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			To those fighting an all-encompassing and sometimes invisible war, who love and push through the scars and pain so hard it aches, who are not fully darkened by their battles, but who, against all reason and odds, choose to keep on loving.

		


		
			A scattered dream that’s like a far-off memory... a far-off memory that’s like a scattered dream... i want to line the pieces up... yours and mine.

			- Shiro Amano,

			Kingdom Hearts, Vol. 2

			There is no escape—we pay for the violence of our ancestors.

			- Frank Herbert,

			Dune

			I have learned that if you must leave a place that you have lived in and loved and where all your yesteryears are buried deep, leave it any way except a slow way, leave it the fastest way you can. Never turn back and never believe that an hour you remember is a better hour because it is dead. Passed years seem safe ones, vanquished ones, while the future lives in a cloud, formidable from a distance.

			- Beryl Markham,

			West with the Night

			When a man is denied the right to live the life he believes in, he has no choice but to become an outlaw

			- Nelson Mandela
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			There is a place that everyone must go, at some time, during some cycle. It may not be the same place that one’s cycle-partner knows, but it will be a place, one that is always changing, just like the locations we must choose for our nation-feasts. It is under the strict discipline of survival that every QhaHadurian adheres to with undying loyalty: we go where there is life, and that is how we survive.

			- from Lessons on Survival by the Masters

		


		
			The Places We Never Went

			QhaHadur, The Leeg Peninsula

		


		
			Nature without urge is stagnation.

			- from The Elegy of Survival
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			1. Fenri the Knowledger

			7 days before the new cycle

			Fenri the Knowledger was watching the second moon in the sky when she decided she had to do it that night. Underneath the glow of the ivory sickle and the greater moon beside it, the Electric Ocean pulsed with filaments of cyan blue. Storm gales touched the water’s surface with stark, sudden flashes of light.

			The next day would be too late, and after that, there would be no more chances. Over the collar of her skinsuit, Fenri pushed cool clouds of breath into the air. For a moment, she thought she could see her fear inside them too.

			She shifted her duneboots in the sand. Tendrils of plushgrass quivered around her as waves crashed terribly against the shore. Salt and the pungent scent of seaweed stung her nostrils. The night grew misty and harsh, darker with each passing moment. She clutched at her chest as the temperature dropped lower.

			“You should sleep.” Fenri turned and saw Elan’s shape, wide and sturdy like a barrel of limewine, outlined by the moons’ light. Her mane of hair was tied in a clumsy bunch above her head, long and unkempt from their mission. “The journey home begins tomorrow.”

			As their team’s Charge Leader and Guardian, Elan’s concern for her cyclemates knew no bounds. Any of their deaths would be on her hands.

			“It’s tough to sleep when there’s so much on my mind,” Fenri said, hoping Elan would go away to let her think.

			“Rest won’t come easy, or for very long on the way back,” Elan said. “We’re behind schedule.”

			“Don’t worry about me.”

			“I will always worry about you, Fenri the Knowledger. Should I not?”

			Nervous heat burned Fenri’s chest, and the uncertainty grew, loud as the surf around her. The moons would pull the tide higher within the next two hours. Much higher. The ocean would touch where she stood. The idea that two orbiting bodies so far away could alter the water on their planet mesmerized her. They were small and insignificant one moment, and yet utterly monstrous and destructive the next.

			“That hauntaray almost stung you last week.”

			“It didn’t.”

			“Because I shot it.”

			“I saw it. It wasn’t—”

			“You would have been dead within hours.” Elan’s voice was calm and steady. “You need to be more careful. We can’t lose you now when we’re so close to finishing the mission. Can’t lose anyone.”

			You would all be free of the burden, Fenri thought. “I have made it this far. I won’t be lost.”

			“It’s good to hear you say that.” Elan dipped her head in Fenri’s direction, gazing at her. “Because I’m not messing up my perfect record because of your—”

			Fenri flinched. The heat growing inside her pressed at her limbs, suddenly desperate to flee.

			“—condition.” Elan’s tone was flat.

			They hadn’t spoken about it in some time, but the topic always returned before long. They were here because of Fenri’s condition. They were days behind schedule and had less food because of it. They had almost died several times because something in Fenri’s body caused her random paralysis, required her to need more sleep, more food, more everything, on a planet that was starving for resources too.

			But not here, Fenri thought. Not here at the Electric Ocean. There is life. New life, and I will find it. The memory of a greenish-purple shrub she had seen earlier that day while taking water samples swarmed her, and her mind went into hyperspeed.

			The plant’s dark green column as thick as her arm, the barely visible cobalt tint of the oral disc, the plum-green tentacles reaching skyward, then out, swimming—all stormed her mind in a single, whirling image. The plant was part of, or at least similar to the Aguavi family of plants with its thick, robust stem and tentacles, but there was something different about that one, and Fenri’s mind dove deeper. The new plant was much larger, at least twice as big, and at its pinnacle was a bulb, as rare and delicious as a figvi fruit.

			The plant was life itself.

			An angiosperm.

			That had further implications. Significant ones.

			“Fenri?” Elan’s undeniable voice snapped Fenri from her inner vision.

			The plant was something new. In all her stores of knowledge, it was nothing she could place, which meant it had never existed before. If she could calculate where the tides would have taken it by now, find it, prove what it was, there would be more of it. More food. If it was what she thought it was, it would not only mean more food, edible plant food from the sea, it also meant something in the ocean was changing.

			No, it was more than that.

			Evolving.

			But then, how was she supposed to get it by herself? They would leave tomorrow, and Fenri would never be alone long enough before Elan caught on.

			“I saw something today,” Fenri said. She didn’t care about her condition and was tired of talking about it.

			I need to convince her to retrieve it.

			“You already said. It’s gone. We leave tomorrow.” Elan peered up at the sister moons, Kaleem and Milkali. “We’ve had a good cycle.”

			“We will return to the Masters with almost nothing.”

			“We have stores of food, metals, and minerals, and all of us are alive,” Elan said. Under moonlight, Fenri could see her face, her dark, deep-set eyes, the curves along her high cheekbones and forehead pronouncing her middle age.

			“And my ocean readings,” Fenri added.

			“What about them?”

			Fenri clenched her fists and tried to speak, but she only tasted dry, salty air. Nothing. Elan had thrown her punch with a heavy fist, smashing into Fenri’s ego. Every lesson she had ever learned told her not to react against it, to quell it. She merely wanted Elan to understand the importance of what she did.

			“We need to understand the way the ocean changes, Elan.” Her voice was louder than she meant it, but she didn’t care. “Don’t you realize how our planet is changing? We will be alive to see amazing things.”

			“You and I have very different definitions of amazing.” Elan was as immovable as one of the Masters after a long night of drinking.

			“Even Guardians should understand what I’m doing.” Fenri said.

			Elan laughed. “Why is it so important to you that I understand what you—what Knowledgers do? Can’t we all just go about our missions without complicating things?”

			Guardians never cared. Not about one logbook entry. About her discoveries, the research she provided to base. It took years, sometimes centuries to release a study with sufficient proof, but no one would ever understand anything about the planet, about themselves, without understanding the changes. Fenri said none of that. Her thoughts boiled inside her head like forgotten tea.

			“We need to recover the plant that I saw before we go home,” Fenri said, suddenly glad to be rid of the words clogging her throat.

			“What plant?”

			“I saw one today. A new species. If it means what I think it means—”

			“How could you tell it was new? If you didn’t get it?”

			“I saw it close enough.”

			“Where?”

			“In the water.”

			“Why didn’t you get it then?”

			“Because—” Fenri recalled the agonizing moment. Her legs had frozen underneath her, and she couldn’t move. She bristled. Why should she call attention to her weaknesses? The others did that enough.

			Elan waited.

			“Both our moons are visible in the sky now. The tides are shifting significantly,” Fenri said finally. “The ocean is evolving, and I want to find out how before it changes again. Every decision we make is the difference between our survival and being swept away from QhaHadur forever. You know this.”

			“I know that I was tasked with keeping you, Hasil, and Neren alive. That is my survival.”

			Fenri stomped away, unable to think. She left Elan alone without another word and trekked back to their camp, duneboots flicking up thick sand as she went.

			Inside the baracca, Hasil sat awake. His flagelight gave their leather dome a purplish, moonlit afterglow. Outside, the wind whistled, weaving through fibers of plushgrass in strident tones. Strands of black hair fell from Hasil’s forehead. He had been concentrating on something, but his face relaxed when he looked up at Fenri.

			“I couldn’t sleep.” Hasil’s voice lacked its usual luster.

			“I couldn’t either.” Fenri sat down next to Neren, who lay tucked in the corner, half-asleep while Hasil cleaned his wound with a cloth and saline. Neren’s eyes flickered in pain as Hasil applied more pressure.

			Fenri looked away, pulled out her logbook and began to write. The attitude of those who could stand to know more about what Knowledgers did angered her. Some acted as though they were nothing. Like she was nothing. Just some useless class of people who took pointless readings and wrote in books.

			“Are you all right?” Hasil asked, his brow furrowed.

			“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Because you’re shaking as you write. Healers can see more than just blood and wounds, you know.”

			“Of course I know what Healers know. At least people appreciate what you do.”

			Something flickered behind Hasil’s dim, unreadable eyes, like clouds passing over impossibly bright moons. The baracca rattled in the wind. “Not always,” Hasil said. “Elan said something to anger you, didn’t she?”

			“She won’t even let me stay and look for a plant. She’s being unreasonable. Unfair. If she wasn’t Charge Leader, she would have no say in what I do.”

			Outside, waves slammed against rocks like hammers trying to shatter glass.

			“But she is our Charge Leader, and she does have a say. What plant?”

			Healers were at least more reasonable than Guardians when it came to matters of knowledge. They knew about the human body, which was always evolving, so they knew the importance of research and the discovery of new plants and medicines. The plant could even benefit the Healing Circle—that is, if Fenri were able to retrieve it and study it.

			“A new species. I saw it today. I couldn’t move because of my paralysis. I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t realize it was something new until later.”

			“You were going to go into the ocean?” Hasil asked. “To get it?”

			“Yes,” Fenri said. “It’s not as terrifying as tribesmen say it is.”

			“You wouldn’t be saying that if you worked on as many repair tables as me. There’s nothing on our planet that injures or kills more.”

			“There’s nothing that offers more answers than our ocean, the place where all life began. Life. Something we cannot afford to ever ignore on our planet. I need to find what I saw.”

			They both looked up at that moment, their gazes locked onto each other, unwavering. A breeze pushed through the vents in the top of the baracca, and Fenri could smell nothing but the damp sand in the nest of her hair, weighing her down.

			“I think Elan is right,” Hasil said. His voice was low, full of that serious quality he sometimes spoke with when he had bad news. Which, as a Healer, was a lot. “I know how much you cherish knowledge and the pursuit of it, but … you’re not stupid enough to die for it, are you?”

			Silence held their tongues in a vise grip.

			“It’s just a plant,” Hasil continued. “It means nothing. Let the Harvesters and Divers find it. Neren is already injured. We can’t afford having two of you out of sorts on the way back.”

			The words plunged into Fenri’s chest like a dagger, and when Hasil turned away, it was the same turning of that dreadful blade, ripping through her. Hearing Hasil go against what she wanted gave it an extra layer of pain. Everyone was always against Fenri. She considered Hasil’s suggestion. Allow other classes to come across the plant?

			Fenri nearly grabbed a clump of her hair and pulled it out. They won’t know what it means like I do!

			Clutching her logbook, she wrote furiously. Hasil was always softer with his words. He was a Healer after all, and part of that meant helping and healing others. Fenri realized it may have been why she had come to Hasil in the first place, but somehow their exchange felt worse. Fenri wrote. She wrote about the plant she had seen. She drew what she remembered as best she could. For an hour. Another hour. The surf tumbled and ripped, like cymbals crashing and drums thumping.

			Hasil slept. Neren breathed with difficulty. Outside the baracca, Fenri could see Elan under the moons, her chiseled, muscular arms hanging at her sides as she watched the tide. A knot of fear tightened in Fenri’s stomach, but she forced herself to move. She lifted herself out of the baracca silently, slipped behind it, ducked down. Elan turned.

			Fenri held her breath. Time stood still.

			Elan did not see her. Fenri followed the ridge of the sand dunes down the bank with her gaze. Elan turned back to the ocean, and when she did, Fenri stepped over the ridge and ducked underneath its cover. She crept behind the dunes, down the beach and away from Elan and the others.

			After some time, an amount of time that seemed to stretch forever, Fenri stopped. She stood up, looked out. Elan was nowhere in sight. She had moved at least a third of a hectomile, maybe more. The moons had shifted their position in the sky, allowing Fenri to track the passage of time, and the plant’s path through the ocean. Based on her calculations of how the tide was moving, she knew she was close.

			Her mind was racing, and her heart was thumping inside her chest with such intensity it startled her. Being alone was something new.

			Fenri pulled herself from the banks of the shifting sand and stepped onto the firmer, wetter sandscape leading to the ocean. She stood taller on the dense beach.

			What are you doing? You don’t even know where you’re going.

			Always, the overly logical left side of her brain sent her messages in times of need. She knew it helped her, but the situation called for more than logic.

			I know what I want. If they won’t help me get it, I’ll get it myself.

			Anticipation surged through Fenri’s chest like a sudden gust of wind filling a sail, both invigorating and terrifying her. She walked faster. The water was higher, racing its way to the bank. Fenri felt the first wave come over her ankles warm and quick. Even the ocean had a warmth to it, the air muggy and thick with twitting insects. The cells on her skinsuit activated at night, trapping heat she had created during the day to keep her warm. The open desert beyond possessed a nightly chill, and the place they had been in for the past three months had it too, but Fenri had gotten used to it.

			Of course I find something interesting on the day before we leave.

			Turn back. The ocean will swallow you whole.

			If I don’t do this, the plant may never be discovered. It may die before we can do anything. I will miss my chance to change our world. This is what I was born to do.

			And with that, Fenri walked deeper. The water rushed to her knees. As if in response to her resolve, she saw the neon flash riding on the waves. Plankti. But so close to shore, and at this hour? No, plankti didn’t appear in open spaces, only near rocks and higher salt concentrations. And they weren’t that big.

			Fenri’s heart slammed into her chest with frightful speed. She staggered as a wave crashed against her, threatening to knock her down. She stood, steadied herself. The water was up to her waist. A realization came to her all at once.

			The plant was too large to be plankti, and as Fenri looked out, she saw two others bobbing in the sea, their bulbs marked by the same white-silver of the moons, an alien sheen unlike anything on the surface of their planet. The plant’s bioluminescent nature gave it an eerie glow as it bobbed above the surface like a buoy.

			The ocean thanks you for your blood. Your sacrifice will feed thousands.

			Such as it always was. Now the ocean is speaking to me? A great wave formed behind the jet-black mist before her. Fear throttled Fenri, clutching all her limbs. She thought of running. Too late. The wave came up and over, barreling into her. She was thrown backwards. Her breath left her as salt and sea burned deep in her nose.

			Turn back.

			Fenri strongly considered it.

			No one is here to save you this time.

			Fenri rose, and her chest was heaving, sucking in all the damp oxygen around her. The wave had turned her around, and for a moment, she had no idea which way camp was. Her mind stuttered and surged and her thoughts unraveled.

			This will be your life forever. Everything, just barely. Just barely surviving. Crawling back to base each cycle. Having just enough strength to go on the next one, taking the Master’s words as law every time. They won’t give you what you want. Neither will your Charge Leader. And by the time you get even the tiniest sliver of your desires, you’ll be old and on your way to death. You’ll live on, barely. You’ll never reach the rank of the Masters because you’ve never given them anything that’s worth it. You’ve done eighteen cycles training for your chance away from base, and now you’ve done fourteen more in the field, and what do you have to show for it? A plant? Well, barely.

			Stop it.

			I won’t stop.

			You will not control me.

			The paralysis had taken over Fenri’s body again. If she froze, the ocean would swallow her whole, stealing her life one painful breath at a time.

			Fenri closed her eyes and turned inward. Outside, the world grew quiet.

			Mind before obstacle. The mind powers everything. The mind is limitless.

			She waited. No other voice came. She heard the ocean, her own breathing. Fenri opened her eyes and fixed her gaze on the bobbing plant in the distance. She trudged forward. Tears carved paths down her face. She winced them away. She wanted the plant. In her mind, she knew the rhythm of the waves, when they expanded and retracted, like her own lungs. She waited.

			The mind is limitless.

			She ran forward. The waves pushed back, up to her chest and shoulders. They pulled back, and the water lowered to her waist. Blood pumped through her legs, pushed her forward. She could see the glowing plant ten feet away, but there was something else too, illuminated by the sister moons.

			A wave.

			Bigger than any she had seen.

			Now or never.

			Fenri’s feet left the ocean floor, and she swam. She clubbed at the sea with heavy arms as her fingers spread and clawed at everything. She needed to know what the plant was. She needed it now and reached out.

			The wave came down and the world exploded.

			Time felt simultaneously lightning-quick and infinitesimally slow. Blackness swam up her spinal cord and into her brain. She saw only darkness. Her body flipped and spun, and she became a tangled mess of limbs and salty skin. Hair wrapped around her face, strangling her.

			This is death, she thought.

			I hope it was worth it.

			Before the wave engulfed her, her hand closed around something cold and unfamiliar.

			Another thought arrived as clear as crystal: Nature without urge is stagnation.

			Then her world snapped black.

		


		
			We know how to deal with physical ailments because we understand them. Ailments of thought, or of the mind, are a different matter. They are more difficult to see, and therefore, more difficult to understand.

			- from Lessons on Survival by the Masters
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			2. Master Qi of the Yorbast Triune

			The nation-feast bustled with the long-awaited activity of homecoming as Zhao came up over the horizon, spilling its golden rays through windows and slats in the clay-baked walls of base. Where for nearly an entire cycle, there had been a scarcity of sound as Healers were confined to patients, Makers were engrossed in devices, and Engineers pored over blueprints, there was then an incredible amount of movement.

			Life burst into the Chamber Hall as exhausted QhaHadurians scrambled into alcoves, casting down their terrabags, kicking off their duneboots, and gulping down cylinders of water.

			Master Qi watched from the upper landings ten meters high as tribesmen stumbled home. Below, other Masters filled the tables with bowls of tamagon hearts, goblets of limewine, and gulch by the barrel. Inside alcoves, the beat of Janga drums filled the dusty air with its steady rhythm. The flutes and wind-chimes were only pleasant.

			Master Qi stopped to watch the celebration, but only for a moment. There was still so much to do.

			When he ducked into an alcove tucked away at the northernmost corner of the upper landings, he found Master Ghen, dressed in the traditional yellow of the Mimenza Triune, already waiting for him.

			Blades of light pierced the room through a series of slats in the walls. Two pairs of sandals hid beneath a thin haze of dust and debris. In the corner, a cactusii stood on a clay stand, a dual symbol of scarcity and simplicity.

			“Master Qi.” The low, contralto tone pierced Qi’s concentration. In the shadows of the opposite corner, another Master stood completely still, robed in the traditional brown of the Oragami Triune.

			“I did not see you there, Master Yaa’ga.”

			The younger woman emerged from her shadowed corner. Her waist-length russet hair was tied in bunches and hung at her sides, a reminder that change was coming. In a few hours, her hair would be cut for raw material. “Hopefully you have better news for us than Master Ghen here.” She gestured with a bow, and Qi and Ghen bowed in return.

			Qi turned, guiding his robe around his body for better movement. His orange garb, denoting his connection to the Yorbast Triune, was the brightest thing in the room.

			Master Ghen frowned, and immediately Qi saw where his companion carried the weight of his years between his eyes. Qi registered the blind frustration in his furrowed brows.

			“What news have you?” Qi asked.

			“There’s been an infection,” Ghen’s tone held the experience of years, the urgency of need.

			“Where? How many?” Qi asked.

			“There isn’t much time.” Yaa’ga stepped forward. “Let’s start with what is absolutely necessary.”

			Yaa’ga was a fairly new Master, young, spry, and intelligent, an easy selection for the Triune. Qi could not think of a Master as young as she. Perhaps she needed more time to understand pacing and prudence.

			“We lost two,” Ghen said. “The other two in the party are in quarantine.”

			“Why didn’t they send a message?” Qi asked.

			“They tried. They didn’t know what was happening. You know how the virus works.”

			Qi nodded.

			“Master Ghen,” Master Yaa’ga said, with a nod in his direction. “You’re the Master Guardian among us. You’ll run the necessary tests, I trust?”

			Virus L, Qi thought to himself. It’s been decades since an infection has been reported. What had they missed when creating the team? Why had the rare and incurable virus appeared now, after all these years?

			Master Yaa’ga withdrew a cubic Hive from her robe and pressed into the top of it with firm fingers. The surface flashed sky blue, beeped twice, then shot out hair-thin strings of light. Each string held bundles of data. Yaa’ga typed into the top surface of the Hive, expanding the bundles into even finer points. Qi studied the information contained in each one quickly.

			“Data has just come in pertaining to the Quat Zones,” Yaa’ga said.

			Master Qi and Ghen squared up to give Yaa’ga their full attention.

			“Past reports are finally confirmed. The satellite crawlers returned with sufficient data about heat signatures. There is Klonden, fields of it, beyond what we have seen before.” Her rising inflection told Qi that she was excited by the news. He tried not to attune with it. Slowing the flow of oxygen to his heart, he swallowed the anticipation building in his throat.

			“Klonden,” Ghen said, his green eyes reflecting the color of the data orbs, postulating. “How much?”

			“The report is inconclusive, but at least several kiloleens.”

			Kiloleens? Master Qi thought. That would be enough to build and power a third base. A small one, but that number is worlds more than we expected.

			Master Qi felt small standing near Ghen and Yaa’ga with no news of his own, his presence shriveling under the shadow cast by Klonden and Virus L. But there was something. “The Quat Zones are off-limits. They’re unlivable,” he said.

			“We don’t need anyone to live there, just travel there,” Yaa’ga said. “This cycle. The radiation levels have fallen in the past decade and remain in a moderately safe range for dispatch teams.”

			“Moderately safe range?” Qi asked.

			“Project El,” Yaa’ga said, ploughing forward. “You both remember, yes?”

			Ghen nodded. “I suppose the time has come.”

			“Our planet is changing,” Yaa’ga said.

			“Yes,” Qi agreed. “These changes must be met with prudence and moderation.”

			“That is why we have you,” Yaa’ga said.

			“Are you sure—” Qi hesitated in his own mind. He knew the members of Project El. He knew who would be sent to that terrible place. The corpses of the four who had gone there fourteen years before were crushed to dust. Qi wondered what the fallen tribesmen would say about the mission if they could. “—that this is really the best idea. The right time for it?”

			“No, I’m not,” Yaa’ga said. “Concerns were raised by some Masters about this particular dispatch team years ago during the Project Councils. The algorithms are rarely wrong in their calculations, but when they are, we step in to eliminate redundancies and weaknesses.”

			“What concerns?” But Qi felt as though he already knew the answer. He hadn’t looked at the file in years, but he knew.

			“The team has changed. The Digger originally meant for such a landscape passed two cycles ago. There is a Maker we consider highly capable, perhaps even more suited for the mission. The team also had a Healer assigned, but she’s suffered a serious brain injury and hasn’t been the same since. The slot has been filled with a different Healer who shows incredible promise.”

			“Those don’t sound like concerns to me,” Qi said.

			Yaa’ga cleared her throat. “No. The other two members have not changed. The Guardian has been steady through every cycle, Master material in time. He will be the team’s Charge Leader. The Knowledger on the other hand … we haven’t quite seen her potential play out as we had hoped.”

			Project El had been cooking in the oven for the past two decades. First, with the failed mission fourteen years ago and then the newer dispatch team. “I see,” Qi said.

			“We wanted to ask you,” Master Yaa’ga said, “before moving forward, to give it your final blessing. This could be one of the most important missions our tribe ever makes. If there is as much Klonden as we think, a successful mission means we can repeat it. But a failure could set us back again.”

			“You trained her,” Ghen said with hopeful certainty. “The Knowledger. Do you think she’s up for the mission?”

			“I remember her well,” Qi said.

			“The decision rests with you, Master Qi,” Yaa’ga said. “We have an alternate to go in her stead if you wish it.”

			The muscles in Qi’s lower stomach twisted.

			“I was also hoping,” Master Ghen began, “you’d visit the two in quarantine. To decide if they’re okay to be cleared for their next mission.”

			“Who else has been in contact with them?” Qi asked.

			“Only me,” Ghen said. “They immediately turned themselves in. I sense no infection coming from them. When their cyclemates died, the virus died with them.”

			The drums below grew louder. A young woman began reciting a siren song.

			How strange. The nation-feast hasn’t even begun.

			“Master Qi?” Behind Ghen’s wrinkled expression, Qi thought he could see his trepidation.

			He wants me to confirm what he is so sure he knows. He needs to be sure. To let the virus into our walls would unleash death on our tribe’s existence as we know it.

			Part of Qi wanted to run down into the quarantine chambers and inspect those QhaHadurians himself. Many years had passed since there was any danger of an infection. And now two? Within the same team? Well, it did work like that, contagious as any air- or skin-borne infection Qi had ever known.

			“Something troubles you,” Yaa’ga said.

			Qi corralled his thoughts closer to himself, remembered to smile thinly. “Yes,” he said.

			Yaa’ga waited.

			Qi felt himself standing at the cliff of his own heart, on the precipice of change, but he could not move in any direction to stop it. The scent of new bodies flooded the Chamber Hall below, sticky with sweat, battered and bruised with injury, thirsty for liquid.

			“There is always so much to do when they return,” Qi said, feeling something inside him awakening. His body listened with new awareness, the sacred, tingling sensation of a portal opening. He felt pressure between his eyes where his third eye would be, the unfathomable sixth portal. A surge of power from somewhere he could not place began to stir. Perhaps finally he would gain the insight he had only played at before.

			“There is this to do,” Master Ghen pressed. “It is under my jurisdiction that this quarantine passes, but I require a second opinion. The perspective of a Knowledger.”

			“I’m honored you thought of me, but—”

			“Master!” Another voice cut through the upper landing with the quickness of a durablade. “Master Qi!” A messenger stopped in front of the archway, his piercing shrill lingering in the tense silence. He bowed low before the Masters, his manners keeping him outside the alcove unless invited within. The energy of the thin boy tapped on Qi’s unquiet mind.

			There. The disturbance again.

			Master Qi waved the messenger inside.

			“I have been looking for you, Master.” The boy could barely breathe but he pushed on with his message anyway. “You’ve been called for.”

			“By whom?”

			“A woman,” the messenger said. “She was brought in by her cyclemates, severely injured. When she woke, she said something about a new plant discovery. Sea-shattering, she said.”

			“So, what, she wanted a Master?”

			“She asked for you specifically.”

			“Strange request,” Yaa’ga said. “She’ll get a Healer and maybe a Master when one is available, but there’s no choice in the matter.”

			“Who is the woman?” Master Qi asked.

			“A Knowledger,” the boy said, regaining his breath. “Her name was … Faeri … Fenni …” His face turned the white of an infant’s tooth.

			“Fenri,” Master Qi corrected.

			“Yes!” the boy said. “Fenri. I am deeply sorry, Masters.”

			Master Qi waved his hand. “It’s no matter.”

			“Fenri the Knowledger,” Master Yaa’ga said.

			If it was uncommon for QhaHadurians to ask for someone by name, it was even more uncommon for a Master to recall one of their students. Holding onto a name or a connection for too long created attachment, and attachment led to much greater problems, like the virus. Regardless, memories of that kind took up too much space.

			“Perhaps it will make the decision easier,” Yaa’ga said.

			“Master Qi,” Ghen said. “The infections.”

			Master Qi stood and bowed to the Masters. “Recruit Master Yaa’ga to confirm your suppositions, Master Ghen. I trust your instinct. It seems I have other matters to attend to.”

			Energy pooled in Master Qi’s root portal, the portal of qha, stability, and safety, pushing him to move. “Where is she?”
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			When Master Qi arrived in the healing alcoves, he found that Fenri the Knowledger, stripped of her skinsuit and lying naked, was not alone. A young girl, a student, having done no more than eighteen cycles, sat at Fenri’s bedside cleaning opened wounds. When Master Qi approached, the girl looked up with sharp eyes, and Qi could see strips of neon pink staining her scalp and roots.

			“Hello, Master,” the girl said, bowing her head.

			“What’s happened?” Qi scanned Fenri.

			“She had an accident at the Electric Ocean.” The girl was on her feet, and Qi could see that she was slight but not weak. She did not put on weight like other students. Fenri, in contrast, held her weight well … perhaps too well, but Qi knew exactly why. With her bloated and cumbersome shape, Fenri appeared to have taken some water from the ocean back with her.

			As if the girl could read Qi’s mind, she said, “She’s an Unable.” It was not a question. The girl’s eyes scoured Fenri’s body, the same way a Knowledger’s did when they were taking in vast amounts of information.

			“How did you know that?”

			“No one is this full or well-fed at the end of a cycle, right? They have to bring back most of their food to the nation-feast. She could only retain this much mass if she were—” As though the word were too dirty to say twice, the girl trailed off, not looking for any sort of confirmation. She pressed all the usual points, the arteries, the chest, probing for a pulse here, a heartbeat there. Qi calculated the rate by watching the rise and fall of the girl’s hand on Fenri’s carotid artery and counting.

			Deft hands revealed a needle from somewhere, while the other searched for a suitable vein. “I heard there was an infection, Master Qi. Is that true? Did someone contract the virus and come back to base with it?”

			Master Qi eyed the young Healer with caution. Her third and fifth portals, fire and sound, respectively, were unusually active for someone of her age.

			“The Messenger told me but he didn’t mean to, I think,” the Healer said. “I’m good at reading people.”

			“I suppose that serves you well, does it?”

			“It hasn’t hurt me.”

			“I assure you there’s nothing to worry about, dear.”

			“I’m not worried, only curious. About Virus L. Can I ask you a question?”

			“You just have.”

			“Another question.”

			Qi nodded, keeping his smile straight.

			“Viruses have cures. Why haven’t we found one for this virus?”

			“We have.”

			“Extermination is not a cure, is it? If that were the case, we could say that we are curing our mice farms.”

			Qi sensed that the young spitfire was intelligent beyond her years. She would not easily be duped, and yet, how could she ever understand the intricacies of something so complex? Something even the most trained and enlightened Masters set out to uncover. Master Qi breathed deeply, considered his training. “Perhaps we should reconsider the wording of how we talk about it.”

			The girl brightened, her hair and smile as light as the sun. “At least you are talking about it. Every time I ask something, I’m silenced or warned with punishment. I don’t understand how it can be so dangerous to just talk about something.”

			There. Again, the disturbance. Qi felt it seeping into him. He looked away from the girl’s gaze, from her probing questions.

			Master Qi said, “You wouldn’t understand because you don’t know enough about it.”

			“Then teach me.”

			“I’m afraid there isn’t enough time,” Master Qi said. And it was as though he could hear the girl’s thoughts, her voice, hanging in thin air.

			Viruses have cures, and I am a Healer.

			She wanted to fix things, but the virus was not something broken as much as it was its own devastating force. He did not have the time or the energy to explain that to the young girl sitting before him, so he moved forward with why he was there instead.

			“Young one, I am Master Qi,” he said, pausing for his voice of persuasion to settle in. “Your patient asked for me. Has she woken?”

			“Not since I’ve been here. Her cyclemates told me she slept most of the way back from the ocean. Apparently, she wouldn’t stop talking about a plant she found.”

			“You’re still a student? You shouldn’t be treating something of this magnitude alone.”

			“We’re short on Healers as the tribesmen come home, so I’m all she gets. I hope you’ll see how sufficient my training has been.” The girl plunged the needle into a particularly robust vein in her patient’s arm, and Fenri startled awake.

			“Besides,” the girl said. “With some antibiotics, bandages, and rest, she’ll be ready for her next cycle in time.”

			Fenri gasped, gulping at the air as though she were underwater. She moved her head to look at the young Healer, then swung her gaze to the robed man before her. “Master Qi.” Her voice was heavy with fatigue.

			“Hello, Fenri. Are you all right? I heard you wanted to see me.”

			Fenri looked as though she would fly off her repair table and hug the man, but she only craned her neck upward. The black-and-blue oval covering her eye had a waxy sheen.

			“Please, try not to move,” the Healer said. “I’m getting you on a drip.”

			“Where’s my plant?” Fenri asked. “Master Qi, I found something at the ocean. Where’s my bag?”

			“So I’ve heard,” Qi said. “Your plant has been turned into the Masters for further investigation.” He knew that Fenri imagined he was sitting there to hear about her discovery. He needed to be delicate with her. He was sitting with one of his own, one he had taught all those years ago, because of a different discovery.

			Fenri launched into her discovery of the plant, how she had gotten it, and as she spoke, Qi intuited words before she said them. A strange idea struck him, as though he had already been there before.

			When Fenri finished her explanation, the Healer said. “You’re a Knowledger. I didn’t know they sent them out into the field.”

			“Of course they do. How else can we take our readings and gather research?” She turned her gaze to Master Qi. “I don’t understand how so few people know about what Knowledgers do. It’s infuriating.”

			The Healer looked up, and Master Qi thought he saw her bottom lip curl into a smile. When their eyes met, the Healer shook it off and began to clean and bandage Fenri again.

			“You don’t believe me either, is that it?” Fenri stared at Qi with shards of ice in her eyes. She would not pierce a Master with her shards or sharp tongue, Qi knew, but they were there, a cold and calculating piece of her.

			“I never said I did not believe you.”

			The Healer pressed saline into a large open wound at Fenri’s knee, causing her to cry out. “Sorry.”

			“Our second moon,” Fenri said. “It’s changing the tides. There is new plant life. I don’t know where it’s come from, but I want to—need to—go back to study it. I’d like to go back to the Electric Ocean next cycle.”

			“I didn’t know we could request where we want to go,” the Healer said.

			“When you’ve done as many cycles as I have,” Fenri said, “you’d think you’d be granted permission to ask for things eventually.”

			“Now, now, Fenri. You know our ways,” Master Qi said.

			“Ways can be changed.”

			Master Qi could not, did not, believe that Fenri the Knowledger was saying such a thing. She followed rules that Guardians didn’t even follow. Mostly because they didn’t know about them, but Fenri knew. She knew all the rules and yet he knew that she had broken some to get to the plant.

			“How many cycles have you done?” The Healer asked.

			“Look,” Fenri said. “I know you’re a student and want to learn as much as possible, and believe me, I fully support such endeavors, but would you please let the adults talk for a minute without you interrupting every two seconds?”

			The Healer half-swiveled, half-jerked her head to look at Qi. She did not blink, and Qi looked away to spare himself from seeing her half-smile again. Is this amusing to the Healer? There were too many things going on to think of humor.

			“Why don’t you leave us, dear?”

			“But I haven’t finished my job.”

			“I’ll finish up here,” Qi said.

			The Healer shrugged as though that were the natural progression of things. She stood and smiled politely. “Thank you for talking with me, Master Qi. I hope you recover well, Fenri the Knowledger.” She bowed and was gone.

			Fenri did not wait for Master Qi to give his opinion. “Please, would you consider sending me back?”

			Worlds of knowledge lived in the depths of Fenri’s seablue eyes in that moment, their color impossibly stark against her pale skin. She wanted to know everything, and Qi lost himself in the intensity of her gaze. His own thoughts folded in on themselves.

			“Fenri, I came to tell you something.”

			She sat up a little straighter on the table. “What is it?”

			“You’ve been selected to go on a special mission next cycle.”

			“Special mission?”

			“Satellite crawlers have discovered fields of untouched Klonden. We believe it’s enough to build a third base.”

			“Master Qi, what are you saying? Where is this Klonden? We’ve sent satellite crawlers everywhere.” The seablue of Fenri’s eyes surged at the potential for knowledge that no one else had.

			That was the tricky thing about a human who preyed on knowledge as a plant intakes water and light. You had to give Fenri some information but never too much. She would find holes and ask you everything until those holes were filled and her knowledge was satiated.

			“There is one place we haven’t gone.”

			Fenri froze, and time seemed to stop with her.

			Master Qi had all the information he needed about Project El, but for some reason it was hard to relay it to Fenri. He could alter the dispatch missions, argue that Fenri was not fit to travel to such a dangerous place with her condition, but that didn’t feel right either. Project El had gone through years of research. Painstaking detail went into selecting the team members that would finally brave the Quat Zones again. Especially since the last mission had been a complete failure.

			“You want to send me there?” As much as new knowledge intrigued Fenri, even that seemed out of bounds.

			Seeing her injured and battered like that brought a realness to the situation, and finally it hit Qi. He knew why his thoughts seemed so tangled, why he even considered changing Fenri’s mission.

			She might die there.

			Qi crushed the fear that was not his to have. The projects had been decided, and Qi needed to follow the rules.

			Fenri was quiet for a moment, inspecting every tear and rupture covering her body, as though the same destruction awaited her again in the field. She looked up and Qi met her gaze. For the first time in a long time, he could not place what Fenri the Knowledger was feeling, and that surprised him.

			She sat up a little straighter and asked her question like it was the most important question in the universe. Maybe it was. “Who else will be going with me?”

		


		
			There are seven portals residing within the human body. These portals swirl with energy and, once opened, can help us coalesce with elements outside ourselves to reach oneness. We strive to open all seven portals, save one. The forbidden fourth portal sits equidistant from portal one and portal seven, and must always remain closed. Knowledge of its power should be balanced by knowledge of its devastation.

			- from Lessons on Survival by the Masters
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			3. Craeya the Healer

			By the time Craeya left the healing alcove, there were twice as many people in the tunnels as before. The stream of homecomers moved in the opposite direction, their faces worn and touched red, bronze, and gold by the sun. They retired to alcoves to manage their injuries and repair their wounds while Messengers, Healers, and occasionally a Master would lead the way.

			Lessonmates from Craeya’s cohort emerged from other alcoves, scrubbing their hands clean with cloth. The smell of ethanol stung Craeya’s senses and brought her back to all the time spent with them. They had been cutting open bodies since she was old enough to hold a scalpel. And she would be the only Healer in her dispatch mission, put with others from different classes. She would no longer train, study, or be with any of her lessonmates ever again.

			“It’s our way,” Craeya could hear Healer Polina say.

			Two figures entered the tunnel from alcoves ahead of Craeya and immediately she recognized the taller one and his lengthy, impossibly well-structured shape. The boys laughed in long, loud cackles, their voices grasping at manhood. Craeya had operated on men before. She had seen old and young in their skinsuits—their original skinsuits—but there was something mysterious about boys in her cohort she wanted to know beyond what her books, beyond what a naked body on the repair table could teach her.

			And yet, she knew she wasn’t supposed to have such thoughts.

			The shorter boy left the taller boy alone, and Craeya realized she had stopped walking to watch the boy she had known as far back as she could remember.

			He turned, and his eyes pulled her in so close she felt as though she was standing next to him.

			Rannum.

			He smirked, half-waved, and was on his way.

			Craeya moved to follow.

			Infection from their most contagious virus was said to be able to kill, so if Craeya had caught it, she’d know. She knew the signs, the symptoms. She had nothing to worry about. So then why did it feel like her heart would rip through her muscles and burst out of her chest, to writhe like a half-live tamagon in front of her?

			According to Master Qi, there had been infections in the past cycle. Tribesmen had even been put to death. That is what violating the law meant.

			Craeya quickened her pace. In a few hours, the nation-feast would begin, and the Chamber Hall would be crowded with exhausted, silly bodies, drinking gulch, and inhaling smokesticks and tilq like it would be their last time.

			Craeya had been to the feast before as a child, serving drinks, replacing food and doing whatever else the Masters ordered. The evening nation-feast would be her first as an accepted adult, a tribeswoman who would finally be an equal and valued member of their society. No longer a child.

			Rannum turned a corner into the Healer’s dormitories, and Craeya followed. If she didn’t catch up to him there was a chance both of them would be lost in the ensuing celebration, off on their missions before either of them could say goodbye.

			The word filled her with dread and made her uneasy. Craeya walked on, somewhat in her own head, but soon realized that Rannum was no longer in the tunnels.

			He had retired to his own changing dormitory—a place Craeya knew of, but had never stepped foot inside. She felt herself being pulled to him. Unseen energies swirled around her, pressing on her chest. Rannum was her first thought in the morning and last one before sleep took her, a weight that never truly left her.

			What did it mean that she thought about him so much when they were apart? Only physically being with Rannum made the thoughts go away, but they were there again as soon as he left.

			Craeya passed through the narrow tunnels. Her seasoned, wiry hands followed the curves of clay walls created long before she was born. Energy moved through them, sparking at Craeya’s fingers.

			She followed the faint humming in her ears, a sound that others teased her about, saying it was made up, but Craeya could feel it every time. She didn’t care that no one else believed her. When she turned where the sound concentrated itself into an orb, Craeya stopped, noticing a hole in the tunnel wall the size of her eyeball.

			She looked inside and saw him.

			Rannum struggled to remove his skinsuit in the confines of his tiny changing dorm. To his right was a cot, short and long-sleeved robes strewn across it, tinged brown from dust and sandstone. He looked almost too big for such a place. Maybe it really was time for them to be out in the field with clouds as their ceilings.

			Rannum’s darkened olive skin was the result of carefully selected genetics. Darker skin meant more melanin and less damage from the sun. Craeya’s own skin was much lighter, but she knew some traits needed to be preserved. Perhaps it made her more suited for missions at base, but she prayed that would not be the case, and Healer Polina assured her she would get to walk in the sunlight very soon.

			Craeya released a breath, feeling the tension in her chest finally ease.

			He’s so thin!

			Rannum pushed the suit past his elbow, revealing a lighter shade of olive brown. The whole ordeal was slow going.

			Craeya could only see above his waist. Even with the tight skinsuit removed, she wouldn’t be able to see below. She pressed her face against the hole to gain more range of motion. Nothing. Something below blocked her view. The dorm was so small.

			She needed to find the changing dorm herself. Craeya touched the wall, her fingers picking up and holding the dirt in their prints. She pressed her fingers together, smudging the dirt between them. Then she headed east towards more openings, the humming in her ears guiding her.

			When she arrived at the changing dorm, Rannum’s bronzed back swam into view. His suit was half off, the upper part hanging off his body like a second layer of skin. From below his waist where the sun did not go, she glimpsed a slip of light pink, like the palms of his hands.

			A spot of heat shot through Craeya’s legs into her stomach.

			Rannum’s olive-colored skin looked as delicious as firenz beans themselves. So smooth. Craeya must have made some noise upon entering because Rannum turned sharply, his eyes impossibly dark and flecked with orange that spread out in concentric circles, growing like embers.

			“Craeya?” he said. His torso was bare. “What are you doing here?”

			Craeya eyed the muscles in his pecs—not yet pronounced at his age, but supple. They would grow.

			“I think I just—” For the first time in a long while, Craeya could not find words. That same heat in her legs and stomach rushed through her body with the intensity and suddenness of fire. She did not look away. “I saw you come here,” she said. “I wanted to see what you were doing.”

			Rannum continued to remove his skinsuit as if nothing had happened. “You should go to the nation-feast. Everything’s about to start.”

			“No. Everything’s about to end.”

			Rannum reached down low to pull his skinsuit off his feet.

			Craeya had seen the human body countless times on the repair table. Male. Female. She had cut into plenty of them herself. They were all dead or freshly dead, recovered bodies brought back from failed dispatch missions. Craeya and her lessonmates practiced and practiced. They worked to remove anything the tribe could use: organs that might save a life another time, skin, hair, nails, bones.

			But seeing Rannum was different.

			Craeya’s heart pumped like the voracious beat of a newborn’s, and she knew she needed to control it.

			Rannum yanked the remainder of his skinsuit from his body and stood there naked. Craeya watched him. She studied the way he stood and shifted weight from one leg to the other, the muscles bulging in his quadriceps. He was thin like most QhaHadurians, but his chest was sturdy and his shoulders broad like the barrel-chested strains of their species. Her eyes dropped lower, and in that moment Rannum’s eyes pierced her gaze, suddenly aware she was watching him.

			“Craeya, you shouldn’t be here.” He scooped a robe from nearby and threw it over himself, tying it at the waist with leather string. Then he ran.

			“Rannum,” Craeya called, chasing after him. “I just want to talk.” But she knew it was a lie. Something else propelled her forward.

			Rannum entered another network of tunnels. Craeya quickened her pace. In sprinting trials, Craeya consistently got the best marks. Rannum was good, but Craeya knew she was faster. And his robe would slow him down.

			She was five paces behind Rannum.

			Why can’t two Healers go out into the field together? Why do they have to separate all of us?

			That was a question Craeya could only pose to herself. She had learned not to ask the Masters such questions anymore.

			Three paces behind. She ran harder.

			“Rannum, stop!”

			“Craeya, you’re—” Rannum stole a glance back.

			One pace behind.

			Adrenaline pushed Craeya onward with force. She hadn’t chased like that since the Masters impressed upon them the importance of tracking, demonstrating the chemicals at work when a beast is about to claim its prize.

			Craeya lunged forward and snatched Rannum by the wrist. She yanked hard, spinning him around to face her.

			He looked down at her hand and smirked for a moment. Then he caught his breath and any happiness he had was gone. “What do you want? Let’s just go to the nation-feast so we can eat.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			“You will be. It’s finally our turn. All this time spent at base, and now we can start the lives we’ve been training for since birth.” His eyes shot to her grip tightening around his wrist. “You just gotta let go.”

			“You’ll run again.”

			“I won’t. Say what you need to say.”

			Craeya released him. “Fine. I think …” She paused to catch her breath. “It’s going to be new, sure. Everyone will forget everything.”

			“Yes, after some time, we will forget a lot of the details,” Rannum said. “We’ll remember our lessons. That counts for something.”

			“But not each other.”

			“Certain memories are no good out there, Craeya. You know about the beasts. You’ve done a practice mission. You’ve seen them.”

			“Not really. Well, maybe one. It was far away.”

			“They can smell it.”

			“Do you know that for sure? Do you, Rannum? It’s too difficult to understand the virus from a book, it works on too many systems—respiratory, nervous, and endocrine, to name a few—at the same time. We need subjects to study it, to really understand what they say it is. We are Healers that know the human body better than anyone, and yet, there’s still so much mystery around the virus. Too many unanswered questions.”

			“We know about emotions,” Rannum said. “They create attachment. Clearly, the Masters’ lessons didn’t get through to you. After all these years.” His thick brows furrowed together in a darkened bunch.

			Craeya examined Rannum, the way he stood rooted. His body was so different from hers. The veins in his hands pulsed and throbbed with so much power. He was a mystery Craeya could not name. Rannum was so alive. He was so close to her.

			“Why can’t you just be like everyone else? Rannum asked. “Why do you have to cause trouble wherever you go?” Usually when he asked that it was with fondness, but his voice held the sharp edge of a knife, creating distance.

			“It’s just the way I am,” Craeya said, but even as she said it, she knew the answer was more complicated. There were things inside her she didn’t have the words for. She wasn’t just curious or wild like some of the Masters used to say.

			She needed to understand things by doing them.

			Grabbing Rannum’s wrist again, Craeya leaned forward and kissed him. With her other hand, she held the back of his head, wanting to feel another part of him. His lips were warm against hers.

			In that moment, time lost meaning.

			There was no nation-feast, no story endings, only the musk of sweet figvi on Rannum’s lips, the pre-sweat collecting on all his pores. She could smell only him.

			He pushed her off of him, breaking her grip, and stared.

			“Why did you do that?” His eyes showed alarm, but something else too. Curiosity?

			“There are no beasts here,” Craeya said. “They can’t smell us. What harm have I done
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