G-scan: a tech device that uses a touch of blood along with a fingerprint to determine genetic markers, as well as any hidden Guild talent. Eloria was subject to a G-scan when receiving her diagnosis, and Lor was given a G-scan when confirming his Yeunish identity (not explicitly stated in the text).

Guild (see Engineer, Formulator, Reader, Reaper, Shepherd): a special title given to individuals who attend the Heart Island program and leave with a special ability.

Guild Central: the Eastern branch of the Seven Cities, commonly abbreviated GC. Working at GC means living in the apartment halls, with all expenses paid. Working hours are, however, long.

Haerow: a small coastal area known to draw individuals seeking private, and oftentimes salacious vacations.

Hanso Fruit: A type of island fruit with a sweet smell and bitter flavor. The residents of Heart Island are fond of the aroma, and it is ever present at the resort.

Holoconfetti: a special virtual confetti used in celebrations to reduce litter.

Holofilm: a type of entertainment loved by everyone, starring non-Guild members of the Art faction of storytelling.

Holopic: an image viewable at 270 degrees.

Howie Rod: a popular construction piece meant for sturdy buildings. Made of metal.

Igni: an extinct race of people who were former guardians of the Great Tree.

Ivory Saltpeter: a white eneris-based formulation invented by Jack that acts as a mild poison and potential explosive, depending on use. Dill shoots Hammer with Ivory Saltpeter to weaken his strongman ability.

Jaune Spirit: a yellow phial invented by Jack that gives the user an intense burst of energy. Dill used the phial in the cavern tussle.

Jumper: a type of on and off-roading vehicle with large spherical tires that can rotate in all directions. Popular choice as a taxi vehicle.

Kanckette (a.k.a “tent city”): the only city in the desert zone known as the Span. Kanckette is the last train stop, as the Desert Maelstrom always destroyed any further travel east. A band of people live under the tracks in a series of tents, usually collecting any discarded items from the station above to use.

Lapis Evening: a Yeunish sleep aid draught invented by Jack. Used by the team to keep Hare sedated.

Last Grudge: an offensive phial invented by Jack and using Fowler’s chromatis, tossing the formulation creates a multi-colored windstorm intense enough to cut like razors. Anything caught in its path is obliterated. Crow was a victim of the draught.

Law: a non-Guild sub-faction career path that includes roundsmen, judges, officials, and barristers.

Leaper: a small amphibious creature inhabiting the Southern Morass. Not edible.

Medicine: a non-Guild sub-faction career path that includes medics, observers, apothecarians, and advisers.

Mesaman: a race of people marked by their tanned and ruddy complexions. The most diverse race, their hair can range from light to dark, with eyes typically light and no darker than hazel.

Milaris: the Formulator capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent.

Mount Gehenna: the towering mountain on the northeastern tip of the North continent. It is known for its black sands and constant guard.

Nazagora: Dark alien creatures that inhabit the morass. Predatory, but edible with body parts that grow back. Amphibious.

Newslite: an old-fashioned news delivery format requiring a subscription.

Non-Guild (see Arts, Law, Medicine): any profession that doesn’t fall into the Seven Cities’ definition of prestige.

Noxeine (a.k.a. “Klik”): a recreational substance mostly used by teens for a numbing high. Hare claimed his childhood crush, Tilly, traded sexual favors for the drug.

Oatcress: a ration block consisting of oats and protein.

Obsidia: the Reaper capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent.

Orange eneris (naranis corpum): the life essence that is pulled from a specific species of fruit.

Pandemonia: the Weggevens capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent.

Patch: crafted from ancient tech and a silver alternative, the patch is a device surgically attached to a Weggevens to prevent the drain. Invented by Verena and using Jack’s alternative silver, the patch is proprietary and not shared with the Seven Cities.

Pau’tan virus: a type of infection that became a pandemic in Lor’s early years and took many lives. The cities now have a cure.

Peakwood: a mid-sized city just outside the peninsula of the Seven Cities. Lor’s hometown.

Phial: a specialized glass vessel used to collect eneris for Reapers or to store draughts for Formulators.

Phillo bloom: a pink bloom in tropical areas with a light perfumy aroma that goes well with the scent of hanso. Flowers are not edible.

Plat: the system of cash, with the symbol of pL.

Pohay’an: a small tourist location north of the Seven Cities and nestled in the mountains. Location of the famous ivory forests and hot springs, and home to Val when not serving in the program.

Puck: a species of fish.

Purple eneris (purpuris porum): the life essence that is pulled from any purple-colored plant.

QuickChat: a message sent to another user via e-disk.

Reader: a Guild member who has the ability to read minds. Skilled members can even push ideas and thoughts. Gaining the ability naturally isn’t as common as a Shepherd spending plat to earn special training.

Reaper: a Guild member with the ability to pull life force (eneris) from any recently deceased (or living) thing. Other abilities granted to a Reaper have been shrouded in mystery.

Reaper’s gold: the gold eneris within a Reaper, extractable only by self, or by tough metal gloves employed by the cities made with enhanced tech.

Red eneris (roujis emporum): the life essence that is pulled from land creatures.

Red Mash: an offensive phial invented by Jack that absorbs through the skin and erodes in a series of large blisters. Used to attack Hammer in the cavern.

Roseaarde: the world.

Runner: a type of Weggevens ability that grants super speed to the user.

Sarga Fruit: a type of yellow fruit that is sometimes sent in rations. They’re juicy, fitting in the palm of the hand, and are a favorite of Lor’s.  

Saxeroot: a root vegetable, blue in color, that’s been thought to be extinct for centuries.

Second sun: a purple-colored sun that rises at the 24th hour and lasts a standard hour.

Seven Cities (see Ascendia, Audun, Celerity, Milaris, Obsidia, Pandemonia, and Wild Crag): the cluster of cities on the western bank of the Northern continent that serve as governmental rule for Roseaarde, consisting of representatives for each Guild house. 

Shepherd: a Guild member with the ability to communicate with animals.

Silver eneris (argenis hominum): a special type of essence that comes from humans.

Skin walker, or skin changer: a type of Weggevens ability that grants the ability to transform into an animal to the user.

Southern Morass: a second continent loosely attached to the North by stretches of sand banks. The morass is a bog-like zone where the cities banish the Yeunish to die.

Span: the entire middle section of the Northern continent, covered in desert and mostly uninhabitable except for the city of Kanckette. Several encampments litter the sand underneath the trains, and the vast poverty of the zone has bred brigands.

Split 1 and Split 2: the periods of time in the middle sections of the year.  

Storyteller: a non-Guild profession in Entertainment. Someone who acts in holofilms.

Strongman: a type of Weggevens ability that grants inhuman strength to the user.

Trega’s Sky: a city on the West coast, just north of Peakwood, where most holofilms are made. A very affluent city.

Two-mind: a type of Weggevens ability that involves the attachment of another “mind” to the user. Known to possess secrets of the dead. Highly deadly affliction.

Valoan (see void brothers): a cult group of members who forsake bonding with the Maker in favor of worshipping the breach.

Vegemeal: a ration block consisting of a variety of vegetable and fruit matter compressed together.

Verdigris Biosore: a deadly phial that can degrade the flesh rapidly. Its intensity depends on the strength or weakness of its victim. Pigeon was killed with a needle of biosore, and Hare was threatened with it.

Verdigris Mend: a potent and almost instant healing draught invented by Jack, that uses a small drop of Reaper’s gold to formulate. Used to mend Verena after her attack, Gale after his attack, Hare after getting punched, and Lor after being shot by Crow.

V-Note: a touch sensitive tablet that is widely used as a job-related recording system. Lor uses a V-Note to capture his visions when reaping, and medics use V-notes to record patient data.

Void brothers (see Valoan): a cult group of members who forsake bonding with the Maker in favor of worshipping the breach.

Volatile: a new type of Weggevens with random and serious outcomes. Each one has a unique second personality that can come out in violent ways, often resulting in the death of the host.  

Waterbird: a species of bird that congregates around larger bodies of water.

Weggevens (see runner, strongman, skin walker/changer, two-mind, volatile, elementalist): a Guild member with an unpredictable outcome. Whatever the outcome, the ability is volatile and has consequences for the user.

White eneris (witis volatus): the life essence that is pulled from air creatures.

Witis Rejuvenate: an important drug invented by Jack to help treat a Weggevens suffering from life drain.

Wild Crag: the Shepherd capital of Roseaarde. It lies in a cluster with the other seven cities on the western bank of the North continent.

X: the period of time in the middle of the year, marking the beginning of the Desert Maelstrom.

Yeuni / Yeunish: a race of people born by the Anglia and Foscan. Their kind is hunted and banished to the southern morass for reasons lost to history.
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WAVES OF DESERT HEAT pulsed over Loren’s skin, but all he felt was cold. He strained to sense his surroundings, seeing wave after wave of yellow dust blowing over the dunes. A grinding static muffled his eardrums, drowning out the screams of his friend. 

None of his books had ever taught him this. No book ever told him what it was like to die.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART 1



[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lor and his Dad

Loren
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“LOREN B. TURTINGAS! Get up here, now!” Gale’s voice found its way through the thick basement door, jumping down the steps two at a time and rolling into Lor’s dreamy ears. He yawned and turned on a small techlight perched on his nightstand. Its white light painted the crude and splintered wooden surface.

A thick and dusty manual titled Guide for the Non-Guild Faction of Law: Roundsmen sat like a boring brick on the nightstand. Pages poked out from the sides as if desperate to escape their own binding, and a stained wet ring encircled the word Law. 

Next to the book, his fingers flopped over a small black disk the size of his palm, and he drew a series of taps on the slick shell. A holopic of his QuickChat sprayed from the disk and hovered. No messages, no calls, no friends. 

“Coming!” he shouted back up the stairs.

He had overslept again. Yawning once more, he swung his legs over the side of his hard mattress, throwing aside a padded woolen comforter inlaid with silver threads—a lavish gift his sister, Eva, had purchased from a Shepherd in Audun.

Loren dragged his feet to the base of the stairs and flipped on the main light. A golden hue bathed the area, transforming his ordinary bedroom into what his stepfather always told him resembled a dingy smoking den. He never agreed with that assessment. To him, it was cozy and quaint. He would never leave if he had a choice. 

An oversized dark red chair and three tall bookcases crowded the far corner at the foot of the bed. The bookcases were filled with tomes of all shapes and sizes in a rainbow of colors tinted by the golden cast of the light.

He rummaged through the closet with white socks pulled over his calves and a loose left toe that folded over the tip of his foot. Loren chose a wrinkled, plain black shirt to pull down over his messy hair and a pair of stained tan pants and brown boots scuffed all over the toe. Gale always told him he had a laziness in his walk that he couldn’t quite put his finger on, and that was why he wore his boots and socks out too fast. 

He slid the black disk in his back pocket and checked the mirror. Light gray eyes set into a ruddy face, and a mess of ash blond hair stared back at him. 

“Loren! Get up here!” Gale shouted again, as loud as the first time.

The blond mop on his head flopped over a sweaty brow, which he slicked back with a wet palm. The stairs protested under his boots in squeaks and fits as he lay leaden steps over them. Reluctantly, he made his way upstairs and into reality. 

Light slapped his tired eyes when he opened the door leading to the main house. A stark white hall stretched before him toward the kitchen. Digital pictures decorated the walls, which cycled through images of the family, places they’d visited, and his stepfather’s medic friends. Only one holopic of Loren and Gale together had been programmed into the cycle of images, and it wouldn’t show when he walked through the hall.

The frames blinked and strobed through their cycles, which made him dizzy. He focused on his feet to drive him forward through the hall until he stepped onto the marble tile flecked with gold. A serious, middle-aged man with thick-rimmed glasses sat at a wide island counter with an assortment of many tools lying next to him. They were impeccably vertical, with an occasional tube-based tool wrapped in a spiral and fixed neatly in place. They were all pointing at Loren.

“How many times have I told you not to walk around in the house with your shoes on? Take them off.” 

“Yes, sir.” Loren slid his droopy socks from the boots and shuffled toward Gale, who glanced up at Loren and shook his head. 

Their small house servant stood in the corner of the kitchen, watching the pair still as stone. She was a Foscan, eerie and beautiful. Dag the Small, Gale called her, in the tradition of assigning bastard names to Foscan rebels. She was far from any rebel. Lor only knew her as meek and fragile, with ethereal beauty in unblemished pale gray skin, shiny black hair, and those indescribable eyes. Like a typical Foscan, her eyes were white, catching the light at angles that gave them the appearance of an inner glow. He swore he saw those reflections in the darkness of his room at times. 

Gale rustled a newslite paper in his fist. His studied gaze peered over the top of the paper at Loren’s wrinkled shirt and stained pants. “You look like a slob,” he said.

“I need to do laundry,” Loren responded, settling into the chair opposite Gale.

A trio of chirps emitted from the black disk sitting near the tools, identical to the one in Loren’s pocket. Gale’s dark brown eyes continued to study him over the glasses, then he held up a finger. 

Yes, of course I’ll wait. Lor sighed.

Gale pressed the center of the disk, and a holopic slung out in front of them. 

“Go for Gale,” he said.

“Hey, Gale, we are going to need you in about two standard hours.” The holopic buzzed in a robotic, stilted voice.

“Right. Be there in one and a half.”

“Heard. Donnelly out.”

Gale pressed the center again, and the disk sucked the holopic into its core. He sighed and set his glasses on the counter, rubbing his face pink.

“Lor,” he said, tapping the newslite paper resting on the counter, “have you given any more thought to the program?”

Gale called him by his nickname. Lor knew this game well—it was a manipulation tactic. 

“I have,” Lor said as he ran his hand across the smooth stone edge, activating the center of the countertop. A pair of sliding doors hissed open, revealing a maw in the middle of the counter, and a tray of the day’s rations rose from the center. 

Among the bland blocks of oatcress and vegemeal, there was a bowl of yellow sarga fruit, which he snatched the second he saw them. The plump fruit was soft in his hand, and he took a big, wet bite.

Lor smacked his lips. “But what would I do without these fine rations to start each glorious day?”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full. And try to conserve those, yeah?”

He plucked a piece of toast from the neat stack sitting next to the bowl of fruit and flicked his hand across the sensor again. The food plinth descended into its refrigerated holding cell as the doors snapped shut.

“I’m serious, Lor. It’s important that you at least try to join the program. The next class begins nine months from now, after the Desert Maelstrom, and it’s not too late to register.”

Lor swallowed the rest of his fruit. He stared at the toast in his hand, debating whether to stuff it in his mouth and delay his answer, but he knew it would be trouble for him. Then it would be back to being called Loren B. Turtingas.

“I-I just really think I’d be better suited in... Law. Sir.”

Gale pushed his chair back and gaped at Lor.

“Law? Are you serious? What kind of Law?”

This wasn’t what he wanted to discuss today. He didn’t want to discuss it any day.

“Well, I was reading about roundsmen, and I—"

“Absolutely not!” Gale slammed a pencil down on the counter that Lor didn’t see him holding. “Do you want to end up like that kid Gregory?”

“He wasn’t a kid, Dad. I’m pretty sure he was your age.”

“Whatever, he was just a kid when I was a kid.” Gale jabbed a thumb at his chest. “My point stands. Do you want to end up like him?”

“No, but roundsmen work is tricky, and Gregory messed up, right? I’ve been researching the role, and I think that—"

“I said no.”

Lor knew the conversation was over. He swiped the toast and crammed the whole piece in his mouth. Gale pretended Gregory’s death didn’t bother him, but it did. He rarely talked about the guy, but Lor knew he meant something to him at some point long ago. The name had come up for the first time shortly after his mother died while Lor was still young. He had wandered near the bedroom while Gale talked about the incident with someone over the phone. It was the first time he had seen the shimmer of a tear in his stepfather’s eye... and the last.

“Look, Eva is happy in her city and she is thriving. I only want the same for you. You understand that, don’t you?”

Dry toast seized his tongue, and he wriggled his jaw to position the partially soggy ball under his teeth. The wad of bread finally broke down enough to swallow a piece without choking.

“I guess so.”

“Besides, if you don’t develop a gift, you can still be a part of one of the many other non-Guild memberships out there.”

“You mean like Law?”

“Stop it.”

“Isn’t it expensive? I don’t want to fail and waste plats.”

“Don’t worry about plats.”

Lor stared just beyond Gale’s shoulder through the window. The Audun capitol tower stood in the far distance, barely visible against the clear horizon—such an innocent-looking thing to serve as the puppet master of all seven cities. 

“I don’t want to fail.”

“You won’t fail.”

“Like you did?” He shouldn’t have said that.

Why did I say that?

Gale glared at him. His mouth zipped up so tight he could crush a hunk of rock between those lips and pull out a diamond. He straightened his collar and ran a hand over the side of his balding head, blowing a puff of air from that tight mouth making an angry whistle.

“I didn’t mean that,” Lor said, tucking his hands in his lap. The words may as well have been a middle finger.

Dag the Small watched them while in her corner, waiting for the tea kettle in Gale’s head to explode. He scared her. He always scared her. She shifted her weight, moving for the first time since Lor arrived in the kitchen. 

Gale rose slowly, backing out from the counter and pushing his chair snugly against the stone.

“You had better watch your tone, Loren.”

“S-Sorry, sir. I was just trying to tell you that I’m afraid to fail.”

“Doesn’t matter now.” Gale clicked his tongue. “I’m signing you up for the program, so you find a way to deal with that and swallow your pride.”

Lor’s heart sank. Three words were all it took to course-correct his future. 

Like you did? What were you thinking?

“I have to go, they need me. Figure it out, Loren.”

With a final huff, Gale stormed past the servant, who flinched when he left the kitchen. Lor noticed her watching him with her eerie white gaze.

“Stop it,” he said.

***
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Nine months to figure it out. 

Lor slid down the stairs to his bedroom and plopped on his red reading chair. The passage of time between that moment and leaving for Heart Island would be an unmeasurable drag. He prayed for the Desert Maelstrom to blow away the island and take the program with it. He knew very little about the school and had no desire to find his “gift.” It all seemed a little woo-woo to him, with all the channeling and meditations. There was also rumor of a commune cult on the same island.

One thing he knew for sure was that the program was not far from the black sands of Mount Gehenna. Eva’s first letters to him while she was in the program obsessed over her fear of the mountain. Eventually, she stopped writing about that and focused on how misunderstood the area was. Her language morphed into an aloofness that gave Lor even more pause about the brainwashing program. 

He leaned over to study the books on his shelf, searching for anything that might give him insight on what he was getting into.  Cycles and Tradition, Roundsmen Duties Unusual Flora and Fauna of Northern Budge The History and Annals of Guild Abilities and Memberships: Formative Years, Tome 1 How to Relate to Others and Maintain Relationships Medical Marvels and the Salvation Behind Them Well-Rounded Rations and the Kurb Diet: What They Don’t Tell You. 

Lor sighed. At least nothing on this small shelf was of any use.

The one thing that baked his mind was the sheer cost of the program, with no guarantee of success. The price of prestige was steep, and he didn’t want it. 

Why stick it near Mount Gehenna?

Why would Gale want to spend plats to put me through a program that might fail us both?

Eva was lucky to find a home with the Engineers in Ascendia. Gale was so proud of her when she discovered her gift, as it brought more social credit to the household. Lor always found it odd that something like Guild work was praised higher than what Gale did, which was saving lives as a medic.

Lor slumped back in the chair, pulling Cycles and Tradition, Roundsman Duties from the bookshelf. He flipped through the musty pages to a dog-eared corner that marked a chapter on dress. Law had his heart, and it was free to learn at Peakwood Academy just down the road. He could live at home, save money, and learn what he wanted, when he wanted.

He tried to remember his conversation with Eva when she came back from the program. She had an implant, and that didn’t sit well with him.

Eva showed him the lump under her skin. “It’s how they unlock your gift.”

“It’s kinda big.” He poked it, watching it slither around under her skin. 

“Yeah, it hurt at first, but I don’t feel it anymore. They do it right on your second day, so you have plenty of time to heal.”

“How long does it take for you to find out?”

“Find out what?”

“You know... whether you belong to a Guild?”

“Oh, it depends on the person. It took me about a month, which the guide said was on the longer side.”

“Well, what do you do for the other five months that you are there if a month is a long time?”

“That is when we practice using our gift. Trust me, it takes some getting used to.” She smiled at that, a wistful look in her eye she didn’t explain further. Lor didn’t ask—he didn’t care.

It wasn’t long after that she got the call from Ascendia with an offer from the Seven Cities. Her acceptance marked the moment her shadow cast long and dark over Lor.
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Silver Secrets


[image: ]


A SWEET AROMA HUNG in the air. Powdered black sand mixed with natural grains spilled into the cavern through a small crack in the wall. Blue luminescence coated the walls and the vegetation all around. A singularity of mustard-colored brightness poked through a subtle crack in the ceiling. The room softly quaked, allowing natural sand to slip in through the wall crack, making a translucent veil that hissed to the ground.

“Were you followed?” A coarse man in a long yellow duster with gray scruff and scarlet-brown eyes glared at the hooded figure strolling into the cavern. The figure swiped at the cloak’s fabric, flicking sand from the fibers.

“No, I’ve got Book with me.” 

Another figure covering their head with their cloak moved from behind, taking a seat on one of the many rocks littered throughout the blue cave. She sat between an older woman in a linen duster and a jittery younger man.

The cavern shook again, more sand pouring through the crack.

“How much time do we have?” The boorish man flicked open a small, tear-shaped black device.

“Not long. The storm will end soon.”

“Let’s get on with it then.” He motioned for the figure to sit.

“I’ll stand,” the figure said.

“Suit yourself.”

“Is everyone here?”

“Just waitin’ on you, luv.” Another burly man came from the shadows, glinting black modifier tech from between his teeth.

“Very good, Crow,” the figure said, flicking off the hood to reveal long hair underneath and a pair of ruby dust goggles over her face.

“The time is almost here, beloved,” she addressed the group. 

A low murmur spread through the cavern, echoing deep into the cold void. She peered upward to look for stray tawny bats. She was not in the mood to deal with the little bloodsuckers. 

“Pigeon, what do we know so far?” she asked the woman.

The older woman with the linen duster leaned heavily to the left—a crooked back cursed by age but exacerbated by a kick to the side from an ornery cud-chewer as a child.

Pigeon made silent hand motions, parting her lips and wagging her tongue in the gap of the ghost of her front teeth. She made wet clicking noises while attempting to push words out of a broken mouth.

“She says ther’s room for th’ Locksmith,” Crow translated Pigeon’s silent language.

“Excellent. What about you, Crow? Are you prepared?”

“Aye, ’smith. Got a new gadge just waitin’ to use. It’s a snipin’ splitter.” The hairy man grinned with his mouthful of black teeth. He held out a tube with dials and buttons. Crow was not shy with his gift, replacing a new body part with increasing intensity. No one in the group could imagine a man of his size squeezing from Pigeon’s womb.

“Can’t wait,” Locksmith said sarcastically, “try not to overdo it this time.”

The Crow sniggered. “No such thing as too much’a good thing, luv.”

“Where’s Hare?” she asked.

“Here, here, I’m here.” The attractive but jittery younger man sat up from the rock next to the girl called Book. “Don’t squeeze me just yet.”

“What makes you think I’d do that?” she asked.

He shrugged.

“Do you need a kick?”

“I’m good, I’m good. Cricket keeps me stocked. I can run wherever.”

He plunked back down on the rock, shaking a leg. His shoulders twitched, and he scratched at his neck. Wild, curly hair crowned his head, permanently dusted yellow by sand. Blue goggles propped above his brow, framing a ruddy face with permanent tan lines encircling his eyes.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You seem... twitchy,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good, don’t worry about me.”

“Okay then... Book?” She strolled to the girl she came in with.

“Yes, ma’am. How can I help?” A small, stout girl peered up at the Locksmith through thick-lensed glasses that amplified her eyes.

“My little prodigy. There’s a chance I might need access. Can you do that?”

“I think so.” Book’s eyes flicked to a man sitting on the ground, then back at the Locksmith. “It might be hard if there are more than one at a time.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure of that.”

“Thanks, ma’am.”

Locksmith paced in front of the crew, shooting the occasional glare at the man sitting on the ground.

“It won’t be long, everyone. My match is close, and we’ll be able to peel that slime from the breach very soon. But it will have to be in a year’s time.”

The cavern groaned a discordant vibration upward, rousing a few tawny bats. They squeaked but stayed put.

“Quiet. You knew what this was.”

“How do you know your match will even agree to the plan? Some punk kid won’t even know their ass from the breach.”

“Don’t push it, Hammer.”

Hammer raised hands in surrender.

“Hey, Locksmith.” A spindly tall man stepped from the shadows, sidling up to Hare. “I don’t know if these concoctions will stay fresh that long.”

The man’s spider-like fingers tapped the sides of skinny legs. He wore a white cloak with jaundiced patches of sand dust staining the surface and mingled with other colorful filth.

“Make more, Cricket,” she said.

The slender man studied her under black goggles. A long, pale face and dark curtain of hair framed his cheeks. He pursed his small mouth.

“Do you have any idea what it takes to make some of these pots?” he said.

Locksmith pondered his dilemma, tapping her lip with a forefinger. “Okay. I can get your silver. Just let me figure that out.”

Locksmith had found Cricket years ago, orphaned in a track camp under the Span. He was a child then—living in squalor under the trains carrying unwary passengers to and from the capitol. Someone loved him once. They loved him enough to give him a name. I’m just Cricket, he told her when they met. His face was just as pale and angular then, with slight fat from youth and a pair of black goggles, squeezed firmly against his eyes. And why do they call you that? She bent down to his level, and he shrugged. Because I’m lucky!

Ever since, he had been almost a son to her. Even now, with the cruelty of adulthood, her affection for him was a disease in her veins. She couldn’t help but crack a smile at her boy. Her disturbing spider boy.

He bobbed his head, moving with an uncanny fluidity that could prickle the hair on the neck. He slinked back into the shadow, disappearing into its depths.

Locksmith peered back down at the man sitting cross-legged in the sand—the same man that Book had peered at earlier. The others followed her gaze, staring down at him as well. He wore a brown duster with an ornate glittering clasp at the chest. His goggles parked on top of his head with a fancy chromatic hue. His attention was on the ground, poking at glowing blue algae. Unaware of the attention, she finally cleared her throat.

“Bat,” she said.

His name echoed through the cavern, and he jolted upright, brushing the folds from his cloak.

“Y-yes, ma’am. H-how can I help?”

“That’s quite an accessory you have there. And those goggles? Where are they from? Audun?”

“I, u-uh, I don’t r-remember, ma’am.”

She paced thoughtfully in front of him, not taking her eyes from his face.

“Very interesting. You see, I don’t seem to remember you owning such delightful items at the start of our relationship.”

“They a-ah were a g-gift, ma’am. Y-yes, a gift.” His hands shook in his lap.

“A gift? From whom? Surely not from anyone here.” She motioned to the group.

“A-ah, u-uhm.” His eyes darted around the room.

“Are you aware, my fine friend, that your intel on the Island was in fact, misleading?” She drew out the last word.

“W-what do you m-mean by that, ma’am? I d-did what you asked with the man.”

“Oh, Bat, Bat, Bat... you didn’t follow instructions, and went to the wrong target. A Weggevens two-mind at that.”

He gulped, sitting up straight and scooting back. 

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“Yes, see, that’s the rub, isn’t it? You probably would have known if you hadn’t been working behind our backs to line your own pockets. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I, well, I don’t know what you mean, ma’am.”

She paced through the sand, tipping a graceful toe one after the other as her cloak trailed behind her. She moved to an unheard beat inside her head, swishing her arms back and forth before her. She moved with the breeze, bobbing and swaying with graceful fluid movements. Hammer stood upright, watching her with renewed interest.

As a young child, she suffered disappointment at the hands of her parents. Her former match abandoned her. Her mentor failed to explain the depths to which she could travel with her ability. So she stole his gold and fled as a wanderer until years passed and no one knew her name. She used the dance to recharge her soul.

She turned an ear to the depths of the cavern, cupping a hand around it. The tiniest squeak came from the darkness.

“Do you know what I think?” she said with all the calmness of an activated bomb.

“W-what’s that, ma’am?” His eyes were round and wet.

More squeaks echoed in the depths.

“I think we have enough bats in this cave.”

Bat opened his mouth to speak, but Locksmith leapt at him with a dancer’s grace. He desperately clawed at the ground to back away, but he was no match. She grabbed the bare flesh of his arm, freezing him in place. He let out a staccato chirp, much like the animals clinging to the ceiling. 

His left eye rolled upward to the back of his skull, and the whites glistened pale yellow. The other light hazel eye, flecked with bits of brown and beautiful any other day, glazed over and cracked. They sank into their sockets, giving rise to a shimmering liquid pool.

The room quaked as more sand poured inside. She ground her teeth, rage coloring her cheeks to a pink flush. 

The violence excited Hammer. He panted at it, igniting his own anger. He lusted for her with a smile on his lips, cracking thick knuckles that popped to the beat of Bat’s body breaking in her clutches. 

She pulled her hand away from his arm, seeing a wash of the same shimmering liquid from his eye sockets smeared over his skin and collected in her hand.

She snatched an empty canteen from her hip, cupping her hand over the opening and funneling the fluid into it. She returned for seconds and thirds as Bat’s body morphed into a dried husk, folding in on itself.

The glittering clasp holding his cloak thunked into the blue algae. Bat’s head caved in, loosening the chromatic goggles over a pruned head. They tipped over his flattened nose, and the strap fell into a cracked open mouth, silently screaming into the void.

Crow bent over to pick up the fancy clasp and handed it to Pigeon. She accepted the gift with wrinkled fingers and pinned it to her duster. Her smile showcased the hollow gap at her son.

Hare stole the chromatic goggles and laughed. Hammer swiped at his collar, staring at Locksmith red-faced and hot.

Satisfied with the pull, Locksmith whipped her head back, wiping a slick of sweat from her brow as she took in several shallow breaths. Strands of hair clung to the sides of her pink cheeks. She corked the canteen and wagged it toward the group. Thick liquid sloshed up the sides. While gripping the neck, she pointed it toward Cricket.

“Hey, Cricket. Here’s your silver.”

The man crawled from the shadows and approached her. She shoved the canteen in Cricket’s hands.

“Everyone get out! Except you, Hammer. Take care of me right now.” She panted.

“Yes, ma’am!” He breathed heavily, throwing off his cloak.
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Traveling with Animals

Loren
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TODAY WAS THE DAY. 

The Desert Maelstrom died down, and the program awaited Lor’s tuition money.

“I’m not going to repeat myself, Loren. Get your bags and hurry up—our tickets have us departing in a standard hour!” Gale’s voice carried down to the basement bedroom like always. 

It was a shame he couldn’t bring any of his books. 

Lor took in the golden room resembling a smoking den. He had six months in the program to either succeed or fail. Failure was his desired outcome. That way, he could pursue what he actually wanted to do. He would deal with the guilt of wasted plats another day. 

The woolen blanket from Eva hung at the corner of his bed and glistened at the silver filigree. Something so simple as a covering like this one probably cost a small fortune. If he didn’t fail, he could at least look forward to earning a decent income as a Guilder.

He would miss that blanket. He thought maybe he could write to her too while he was away... but then he remembered he never took down her address.

Taking one last look at his cozy den, he sighed and slogged up the stairs to the white hallway covered in flashing picture frames. Any other time he would zero in on the floor and race through the hall to avoid the strobing effect, but today he procrastinated. Strolling through, he tried to catch some of the images. Gale with his med partner, Eva with her diploma, his mother with them at the beach... so many random photos flashed in succession. One particular frame grabbed his attention. 

It was a simple black frame, but the pictures inside were of his childhood. An image of him and Eva at the park cycled to one of him sitting in Gale’s lap. His stepfather was happier then, with a full head of hair and handsome features showing teeth in a wide grin. Before he got a good look at happier times with him, the image flashed over to one Lor never remembered seeing before. 

It was him as a newborn in the lap of Dag the Small. A smile painted her face, giving her already stunning features a touch of magic. She gazed down at him in her lap, and he to her with the bottle propped between soft gums. The image hit him weird. He didn’t realize she had been a part of the family since he was born. The picture suggested she’d been there even before, and the fact he had never seen this picture baffled him. He leaned in for a closer look, when the image melted into one of his mother holding hands with a young Eva at some park in Etherton.

“Loren?” Gale called out. 

Lor jumped at the noise, grabbing his duffel and noticing he was wearing his shoes. Gale would kill him if he didn’t take them off. Slipping out of them, he then hooked two fingers at the heel to carry them the rest of the way to the front door.

Gale stood at the door, arms folded tight across his chest with a deep scowl etched into his face. Seeing him like that was a jarring contrast to the images on the wall. Lor shuffled through the entryway, glancing at a dark corner to see Dag’s shimmering eyes in the shadow. She traced him with those white eyes as he drifted past. 

After seeing that photo, he couldn’t help but run through memories of her in their home. As long as he knew her, she never smiled or spoke. What changed between then and now?

Gale windmilled his arm to beckon Lor forward faster. He slipped over the tile in socks, nearly twisting an ankle. The duffel slapped his leg as he ran, rocking his balance from the weight inside. 

“About time,” Gale said, stretching an arm outside for Lor to follow.

Lor stepped outside to slip his shoes back on and waited for Gale to lock up.

“We’re taking a jumper to the station,” Gale said, grabbing the duffel from Lor and hoisting it over a shoulder. Lor followed without a word.

Jumpers were a standard feature in the cities, but Lor had never been on the train, and that’s what made him nervous. Most Guild members used the train to travel between the seven cities in a loop around and through Audun. Others rode it to the east side of the budge for business. 

Lor took the long walk to the end of the street, when their jumper squealed around the corner. A fat spherical front tire screeched to a halt in front of them. In the driver’s seat, a dirty Danashi man with thick black dreads made a checkered grin at the pair.

“I’ll take that.” He tugged the duffel from Gale, circling to the back of the jumper where a single cargo hold sat above a squat rear tire. 

The Danashi led Lor to the back seat; a cozy two-seater guaranteed to make the ride uncomfortable with his legs pressed against his stepfather. The hot stench of metal and animal hide filled the cramped cabin, and Lor could only hope the ride wouldn’t be long enough to cause his long legs to cramp.

“Station eight, right?” the Danashi asked.

“That’s right. If you could please get us there within a half standard, that would be great.”

“No problem, Captain,” he replied, flicking various switches. The jumper rumbled, ready to zip to the station.

The ride remained quiet. Lor couldn’t exchange any words with Gale without feeling resentment. He assumed his stepfather agreed, as he only uttered anything when he felt he had to teach Lor something. “This area over here is blah and blah, and that place is ran by what’s his nuts....” Lor wished Gale would just keep his mouth shut—he wasn’t learning anything and he didn’t care.

When Gale showed signs of giving up with random small talk, Lor closed his eyes. As he did this, he would never see just blackness. It was a swirling light show of colors. Ever since he was young, he had seen these colors, and through fascination, he would visit often. Random patterns of colors bumped into each other, circled around each other, and sometimes slammed into each other, making a new color with electric sparks.

Before obsessing about Law, he had thought about Arts. He tried using paint to create a canvas of what he saw, but it never looked right, so he gave up on the idea. 

It wasn’t long before the jumper screamed to a stop, interrupting Lor’s peace.

“Well done, well done, here we are! Station eight.” The driver opened the hatch and let them out. 

Lor unfolded from the cramped cabin, stretching to his full height, which happened to be exactly one head length taller than Gale. Gale slung Lor’s duffel over a shoulder while slipping the driver a few plat and shooing him away.

Jumpers buzzed to and fro, dropping off an eclectic mix of passengers. One Mesaman girl bumped into his elbow, muttering “sorry” while speed-walking toward the gate. Filth stunk up the air, like a funk of garbage and ash. Festering bins overflowed onto the concrete, swarmed by a rainbow of insects.

The pair hustled to the window, where a petite redhead with wild curly hair sat behind the sales counter. Her little heart-shaped face peered up at them and she smiled.

“Reservation?” she asked. Her cute face was betrayed by her voice. It was awful.

“Yes, a-ah.” Gale patted his pockets and withdrew two identical transparent tickets with bright blue text flashing their train reservation time. He handed them over to her, and she slid them in the counter slot, followed by a pleasant click. She pulled them out again, and the text had turned yellow.

“Thank you, Mr. Turtingas. Have an enjoyable trip!”

“Hurry, Loren.” Gale tugged his arm, guiding him through the gate and toward their car. 

The train was a slender black bullet, and people crawled in and out of it like bugs on a rotting sausage.

“We need to go to car fi—” Gale’s voice was cut short by a woman’s shrill scream. Lor jumped and spun around to see a cluster of roundsmen marching toward them. Gale grabbed Lor’s wrist and yanked him closer.

The roundsmen didn’t even look at Lor and Gale. They marched right past and made a line toward car seven. Lor glanced down at Gale—his face was relaxed, but his chest heaved up and down as if his heart would leap from his ribs.

More screams and shouts came from the car, and Lor heard the loud thumps of a beat stick connecting with a skull. He jumped at each hit, as more people shouted and jeered. 

A Danashi man bellowed for the roundsmen to “leave him alone,” while a pale-skinned Anglia cheered for them to “break his neck!”

Lor craned his neck for a better view of the commotion through the train window, when the roundsmen dragged a very underfed man from the car. His skin was grayish-pale like Dag’s, with unkempt black hair tied in a knot at the top of his head, spilling loose hairs from their binding. He was a Yeuni.

Gale pulled Lor to the side to let them through. The roundsmen lifted the guy up until he was walking on his own. He seemed to have given up and didn’t resist. The man had the marks of exile—threadbare clothing, rotting shoes, and the distinct burn scar in the middle of his forehead shaped like the seal of Audun. They had his hands bound in front of him and sealed in a clear box. His fingernails were dirty and chipped, as if he had clawed his way from somewhere. 

The man glanced at the train as they moved past. His eyes were like Dag’s—eerie and reflective—only yellow. He looked like any other man, but malnourished, with the skin and eyes of a Foscan blend.

Lor had only read about the Yeunish in one of his Law books. It was in a chapter on dealing with brigands, with only a brief description of what they look like and how the public should do their civic duty to turn them in. He never saw one before and was fascinated by the man as the roundsmen took him away.

“That was... something,” Gale said, blowing out a terse puff of air.

“And what exactly did I just witness?” Lor scratched his head.

“That was a Yeunish arrest. It happens every once in a while. You should know... don’t you study all there is to know about Law?” He mocked in a bitter slant.

“Yeah, but my book doesn’t go into detail about the Yeunish.”

“That’s a shame.” Gale beckoned Lor toward their car. “They’re a part of our world too.”

They reached car five, and a digital panel flashed names on the outside door.

“Turtingas, two passengers. Here we are.” Gale stepped aside for Lor.

He climbed into the car and scanned the area. Plush black bench seats lined the edges in clusters. One bench, large enough for two, sat across from another bench with a simple table in between. He wasn’t thrilled about sitting next to some stranger.

He slid into the seat next to the window while Gale worked on stuffing the duffel in an overhead compartment. He grunted and punched the bag while cursing. The car filled up quickly, and an odd-looking passenger took the bench across from Lor.

The man’s eyes were solid black and glassy, reminding Lor of some hybrid animal. The edges of his eyelids tilted upwards and stretched near to his temples. A pointed nose and chin stuck out sharply, with hair pulling back like an opposing force. It was slicked back tight enough that individual hairs looked like they were trying to break free from his scalp.

“Good afternoon,” he said to the pair in a voice deep enough to rumble Lor’s rib cage.

“Ah, good afternoon.” Gale stuck out a hand, deflecting the man’s attention. He winced at the stranger’s deceptively tight grip.

“Wow.” He let go and shook out his hand. “Are you a Weggevens?”

The man laughed, emitting the strangest sound between a low tenor and a high-pitched wheeze. A group of girls from the opposite bench turned around and giggled.

“Why, how could you tell?” He unfurled his hands, revealing long, slender fingers and dark, pointed nails matching the man’s eyes.

“Just a guess.” Gale smiled at the stranger. It had been so long since Lor saw his stepfather smile that the image was surprising. He could be handsome if he tried.

“Wait, are you a skin walker? Do you have a picture of what you used to look like?” Lor asked. 

“Loren! That’s rude.” Gale clicked his tongue.

The man laughed again in the deep wheeze, clicking his creepy fingernails over the surface of the shared table.

“How do you know this isn’t my real face?” He wagged his pencil-thin eyebrows at Lor. Lor was shocked the man could even move the skin on his forehead.

“I didn’t mean anything by it, sir.”

“My name is Fowler, by the way.” He grinned, showing a row of sharp, inhuman teeth.

“Excuse my son.” Gale gave Lor the look that he knew too well. “I’m Gale, and this is Loren. We’re heading to Heart Island so he can attend the program.”

The train lurched forward, rocking everyone in car five. Metal wheels thumped in rhythm slowly at first, then picked up speed after a whistle blast. The passengers relaxed, and the conversation noises crescendoed.

“Is that right?” Fowler scratched his pointy chin with the tips of those cursed nails.

“Did you attend the program?” Gale asked.

“Indeed. Class of 989.”

“Oh yeah? I was class of 990. Seems we just missed each other.”

“So it seems.”

Lor chuckled. “I actually wanted to do Law, but daddy-o said no.” He leaned back in the seat.

“Hmmm... Wise man, your father.” Fowler nodded at Gale.

Lor wasn’t keen on giving Gale any more praise, so he didn’t say anything. He scanned Fowler’s arm, resting his eyes on that familiar lump just under the skin. It matched Eva’s, except on Fowler there were blue veins under semi-transparent skin, stretched over the implant.

“He’s a bright kid, he just doesn’t apply himself well enough.” Gale glared at Lor, clicking his tongue.

“Well, Lor, I have a bit of advice for you, if you don’t mind.” Fowler laced his fingers over the table as if he were sitting down to a fancy dinner.

“Yeah, sure.”

“You should know that finding your Guild alone is just the start of a blessing. However, it is only when you truly understand it... I mean truly understand where it comes from and how it shapes you as a man, is when your gift becomes your skill.”

A blessing? Who would call looking in the mirror every day to see that amalgam of man-creature a blessing?

Fowler’s quip had a strange effect on Gale—Lor saw it in the subtle furrow of his brow.

“Let me explain...Yes, I am a Weggevens skin walker. The two are exclusive, yet not. It’s a dangerous combination of animal and instability. No sane person would wish to become a Weggevens, let alone call it a blessing. It can have unintended catastrophic outcomes. Many skin walkers learn to harness the halfway existence.”

“Halfway existence?” Lor interrupted. “So, you’re saying you’re basically straddling the line between human and creature?” 

Fowler laughed. “You were right, Gale. He is a bright kid.”

Gale huffed and cracked a small grin.

“My point here is that this is not simply a gift, it is a skill to master. The program gives you the blueprint, but you must build the structure... in here, and in here.” Fowler pointed to his heart, then his head.

Lor chuffed. “Sounds like work.” He sank back into the seat. The idea of putting energy into learning anything other than Law curdled in his stomach. 

“It is work, indeed.” Fowler tittered. “Perhaps he doesn’t apply himself as you said.” He nodded at Gale, and they laughed.

This is going to be a long train ride.

Lor closed his eyes to watch the colors behind his eyelids for the rest of the ride.

***
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“Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, young man.” Fowler stuck out a sinewy hand. 

Lor gripped the stick-like fingers and winced at the strength. 

“Likewise,” Lor said.

Gale hopped from the car with Lor’s duffel.

“If you ever find yourself in the town of Secas during the program or after, you should look me up. I live in Guild Central.”

“Oh really? I will, thanks.” Lor had no idea if he would ever be in Secas during his time in the program. The idea of a Guild offshoot outside of the Seven Cities, however, sparked his interest.

“Remember what I said, and you will do great things.”

“You mean, doing work?” Lor grinned.

Fowler laughed. “Yes, I mean as much. Laziness can open you up to restless forces. Take care not to let them get to you.”

He picked up his bag and took a step back to leave.

“Hey, Fowler?” Lor called to him. He turned back around and cocked his head. “What is your spirit animal?”

Lor half joked but wanted to know what kind of creature would twist the man’s face into such a hair-raising visage.

Fowler chuckled. “Why, a bird of course.” He turned back and disappeared from the platform.
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A Smooth Ferry Ride

Loren
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GALE MARCHED TOWARD a bank of jumpers lined up for fresh passengers. A demographic of Danashi drivers stood outside vehicles, peddling their services.

Lor hurried after him, listening to the cacophony of shouts, laughter, and buskers blowing into, banging, or strumming their instruments. Several locals had set up small stands, selling their grifts.

“This is Kanckette,” Gale shouted over his shoulder. The noise throbbed over his ears.

Lor knew of Kanckette. It was the only city that existed among the sprawling desert known as the Span. He didn’t realize it would be so... tribal. In retrospect, it made sense since the Desert Maelstrom ravaged this zone year after year, stifling any efforts at building it up. It was a pass-through city, desperate for attention.

The crowd was thick, and Lor studied his surroundings—people in rags, people in everyday clothes, some travelers in suits, a naked man running by... He could have slipped away in that moment, and Gale would never have found him again. Then he would be free from the future life that terrified him.

Instead, he followed his stepfather into the cabin of yet another cramped jumper cab. This time, good fortune assigned a driver with a better sense of hygiene. 

Lor remembered when he was a kid, hearing about the Desert Maelstrom destroying the train tracks from Kanckette to Secas. Audun never saw fit to replace them, creating the opportunity for hundreds of jumper taxis to set up their businesses.

The hatch hummed closed and it made a squeaky kiss as it sealed them inside and left the noise outside. They pulled away from the station, gliding across the sand.

Kanckette was a harsh shade of yellow. Smoky dust particles rose in the air, creating a hazy, putrid film over blue skies, coloring it green. Miles of sand stretched in all directions, dotted with silhouettes of residents in rippling cloaks. Tracks of all shapes and sizes peppered the terrain, smoothing out to nothing as the jumper traveled farther from the city into uninhabitable space. 

Plumes of sand fog occasionally belched up into the horizon, making Lor think of dusty farts. Leftover energy from the maelstrom was all he could think of that would create these jet puffs of sand. 

Tall dunes undulated in hypnotic waves through the thick window. Lor’s stomach bubbled even though he hadn’t eaten that morning, forcing him to close his eyes periodically, only to be met with his own dizzying color show.

He had to open his eyes again to keep from throwing up. Glancing forward, a copse of trees grew larger in the distance.

Gale cleared his throat again, and the sound was sharp as needles in the silence. “That’s Secas up ahead through the trees,” he said.

Lor’s heart thumped. He longed for his home in Peakwood. He was comfortable there. The climate was cooler, cleaner, and more advanced. He had everything he needed in Peakwood and kicked himself for having been insufferably stubborn toward
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