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​Prologue
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​Faye

​April 25 - Evening

Faye stood still, a spent cigarette hanging from her lips. The taste of blood and ash mixed in her mouth as she gazed upon the pile of bodies that lay at her surroundings. Amidst the mountain of corpses, friends and foes alike, the one man she wanted dead was still alive.

She seized him by the neck, dragging him along as he gasped for air and clawed at her hand in a desperate bid to break free. She flicked the butt of her cigarette into the water and released her grip on the old man's neck. He struggled to rise to his knees, only to be knocked down again by a swift kick to his side, knocking him back down with a small hud. His eyes darted toward the sea, and for a moment, she caught the fear flickering within them.

“You fucking good-for-nothing disappointment!” he growled, his breath ragged and shallow. “You're just a fool swimming with the jellyfish. You won't survive this island.”

Faye let out a short laugh. “Isn't that ironic?” She glanced at the nearly empty cigarette pack in her hand. “I'm the fool who won't survive this, but you'll be the one actually swimming with the jellyfish.”

His eyes locked onto hers, and anger flared when he found no trace of fear he sought. He let out a howl, cut short by a rough cough, and snarled, “You wouldn’t dare!”

He is starting to show his age, Faye thought, watching the old man tremble from head to toe. “Believe me, I would. I really would,” she said, her voice low and steady. She reached toward the water, letting the blood drip from her fingers into the sea. She had no idea whose blood she was drenched in, but it certainly wasn’t hers.

Colorless jellyfish rose to the surface in the blink of an eye to drink the red off of the water. Each reached with their tendrils, perhaps rushing to be the reddest of their kin, sucking the red out of the blood. But, of course, mere drops of blood weren't enough to color them all red.

“You’ve seen it firsthand thousands of times, haven’t you, father?” Faye asked without turning back. “What a hungry jellyfish can do to a man.”
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​Faye

​April 22 - Morning

“And? What’s so special about this Marked?” Faye asked, her gaze fixed on the city outside their bedroom window, disgusted as always by the view. Gray buildings stretched endlessly, all identical, shrouded in a persistent light mist. This was perhaps one of the pettiest reasons for her hatred of the city. The core of it lay in what it represented.

“Told you already. She’s from Block A,” Zarif answered, pulling his long dark hair into a ponytail in front of the mirror, as he always did in the mornings.

“So?” Faye asked, not taking her eyes off the window.

Zarif combed back the stray strands of hair that wouldn’t fit into the tie. “What do you mean?” he asked, leaning closer to the mirror to check if anything was out of place.

“Why should I care which Block she’s from?” Faye repeated, flicking the ashes from her cigarette out the window.

Zarif chuckled awkwardly. “You ... don’t know?” he murmured, his voice tinged with confusion.

“Don’t know what?” Faye asked, turning slowly, her concern growing over what she was about to hear. It was too early in the morning for Zarif’s evasive and unclear answers not to get on her nerves.

Zarif wasn’t the nervous type, but his expression screamed distress. “A rebellion,” he murmured. “Only two survivors... Silver was the one who let them go.”

Faye was, relatively speaking, affectionate toward the Marked, and Zarif knew that. She could tell it bothered him to be the one to break the news to his wife. Mentioning Silver’s decision to spare two of them was his way of trying to earn some credit.

Faye took a long drag from her cigarette while Zarif stood still, perhaps expecting her to lash out, accusing him, their parents, herself, and everyone else for the incident. “Was it really a rebellion?” she asked, her tone unexpectedly apathetic, even to herself.

Zarif let out a short sigh of relief. “As far as we know, yes,” he answered. “When Silver and the others arrived almost all the guards were killed,” he added.

Could it be a lie to pump up their prices, Faye thought, hopeful. But she figured Zarif would know if it was a scam and would have told her. “Okay, so she is one of the survivors. Why did you bring her up? You want to buy her?” she asked.

Zarif was clearly surprised by Faye’s unconcerned attitude, but seemed relieved nonetheless. “I was going to suggest we buy her for you. You know, since you don’t have any personal bodyguards.”

Faye grimaced. She didn’t like it when people used sugar-coated words instead of saying ‘slaves.’ She thought for a few seconds in silence, she wasn't too keen on owning one- even though, by birthright and marriage, she technically owned hundreds. “Why did Silver let them go?” she asked.

Zarif shrugged. “Well, it’s Silver. Who knows what she does or why? She’s ... odd.”

“Fair enough.” Faye nodded. Knowing Silver, it was probably because she got bored of fighting them, she thought.

Faye watched as Zarif took advantage of the brief silence to undress. He opened his wardrobe and paused, considering what to wear for today’s meeting.

“Don’t wear a tie,” Faye suggested eagerly.

“Wouldn’t that be a bit ... disrespectful?”

“Yes. That’s the point.” Faye threw her cigarette out the window and waved at a Marked in the garden, gesturing for him to put out the still-burning cigarette on the ground. “You want to look strong today?” she asked Zarif.

“And how will not wearing a tie help with that?” Zarif asked.

“What else says strong like comfy?”

“Uhm... I don’t know. That might not be the best idea.”

“Who's the strongest in the city?” Faye asked, rubbing her eyes wearily. She had woken up early with Zarif for today’s meeting. She preferred the ‘drink until morning, sleep until noon’ lifestyle, not the one where she had to rise at dawn for important family meetings.

“Father and Mr. Blank,” he answered.

“Wrong,” Faye replied casually. “It’s Silver. And how does she act?”

“Childish?” Zarif asked, looking uncertain of his answer.

“Comfortable. Being aware that no one can do anything to her, she acts comfortable. Now, I know you can’t and shouldn’t copy her behavior, but you can still dress like her... In a more expensive and tasteful way, of course,” Faye explained. She wasn’t as sure as she sounded, but she didn’t care how Zarif dressed as long as it was in a way his father wouldn't approve of.

Faye watched Zarif silently for a moment. He then nodded slowly in agreement. “You know ... you might have a point,” he admitted, leaving the tie in the wardrobe as she had suggested.

Faye lazily lay down on the bed as Zarif dressed. “The Marked,” she asked, lighting another cigarette, “what's her number?”

“A number 16, but father and I decided to make her a 10 since she technically survived Silver,” Zarif said, his tone tinged with pride, as if Silver’s strength had something to do with him or as if he hadn’t simply nodded along to his father’s decision.

“And the other one?” Faye asked with a rough cough, making her words hard to understand, though she knew Zarif was accustomed to it.

"Hmm?" Zarif murmured, obviously pretending not to understand.

"You said there were two survivors," Faye said. "What happened to the other one? What’s the number?"

“He, uhm... He got...” Zarif stuttered. “Silver blinded him,” he finally admitted, mumbling under his breath.

"Blinded him?" Faye blurted, propping herself up on her hands on the bed.

“I know, I know,” he said, raising both hands in front of him as if to placate Faye. “I sent him to Evan’s clinic to make sure he gets treated like a human.”

You damn idiot, Faye thought. You think you can win me over like this? Then she realized that Zarif hadn't answered the other question. He doesn’t want me to know? 

Faye stood up, left her bed, and walked over to him. “His number? Before and after the fight.”

“His... His number... It’s-”

Zarif was tall and well-built, but unfortunately for him, his wife was one of the few people who towered over him. “Stop babbling and tell me,” Faye demanded, her tone strict but calm as she stood right in front of him. 

“He will rise from a 17 to an 11,” Zarif answered, still trying to avoid Faye’s gaze.

“What? Why? Why would you promote a blind Marked?” Faye shouted, a vein appearing on her forehead. “He can’t even fight anymore!”

“I objected,” Zarif defended himself. “But you know how father listens to Silver.”

It was Silver’s idea? Faye found it hard to believe, but was too shocked to dwell on it. “A blind Marked. A number 11,” Faye repeated quietly, trying to process it. “How can a blind soldier have such a high number? And how come his number is so close to the other one?”

“I haven’t seen them in action myself. We’re just taking Silver’s word for it,” Zarif admitted. “She said that if she hadn’t blinded him, he would’ve been at least a number 6.”

She abuses her position, that’s nothing new, but never like this, Faye thought. The hell is going on in her head?

“Since you didn’t know about Block A,” Zarif murmured, “you probably haven’t heard about Silver’s possible new number either, have you?”

“And just like that, the survivors of Block A were no longer the most important topic for Faye. “Silver is a number 3,” she said in awe.

“It’s not confirmed yet, but that’s what today’s meeting is about,” Zarif explained. He probably wasn’t supposed to talk about this to anyone, especially not Faye, but it wasn’t in his habit to keep her in the dark- generally speaking. “Father wants to make her a number 1.”

I had guessed something was off, but this... Can they even decide this by themselves? she thought, standing motionless, trying to grasp what Zarif was saying. A number 1. “Has there ever been a Marked like that?” She didn’t even realize she had spoken aloud.

"I do recall Father mentioning a number 2 from their childhood, but if the families agree today, she’ll be the first Marked to reach number 1."

He isn't telling me the whole story, she thought and it was enough to make her snap. She reached out, grabbing Zarif by the chin with a sudden, almost violent force, forcing him to meet her gaze. Her fingers dug into his skin. “What did she do in that Block?” she demanded, her voice sharp and low, a mix of anger and disbelief.

“She...”

“There were more than 80 Marked in that Block, no?”

Zarif nodded, his silence amplifying the tension in the room.

“How many of them did she kill?” Faye’s voice felt like it could shatter the walls, loud enough, she thought, to be heard from the other side of the city.

“I...” He stuttered, looking down like an afraid child.

“Zarif!” Her grip tightened, and with a forceful motion, she lifted his head, making him face her once more. She wasn’t giving him a choice anymore.

“We sent a group of 15 to suppress the rebellion, led by Silver,” Zarif began, his expression tense and uneasy. “They said Silver ordered them to wait while she ... played around a bit.”

“And?” Faye demanded, her voice tight with anticipation.

“Silver killed 45 Marked by herself, then told her group she was taking a break to smoke. Afterward, she killed another 20.”

Faye released Zarif, her fingers trembling as the weight of the information sank in. She noticed the cigarette she had in her other hand was wasted. Without thinking, she dropped it and crushed it under her shoe, the final embers fizzling out. She immediately reached for another one. The simple act of lighting the cigarette became a desperate attempt to ground herself. How she wished she could smoke several at once to calm her racing thoughts, but no amount of smoke would dull the shock of hearing such a thing.

“I’ve spoken with the Marked we sent,” Zarif continued, rubbing his chin after Faye let go of him. “They said the Marked inside the Block managed to kill 6 from Silver’s group.”

“Because they outnumbered her group?” Faye asked, her tone flat, as though she was trying to hold back the rush of emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.

“Because they were overdosed,” Zarif said, checking his watch. “Look, I need to go. I’m going to be late.

“No!” she protested. “You can’t just leave after that. Who overdosed them? We don’t keep that much Devjel in the Blocks?” Faye asked, her voice strained, followed by a rough cough.

“Faye, I arranged a group to investigate,” Zarif replied, his voice anxious but insistent. “And until they get to the bottom of this, it’s all just speculation.”

Faye paused, the frustration simmering inside her. She decided to believe that and not push him any further, at least for now. It was mostly because she didn’t know what to say. What point was there to even argue at this point? So many people wasted like they were nothing.

They were nothing, Faye thought. No one gives a shit about them. Including me. What do you do, huh? Do you have the right to be frustrated with him when all you fucking do is stay here and drink all day?

She took another drag from her cigarette, the smoke filling her lungs, but it did nothing to clear her mind. She was too angry and too numb to make sense of it all.

“Quite the meeting you’ll have today,” she said instead and finally decided to use an ashtray to pour her ashes. The room felt colder now, quieter, though her mind was anything but.

“Yeah, I guess.” Zarif nodded, his voice made it clear that he was unsure of how the rest of this conversation would play out. “Rue will be in the meeting too,” he added, almost as though he were trying to steer the discussion away from the previous topic.

Faye took a long drag and sat back at the edge of the bed, staring at the floor for a moment. She didn’t know how to respond to that.

“She’s been attending them more and more lately.”

“And?” Faye asked, knowing where he was going with this.

“I was going to say that maybe I could ask Mr. Blank if-”

“No!” Faye said firmly, but not looking at Zarif directly. Her eyes were locked on the floor.

“I... I mean, it’s just... I didn’t mean to say...”

“It’s okay.” Faye decided to put a stop to his stuttering. She knew the routine too well. He would go on for hours trying to explain he wasn’t trying to be rude if she didn’t stop him. “I know father doesn’t want me in the meetings.”

“I... I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Zarif wasn’t fond of this subject.

Faye knew that he did love her and that he didn’t like reminding himself that the only reason for their marriage was because of the hate Albert Blank had for his daughter.

But Faye knew better than Zarif. She knew her father didn’t have emotions such as love or hate toward her. Her existence was just a tool to him and this marriage was the only use her father saw in the tool. She was married off to Zarif simply because her father wanted to strengthen the bonds between the two families. 

Albert Blank, head of the Blank family and Faye’s father, was a man with an absolute calm and unshakable personality. However, Albert was a simple man. The moment he realized that his daughter wasn't going to be of any use and wasn’t going to show her respect towards the most important city (as he liked to call it) in Marcentra, he arranged a marriage to unite the Blank family with the Rose family. The two richest families in the country, two main powerhouses and two governors of the city called Alisola.

“Well, I’m off then,” Zarif said, his expression clouded with unease. He adjusted his jacket, his movements slow and deliberate, as if he were trying to calm his racing thoughts. He made an effort to appear collected, but there was a visible tension in the way he held himself.

Faye let out a sigh and moved back to his side, extinguishing her cigarette in the ashtray along the way. She licked her thumb and gently wiped away the tiny droplet of blood from where her nails had cut his skin. "I'm sorry," she murmured, her voice softer than before.

"It's okay," he replied quietly, meeting her gaze.

How affectionate he looked. Zarif’s eyes always seemed to hold a quiet yearning for her. Faye could always tell. She wished there was someone else, anyone else, who could return that affection to him. And no matter how much she tried, she always found herself unable to give him what he wanted.

"Say hi to Rue for me," she said, her voice light as she patted Zarif on the head. She often teased him this way, a small gesture to remind him he was more like a friend to her than anything else.

He never pushed the hand away, but Faye knew he hated it. “I... I will. See you at dinner,” he said, his words hurried as he quickly exited the bedroom.

Faye watched as Zarif left the estate, flanked by three bodyguards. She lingered by the window for a few more minutes, lost in thought, before grabbing her pack of cigarettes and stepping out of the room.

“I forgot to ask the name of that blind Marked,” she mumbled to herself and began to speculate what sort of a person he was. She started wandering inside the manor, scattering the ashes of her cigarette on the ground. 

Those two must be really strong if they stood their ground against Silver, she thought. No ... she was probably toying with them. No one can fight her and come out alive. The thought lingered in her mind for a moment. He did lose his eyes, but still... It’s hard to imagine anyone who could go toe to toe with her and survive.

She called for a Marked servant to bring her something to drink, along with whatever brand of cigar he could find. Faye had always believed the only way to endure a gloomy day was to get drunk, and in Alisola, sunny days were a rarity.

She decided to stretch her legs and walk around the garden while she waited for her drink and cigar. 

As she wandered, she noticed someone lying beneath the shade of several defoliated trees. Faye glanced around, her eyes narrowing as she realized there were no Marked in sight. Why was this area unguarded?

Instinctively, she reached behind for the handgun she had taken with her when leaving the building. Normally, there was no need to carry a gun inside the estate, but she always made sure to bring one when heading out to the garden. It was smart for her to do so. 

“You can never be too careful in Alisola.”

It was one of the few pieces of advice from her father that she actually agreed with.

“Spare my life... Please,” the woman under the tree said, her voice laced with mockery.

Recognizing Silver's voice, Faye slowly withdrew her hand from her gun. “What are you doing here?” Faye asked. She must have told the guards to leave. Stupid bastard, scaring me like that!

“What does it look like I’m doing, Captain Puff?” Silver replied without moving.

“Shouldn’t you be with Mr. Rose?” Faye asked, stepping closer.

“Which Rose?”

“Mr. Veli.” Faye knew Silver understood exactly who she meant, but over time, she had learned that having a normal conversation with Silver was no easy feat.

“Come on Faye, he is not here. Just call him Mr. Largenose as you always do.”

“I’ve never called him that,” Faye said, but she agreed that Zarif’s father did indeed have a relatively large nose. “And I told you to stop calling me Captain Puff.” 

“But you are the captain of this ship.”

“Silver!” Faye kicked her gently on the side. “Why aren’t you with him?”

“Well.” Silver straightened up. “It seems I’m the topic of discussion today, so the old man gave me the day off. And you know, your daddy doesn’t like me much.”

“Don’t call him that,” Faye said, grinding her teeth.

Silver let out a short laugh. “Alright, alright. Give me one of those, and I won’t,” she said, pointing to the pack of cigarettes in Faye’s hand.

Faye tossed the pack of cigarettes and the lighter from her back pocket to Silver.

"Feeling generous, are we?" Silver asked, eyeing the expensive pack before lighting one.

Faye sat down across from her. "I want to ask you something."

"Ask away, my dear," Silver replied with an excited tone, deliberately blowing a cloud of smoke in Faye's direction.

“Zarif mentioned two Marked today,” Faye began, studying Silver’s reaction closely. “I don’t know their names, but it seems the two of them fought you in Block A. I’m having a hard time believing you let anyone walk away alive.”

“So the thing is...” Silver took a long drag. “The girl...” She blew the smoke in Faye’s face again, her eyes gleaming. “I let her go because she reminded me of myself.”

“Bullshit.” Faye couldn’t help but laugh, reaching for a cigarette herself.

Silver let out a laugh as well. “Of course it is. I just want to see how strong she gets.”

“So, you let her live because of her... Potential?” Faye asked.

“Yeah kind of.” Silver shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind fighting her again after maybe ... a decade or so. Who knows? If I’m old enough and she is in her prime, she might actually be a challenge.”

As if you have a decade left in you, she thought, but kept it to herself. “And the one you blinded?” Faye asked instead. “Why did you let him go?”

An eerie smile appeared on Silver's face. “About that one... You might not understand this Puff.”

“Try me.”

“That little bastard,” Silver said, chuckling in an odd way. “His... His thrill for blood and that sadistic smile of his reminded me of a joy I’ve long forgotten.” Silver suddenly sounded like an insatiable animal longing for its food. “Feeling most alive when you’re in a life-or-death situation, not knowing whose blood you're tasting, being so overdosed on those Devjels that you're no longer feeling or thinking, only wanting to slaughter more and more and-” Silver calmed herself, perhaps after noticing the fear on Faye’s face. “Sorry, Puff, but as I said, it’s not something a human can understand.” Silver had bitten her lip hard enough to make it bleed.

Faye leaned in closer to Silver and wiped the tiny blood droplet on her mouth with her hand. She didn’t even realize she made herself bleed, Faye thought to herself as she wiped her hand on her black tank top she was wearing under an even darker toned jacket.

Silver burst out laughing. “You are such a weirdo.”

“What?” Faye asked, backing away. “How am I the weirdo?”

“A noble wouldn’t want a Marked’s blood on them,” Silver said, licking the part of her lip that she bit.

“We are not nobles Silver,” Faye said. “We are rich families in exile, acting like royalty.”

Silver stubbed out her cigarette on the ground and stood up. She had a smile on, and not a creepy one like before. “Couldn’t have said it better Puff. You’re too sweet for your position, toughen up a bit,” she said as she secured her long, dark silver hair in place.

Faye watched her and thought that there was something different about her. “Wait a minute!” Faye realized that she was missing her gold hairpin. “That’s mine! When did you-”

“Say hi to your maniac of a sister for me would you?” Silver wasn’t listening to her. “I bet that would irritate her.” She kept walking toward the gates of the manor.

You are much weirder than me, Faye thought as she watched Silver from behind.

“Owner Faye.” A Marked startled her. He was standing right beside her with a cigar and a bottle of whiskey. “I saw you giving your packet to Silver, would you like me to bring you another one?” he asked.

“Thank you.” Faye smiled at the Marked, then noticed Silver sprinting back toward her. “I’m not sharing the cigar!” Faye called out sternly.

Silver halted, a few steps away. “And the whiskey?” she asked.

Faye sighed. “Would you bring us another glass?” she told the Marked. “And another cigar.”

“Right away,” he said and left after throwing a nod at Silver.

Silver clapped her hands in excitement. “I knew you couldn’t resist hanging out with me,” she said.

Faye eyed Silver for a second. The Marked, they never leave without saluting her. Well respected among them, Faye thought.  Her mind began to drift toward a plan she’d been contemplating for the past couple of months, wondering if now was the time to bring it up to Silver.

“Oh, by the way,” Silver said, opening the bottle. Faye waited for a stupid joke from her. “I’m not sure if I heard it right, but that blind Marked, his name is Dog.”
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​Rue

​April 22 - Afternoon

“Owner Rue,” Er called, knocking on the door. “Mr. Zarif has arrived. He’s waiting for you downstairs in front of the meeting room.”

Rue was in the middle of reading a file detailing everything known about Silver when Er knocked. Glancing at the clock, she realized she had been staring at the same page for far too long. She neatly placed the file in her desk drawer, alongside the others, and told Er to come in.

“I brought the clothes you requested,” Er said, entering the room with an ironed white shirt and a long, dark green skirt.

“Put them on my bed,” Rue instructed, then chugged down the now-cold tea that had been sitting untouched on her desk since breakfast. She grabbed a brush and moved in front of the mirror. “How much time do I have?”

“Plenty,” Er answered. “Mr. Rose hasn’t arrived yet, and Mr. Blank is still talking with Mr. Dietrich.”

“Did you listen in?” Rue asked.

“Yes, but he was just briefing Mr. Blank about Block A. Nothing of interest.”

Satisfied with her hair, Rue handed the brush to Er for him to put away. She moved toward her bed, checking the clothes to ensure they were as proper as she wanted.

“Where’s the tie?” she asked, eyeing the clothes.

“Mr. Zarif wasn’t wearing one,” Er answered.

Rue glanced at him from the side, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You sure about that?”

Er confirmed with a small nod.

Rue paused, a brief flicker of confusion passing over her face before she nodded. “Odd... Alright, good call,” she said, beginning to undress.

Unlike her older sister, Rue had a slim figure and was much shorter, resembling their long-deceased mother. It wasn’t just in her physique. Rue’s face was a near-perfect reflection of their mother’s, so much so that even Rue herself occasionally mistook old photographs of her mother for images of herself.

Rue noticed that Er had his back turned to her while she was changing. What is he doing? she thought, frowning slightly. She had changed in front of him countless times before, and this sudden behavior felt off. It wasn’t just the simple act of turning his back; there was an unfamiliar tension in the air that made her uneasy. She tried to shake off the thought, but it clung to her. Lately, there had been a noticeable distance between them that had remained unspoken. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like that he was the one changing the balance between them. Standing there half undressed, with only her shirt on and her skirt still lying on the bed, she paused for a moment, unsure of what to make of it. Her thoughts were muddled, but she knew she didn’t like the unease creeping up on her. 

If anyone was going to decide something, it was going to be her. You will look away only if I want you to, she thought.

"Er," she called, her voice steady but laced with a hint of tension, "How does this one look?"

Er simply nodded.

Say something for once, she thought, but refrained from expressing her irritation. “Did you arrange some Marked to check on that clinic like I asked you to?” she asked instead as she pulled on the skirt, tucking the shirt into it. 

She knew she didn’t need to remind him of anything, but Rue couldn’t shake the unease she felt around Er lately. For some damn reason she couldn’t pinpoint, he was becoming more and more silent with each passing day.

Er had always been a man of few words, much like every other Marked, but Rue knew this wasn’t the norm for them. A betrayal was out of the question, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had done something to upset him. Over the past few weeks, she found herself trying to extend their conversations, sometimes embarrassing herself in the process, only to later berate herself for seeking approval from a Marked. 

“I did,” Er answered. “They’ll be handling it tomorrow.”

“They are not from the manor right?”

“No, but I’ve given work to them before. They know me as Costa.”

“Good,” Rue said, casting a quick glance at herself in the mirror. “Do you think there’s still time for tea?”

Er checked the clock on the wall. “Plenty of time,” he assured her, hurrying to the kitchen.

“I...” Rue hesitated for a moment.

“Yes?” Er returned promptly, standing near the door.

“Nothing,” Rue dismissed with a wave of her hand. You wanted to say together! Rue thought. What the fuck is wrong with you?

Er waited another second, as if to see whether Rue would change her mind. Seeing she remained silent, he left the room.

“You’re doing it again,” Rue muttered to her reflection in the mirror. “He’s your slave, not your friend.”

Some time after Faye's departure from the manor, Rue began to experience a heightened sense of loneliness. Despite never having loved, nor even liking Faye to begin with, Rue suddenly found herself entirely alone. While she felt an immense sense of relief that it wasn't she who had to marry the buffoon called Zarif, the absence of Faye made the manor feel eerily silent. And now, the only other person she could talk to wasn’t like his usual self. 

However Rue would rather get tortured to death if it meant she had to admit these feelings, even to herself. It was her duty to appear strong at all times as the next in line of her family. Admitting to weakness, especially one as pathetic as loneliness, would be nothing short of disgraceful. Needing people had never been part of who she was. Depending on them felt beneath her. People were there to serve someone of her status. She despised yearning for Er’s friendship, and was afraid that her feelings toward him, a Marked, wasn’t solely something one would feel for a friend. Her own feelings made her sick in the stomach. Left her sleepless at times.

Er was back with her tea when Rue was busy beating herself up. She sat down on her chair, gripping the cup firmly, and drank in silence without so much as a glance in his direction.

She was suddenly reminded of Faye teasing her about Er not being too rough looking like the other Marked in the manor and how Rue would start a fight whenever Faye said such stuff. She hated how easily Faye would read her and hated even more how she had a point. Rue turned her back to Er, due to a foolish fear that he might somehow read her mind.

“I almost forgot,” Er said suddenly, pulling a small notebook from his back pocket. “I finished it,” he added, placing it on the desk in front of Rue.

Rue had been teaching Er how to read and write in her spare time. He was learning fast for a Marked, but his handwriting was still terrible so Rue had given him an exercise in which he had to write every letter a hundred times.

She swiftly scanned the pages with her eyes as she kept sipping her tea. His handwriting still wasn’t any good, but at least it was finally readable.

“Good.” She wanted to brush the subject off, but couldn’t keep herself for too long from talking. “No one saw you practicing right?” she asked. 

None of the Marked in the manor could say anything to Rue’s personal Marked or could dare to snitch no matter what he was doing, but sometimes it was simply easier to hide things.

“Of course not,” Er said, shaking his head. His eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. “It’s about time.”

Rue gave herself a final glance in the mirror, smoothing out the creases in her skirt before turning away. Without a word, she walked toward the door, Er following close behind as they made their way to the meeting room. 

“Father isn’t even trying to hide his distrust of them,” Rue remarked to Er, her eyes sweeping over the increased number of guards stationed around the manor. Their stiff postures and watchful gazes made Rue understand that they have been ordered to stay vigilant.

“Or is it a display of power?” Er suggested.

“Well, the subject is Silver, so I wouldn’t be surprised if father is showing off a little,” Rue answered, but she was wrong.

Albert hadn't increased the guards to flaunt his authority or intimidate Silver. The additional security was a precaution born out of fear. With two family heads gathered in one place, the opportunity for a single, decisive strike was too tempting for anyone bold enough to seize it.

Since it was customary for the two fathers to reminisce about the old days over a drink (from the same glass to ward off fears of assassination) Zarif was left waiting outside the room. 

“Good to see you, Rue,” Zarif saluted Rue with a huge forced smile on his face.

I stayed in my room until the very last second so I wouldn’t have to chat with this buffoon, Rue thought to herself while not even trying to fake a smile. “Good to see you too,” she answered, restraining herself from grinding her teeth, but failing. She hated having him around. She would have preferred to be just her father and Mr. Veli in the meeting if it was up to her.

“It seems that our old men are taking a bit longer than usual,” Zarif remarked, a hint of amusement in his tone. “It’s been a while since they last saw each other.” He paused, then added with a grin, “Oh! By the way, Faye wanted me to say hi.”

Rue didn’t answer and kept her gaze at the door. She wanted the meeting to start immediately. According to Rue, today's meeting was perhaps one of the most important events of this short-dated city, and therefore they did not have the luxury to waste time on two old men chatting about how good of a marksman they used to be, or who beat who when they were nine.

Albert's voice was loud enough for those outside the door to hear. He was bragging to Veli about his brother, who had been killed years ago, recounting the same old story with exaggerated flair. As always, Albert reached the punchline, laughing heartily at his own joke. Veli joined in, their laughter echoing through the room as though it were the first time they had ever heard it. It was the same punchline he told to anyone who would listen or had no choice but to listen.

“Same story from the last time,” Zarif said.

“It’s always the same five stories,” Rue said, clenching her fist behind her back. Can’t they see the importance of today’s meeting? They got used to peace and quiet, it’s making them weak.

A few minutes passed, and the door finally swung open as the two men rushed out, their laughter still echoing. “You’re just a senile old man if you think you can shoot better than me,” Veli said, laughing loudly.

“We'll see who's the senile one,” Albert called after Veli, his voice loud with amusement. He hurried out the door, and the two of them made their way toward the exit.

“Father! Mr. Veli! What about the-” Rue called out, but the two men were rushing to the garden like children, to prove who was the better marksman. “The... Meeting-” Rue followed them with quick steps, trying to make herself heard.

Albert looked around to spot a servant. “Er!” Albert yelled after seeing his daughter’s Marked. “Tell someone to bring us some cans and my gun.”

“Right away Mr. Albert,” Er responded and hurried to find someone.

Why Er? Rue thought. There are shit ton of Marked around.

Zarif caught up to Rue and tapped her shoulder. “Let them be,” he said with a chuckle. “Come on, we’ll start the meeting early.”

“We can’t start without them.” Rue grimaced.

“Of course we can,” Zarif insisted, pointing to Dietrich who was standing by the meeting room door. “Look, he’s here too.”

Dietrich Gardner was the right-hand man of Albert Blank. His duty was to manage everything that Albert couldn’t find time for, and lately, Albert wasn’t finding time for much of anything. 

“I’ve got other stuff to worry about,” Albert would often nag, as if Dietrich wasn’t already juggling the entire manor’s operations behind the scenes.

“It appears that Mr. Albert and Mr. Veli are about to compete at ... which one of them can shoot a small can from a further point,” Dietrich summarized as he came closer to Rue and Zarif.

“We are supposed to talk about what happened in Block A,” Rue said furiously. It took them hours to arrange this meeting, and now they are acting like children, she thought. She wanted to yell it instead of thinking it, but of course she could never say such a thing out loud.

“Neither of them seems to care, Miss Rue. Perhaps the two of you can handle this meeting. I too, of course, will attend the meeting as an advisor for both of you,” Dietrich responded with his usual calm manner. “Please don’t worry Mr. Zarif. I will not be favoring Miss Rue.”

Zarif flashed a wide smile at Dietrich, making it clear he had no concerns.

Even though Rue wasn’t so happy with the outcome, Zarif knew just the right words to say in order to get her to cooperate. “They might be testing us, you know?”

“What do you mean?” Rue asked urgently.

“Well, we are the next in line, aren't we? They might be wondering what sort of decision we will take on such important matters.” 

The thought of being tested by her father on her decision-making skills was enough to stir both excitement and nerves in Rue. For as long as she could remember, she had dreamed of standing in his shoes, of wielding the power and influence that came with being the head of the family. Rue had always known that the mantle would one day pass to her, but the idea of being judged by her father, the man whose approval she had spent her entire life trying to earn, made her stomach twist in knots.

And yet, Rue’s mind kept circling back to a thought she couldn’t quite shake. Had she begun to see her father for what he truly was? The man she had once idolized, the strong, unshakable leader, was no longer the towering figure she had once thought him to be. Had he ever been that leader? Or had Rue simply been too young to see the cracks in the facade?

Getting judged. By him. The same man who hadn’t moved a finger for the city in more than a year. Was he truly worthy of the power he held, or was it just his name that kept him there?

“You... You might have a point. Yes, let’s start the meeting without them,” Rue said, forcing herself to sound confident, though inside, her mind was racing. She wanted to make it clear that this decision had come from her, even though it had been Zarif’s suggestion.

The two sat across from each other whilst Dietrich stood by the window. “I won’t interfere unless I believe it to be crucial. I’ll simply observe, if it is okay with you both?” he asked as he watched Albert and Veli going into the garden.

“Now, before we begin, I need you to brief me on some details about Block A,” Rue told Zarif. “How much do we know about the mercenaries that smuggled the Devjels in?”

“Not enough to track who hired them, I’m afraid. Small group of three Marked who used to be in Block D. According to the records, they were in Alisola eight years ago and were given to the government right after they finished their training,” he said loudly to suppress the sound of gunshots coming from the garden.

“Their numbers?” Rue asked.

“Two number 8’s and the other was a number 6,” Zarif answered. “But I made some calls to some contacts in Farrona and learned that they were listed dead a year ago. Which means, for all we know they might have been stronger than their numbers,” Zarif said and passed a file to Rue. “You will find the details about the cargo of Devjels they stole on those papers.”

Casually mentioning that he knows people in the capital, Rue thought. Are you trying to impress me? Rue looked over the pages quickly. “So, they smuggled the Devjels into the block four hours after they stole the shipment. Did they pose as the cargo crew?”

“It appears so.”

“Okay, to sum everything up, three Marked we gave to the government eight years ago, faked their death, started working as mercenaries, got hired by an unknown person, smuggled...” She paused to take a look at the notes. “How many vials?”

“Around 400,” Zarif answered. “Could be slightly more. My Marked haven’t finished cleaning up the place yet.”

Rue noted down his exact words on the page. “Okay and then, they overdosed the 83 Marked inside the block, caused a rebellion, and the Marked belonging to the Rose family killed almost everyone in Block A to stop the rebellion... Is that about it?”

“That’s about it. And as my team reported, Silver single-handedly killed 65 of the Marked who lost control after being overdosed,” Zarif added.

Trying to keep the topic on Silver’s achievement rather than the mercenaries? Rue thought.

“I don’t doubt Silver’s strength. Her being a number 3 is proof enough,” she said, pushing the files aside. “However, we’re talking about 65 Marked who were heavily overdosed. And the only witnesses are the Rose family’s Marked.” 

Rue was hoping to avoid promoting Silver or at the very least, minimize the promotion. She too believed that if there was a Marked strong enough to be a number 1, it was Silver. But Roses were already enjoying the political power that came with having the strongest Marked alive. Therefore, Rue had no intention of letting them enjoy having the strongest in history.

“I know you are thinking that it couldn’t be possible that she killed so many all by herself and I don’t want to undermine her ... achievement, but I must admit that the majority of those Marked she killed were number 15’s or weaker.”

“If I may interrupt,” Dietrich said, turning back to stand by the desk. “Mr. Zarif, your family would gain significant reputation in the eyes of the government if a Marked under your command were to become a number 1. I would therefore advise against any implication that might downplay your soldiers’ abilities.” He paused, then added, “Please, continue with the meeting.” Dietrich returned to his spot by the window, observing the two old men who were still engaged in their shooting contest.

“Right, uhm... Thank you, Dietrich,” Zarif said.

No advice for me, Rue thought, helding herself from grinning.

“Now, if we return to the matter at hand,” Zarif continued, “Silver’s performance at Block A yesterday isn’t the only reason we want to promote her.”

“You want the fear she will instill,” Rue said immediately. She glanced at Dietrich, eager to gauge his reaction to her quick thinking, but his back was turned.

“Exactly. Having a number 1 under our control would surely prevent such a massacre from happening again. And with my marriage to Faye uniting our families, no individual or group would dare attack a Block, even one under your control.”

“I understand that such people will fear the possibility of your family sending Silver to aid us, but it could backfire ... on us.”

Zarif moved closer to Rue, his expression shifting as he grasped what she was implying.

“Let’s say such people manage to sneak onto the island,” Rue said. “They offer the Roses total hegemony over Alisola, given they’re obviously the stronger family.”

“And?” Zarif raised his voice. “Would we accept it? Is that where you’re going with this?”

“No need to get sentimental, Zarif. I’m simply presenting a possible future, which, of course, wouldn’t benefit my family,” Rue replied swiftly.

“Mr. Dietrich!” Zarif called out suddenly, his gaze never leaving Rue.

“I sense, from your tone, that my presence is no longer desired, Mr. Zarif,” Dietrich replied before Zarif could say anything, heading for the door.

“Thank you,” Zarif said with a bright smile, turning to Dietrich.

What are you planning? Rue thought as Dietrich moved toward the door.

“I’ll be at the end of the corridor, in case I’m needed,” Dietrich said, shutting the door behind him.

“Was that necessary?” Rue asked, her voice sharp.

“It was. If the future leader of the Blanks has difficulty in trusting me, I have the responsibility to clear those doubts,” Zarif answered quickly. “There’s no need for Mr. Dietrich, who answers directly to the current leader, to be involved in discussions about the future of our families,” he said, gesturing between Rue and himself.

Rue took his approach as disrespect, but it wasn’t surprising to her. She would expect such behavior from her sister's husband. Accusing me of mistrust, in my own house! she thought. This is nothing but politics. “What are you trying to say? Enough with this current and future bullshit, and say what you want to say,” she said, trying to have an assertive tone.

“Look out the window, Rue,” Zarif said, his tone commanding. “What do you see?”

Rue rested her elbows on the table, eyes still locked with his. “Our fathers. The leaders.”

“You want to know what I see? I see two imbeciles playing God.”

Rue’s warning was sharp. “Watch your tongue.”

Zarif’s expression grew more serious, his voice steady. “You wanted straightforward. I’m giving you straightforward. We both know their time has passed.” He leaned in slightly. “It won’t be long before we’re the ones who control Alisola. And I have no reason to hide that I want your trust.”

“Faye is the one putting these ideas in your head, isn't she?”

Zarif’s expression didn’t falter. “I love Faye, and I respect her opinions. But when it comes to this city, our views are worlds apart. I have no intention of altering the status of the Marked when I take over as head of my family. If that’s what you're worried about.”

Rue stood silent for a minute, her mistrust in Zarif and her desire to rule the city were clashing. 

He’s got guts, I’ll give him that, but it doesn’t change the fact that he is an idiot. I’m not going to fall for an obvious trap like this. He is thinking the same thing that I’m thinking. Remove the other family and take the city for yourself... Maybe I can use this to my advantage if he thinks I’ll play along with whatever plan he has. I might as well make him believe that for the time being, she thought. 

“Tell me your plan,” she said, leaning back in her chair, arms crossed. “Then I’ll decide if we have a deal.”

“Huh! I was almost certain that you wouldn’t care enough to listen,” Zarif said. “Very well. But first, my reasoning,” he said and moved toward the door.

Your reasoning is that you are a pathetic little man who wishes that his wife loved him. But since you can’t have her love, you want the city to feel some power and respect. Rue kept those thoughts to herself.

"They're planning to leave the city. For good," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Rue let out a soft chuckle, shaking her head. "You... you..." She struggled to hold back her laughter, but it bubbled up uncontrollably. "You can't be serious. You really think I would believe something like that?"

“I’ve been paying a hefty fee to some people in Farrona. People who happen to have strong connections. Strong enough to feed me all the information that I want. And lately, more and more money-hungry politicians have been contacting me.”

“Where are you going with this?” Rue asked, tired of hearing his voice.

“A member of the parliament mentioned that two extremely wealthy names were fighting for a chair in the parliament,” Zarif answered.

Rue, once again, couldn’t hold her laughter. “As representatives of what city? Alisola?” she asked. “Okay, okay, I get it. You’re trying to be funny. Must admit that you are doing an excellent job.”

“Would a call from a parliament member change your mind?” Zarif asked with a grim look. 

He seemed to realize how absurd he sounded, but Rue understood that he needed to be sure about her decision if he wanted to get his father and Albert out of the picture.

Either a better actor than I thought, or he’s actually serious, Rue thought. 

“Even if you're telling the truth,” she said
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