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	“I’ve crashed, and I gave up the world. 

	To some people, I’m also mad.

	That’s why they kept me with a madman.”

	                   —Magic Mama
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	For my mother—

	Who lent me time from her life doing my chores, so I could have twice the time someone gets per day for work as this …

	.

	

 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A Quote

	 

	 

	And unto Solomon (We subjected) the wind in its raging. It set by his command toward the land which We had blessed. 

	We have the knowledge of all things.

	 

	—Quran 21:81

	 

	 

	 

	
1. The Archaeologist
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	t’s a laughable lock—one that you would use only to guard a graveyard. Not that anyone would trouble themselves invading a timber hut in a mangrove forest farther away from the Bay of Bengal. Still, how can someone live with a lock like that? Made of ancient iron, reeking of rust. It would need a primordial key to be twisted and turned, going through several moments of mechanical trouble until the old lock opens. Good luck if you can do that without breaking the key. 

	Oh! The key … Well, the owner of the hut has left the key right beside the lock, including instructions. The Monk, Yuan Yagmur—revealing his muscled arms from beneath his wide, dark shawl—takes the note, the one with instructions:

	Please, scan your CRAB first before touching the key. For your own safety. 

	From what, you ask? It’s a surprise. 

	Enter without scanning if you want to find out. 

	—Mee-Hae Ra

	Scan? Or not scan? The Monk wonders, but soon, he decides to follow the instruction. He takes his CRAB to the scanner as any modest monk would do. Though, it itches him to find out what trap that woman has set in such a shabby cottage. Could even be some prehistoric tricks with wooden logs flying like pendulums or spikes under the moving floor. Perhaps a net—used to catch monkeys? 

	With those sorts of traps, the cottage would break for sure. But who knows? For a woman, who once was a yearning for the Mesmerizer, anything is possible.

	When he finishes scanning, a text appears in old-style, green fonts:  You’re ‘still’ welcome!

	The Monk takes the key and inserts it into the lock carefully, hoping neither the key nor the lock will break. Of course, he does the methodical twists and turns with mechanical precision, winning through the rust until he opens the almost broken door like the gentle monk he is. The door shrieks.

	How does she live here alone? He wonders, forgetting that he, too, used to live in such a hut once, until a certain mesmerizer designed an entire mansion for him until the man said he had to guard the North. However, Mee-Hae Ra isn’t a monk; she’s never been one. 

	The Monk enters the wooden house. His geta sandals tapping the floor: Pit-pat … pit-pat … 

	The lights glow, sensing a human presence. “Welcome home!” a high-pitched, familiar female voice says from a speaker made with old-fashioned magnetic functions instead of a quantum sound-wave carrier. The inside of the house isn’t as shabby as the outside. If his first impression weren’t ninety percent pre-constructed by the entrance, he would’ve thought it was a nice, comfortable place to live in. A place deep inside a forest where Royal Bengal Tigers have increased their numbers after the Apocalypse befell humans.

	The Monk senses no human prana anywhere. No one is home. To think she’s living so close to that man, right near the south of Alpha, while he has been exploring the entire earth, searching for her just the last week. Not everyone has flawless intuition, do they?

	He glances around. Things look familiar: the high shelves full of books, jars of green tea, dried flowers—also for tea, big rocks, and crystals that emit strong prana and light. The light trapped inside the crystals makes them brighter, stunning against the dark background of the wooden floor and ceiling. A splendid collection of tea and rocks and books by a seventy-year-old archaeologist, yes, but that sofa is a literary hell! 

	Books open, socks unwashed, cornflakes and chips scattered, undergarments with 34D tags faded—no, they are not washed either. Standing seven feet away, the Monk, with his evolved nose, smells what a woman should smell like around the breastbone that protects a woman’s heart. 

	Before the unwashed, pink and grey briefs can reveal any signs of masturbation, Yuan Yagmur looks away like the perfect, gentle monk who hasn’t touched a woman, at least, not in that way. And no. He’s not blushing. What monk would blush, witnessing something so human, something as normal as eating or shitting? So, he looks around, as indifferent as he is to most things. 

	The largest wall in the living room is full of framed photos depicting stories of war, peace, friendship, and love—everything in the last six decades displayed on a single wall. He feels a tiny spark of emotion, seeing his own photo here, right in the middle of the war and the friendship zone—if there’s any zoning at all among these chaotically placed frames, that is.

	And there rests him—the Mesmerizer, frozen in one of his rarest smiles, right beside Mee-Hae. His hair is a darker shade of blond in the photos, as it was back then, and his eyes blue like the clearest sky. His never-aging arm is wrapped around Mee-Hae’s waist until his palm touches her swollen belly. The Monk remembers taking this photo himself. Sometimes, he wonders if it’s his fault that that man lost his last threads of humanity. 

	He turns towards the entrance of the hut. Something comes from the forest. Footsteps. They stiffen a little, tense and alert. Whoever approaches has sensed his presence. It’s her. She’s closer now, climbing the wooden stairs cautiously one by one and releasing her tension as she checks the entry log. The door screams open. 

	“Yuan?” calls one of the most influential archaeologists on the planet and also the owner of this half-broken hut. 

	Mee-Hae Ra. Pointy face, angled eyes; skin warmed after years of living in the south; blue T-shirt, jean shorts, and CRAB in her left wrist. Nothing has changed except the short, dark-red hair—it was black during the war. 

	“Nice hair, Ra,” the Monk greets.

	Approaching, Mee-Hae stops a foot away from him, who is wrapped in his decades-old shawl that should be torn and faded by now, but it isn’t, thanks to the technology that repairs one molecule at a time if you have the budget for it. 

	Mee-Hae finally jumps to him, wrapping her arms around his neck; both her feet leave the floor. “Your shawl smells the same.” 

	“And you don’t feel well.” The Monk touches her shoulder, tracing her body with his palm. It rests at the back of her waist.

	“Stop scanning me.” Mee-Hae releases him. “Your hair is greying. Is it a new fashion? And what’s with the laugh lines?” 

	“Pico says I look younger than last month,” the Monk mutters, averting his gaze from the wall of photos, not wanting to talk about a particular mesmerizer. 

	“I’m guessing something happened?” Mee-Hae says, busying herself with make-the-sofa-sittable and turn-the-room-walkable.

	The Monk avoids the question. He brings out a small package of tea—procured from the Himalayas with difficulty. He puts it on the desk that Mee-Hae has just cleaned. “You talked about some stones you found a while ago,” he says.

	“Three years.” Mee-Hae quickly turns around to face him, holding her unwashed panties. From this close, they smell prominently feminine to the Monk’s highly evolved nose. Mee-Hae Ra throws them with her faultless aim to a basket twenty feet away; she’ll have to wash them in the river later. “Your a while ago is three years,” she says. “You didn’t pay attention then. I wonder what happened? You even brought the rarest tea on the planet!” She gazes at him. Her pouty lips make her look angry. 

	Abandoning her cleaning, she approaches the balcony, holding the tea package. “It looks hand-procured,” she mutters. “By any chance, did you pluck it yourself?” She looks at the Monk and already gets the answer that a modest monk won’t provide.

	The Monk follows and breathes in the wind. The balcony entrance is open from the mangrove forest. “You keep an ancient lock with a scanner while the balcony is open!” he says.

	“Who will steal from an archeologist who gets no gold and camps temporarily in a forest?” Mee-Hae replies.

	“Ten years doesn’t sound temporary.” 

	“Ten years is a blink for a seventy-year-old High Grade,” Mee-Hae says. “But you’re avoiding my question, Yagmur. Don’t think I didn’t notice.” She softens her eyes as she says the Monk’s last name.

	The Monk looks warmly at her. “I wasn’t interested in it then.”

	“Now you’re interested. After three years? No wonder you even found me here!” says Mee-Hae. “I’m sure I was harder to find than the tea I’m holding.”

	The Monk smiles in response. 

	“You’re after secrets, aren’t you? Just like him,” Mee-Hae says.

	“Why do you have his photos?” the Monk finally asks, even though he wanted to avoid talking about the Mesmerizer, at least, with her, yet he asks, more out of worry than curiosity. 

	“I thought a Monk with no emotions would understand.”

	“No emotions? That hurt!” The Monk widens his eyes. “That proves I do have emotions, just not the unnecessary ones.”

	“What’s unnecessary? A partner on bed?” Mee-Hae looks at his face, probably to find out if he’s still a loner in his Lotus Lodge. It takes only a second to find the answer she seeks. She shakes her head in denial. 

	“Now, you are avoiding my question.” The Monk looks into the forest, a few deer with dark spots peeking through the trees.

	“I just don’t care enough, Yuan. Let’s say throwing away the photos or keeping them means the same to me. I’m busy with something more meaningful, and I don’t have time to think about what I should throw out or not,” Mee-Hae says. 

	“You mentioned prehistoric civilizations in your last … well, three-year-old email.” The Monk changes the topic. No one cares about the past. To a High Grade who has lived long enough, the past is just a tiny pixel in a large, high-resolution canvas. “You said they got destroyed mysteriously,” he says.

	“It’s not a mystery anymore. I found proof, and WSI shut down the research. A few Silver Agents came and took my stones. They didn’t even bring me some tea as a courtesy when they came,” says Mee-Hae, frowning, probably at the thought of the World Security Intelligence. Everyone hates them.

	“What stones?” the Monk asks while browsing her bookshelf.

	“Evidence of radioactive rain destroying a city seventy thousand years ago,” Mee-Hae answers. 

	“A city? Seventy thousand years ago, you say?”

	“Rewrites history, huh?” Mee-Hae gazes at him. The sparkles in her eyes are those of an archaeologist who is living in a forest near her latest discovered underwater civilization. “The last Ice Age was supposed to be twelve thousand years ago.”

	“What do you believe, Ra? I’ll believe whatever you say.” The Monk turns at her, his complete attention now on her eyes.

	Mee-Hae doesn’t reply for a long time. A High Grade’s words have weight; she must now think through what leaves her lips. “There are signs of war. The radioactive rain wasn’t natural. I believe they were annihilated.” Mee-Hae utters annihilated so carefully as if someone might hear, as if it’s a cautiously chosen word and not spoken as a part of a casual description. The fewer words you say, the more chance they have of being general—that is, both true and false. After all, the devil lies in the details. 

	“War?” The Monk frowns—almost, noticing how vaguely the Archeologist has crafted her answer, for he said he’d believe it. 

	“I know what war looks like, Yuan.” Mee-Hae gazes into the forest from the balcony. Her palm traces her lower belly where her womb should be, and her face creases as if she is in physical pain. 

	“They took my stone samples,” she says. “They said those were under the jurisdiction of WSI. Sometimes, I wonder if he is behind it, too. Or maybe I’m thinking too much.” Her voice drones as her thoughts drift to a certain mesmerizer.

	“It’s not him,” the Monk says in a determined voice.

	“Because he never hides knowledge?” 

	“Because he’s busy seeking knowledge,” the Monk says. 

	“Oh, yes, busy was the word. Always.” Mee-Hae nods. “I remember how much scared he was of not having enough time for all he wanted to do, for all he wanted to … achieve.” After several moments of gazing at nothing in particular into the forest, she suddenly faces the Monk. “I want answers, Yuan,” she says. 

	“Come to Lotus Lodge. I’m getting a team together.”

	“Who else?” Mee-Hae asks.

	“You first.”

	“Let me guess. You want me to call the others.”

	“I … sent them emails,” says the Monk. 

	“Just answer a question, Yuan. Did he put you onto this?”

	The Monk stares, not hiding that he wanted to avoid answering this question. “He tried to make me work. With him,” he says truthfully, just as a war hero, the owner of a strong voice, should. 

	“You are wrong, Yuan,” Mee-Hae says, half-worried and half-angry, her voice suddenly quivering. “He wanted to make you work. With or without him.” 

	“I have to stop him,” the Monk says.

	“Am I the bait?” Mee-Hae asks.

	The Monk looks at Mee-Hae. He never wants to answer it if he doesn’t need to. So, this time, he visibly avoids her question. “You’re still depending on healing pills?” he says in a questioning tone.

	And Mee-Hae, like the perfect, gentle, and understanding woman from contemporary books of the Old World, lets the Monk avoid her crucial question, the question she should never have overlooked. The question even the Monk will regret not answering right now, right here, not only for her sake but also for his own. 

	“Don’t worry about my pills. It’s common in this era. Thoughts are powerful,” Mee-Hae whispers in response.

	“Just cut the negative ones,” the Monk says, watching her face, the suffering clear in her eyes. He approaches enough to put his palm on the back of her waist. Her waist is too warm. He closes his eyes, focusing inside of her, his palm becoming one with her body. 

	In an instant, her muscles, her blood, thousands of lymph vessels, including the inner wounds around her womb, become visible, sensible—not in the way you see with your eyes, but the way you see the things in a book. 

	The Monk watches her womb bleeding internally because of her creative mind, which is so strong that it turns her imagination of pain into reality. Even though her strong prana heals it at the same rate, constant damage and regeneration is happening inside her. And much of her energy gets drained in cell-building, in self-healing. 

	The Monk focuses his prana, passing it into her body, making the healing faster a little. “You need to control your thoughts, Ra.”

	“Don’t heal me, Yuan. I need to learn to live on my own,” Mee-Hae mutters, but she doesn’t push his hand away. She hasn’t felt this pain-free for so long that she just wants to enjoy this for a moment or two longer. 

	“My nightmares are out of control. The thoughts during my dreams,” Mee-Hae says, leaning against his chest. 

	The Monk frowns. He remembers the thirty-seven beasts in his forest that turned stone-hard and dead. They marked him for something. Some sort of ritual—dark ritual, for no ritual of the light would involve death. 

	It’s too dangerous for her to step into this. Is he making a mistake bringing her? What if that monster harms her? He saw what that man has become in their recent meeting. Guilt overwhelms him. But Yuan Yagmur soon buries his guilt like a well-trained monk. Emotions won’t defeat him. Not ever. 

	The key to conquering emotions isn’t in not feeling them but rather in catching them the instant they appear. “Mastering emotions starts with observation,” their master used to say. 

	Their master, and not his.

	“But if you are really looking for it,” Mee-Hae releases him from the light embrace, “will you read the Devil’s Book?” 

	A herd of deer catches the Monk’s attention. They are running. He senses the fear in them. Soon, the largest cat in this forest takes one of them: it runs, grabs a neck, halts, and mauls; then it kills. A predator wins. Always. 

	The herd of deer accepts it. Mourning a while, they go back to grazing. Perhaps they even think, this time too, it wasn’t me. Not yet. 

	The Monk remembers what he has told the Mesmerizer. That he won’t step into the evil. That he won’t read the Devil’s Book. 

	And he will never let that predator win. Never. 

	 

	
2. Dancing Imperfect
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	nees folded, spread far apart from each other, parallel to the floor—like those of a monk sitting in a lotus pose and peacefully meditating. Except she’s not meditating; she’s dancing, and she’s not at peace. 

	Sweat forming, flowing down her neck and cleavage, dampening her vest. Her fingers gripping her waist. Only her toes touch the ground to kick off and defeat gravity for one moment until she drops back to the floor on just her toes, making it a flawless leaping footwork of Bharatanatyam—a traditional dance. 

	Well, nearly flawless. 

	Soon, her one hand releases her waist in the middle of the dance, breaking the perfection of the footwork. She brushes nothing in particular from her face as if she’s pushing away her blue strands of hair, but she is not. Her hair is tied into a ponytail reaching her waist. No loose strands of hair are annoying her that she’d need to touch her face. At least, not during dancing. 

	And this subconscious gesture of hers makes Meera Gaumont squint. “Sweetie, you are doing it again,” she says. “Is there anything on your face?”

	“Um … No,” Kusha replies like she’s been doing ever since coming back from the High Auction. For days, she’s been doing it—brushing her face as if ants are trailing along her cheek, her neck.

	Meera stops clashing the small pair of copper talam; the high-pitched, metallic sound halts. She stands from the cushioned couch, holding her swollen belly with care and approaching Kusha. 

	“Then why are you touching your face in the middle of the dance?” She doesn’t add sweetie at the end; her gaze nearly scratches along the definition of a glare.

	Kusha freezes her muscles, straightening her spine and lifting her chin. Absolute attention, she tells herself. “I … I don’t know. It feels like something is, um, tracing my face.” 

	“Tracing?” Meera asks, frowning. 

	“Something … invisible?” Kusha looks down at the floor instantly. It’s not a lie, but she’s sure it sounds too much like one, especially to Meera. Kusha can’t deny she isn’t a liar. 

	The thought makes her core crumble. The phrase ‘You, Liar, Untouchable’ hits her awareness. It’s a scream. As if she heard these words somewhere, someday, probably very recently. She brushes her face again. Her fingers tracing her cheek and neck as if a lingering, unwanted touch, a mere breath, is crawling on her skin like insects. And just like that, her mind drifts off, yet again, right in front of Meera, forgetting it’s rude to drift off during a conversation.

	“Did anything happen,” Meera asks, “in the auction, sweetie?” Apart from losing one gold anklet, I trusted you with? She doesn’t say it, of course, but Kusha hears what Meera leaves out. 

	She looks at Meera’s honey-brown eyes—thick Kajol lining them with ends thinned and pointed. A black Bindu sits at the center of her forehead, and she’s wearing a comfortable Sari today—classic cotton, bought costing a fortune from this month’s Cultural Fair. 

	“What would’ve happened?” Kusha asks.

	“You’re answering with questions, sweetie. What are you avoiding?” Meera asks again.

	Kusha gulps. Sometimes, she feels each of her cells bursting whenever she hears questions. Just any question from anyone. If someone knows you are trying to avoid something, why would they ask again? Why would they press? Isn’t that rude? It is rude, according to Learn Basic Manners. It’s a basic manner. Every unevolved Low Grade will avoid talking about how it feels partying among the High Grades, won’t they? Won’t they try to hide that they had to hear about the healing powers of a High Grade’s semen? 

	Kusha searched about it on the Central Library’s online archive after coming from the auction. Of course, it was a lie, and that bald man in a blue suit was definitely harassing her, teasing her with dirty, rude jokes. Nothing physical from the body of a High Grade can heal. No matter if it’s blood or sperm or saliva or even a discarded hair or nail—as some fraudulent religious groups claim, taking advantage of Low Grades’ fascination with the living gods among them. Though, the archive mentions a however as a footnote: 

	***However, when they pass strong prana (the energy controllable by the evolved, High Grade humans) to the sick or wounded, it heals, no matter whether they are plants or animals. Their prana flows strongly when they feel strong emotions. Some people say their sperm heals, but it’s not the semen. It’s the strong prana-boosts the High Grades experience when they reach climax during intimacy.

	Kusha felt a tinge of pride, exponentially multiplied by her Low-Grade inferiority complex, reading this footnote. It worsened when ads started coming up on her HOME page after reading it. The ads had horrible titles: 

	Dream Youth For The Low Grades. 

	Alternate Longevity.

	A Secret Pleasurable Way To Youth.

	Get Your Dream Citizenship With A Pleasing Pleasure Contract. 

	The last one is for non-citizens, of course. At least, she’s a citizen, but when Kusha discovered how many unevolved men and women enter such contracts just for citizenship, it made her face crease as if she’d caught a nasty smell. For a moment, she even thought she hated every High Grade in the world, including everyone in her adoptive family. Right now, standing in front of Meera, the hatred swells. 

	‘Once you sow the seed of hatred, it never leaves. It sleeps. You think it’s gone, but it only needs a tickle or two to arise and whack you in the face,’ says Spirituality With Monk Minakshi. Kusha feels an invisible whack to her face when Meera keeps questioning: “Sweetie, I’m only trying to figure out if you faced anything you shouldn’t or—”

	“I’m fine,” Kusha interrupts with a lie. She never interrupted Meera before, let alone with a lie, and the act shuts Meera down. Even Taha stops her footwork practice and looks at them both. 

	“I’m fine,” Kusha lies again. Is it a lie? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Why is it a lie? No option comes. She remembers going to the garden during the auction and falling asleep on a swing with questions about the ghost woman. When she woke up from a hazy dream of a dancing goddess, she saw a pair of red eyes and flaming strands of blood-red hair in front of her, only to realize it was neither red eyes nor blood-red hair. It was Rashad staring at her with his gray eyes. His large palm was on her forehead, and the royal-blue cape of his uniform was covering her entire body. 

	“What happened, my girl?” Rashad asked. 

	Kusha only replied, “Just tired,” that night.

	“I’m just tired.” Kusha uses the same answer as Meera stares at her with a baffled expression. It’s not completely a lie; she is studying day and night for the World Career Exam. 

	“Fine,” Meera says, patting her belly. “The baby is coming next week. Come down tomorrow morning to help prepare the manor, will you?”

	Kusha glances around the living room. Preparing the manor means removing the disc-lift section and installing railings at a few places. Don’t forget the baby-friendly stairs, even though the newborn won’t use them for another year. Rashad has finished the carpet replacement and floor disinfecting, not that the baby will be crawling anytime soon. Other tasks include removing Meera’s books and crafts and also the sharp objects from up to a height. Taha already began decorating the baby room, but Kusha couldn’t help yet because of her Career Exam studies. 

	“Yes, of course,” Kusha tells Meera. “In the morning.”

	“Great. Everything will be perfectly ready for the new Gaumont by this week,” Meera smiles. “Now, get some rest.” 

	Kusha, not complaining, takes her chance to leave. Even the weird feeling in her guts doesn’t make her wait for another second. The feeling came right when she heard the words ‘perfectly ready.’ 

	* * *

	In the attic, adjacent to the roof two floors above, Kusha doesn’t rest as she is supposed to. Not that Taha would let her anyway; she’s texting every ten minutes, trying to convince her about joining a cosplay contest tomorrow evening. 

	Kusha replies ‘NO,’ silencing her for a day. She didn’t tell Taha yet that she met one of her war hero action figures (dolls, according to Meera) for real. If she did, Taha would ask what they had talked about until she finds out how she blabbered about destiny during her first conversation with a war hero, how he mocked it, and how humiliatingly he called her a fraud who sells originality-detection service. Now even the war hero, the King of Mesmerizers, who ended the war with a four-minute speech, comes into her nightmares with glaring red eyes and fiery hair.

	Kusha touches the pieces of paper before her. The papers glow, sensing the illumination level in her attic. They hold different words—one in each: Ghost. Demon. Another entity. Virtual Reality. Witch. Fraud psychic. Just a regular woman … A few other words, written on the pieces of glow-papers, lay on her crescent-shaped desk. Kusha tries to pick one, but she can’t. Her intuition works when the right option is present. None of these is the right option. Even if these things existed, they wouldn’t attend the High Auction, would they? She remembers what the ghost woman told her. “De-programming … They’ll come for you … Again,” Kusha mumbles. The woman said again. Whoever they stood for, did they come for her before? Before she found herself with the Gaumonts?

	Kusha paces around her attic. When her constant pacing seems as if it’ll burn the wooden floor, she leaves her attic and enters the garden on the roof beside it. 

	Sometimes, she almost remembers Rockwood, but her thoughts divert every time to something else. She doesn’t notice, though. Not yet. As if she never met him, as if she never went to that basement during the auction. The term Empire dawdles at the door of her memory. Like it was a significant dream, and someone woke her too soon that she couldn’t just save the precious dream somewhere safe. Now the dream is lost. Forever. It lingers, but it doesn’t appear. 

	Kusha touches her face—again that feeling of phantom ants crawling on her neck, her face. She shuts her eyes to shake it off and heads back to the attic, but the feeling stays.

	Later, in her dressing room, she stands before her mirror. A map of the New World printed on a glow-paper is attached to it; a question in her handwriting keeps flashing on it: 

	Where is the Devil’s Book?

	Her intuition should tell her where something is as long as she knows what to look for, as long as she has a clear map. But whenever she thinks of the Devil’s Book, no feelings come to her as they were supposed to. As if the book doesn’t exist at all. She can’t find something that doesn’t exist, can she? 

	Is the book destroyed? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Kusha confirms, once again, as she did yesterday and the day before, and the day even before that. She did it every day in the morning and night ever since coming back from the High Auction. She did it every time she looked in the mirror. By now, it has become a routine, almost a ritual, a prayer. 

	A prayer that’s not working. 

	Kusha frowns. When prayer doesn’t work, you rephrase it. Use another word; just fix the bug. She brings a pen from among the books scattered on her bed and writes a new question on the map: 

	Is there a fake Devil’s Book? (a) Yes (b) No.

	She adds ‘fake’ in the question. She knows its current answer: No. No, for now, but what if it becomes a ‘Yes’ later? In the end, she needs the knowledge of voice written in the Devil’s Book—original or not. All she has to do is look at the new question every day as usual. If a copy of it appears in the world, the answer will be a ‘Yes’. 

	Another new routine. Another prayer.

	Kusha sighs. The doubt comes again. The doubt that says, ‘It won’t work … You’re wasting time.’ But something feels missing these days. Something big. As if she isn’t looking for the book only for voice or for shortcuts to evolution. As if it’s for more; it was for more. Always. And now the missing portion is driving her towards it stronger than ever. She didn’t feel this attracted to the Devil’s Book before, before the auction. But now? Why is it like this now? Her heartbeat rises as she stares at the map; the words ‘Devil’s Book’ on it seem to be focusing as if it’s a spinning wheel that hypnotizes her. She looks at her palm. It feels warmer. It feels as if it has touched something evil. And now the evil is calling. Now evil feels attractive. Now the evil whispers.

	Slowly, and ever so slowly, she brings her palm closer to her nose and takes a long, deep breath. “Purpose … Remember your purpose,” the whisper bells like the songs Meera sings every morning. Kusha touches her neck again. She doesn’t know who the melodic whisper belongs to, but she knows one thing by heart: the Devil’s Books holds the answers—answers to her past, present, and future.

	Beep-beep. 

	“Kusha! You have the 17th unopened email!” Tishi, the tiny hologram in her attic, repeatedly dives into the air. 

	The emails! Kusha frowns. She still didn’t check the contest results she participated in before attending the auction. Rashad texted her even this morning from downstairs: How are the WC Exam preparations going? Right. The World Career Exam and her word! 

	Surely a Low Grade’s word matters little since people assume they won’t keep it, and that alone is pressure. Kusha feels the scream again in her bones—a scream from a strong voice: You liar, Untouchable! Does she really have no other identities except Untouchable? A liar? It’s not as if she lies all the time. She only isn’t a hundred percent truthful as a strong High Grade is. 

	Missing this year’s Career Exam will be humiliating. Usually, a company sponsors suitable candidates regarding the exam fee. But landing on such sponsorship without a valid portfolio is impossible, and there are more. The valid portfolio has to be acknowledged by the ones whom you will reach through another valid chain of recommendations. Best if they have a certain degree of illumination.

	Kusha reaches her crescent-shaped desk floating at a three-foot height today near her bed. She looks into the inbox on her computer screen: 17 unread emails, just as Tishi said. 

	Soon, it shows 18. The beginning few are from the contest websites, and the latest ones are from the world-renowned tech industries. Kusha senses a swirl in her belly, seeing the names. Especially one name at the very top. Alphatech. 

	The 18th unread email is from Alphatech, and it came right when she looked at the screen. 

	Her heart beats strongly. Alphatech is the only industry that builds cars and codes into machines, while the rest of the companies in her inbox are only software firms. But it’s not the only reason her heart beats like Meera’s copper Talam. It’s more. Kusha doesn’t open the email. A sudden coldness passes through her as if something has happened, as if bad news is coming. 

	An alarm. It’s intuition. 

	Why would she get an alarm when she is only about to open her email? Kusha looks out the window of her attic. The wind from the largest bay in the world comes from the south and hits her. That’s when she realizes it: the bad news isn’t from the emails; it’s from outside. It’s from the window. 

	Kusha stands slowly, peeking onto her balcony and remembering the mind-poisoning letters she’s been receiving these days. She has a nameless correspondent in her life now. Meaning: she needs to keep her eyes as open as when she trains with Rashad and Meera. Is there anyone on the balcony? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Is it another black envelope? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	She’s found three black envelopes already: one in the woods (which she lost), one on her desk, and the third one she found was on the roof after coming back from the High Auction. Paying attention to the ghost woman’s unfinished warning, she is trying not to open them. They rest in her closet, carefully hidden in the dark—from everyone and from herself. 

	Kusha reaches the balcony, showing the kind of annoying bravery the people in horror movies do. The evening glows dark violet. The city wall, right behind Meera’s wild garden, is visible. From it glows a tiny, golden light. Someone is on the wall! Kusha gasps. Is it Haley? Yes. 

	Is she really on the wall? Kusha thinks of no Yes-or-No options; she can already see the small silhouette—Haley—waving her hand and sending a message in Morse code with a torch. Kusha learned Morse code with Taha, as most teenagers do to play games on battle planning. 

	When Kusha translates the code, it chills her skin. 

	What? She whispers, but no one hears her whisper. No one sees her eyes widen as she realizes what the code means. Several alarms hit the Intuitionist. She was about to whisper more, but she holds it. The silencer in her attic isn’t on, and Meera will hear even her whispers from two floors below.

	The hard banging at the attic’s front door makes Kusha jump.

	“Kusha, please! I need you at tomorrow’s cosplay contest,” Taha shouts as annoyingly as any brat in the world would while banging hard on the wooden door. “My partner’s granny died, and he’s at Beta for the funeral.”

	“Taha,” Kusha says so calmly that somehow it makes Taha stop the noise. She probably expected Kusha to scream back and not reply so steadily. “I don’t have time for useless cosplay.”

	“Did you say useless?” Taha protests.

	“Get. Out! I’ll never do a cosplay!” Kusha says, turning her silencer on—a device that looks like Rubik’s cube with metallic color on all its sides. It glows and flies to the middle of the room and then breaks into nine small cubes. One remains at the center; the rest eight reaches the corners of her attic. Each emits a frequency, creating an invisible box of interference inside her attic. If Taha screams or thumps her door for the rest of the night, she will never know.

	 

	
3. Sins of Three Kinds
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	riceless! Ruem, the Mesmerizer, admires the Devil’s Book. A three-foot-tall and one-and-a-half-foot-wide book with leather bounding—preserved well through time. The ornate frame protects its thickness of nine inches. The yellowed pages are filled with Latin in dark ink and decorative drawings of, well, everything you can think of—astronomy, botany, physiology. A book of practical knowledge, yes. But it also holds the unknown, the mysteries of the abstract—the unreal realms of the universe. 

	The four tiny lifters at each corner keep the book hovering in the air at the central lounge. As if it’s not a book but a show on his stage. But there’s no stage in the lounge. Not today. 

	Today, the central lounge of Kuhawk—the house where the Mesmerizer lives—is only for the Devil’s Book. 

	The lounge usually holds his couch, his easels, inks and oils, and original handmade paper imported straight from Kappa—Nihon of the Old World. The center of the lounge is always for the stage—a raised, soft, armless sofa where his subject poses. But this evening isn’t about the stage or his art. This evening, the lounge shouldn’t hold needless furniture. Tonight, Kuhawk is for one book. Tonight, all the moonlight coming through the transparent globe should illuminate only the Devil’s Book—the first key to everything the Mesmerizer seeks. Oh, the trouble he took to earn it!

	Maroc Metz—as usual in his tailcoat, rimless glasses, gloved hands, and neatly brushed black hair—welcomes the Mesmerizer with boiling-hot tea—Earl Grey, raspberry flavor. He drinks a third of it in one gulp, its heat boosting his prana. The boiling-hot tea doesn’t make him blink away from the Devil’s Book. 

	“Master Ruem, a shipment has arrived,” Maroc says. “Premium packaging, express delivery, includes two-hundred-percent insurance. The sender’s address is Lotus Lodge, North Alpha.” He glances at the Mesmerizer from the corner of his eyes who stops drinking. “It’s a grand piano. Decades-old model.” Maroc reveals. 

	The Mesmerizer smiles, surprising Maroc. He finishes the tea with a single swallow. Breathing deeper, he senses the energy beneath his skin. He focuses on the minute smells in the air, catching the scent of a recently varnished piano—it’s not here, not in the lounge, but the Mesmerizer can smell it along with its premium packaging—vinyl blanket and wooden box. He smirks.

	That Monk mocks. Challenges. It’s the same old issue with the idealists. They judge the devil, and people call them the people of light. However, the Mesmerizer agrees little with the Monk. The Mesmerizer will prove that even a monk may fall prey to the devil. He knows that man will try to avoid the dark path. He knows that man will try to stay a purist. The Mesmerizer accepts the challenge. He will prove even monks like him can be tainted. When that man enters the dark world, he will arrange a blazing orchestra, a homecoming gift. And he will arrange it with the thing the Monk has sent him—the piano.

	“This one arrived, too.” Maroc interrupts the Mesmerizer’s thoughts with the bad news. Never give bad news when Master Ruem drinks tea—Maroc knows the rule. So he gives the bad news after he is done with the tea. “Thrown at Kuhawk at 460 mph while I was roasting a heart,” Maroc says, showing him a hover-tray. It holds something stone-hard and dead—a bird. A crow. 

	“It broke a shielded window around the periphery, which I’ve already repaired while the chocolate around my roasted heart went cold, and …” Maroc pauses. He feels a sudden coldness in the air as if thousands of needles are attempting to pierce his skin. 

	Will of Slayer!

	Maroc guards himself against the Will of Slayer. His prana shields him firmly. He even goes far enough to murmur something under his breath and not just think it—the word his Master Ruem taught him. It keeps his body warm.

	“Burn it,” the Mesmerizer mutters. The air turns denser. If the air had consciousness, it would feel the weight of his voice now—the King of Mesmerizers’ voice.

	Maroc Metz nods like a loyal knight. He doesn’t complain that the tea in his own cup has turned into ice because of his Master Ruem’s Will of Slayer. He doesn’t ask what this dead bird means. He only guesses. The Mesmerizer taught him enough about alchemy, especially dark alchemy, to know what it might be.

	* * *

	Later, after a shower, the Mesmerizer enters his room, naked, standing before the panoramic curvature of the globe—a spherical, three-story structure at the center of Kuhawk. His bedroom is on the top floor, and the city across the river is visible from here. The moon shines on him through the see-through roof, just as it does on the yard below. It’s the ring yard since it surrounds the globe making it circular in plan. A two-story building again surrounds the ring-yard. From above, the entire plan of Kuhawk looks like a bird’s nest; the globe looks like a gem at the center. 

	It’s quiet. Except for the times when music happens. 

	Like now—

	One room in the two-story building across the ring yard glows, violin music emanating from it. Maroc is playing for his master: The Roar of Death Sonata, 1st Movement, one of the legendary Eleven Pieces composed after the Apocalypse. 

	The Mesmerizer hears Maroc playing. Somehow, it tickles his memory of a scent: that girl with blue hair. If nostalgia had a smell, it’d smell like her. He closes his eyes, removing the scent from his mind, just as an evolved Grade A should do—not let little thoughts infect his inner quiet. He senses his feet touching the floor; he tunes himself to the universe. The waves of prana in the floor and the push of music relax him. 

	Soon, another wave interrupts the rhythm of the universe as if a stone has dropped into calm water. And now, the calm is gone.

	Someone is here. 

	Someone unwanted. 

	Someone, not a guest.

	A noise of footsteps, as subtle as a cat’s, comes. The Mesmerizer narrows his eyes in that direction. “Intruder,” he mutters, knowing the stranger can hear him. The Roar of Death Sonata stops. Maroc has sensed the intruder, too.

	“Didn’t think you’d welcome me naked,” a female voice says. She stands in his bedroom. A few seconds ago, she wasn’t here, not even anywhere in the entire Kuhawk. As if she appeared out of thin air, only she didn’t. She’s just fast—faster than most High Grades, that is. “You heard me enough earlier; you could wear something,” she says, standing near a window—a sliding wall from the globe—curved and transparent.

	The Mesmerizer doesn’t blink. His CRAB glows, a text playing in his mind: Master Ruem, it’s strange! There wasn’t any security alarm, but I can hear—

	Learn to hear sooner, perhaps? The Mesmerizer interrupts the text.

	“Apologies. Yes, Master Ruem,” says Maroc, glancing at the top floor of the globe, directly at the master bedroom. A room that has its roof and wall turned into a single curved surface. It’s see-through—sometimes from outside, like now.  

	Maroc leaps down to the ring-yard and passes a pond of lilies, then the big stones around a purple willow tree and the sandy ground where only training happens. He fixes the gloves on his hands, just as the knight of Kuhawk should before dealing with an unwanted intruder in this … house? Manor? Palace? … No matter what you call it, if you knew its secrets, you’d call it something else entirely. 

	The Mesmerizer watches Maroc approaching the globe. “Bring wine,” he mutters. “She’s an old friend.” Standing in his bedroom, he notices the subtle change of expression—a frown, almost—on Maroc’s face after hearing the old-friend part. 

	Maroc nods before leaving for the wine cellar on the other side of the ring-shaped building at the periphery. 

	The Mesmerizer glances at the intruder. 

	A blonde woman in her white uniform with golden lines—burning like the scorching sun even in the dim light of his bedroom. He peeks at the southern mangrove forest. That’s the direction his intruder came from. So she is alone, the Mesmerizer confirms, listening and smelling like an evolved human. 

	“There’s no welcome song for intruders in any courtesy book,” the Mesmerizer says, still naked and finally replying to whatever the woman said earlier. “Especially for someone from a spy organization,” he adds, “in her full uniform and armed, no less.” 

	“That hurt,” the woman says, quietly approaching. “World Security Intelligence isn’t a spy organization.”

	The Mesmerizer laughs lightly. “If the name doesn’t say it all and unless there is more to it,” he says, still facing the window, mindless to what his eyes see. His attention stays vigilant to the slightest movement this blonde woman, also an old friend, makes. He met her at the High Auction. Bronze and Silver agents of WSI are always sneaking into the High Auction; that’s not news. News is the Golds being there. Openly. Just what might they be doing?  

	“There is more to it. We’re the Knights of the world,” the Gold Agent says.

	“You missed the Rulers part.” 

	“Fine. We are the Knights and Rulers of the world,” she says. “You win this word fight. Can we move on?”

	The Mesmesrizer turns around, facing the woman and glancing at her uniform with golden lines that run along her curves. She must love her uniform—majestic and powerful. He can smell its colors and the fabric: 100% solid, no hologram, no color-changing particles, but not natural enough. He can still smell that 5% polyester with 15% nylon. “Please, Vellariya,” he says, gesturing with his hand as if offering the floor to the performer and ignoring that he is still naked.

	“Devil’s Book, the original, is now yours,” Umi Vellariya, the Gold Agent of WSI, begins—more as a comment than an appraisal. “You could be discreet about killing people for it.”

	“And you came to Alpha to celebrate it with me?” the Mesmerizer asks. “Naked, me?” He notices her gaze moving below his abdomen. And it hardens. He smirks as the Gold Agent’s eyes tremble a little. He likes it, seeing men and women unsteady at the thought of the pain they may get from it. He enjoys it more when he sees the longing in their eyes. He can tell if they miss it—both the pain and the pleasure.

	“Just checking your progress with the book.” The Gold Agent shifts her attention back to the Mesmerizer’s eyes. 

	“Umi Vellariya!” He almost sings in his surprised tone. “You want to check my progress!” 

	“Many went mad because of this book. So, we keep eyes on the things that are threats to …”

	“To?” the Mesmerizer asks, knowing why the Gold Agent has paused. She’s rethinking her reasons to make it believable to herself first. Otherwise, it’d be a lie, and as a Grade A, she mustn’t lie.

	“To the world,” Umi says, in an isn’t-it-obvious sort of tone. 

	The Mesmerizer laughs. A few days ago, he gave the same save-the-world excuse to a certain monk. He also made it believable to himself first, just like her. How fast the universe rolls out its dice, he’s hearing it back so soon! 

	“Busy days. No progress,” the Mesmerizer says. “Now, you may either leave or stay with me for dinner.” He motions to the couch—the one that he carved from a single log long ago. He gets the towel folded on a hover tray and wraps it around his waist, covering himself from the woman in the blazing uniform. 

	“You hate the job,” Umi says. “Why do you still do it? It’s not as if a ninety-nine-year-old war hero would need money.”

	“You want me to leave Alpha’s Admin?” The Mesmerizer frowns as if trying to decipher her complicated mind. But, no. He already knows where the Gold Agent is going. He knows well how her mind works.

	“You could do better,” Umi suggests with a strong voice coated in her words and painting them with a will.

	The Mesmerizer feels her voice and will. His eyes narrow. “What’s better? Being a Gold Spy? Are you here to suggest it to me? With voice and will?” To the King of Mesmerizers?—he doesn’t say. He will never say it. It’s a title the people gave him. Only the people have the right to say it. Or take it back. 

	“A Gold Agent,” Umi corrects, “has more influence than the most powerful Admin in any city.” She acts as if she is only stating the obvious, as if she is not trying to convince the master of persuasion himself. As if she’s not pointing out that because of her little trip here in Alpha, right now, she is the most powerful person in the entire city, more powerful than someone even in the city’s admin—someone like the Mesmerizer. 

	“You want facilities, don’t you?” Umi asks.

	“Is that why you joined WSI? For facilities?”

	“Everyone has their reasons to keep power. Just as you hold on to yours for your illegitimate searches with stolen stones.”

	“At least I can search,” the Mesmerizer says calmly. “You, on the other hand, took an oath to linger in the labyrinth.” 

	Umi glowers. Her prana grows denser as if flame roaring through her golden uniform. However, in an instant, the Gold Agent switches her prana to normal without blinking, acting as professionally as the interns in any insurance company. “What are you seeking in the Devil’s Book—treasure?” she asks, even though she knows what the Mesmerizer seeks.

	“What kind of old man in his nineties would fawn over treasures?” the Mesmerizer chuckles. 

	Umi casually walks around the five-sided bedroom, glancing at the corner full of books and the wooden screens—which she knows the Mesmerizer has carved decades ago. She even picks up a hat on an ornate shelf and turns it casually before putting it back. “This is where I say you are playing with fire, Ruem. You must not uncover the secret,” she says.

	The Mesmerizer frowns—almost—seeing her touch his hat, but he regains his calm within a second. “And what do you want to say, old comrade, or should I say old heartache?” Well, he shouldn’t have said it. He catches the hint of the war Umi shows in her prana when she hears ‘heartache’. Her posture is smooth and steady, her palms fist for a second or two, and her cheek reddens, holding in the anger. 

	“Heartache?” she scoffs. “That’s too much sweetening and buttering with words. I could almost call it a lie.”

	“No. Not a lie, Umi.” The Mesmerizer softens his tone. He hasn’t been accused of a lie for six decades at least. However, he senses respect from the Gold Agent as she doesn’t accuse him of a lie. Not yet. “It aches when I cannot do what someone important asks of me,” he says truthfully, as the King of Mesmerizers should.

	Umi stares. And he knows exactly what’s behind that stare. The anger, the pride, and dozens of sentences in her mind that might escape her throat anytime, but they don’t. Because her professional brain edits and deletes each of them. Nothing leaves her lips. 

	Splendid control! The Mesmerizer admires. Of course, she won’t act like those losers who forget the pain in time but bicker venomously at a moment’s scornful reunion. No, Umi Vellariya never does that. She suffered enough. She bit off twice, and she poisoned ten times. Now, it’s over. 

	“Are you against finding the Source?” he asks.

	“Finding it is not your only plan, is it? You want to create chaos,” Umi says.

	“Chaos and confusion are not the same,” he replies. “I want to confuse people so that they begin asking the right questions.” He scrutinizes the Gold Agent’s expression, but Umi Vellariya reveals little. “I understand WSI wants the Source, but not to awaken people. An awakened mass isn’t profitable for the priests, is it?”

	Umi rolls her eyes—grey with the sort of crystal-clear layers that look as if they will come to tears any moment, but they don’t. “Here comes the conspiracy theorist’s lecture,” she says.

	“I’m not a theorist. I research and discover the truth. You, people, created wars to hide what prana can do. You destroyed thousands of scrolls of Alchemy and Sufism,” the Mesmerizer says calmly. 

	“We. Didn’t.” Umi emphasizes each word. “WSI was formed after the war. That was only fifty years ago. You’re accusing us of thousands of years old events. It’s ridiculous.” 

	“Who can hide wisdom if not the ones who always rule? WSI is only a new logo on flashier uniforms,” the Mesmerizer whispers. He shouldn’t have whispered. He should have heated those words. It could reveal the anger burning in his heart, but he doesn’t shout. Instead, he mutters with just enough audible sound, and the rest of his prana forms, not as heat but rather as coldness; it absorbs energy from around him. It freezes the surrounding vapor. 

	Umi doesn’t seem surprised, seeing the flakes of snow appearing and vanishing the next moment as the Mesmerizer inhales prana again, dissolving his anger.

	“Hiding wisdom and not seeking more,” he murmurs. “Such a shame!” From the faraway years of his life, the Mesmerizer remembers one truth. The truth about the sins of three kinds their master once told them. Their master, and not his. He remembers it was another day of philosophy lessons boring as hell: 

	“There are three kinds of sins among humans,” Master said. “One kind: Humans love to do it, and it hurts only them. The second kind, well, that’s just a little intensified kind that harms beyond one person. And, to be honest, I made this one up to make the third one more dramatic. Everyone knows the third one is always dramatic.” Master chuckled that day, and he still remembers clearly how even the Monk—Yuan, a teenager back then—was annoyed at their master’s drama. 

	“So, the third kind of sin,” Master began, again dramatically, “harms generation after generation. Hiding wisdom is this third kind of sin. Humans are here to learn and share. Not to hide it like an old miser who bumped into a treasure, hid it, stored it, and died without using it. Do you know why the miser hides the treasure?”

	“Because he fears losing it?” he said then.

	“No, my boy,” Master said. “He hid it because he didn’t earn it with work. He just found it. People don’t hide the things they can earn again.”

	“So, we should use the things we find?” Yuan said in a curious tone.

	“You should use everything you have,” Master emphasized on ‘have’. “You bump into something because the universe leads you to it. So, you may use it, share it, but not ‘hide’ it. The worst kinds of sinners are the ones who hide wisdom. God save such sinners from generations of curses.”

	Eight decades later, the Mesmerizer now believes little in sins. Yet, the repulsive feeling overpowers him whenever he finds deformed truth, buried knowledge, and scrolls with misguidance.  

	Umi Vellariya senses the Mesmerizer’s butler approaching the floor on a hover disc. The smell of chocolate and roasted heart, along with fine wine, thickens the air as Maroc Metz enters. 

	“Enjoy your dinner, Ruem,” Umi says.

	“Won’t you have a drink with me, at least?” the Mesmerizer asks, just as the perfect host should. Even a sudden guest will get proper courtesy in Kuhawk, as long as they don’t intend to harm or steal or worse—lie to his face.

	Umi watches the roasted heart on the dish. “You know,” she begins, “those who recently got murdered, the ones who were after the Devil’s Book, they all had their hearts missing.” The room falls silent, and the glasses Maroc Metz wears flash a little, but Umi continues, “I wonder if the killer is eating them.”

	The Mesmerizer doesn’t bat an eyelid. The muscles in his face don’t flinch, and his heartbeat remains as it should—calm and rhythmic. His gaze hints at Maroc Metz to leave. 

	“We’re watching you,” Umi says, pouting her lips. Strong women earn the bitch title for that kind of pout. “We can stop you whenever we think you should stop, Ruem D.” Umi motions to leave, passing his bed. “The bed has changed!” she comments, not looking at it. 

	“Is that all you’ve come to say, Vellariya? No agenda? No attempt to take the Devil’s Book?”

	Umi Vellariya stops near the hole in the bent wall—the open wall—through which she’s entered earlier. “The Devil’s Book isn’t the final answer. I know you have the Twin too. The question is whether you can find the Source.”

	“Making enough brains do your work, aren’t you? Manipulating them when they’re naked in their bedrooms.”

	“Like you manipulated Yagmur, challenging him?”

	“He cannot be manipulated. He only needed a push in the direction he was already inclined,” the Mesmerizer says, noticing how she enjoyed revealing that she watches his every move, even in the Junk Land. He feels a sudden itch to tear the CRAB from his wrist and throw it at the woman’s face, but he keeps his patience. This parasite, this silent secret seer, needs a solution. The CRAB must go—he makes a mental note.

	“Pity!” Umi mocks. “You still seek the Monk’s approval! You’ll never get him back with you, Ruem. To get your dream friendship back, you’ll have to leave your other dreams,” Umi pauses, probably to check whether what she just said has affected him. Looking pleased, Umi jumps from the edge of this floor, landing on the yard thirty feet below. Her waist doesn’t bend, her tight, blonde knot doesn’t shake, and her gray eyes don’t flutter as her feet gently touch the stone pavement. 

	The Mesmerizer feels the strong wave that stirs the subtle universe without causing any visible motion in the physical one. “Does that official business include sending dead crows to war heroes?” he mutters to the night, knowing Umi has heard him. He can sense her approaching the purple willow tree in his ring yard. Then, in a single leap, she lands on the periphery building’s roof. She then jumps again to leave Kuhawk’s grounds and keeps walking to the south. Nothing is in the south except the mangrove forest. Yet, the woman follows that direction. The Mesmerizer wonders where she came from. No one knows where the headquarter of the World Security Intelligence is. Only the Gold Agents know about it.

	The smell of smoke comes like a gust of cursed wind. He looks that way and sees the tiny flame at the edge of the forest. Maroc burns the dead crow that was thrown at Kuhawk; standing near the fire, he glances at him. 

	The Mesmerizer takes the wine from the hover tray. The roasted heart on it smells of spices, gravy, and chocolate. He bows, bringing his nose closer to smell it better. “I told you not to put them on my platter,” the Mesmerizer whispers. He knows Maroc can hear him; he was listening to them the entire time.

	“You looked like you missed it,” Maroc says from the edge of the forest at least a hundred yards away. His voice reaches the Mesmerizer just as the roar of the fire reaches the globe.

	“Meaningless triumph.” The Mesmerizer opens his eyes, done with smelling. He straightens himself, not touching the roast heart. “Makes it inedible,” he says. 

	“I’ll bring the backup dinner, then,” Maroc says, removing his gloves that got tainted with a dead crow’s prana. “Kuhawk said there was an 87% probability you’d reject this dish. I played for the 13%.” 

	Kuhawk—the house, also the AI of the house—doesn’t say anything, just as its master prefers. No unnecessary words from the rooms’ speakers when the Mesmerizer is home. Speakers, even in this era, have bad-quality sound. Bad, according to the Mesmerizer’s standards.

	“Keep Kuhawk invisible from now on,” he speaks calmly. “Do an entire reboot, add a frequency shield, strengthen the security. Scan every corner, turn every stone, check the pond and every leaf of every plant, and comb out all invisible cameras and bugs. Finish it within a day. And—” the Mesmerizer pauses, approaching his hat on the ornate shelf, the one Umi Vellariya has touched. “Check my clothes under the radioactive scanner. Look for bugs at the micro-scale.” 

	“As you wish, Master Ruem,” Maroc says, approaching Kuhawk—his home for the last two decades. 

	The recently shipped piano is still in the front lounge of the periphery building. The Devil’s Book that will take them all to the Source floats in the central lounge of the globe. The Mesmerizer stares at the stars through the roof—a portion of the globe’s curvature above him. You may think that gaze is innocent until you see his glowing red eyes. The eyes that only wonder about his goals, about his next moves, but there’s a problem. Time. Time is too short to find what he seeks. He needs more time. Maybe not an eternity, just a hundred more years would suffice, but the enemies won’t stay still for that long, would they? He needs to move quicker; he needs to find it before they do. Having hundreds of years would mean nothing if you lose the thing you desire the most.

	“I need a bird,” he says. “A pet bird.”

	Maroc Metz, reaching the purple willow tree in the ring yard, frowns. Kuhawk never had a pet before, and he doesn’t like pets. Unlike his silverware, pets don’t stay clean once washed.

	 

	
4. Panami Police Station
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	he night passes in anxiety. 

	Kusha felt much less anxious when her three-thousand-Credit transaction went wrong one Friday afternoon. She had to wait the whole night, the entire Saturday, and then Sunday for the bank to open for non-premium users. It was her first earning as a beginner freelance programmer. She even felt proud of how she handled worry during those three nights. 

	But tonight, Kusha forgets all the exercises for loosening the muscles around her eyes, for reducing the stiffness in her neck, and also for relaxing her shoulders. She replied to Haley in Morse code, using a torch. She said she’d visit her the next morning. 

	But when the next morning arrives, her anxiety only increases. Her muscles grow rigid, her anticipation visible in her footsteps. Meera will be hard to handle—she told Kusha not to leave the city, at least not until she goes into labor. So Kusha thought it’d be best to wait for her new sibling to arrive home. Then Meera will be in a good mood to let her go to the Junk Land again. 

	But now, the situation is different. 

	She came to tell Meera two hours ago, but she only strolls around her, rehearsing exactly how to ask about leaving the city while Meera packs for her due date. The doctor said the baby would be born next week, and everyone is preparing for that.

	Of course, Meera understood long ago that Kusha wanted to say something. For a while, Meera even thought she would observe (not test) that how Kusha handles her voice. If you cannot speak your mind, you have a poor voice—High Grades believe. Of course, everyone knows Kusha has a poor voice. So, in the end, Meera helps her out. “Sweetie,” Meera begins, “do you want to say something?” 

	“Um, yes.” Kusha takes the chance. “I was wondering … if I could visit the Junk—”

	“No,” Meera interrupts.

	“I just—”

	“I said no.”

	“I have to—”

	“I. Said. No. Kusha.” 

	Meera’s tone quiets Kusha, but only for a few seconds. 

	“One of my friends is in trouble,” she says, calmly this time. And no, it’s not any of the 81 Rules To Calm Your Emotions that help her to speak steadily. In fact, her tone is so calm even Meera looks at her with proper attention. Voice always gets your attention. 

	Kusha isn’t calm. Her emotions are nowhere near what you may call ‘controlled’. Inside, she is a blazing volcano, and that volcano breathes once or twice, releasing energy to keep itself from erupting. 

	Yes, anger makes her not fumble with words.

	“What friend? What trouble?” Meera asks, steadying her gaze on Kusha’s blue eyes. 

	Kusha doesn’t reply. Talking about Magic Mama will anger Meera. Saying that the Junk Land police now have him will lead to a straight ban from meeting him ever again, and lying will be a disaster. “I have to go,” she says; the muscles in her face go rigid, her gaze becomes stern, and her breathing gets shorter. She turns around, reaching the backyard of the manor—to her GVs. 

	“Where do you think you’re going, Kusha?” Meera follows from the living room, holding her belly. She stands in the foyer of Gaumont Manor. “What can you do even if your friends are in trouble?” she asks.

	The question stops Kusha on the stone path toward the backyard. She turns around and stares for a while. In the back of her mind, she knows what Meera isn’t saying.

	You can’t even take care of yourself.

	You lose a priceless anklet the first day you wear it.

	You will trouble your friends more. Of course, Meera, being the perfect embodiment of manners, won’t say those aloud.

	“I filed a lost report for the missing anklet,” Kusha says, kneeling on one knee and unhooking the other anklet from her left leg, the one she didn’t lose. She then walks towards Meera. Climbing the few stairs of the foyer, she puts the piece of gold on the floor. 

	“I shouldn’t keep things I can’t take care of,” she says. “Wearing them was a mistake that night.” 

	Kusha doesn’t wait. She walks away. Crossing Meera’s perfect garden, she reaches her garage in the backyard and takes the brown one among her Ground Vehicles—all of them have monster tires like those of her truck. Then she leaves the manor, not looking back. Within less than a minute, she exits Alpha through its West Gate, taking the ground-level roads. She does not reply to Old Mark’s usual blabbers either.

	Well, she shouldn’t have left. 

	If she looked—just glanced in Meera’s direction while she drove her GV, she could’ve seen Meera kneeling at the stairs with both her hands clutching her swollen belly. While crossing the West Gate, if she looked only once, she could’ve seen Taha waving her hands and screaming at her to stop. If Kusha stopped, perhaps she could’ve saved her day. 

	* * *

	When Kusha picks up Haley from a location that they’ve fixed last night, she nods once. Haley’s dark-blonde hair is messier today; her sleeveless jacket—the one she wears while working with her racing car—looks dirty now. And her heterochromatic eyes—one brown and the other green—have darker circles around them. 

	Did she have another sleepless night? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. Kusha asks herself out of habit. 

	The entire time while driving, Haley blabbers about how town police came to take Magic Mama away, how some of his rivals informed them about the giant water pump he made, and how it’s all about town politics. 

	“What rivals?” Kusha asks. She knew that type of gutter would pollute the rivers, but Magic Mama, being the perfect planner he is, kept hidden routes for the spoils to flow through without making the water noticeably dirty. It would’ve needed only a few days until the freshwater from the Himalayas cleans them. So, environment conservation rules couldn’t be an issue. It has to be something else.

	 “Good-for-nothing rivals!” Haley speaks venom in response to Kusha’s question. “They’re jealous because ideas never come from their brains full of booze and bhang,” Haley says bhang in a native accent; it’s a drink made of raw cannabis and milk. “They always do these just before the town elections.”

	“But Magic Mama isn’t interested in the town election,” Kusha says. She’s heard a thing or two about how the Junk Land still has its own politics, its shaky administration, and bizarre law enforcement called the police. The cities have SLED for that—the Security and Law Enforcement Department—a branch of Immunity Forces, IF. IF is more of a system of defense from … well, the whole world is under one government. So, technically there shouldn’t be any need for defense. But … 

	There’s always a ‘but’ in such things. For example, rebellion. Everyone in the city believes rebellion sprouts from the unevolved monsters in the Junk Lands. So, it’s not a surprise that a low-budget police department would keep an eye around here.  

	“Everyone knows he’s not into elections, but that’s not the point,” Haley says in her usual Junk Land accent. “It’s about focus. People’s focus should be on them during the local election. If anyone else gets the focus, those people feel insecure. With the things Magic Mama does, he frequently gets the focus, believe me.” 

	“What about the people?” Kusha asks. “He does so much for them. Aren’t they saying anything?” 

	“Hah!” Haley makes a sound that could be called a one-syllable laugh, which she always uses during dismissing an idea—rudely in Kusha’s opinion.

	So, Kusha doesn’t ask anymore. She knows about people. Mob Psychology explains it in full detail, using World War III as an example. New leaders grew using voice, but before voice, it began with charm, with the charisma of their personalities, with their emotions and human sides. People loved them, respected them. When times were hard for the world, people chose them. The crowd followed them, even fought for them—sometimes with them. History tells how a desperate mass always chooses the right leader in the end. However, it’s not war anymore. It’s peacetime. And in times of peace, the ignorant crowd always chooses the wrong leader. 

	Times are not desperate here. Not yet.

	Driving the GV along the old roads, Kusha reaches the town of Panami—the largest town around this region in the Junk Land. It becomes darker the more they approach Panami. It’s still morning; the sun is in the first half of the sky, and it’s not cloudy. So, weather or daytime is not the reason for this gloominess of the streets around here. It’s the buildings. 

	So many buildings—dozens of stories each—sticking tightly together, making sure the roads in between are barely enough that only two small vehicles could pass each other—just barely. Yet, you’d need good luck finding a road space that street carts aren’t taking. Selling winter cakes and tea-Shingara is more important than people driving to work, after all. Kusha already smells Chotpoti—the tastiest lentil soup ever, in her opinion—and she’s not even inside the town yet. Her GV with monster tires can’t enter Panami. 

	“I’ll have my bike ready to fly in a few weeks,” Haley says apologetically. “Let’s walk for now. The police station is on the Ground Level. So, we don’t have to ride discs. I’ll pay in case we do.” 

	“Sorry, I forgot to bring cash.” Kusha bites her lip, subconsciously tracing her CRAB. Junk Land towns take credits from CRAB, but they prefer cash for thousands of reasons. The high tax rate is just one small reason.

	So, they leave the GV at an empty field and walk their way into the town. The deeper they enter, the crowdier the place gets. More crowd means more work, which again means more need for space. Thus, the buildings rise even higher, and so, the ground level keeps getting darker. 

	“Does sunlight ever reach this place?” Kusha mumbles.

	“At least you can tell the day apart from the night,” Haley defends; she lives here. “Not as bad as the Old City, is it?”

	Kusha nods. No one can disagree with that. In the Old City, smoke hides the views, and raindrops don’t reach the ground. Not even when the Summer Storm of the Sages hits it. Compared to that, the ground level here is better, but it couldn’t be good enough for the largest police station in around 100 miles of the Junk Land, could it? 

	Her impression changes, though, when they reach the police station. Panami Police Station flashes blue at the entrance. Once inside, Kusha finds herself standing in a courtyard surrounded by a building. She hates to admit it, but the first question she asks herself is: Will its roof fall on my head? (a) Yes (b) No. No. Kusha relaxes, but the smell of mold and the walls that look like hawks have eaten away its flesh here and there don’t help her relax. 

	“At least it has sunshine,” Kusha remarks.

	“I know, right,” Haley says. “I was surprised too. See that old guard? He said the landlord of this property owns the entire airspace straight above it. Not much sunlight throughout the day, sure, but around noon, this yard’s sand would burn your feet.”

	“Landlord?” Kusha frowns. “It’s on rent! You mean the government couldn’t give a proper building to a police station?” 

	Haley looks at her as if she never expected this question from anyone, as if it’s common sense, as if this question shouldn’t even exist. “Well, there are thousands of police stations all over the world in its junky-dumpster lands outside the cities. So yes, unless we pay more taxes—which I don’t want to pay, mind you—we are not getting thousands of rent-free buildings for police stations where basically the local thieves we know would be staying. For. Free.” 

	“And now Magic Mama stayed here last night,” Kusha whispers, her jaws stiffening. “I can’t imagine …” she doesn’t finish her deafening sentence. She stares at the building; somehow, it gives her nostalgia. A weird nostalgia. Weird because she has never seen this place before. At least not in the last seven years. Kusha frowns as the Intuitionist in her awakens.

	A sudden swirl in her belly arises. 

	The feeling of needles piercing her brain comes too. 

	And the coldness … 

	The Intuitionist halts her footsteps. She stands at the center of the yard—lit with morning sunshine, and makes a complete turn, looking at the police station: a shabby gate, a u-shaped building plan—dozen storied at least, arches in between the columns of the front corridors, and a yard at the center. Those pillars must have been ornate once. The swinging windows and doors look replaced, but they’ve gained holes and mold. 

	She takes another look. Haley’s words about joining the Resolution Race or the Cosplay Convention for grabbing some cash don’t reach her mind. She just watches the building from its courtyard.

	No danger alarm or any prophetic alarm invades her thoughts. Yet, the feeling is clear. It’s her soul speaking. Except, the soul doesn’t speak with words of the human world. The soul doesn’t need words at all. The soul speaks, and you just know it. Right now, the Intuitionist just knows the building holds memories. 

	A series of questions infest her brain, and the most important one is: Have I been here before? 

	 

	
5. The Blond Prince
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	ave you ever felt humans spend a huge chunk of their time sleeping or showering? How about cooking and eating? Ren Agnello sure feels it right down to his bone marrow. Considering he’s reading emails on the wall of his shower while conditioning his shiny blond waves with care. 

	He replies to thirteen emails swiftly, then writes another to his beautiful assistant, Esla, just to make it fourteen and not an unlucky thirteen. He even writes two programs, dictating them to his CRAB with his mind, and checks if they solve the bug issues. He then sends both codes to the senior researcher of Alphatech’s Prime Team, Mihir, including a note at the end: I was promoted seventeen years ago. How long will you make me do things that interns can do? 

	The reply from Mihir comes quicker than expected: The interns cannot solve a bug in a robot’s arm in six minutes while they are in the shower. I needed it in eight minutes before showing it to ‘your’ client. Thanks for not complaining! Mihir.

	“Stop watching my location,” Ren mutters calmly, hot water burning his face. “We need more interns, Sylphia,” Ren speaks to the Artificial Intelligence of Alphatech. “Interns of the kind who can solve a bug in a robot’s arm in less than six minutes.”

	Sylphia’s human-size hologram appears in the shower room of Ren Agnello’s suite—the 989th floor of Alphatech’s Prime Building. “You call on me when you’re naked? Ren, you’ve no decency!” Sylphia, one of the strongest AIs in the world, shouts at the second-largest shareholder of Alphatech with a motherly attitude. She even keeps her arms folded below the long, golden necklace she’s wearing. Sylphia always chooses her dress, and today she is wearing queen-of-Egypt attire, matching her chocolate skin. 

	“Apologies, darling! I’m running late!” Ren says. 

	“You don’t run late when you flirt with a new girl every day,” Sylphia says. “That must take a lot of time!” She glances at the bed in his suite. A girl snoring there in a way even a Low Grade might hear it. 

	“I always have time for my ladies,” Ren Agnello says, now brushing his teeth. “The interns, please,” he urges.

	“I have forwarded our Career Exam sponsorship emails. Mostly to the champions in every contest in the last six months,” Sylphia replies, frowning.

	“Good.” Ren spits as he finishes brushing his teeth, and Sylphia makes a face as if she’s witnessing the nastiest event in the universe. “Who would ignore an invitation from my Alphatech?” Ren says smugly, looking at his reflection.

	“It’s not just yours, Ren. Every scientist, every engineer who has designed even a finger of a robot, has a percentage of ownership—”

	“Of that robot’s finger, yes, yes. Thanks for clarifying,” Ren says, in the middle of texting Esla with his mind again.

	“You can’t ignore it, Ren,” Sylphia begins. “I’ve found a few holes in our policies. If enough creators sue us—”

	“Which won’t happen because everyone loves—”

	“Our war hero?” Sylphia interrupts Ren. 

	“No, me! Everyone loves Alphatech’s blond prince and his blue eyes and his charms,” Ren corrects Sylphia. “Besides, who would love a chaste monk when he doesn’t love back? He is perfectly happy with the birds and beasts on his mountains.” 

	Ren rechecks the text he types for Esla. That woman hates grammar errors, even the ones in ellipses. “Four dots here, Ren, not three dots,” she says sometimes. So, Ren texts without using ellipses at all. Did you finish the patent work, Esla? His CRAB sends it with an auto-signature: Ren. He then glances back at Sylphia. “Sylphia, we are following the races, too. Aren’t we?” he asks.

	“Well, Esla doesn’t like the races in Junk Land. But—” 

	“No buts,” Ren says. “Please, follow them. I’ll handle Esla.”

	“I think the contests alone will bring us enough engineers and programmers who can solve a bug in your robot’s arm in six minutes,” Sylphia says in her usual convincing tone. 

	“Less than six minutes.”

	“Yes. Less. Than. Six. Minutes. But the races—”

	“No, no, no, no, Sylphia, darling,” Ren says. “Races in the Junk Land are a part of our charity. The best profits are those that come from a charity, for they save the kittens. And everyone loves a logo that saves the kittens! Follow all the races in the Junk Land for me, please.” His CRAB glows, and he checks the reply Esla has sent. 

	Our war hero still didn’t tell me the model’s name. How will I file a patent with no name for the project? Should I name it A Talking-Running-Flying Tank With A Tray That Holds Your Wine Steady? Esla.

	That Monk! Ren only imagines the angry face with which Esla might have thought the entire text, probably wearing protective glasses while she visits all the projects in the Prime Lab within the first hour. Ren curses under his breath. You are causing me trouble, old Monk. He sends the thought to the name YY—Yuan Yagmur. 

	Whatever it is, manage. I’m not in Alpha. A reply arrives. Ren Agnello frowns a little, receiving the reply so soon from the Monk. 

	Where are you? Ren sends the thought again.

	In a temple. With an old friend.

	“That hurt! Monk!” Ren mutters aloud. His CRAB, as usual, sends his spoken words to YY, assuming it’s a reply. “You have another new buddy? And when did you start visiting the temples?”

	She is more than a buddy, and I’m not praying.

	“She? What’s a chaste monk doing with a she in a temple? Are you turning into an evil priest?” Ren stops whatever daily chores a man does in the shower, the kind of chore that includes rhythmic rubbing and massaging here and there apart from cleaning and drying and dressing up. He has reached the drying phase now.

	She isn’t someone to mess with. Leave the idea. YY.

	“A Goddess, perhaps?”

	Mee-Hae Ra. YY.

	This time, Ren takes a few moments to read and re-read the Monk’s reply, projecting it on the wall of his shower room. This time, he doesn’t have the usual smile on his lips. This time, the eyes of the blond prince don’t look as jolly as always. 

	“Ra? For real?” he says loudly in his suite’s bathroom. So loudly that the girl in his bed wakes up to see what has happened. “Nothing, darling,” he assures the girl. And then, he goes back to thinking the next reply: How the fuck did you find Ra? Why did you find her? What are you up to, Monk? You didn’t come to any meetings ever since you met that hatted pal of yours. And do you even know what happened at the High Auction? I’m shouting. Read this message in All caps. 

	Ren mutes his CRAB. He needs a break. A pause. His mind races; his brain is unsettled, thinking a hundred things. Staying connected to a CRAB isn’t a great idea if your mind isn’t at peace. The peace he has so systematically conjured—first, releasing prana with a woman, and next, a detailed shower with fragrances and oils while 160-year-old jazz from the Old World plays in the background—all of which have now vanished. A fear has formed. 

	Fear is poison. Fear kills peace. Fear will make him falter. If the blond prince of—no—if the only sailor of Alphatech falters, it will crumble. An industry with two hundred thousand employees will split and break into ruins. An industry that has an AI as strong as any in all IF headquarters, an industry that even WSI envies, an industry that has so much hidden going on, will shatter. Enemies send spies here. A moment’s weakness is all those wolves would need. And if the Monk lets go of it, trouble will follow. 

	Ren frowns. The smile on his face is gone, but he should never be seen without a smile. So, today, he enters the hot shower once again to redeem his smile. It would’ve been good if the woman on his bed weren’t tired after the previous night. He needs another prana release. Looks like he’ll have to do it all by himself. 

	Esla, darling. I’ll be 14 minutes late today, Ren texts and silences his CRAB. He only needs thirteen minutes, but not to make it unlucky thirteen, he will be late for fourteen minutes. That’s another rule he breaks. Ren Agnello is never late, yet he will be. All for that Monk.

	 

	
6. The Mad Man
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	ave I been here before? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	The answer disappoints Kusha. For a moment, she thought she had bumped into something that would explain her past. It seems she was wrong. So, she begins her usual self-questioning: mostly canceling and creating the next series of logic. Sometimes, it’s complicated. The power to reach answers is useless if you don’t know which questions to ask. The right questions are essential to finding what you seek. 

	Should I be here? Yes.

	For Magic Mama? Yes or No? No answer comes. It could mean none; it could mean both. None or Both? Both, she finds. 

	Should I be here for something else, too? Yes.

	For what? No option comes again. 

	She would have to look around this place and its history to come up with options, most importantly, to reach the right questions. And the right questions never come without context. 

	Still, why will she be here again if not for Magic Mama? She hopes she won’t cause new trouble, just as Meera said. Instinctively, she checks her CRAB, reminding herself that she can call Rashad and Meera anytime she needs them. 

	4 MISSED CALLS, it shows. 

	The thought of Meera sends her a pang of guilt, including a few alarms. Meera called twice after she left the wall; so did Taha. Kusha didn’t receive any of the calls. 

	She only sent a short text: I’m fine. I’ll be back soon. 

	That was more than an hour ago. 

	After facing another hour of inefficient administration in the Panami Police Station, Kusha decides with Haley that they’d give up being honest and should bribe the constable (which they didn’t agree with before). Only then do they get to meet Magic Mama from outside a cold cell—barred with shabby rods, stinking of piss. The place looks as if civilization didn’t progress for two hundred years.

	“Don’t look sad,” Magic Mama greets them. “The other cell was worse.” 

	“They took four thousand Credits for this cell,” Haley says.

	“I’ll pay you back soon, Haley, dear,” Magic Mama says.

	Haley rolls her eyes. “Your family kept me for years without rent. You’re not paying me back.” 

	Kusha gapes; her mind is still at what Haley said earlier. “Wait, four thousand credits for this cell!” she says. Her last hour’s experience hasn’t been as what she is used to in the Central Library or the city stores, where she holds premium memberships—thanks to Meera. A few times, she considers using her Gaumont name with the police, but she thinks better of it. Rashad will know if she abuses his name in a Junk Land police station. “I’ll talk to Rashad,” she says.

	“Don’t do that, Kusha,” Magic Mama says, his face unshaven for at least three weeks, his trousers smeared as usual with blotches of petrol and machine oil. Blood and blemishes are the newest addition. The police beat him. Though, his voice doesn’t sound like he is in physical pain. “Talking to your family will cause you trouble,” he adds. 

	“It’s always like this here,” Haley remarks. “When they want something, they put you behind bars first. They own the police.”

	“Sounds like a paid gang!” Kusha says.

	“Legal gang. Certified by the New. World. Government,” Haley corrects, mocking each word in her Junk Land accent. 

	“Don’t worry,” Magic Mama says. “They’ll come with an offer.”

	Kusha turns to Magic Mama. “What offer? They beat you for nothing!” She holds back her shout. The gazes from the other cells feel unwelcome at her back. She saw at least a thousand rude things inside this building in the last hour. It’s not as if she has never seen people slanging or shouting or unnecessarily fighting over six credits in the Junk Land towns before. But this police station has made her cringe in a way those useless law-enforcement people in the old films do (Meera made her watch countless century-old movies to teach her speaking). Besides, she sees Rashad as an example of law enforcement. She visited his bureau in West Alpha IF during her therapy, but this place is incomparable to even Old Mark’s office in Alpha’s West Gate.

	“I ’eard ’bout it.” This time, a man in the same cell as Magic Mama speaks from the corner, smiling. And it’s the nastiest smile in the world. Kusha scolds herself in her mind for judging people’s smiles; Learn Basic Manners said, ‘Judging others is rude.’

	“Ignore him. He’s mad.” Magic Mama says dismissively.

	“You don’ ev’n lis’n,” the madman barks. “Bloody—” He was about to say something nasty, but he doesn’t finish because of the glare Magic Mama shots at him. 

	Kusha never saw Magic Mama glaring at anyone before. When a never-glaring person glares at you, you shut up immediately. 

	The madman shuts up immediately. 

	However, she has hundreds of questions boiling inside her, and she’d rather get answers to the ones she can get just by asking. So, she asks, “What did you hear?”

	“They wanna stamp dere sign on ya’ m’chine,” the madman meekly tells Magic Mama instead of looking at Kusha as if he is shy. 

	“Knew it!” Haley says.

	“Knew it,” Magic Mama mutters at the same time Haley does, using a bored tone. 

	It makes Kusha frown even more. “What sign? What does it mean?” she asks. Her voice sounds sharp, her tone clear, and her usual self-consciousness is gone. She is not in the city. No matter how unlivable the Junk Land is, this place and its people always feel closer to her than a flawless family full of High Grades. 

	“Why are you acting like it’s not serious?” she asks.

	“He’s serious when his woman’s aroun’,” the madman says again, baring all his decaying teeth. 

	“They want me to say they’ve sponsored all my machines, especially the water pump that cleans the gutters. It’ll help their image in the next election,” Magic Mama explains.

	Kusha drops her jaw wide open, then closes it, remembering it’s rude. “But they didn’t sponsor you!” 

	“Leave it, Kusha.” Magic Mama looks away. 

	For a moment, Kusha feels as if he is hiding something. 

	“Tell me about the auction,” Magic Mama says, not giving her the chance to think over it. “Did you hear about it?” 

	“About what?” Kusha dislikes the shift of conversation. Her hand subconsciously moves to her face, near her ear and neck. Again, that feeling of phantom ants crawling along her skin comes. Her palm feels warm when she thinks of the words ‘Devil’s Book.’ The feeling of something missing, something calling, comes back. 

	“You didn’t see it?” Haley asks her this time. 

	“See what?” Kusha sweats. Was her face posted as The Weirdest Animal Of The Auction in any journal? She runs several versions of this question in her mind. To her relief, all the answers come as No, so far. 

	“There were murders at the High Auction,” Haley says in a low voice. Then she looks around, and her tone drops into a whisper, “I heard your big, cursed book caused trouble; everyone who wanted to buy it got killed.”

	“O.” Murder sounds like bliss, at first, compared to The Weirdest Animal Of The High Auction. Yet, Kusha feels a tremor in her belly. She never told Haley that she’d known deaths would happen since before the auction. She only told Magic Mama.

	“I’d say you’re the only one who wanted it and is still standing,” Haley says again.

	“Um …” Kusha feels her skin getting cold. “I didn’t want to buy it,” she points out meekly. “I didn’t check news about the auction after, um, after coming back,” she adds.

	“What? SLED should have … no, not just SLED, even IF is supposed to question you about it. It’s been a week,” Haley says.

	“Maybe they didn’t think, um, questioning an Ungraded would help.” Kusha looks down, avoiding Magic Mama’s eyes. For the first time, she wants to talk about the auction with someone. Someone like her, someone not a High Grade. She wants to tell him how everyone treated her; how even Meera chained her with gold anklets, pressuring her with a costly dress; how she lost one anklet, heard sexually offensive jokes thrown at her in the sweetest and most humble tone possible, and how even some extraordinary men of history gallantly mocked her. 

	“I read a few pages of the book,” Kusha says and looks back at Magic Mama. Somehow, she thinks that maybe he understands her. Though, he says nothing about what his eyes seem to understand. 

	“What did the pages tell you?” he asks.

	“Nothing about voice,” Kusha says, looking at her nails.

	“Did you do your questioning before seeing the book?”

	“I only asked which pages I should read.”

	“And it told you nothing?” Magic Mama asks again.

	“It was theology only. About God, about what created everything, the singularity of the creator, the story of Adam and Eve, how God taught Adam the names of everything, and the story of … the devil’s envy.” Kusha frowns. Her skin chills whenever she thinks about what she’s read that night. The famous depiction of the devil she saw in the book makes her shudder, even now. That art on an entire three-foot-tall page felt ominous—evil. 

	“I’ve read about these stories dozens of times when I was reading about myths,” she says.

	“Why?” Magic Mama asks.

	“Why what?” Kusha frowns. 

	“Why did you read them?”

	Kusha looks around, searching for words. “Why else? I’m just, um, interested. Like I’m interested in machines.”

	“Kusha, no one is just interested in anything for nothing,” Magic Mama says. “I thought, by now, you would know that.”

	Kusha scoffs. “I’m interested in many things. So, everything has to mean something? Can’t I be just curious? Can’t I be just …” Kusha doesn’t finish. She remembers how the red-haired war hero insulted her that evening. He was asking about the reasons. Everyone asks about reasons. At least, everyone around her should know that she never does anything for a reason. She flows with what her gut says. 

	“Meera was teaching me Bharatanatyam. She said it’s called God’s dance. Then I got interested in reading myths and theology. And back then, I used to get interested in every tiny thing I saw. Maybe because my brain was empty, and it wanted something? I don’t know, ok. People should stop asking me about—” Kusha stops abruptly, realizing she has raised her tone to a level that can be called rude. She wanted to tell Magic Mama about the ghost woman, but maybe, now is not the time.

	“I have questions about, um, some things. You told me about a place where you can ask—” she begins again.

	“I don’t remember,” Magic Mama quickly replies in a manner that makes Kusha frown. He can’t just have forgotten about that! 

	Is he hiding something? Yes. From me? No.

	Kusha looks around. There are other cells; each cell has six to seven people gossiping—the kind of people who don’t shower for weeks even if they have access to clean water. Sometimes, people do things just out of habit, just to maintain the definition of their community. Either they feel proud of it, or their brain gets programmed to the community’s collective habit. People can accept strange things as long as others are doing it too. 

	“I’ll find it myself,” Kusha looks back at Magic Mama. Surprisingly, he nods. Is he permitting me? Yes. 

	Does he think I can find it myself? Yes. 

	“Can you tell me about this place?” Kusha asks, looking around the cells, the walls, and the corridors. “This building just felt like—”

	“Like it will soon break?” Haley suddenly interrupts, screaming, adding a few slang words in the native language that Kusha prefers not to understand.

	“No, no, calm down!” Kusha quickly replies. “It won’t break today. I’ve confirmed it.” 

	“Then, what?” Magic Mama asks, frowning, as he does whenever she tells him about her occasional intuitionism. 

	“Felt …” Kusha finally says the word. “Nostalgic.” 

	“Have you been here before … you know …” Haley asks, “before the last seven years?” 

	“No,” Kusha replies. “I’ve asked that question in every sort of wording and phrasing possible. The answer is always No, but I never get a proper answer whenever I ask about my past; you know that.”

	“Future!” That madman hisses from the corner of the cell as if it’s the eureka moment of his life. “That’s future nostalgia born out of integral cosmic connection with all timelines, my child.”

	Kusha widens her eyes, not believing it’s the same madman speaking. “He is talking fluent …” 

	“Physics?” Haley finishes for her.

	“Spirituality?” Magic Mama says, at the same time Haley says. 

	“He was a physicist before he went mad,” Haley informs her.

	“I’m not mad, you Neanderthal fools!” the madman says.

	“What happened to him?” Kusha asks. 

	“What happens when you install a high-definition game in a computer with low disc space, not enough RAM, and an old graphics card?” Haley says. 

	The computer crashes, Kusha doesn’t say it aloud.

	“You need a stronger body to understand some things, Kusha.” Magic Mama says ‘things’ mysteriously, as if he wanted to specify but then thought better of it. “And those things have nothing to do with just programming or just physics or just mythology. It’s about all of them together.”

	Kusha only listens. She gets this lecture enough from Meera and Rashad. Even Magic Mama seems to encourage her about evolution if not about the grade tests.

	“It’s a tapestry,” Magic Mama says again. “When you connect all knowledge and pin it to the tapestry, your body must be strong enough to see them all at the same time. It’s overwhelming, yes. Your mind could crash, true. And when the tapestry becomes larger, you need to move even farther away to get a better view. That’s when you’ll need better eyes. Otherwise, things will go blurry, and you’ll miss the detail of each thread. If you come closer to see those detail, then again, you’ll miss the wider view. You need both the detail and the wide view to understand the tapestry, Kusha.” 

	Kusha stays silent for a while, just as she usually does whenever the topic shifts to mind evolution. “Sounds like the same old thing Meera keeps telling me,” she replies.

	“It is the same old thing,” Magic Mama says.

	“Why does it sound like you know?” Kusha asks.

	“I know, and I’ve crashed.”

	“Like him?” Kusha points at the madman.

	“Stop using the third person about me, girl!” the madman says. “It’s rude!”

	Kusha flushes red. “Um, sorry,” she instantly replies.

	“Everyone crashes differently,” Magic Mama says, shrugging. “I’ve crashed, and I gave up the world. To some people, I’m also mad. That’s why they kept me with a madman. The only difference between him and me is I have a family to feed and a wife who trusts me.”

	“The only difference between you and me is you have a Neanderthal’s brain,” the madman protests. Then a constable comes to shush the people. It seems the madman isn’t the loudest one here.

	The constable hurries them, saying they will have two more minutes unless they have other arrangements to offer. He talks about arrangements with greedy eyes. Annoyed, Kusha asks a few more questions about how she can help, what they will do, and what Mami will do. Mami means aunt—mother’s brother’s wife, to be exact—in most of the native languages here. Kusha mentions she will keep the ether-com on in case his family needs her. 

	She also asks a thing or two about this building, but Magic Mama only says that a High Grade owns it and has let the local administration use it for free. But before the Apocalypse, this building stood for at least three hundred years. So, it’s practically a four-hundred-year-old building in a Junk Land town among many other pieces of junk. She will have to find out more about this building in the Library Archives. 

	At one point, when Kusha again gets mad about the local administration here, Magic Mama says, “Kusha, you don’t get it. This place is still under the New World Government. Low budget, yes, because we don’t pay enough taxes, but there’s no denying that we all—the entire planet—are under one government.”

	“I don’t understand,” Kusha begins, “if the World Government won’t give you a budget, won’t give you citizenship, why would you still follow its laws? Why would you serve it and pay taxes at all?” Kusha parts her lips with ends pointing down as if she is the one to blame for their conditions. She lives inside a clean city while they are here, among smells of mold and rust and piss. 

	She still doesn’t realize what she’s said. Not until the surroundings fall into silence. Every cell in this corridor seems to have dropped into a sudden stillness, a united quietness. 

	Kusha looks at Magic Mama to ask what has happened, but he, too, looks cold. Even Haley looks stunned. 

	“You’re saying the wrong things in the wrong place, citizen!” a man from another cell on the other side of the corridor says loudly. 

	Kusha recoils with nausea, looking at that man: bushy hair faded because of dust, skin extremely burnt in the sun, lips purple and glossy from inhaling things that even dreaming of inhaling would be rude. This man will cause a problem, the Intuitionist just knows.

	“Calm! Zaesud,” Magic Mama barks in Bengali—one of the native languages widely spoken around Panami. He then stays quiet for a long moment, and no one else dares to speak. 

	Kusha instantly understands why some people feel insecure around Magic Mama. He has the leader’s aura; he has the influencer’s voice. Maybe not the hypnotist’s voice, maybe he is not a mesmerizer or a High Grade, but he has something. And you fear people who have this ‘something’. Even if they are the most clueless and careless people in the world, you still fear them. What if they suddenly decide to act? What if they begin to care? What if they finally want to ride the stage? And that’s what you fear; that’s what you never want. You know you’ll lose your seat if they start caring. 

	“Go home, Kusha,” Magic Mama says. “Some things are wrong to say. You’ll know when you begin your grade tests; when they teach you how to parrot their words.”

	Kusha feels the burden in his throat as he says parrot their words. How much hatred must be in these words! As if he’s buried tons of things deep inside his memories. Kusha doesn’t ask about it. It’s not the right time to ask. Nor the right place. 

	Just as she is about to leave the corridor, the madman suddenly shouts, “A war is coming; a war is coming …”

	Kusha feels the omen. She never talks back to such people when she meets them in the Junk Land towns or the Old City, but today she does, perhaps, out of pity. Perhaps, feeling bad that she was rude to him earlier. “War already ended fifty years ago,” she says, and Haley pulls her as the constable hurries them away.

	“Huh! That’s not the war, Neanderthal fools! The biggest war is coming. You don’t believe me now, but you’ll believe me when they chew your mother’s tits and tear your daughters’ …”

	The madman’s loud voice drifts off as Kusha stands outside. The ominous sensation doubles as she looks around the old building again. It triples when she checks her CRAB. 

	The two texts she sent earlier still show Undelivered. 

	It’s impossible. Messages and calls are always Delivered unless the receiver’s CRAB is in sleeping mode, which is usually never. Why would Meera’s CRAB be sleeping? To check the situation, she texts Taha, and her core freezes when this text, too, shows Undelivered.

	When her final text to Rashad also shows Undelivered, Kusha panics, and the first question the Intuitionist, adopted into a High Grade family, asks is: Did they abandon me for coming here without permission?

	 

	
7. The Temple of Dance
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	o you see it? The art, the enormity, and the death in every element of this temple? Why death? Well, it’s an ancient ruin. Any of its hundred-and-fifty-foot pillars could smash you as if you were a bug. Its gigantic roof with arches could bury you anytime. Even the thousands of tiny sculptures in those arches and pillars could break off from their places and hit you. If you happened to survive after that, you’d see those sculptures weren’t as tiny as you had thought. Once you were done marveling at them, you might even notice the Monk in his shawl staring at the idol on the altar. You’d think he is praying, but he is not. The Monk doesn’t pray to any entity. He only focuses; he admires, he ponders. He listens to the universe or to his own cells; he wills and voices. He does many things, but none of them is praying. At least, not to a god.

	Pit-pat … pit-pat … His wooden sandals echo in the temple. 

	He could let the drones finish the rest of the tasks—mostly brushing dust, scanning every inch of the temple, and looking for signs. Sometimes, only brushing isn’t enough. That’s when the Monk bows down, coming as close to the sculpture as possible and letting an absorbing paper get the dust away until the figures carved into the stones are clearer. 

	The Monk would then straighten up and look at his Sarod—the nineteen-string instrument that he has brought along. Sometimes, he wouldn’t have time to play it. Other times, he would, but he still wouldn’t play it. Not once.

	Occasionally, he would pass the Sarod as he moves from the altar to a pillar at an aisle. Then his fingers would trace the recently varnished wood of the instrument, and he’d hum an old tune he used to play years ago. But he still doesn’t play it, not yet. Once or twice, he would even wonder whether he can play it like before anymore. Whether he still has the music in him. Whether his fingers are still good. But he lets himself be busy soon after.

	“Impossible!” Mee-Hae Ra says, just as she’s said dozens of times in the last few hours. “There is no way to find what you seek unless you have the Devil’s Book, Yuan. And you need both books to solve it: the Devil’s Book and its Twin,” Mee-Hae explains as if she is his mother—the kind of mother who can say the same thing tirelessly over and over. Right now, she’s in her clean clothes, which were washed, after months, at Lotus Lodge. In the last week, she’s lived in the Monk’s luxurious house—the one with a mountain view instead of her nearly-broken hut in a mangrove forest.  

	“And the Twin is a myth,” Mee-Hae adds. 

	“He found it,” the Monk informs her, remembering what the Mesmerizer mentioned weeks ago. “He found the Twin.” 

	“What? And you’re telling me now?” Mee-Hae says, her tone baffled. “We’ve been here for four days. Four days, Yuan! And you tell me the Twin exists, and he has it, now?” Mee-Hae turns around, showing her back to the Monk and shaking her head. 

	The Monk, however, feels no guilt. He sorts out the photos that dozens of drones are sending him. Along with the sorting comes the coding—the kind of coding that can identify the age, compound structures, and spectrum identity of objects just from their images. He is not an expert in vision programming, but working with the best programmers for thirty years in Alphatech made him skilled at it, at least enough to customize the latest archaeological vision software. The four-day-long camping has provided him the time to write the scripts, but who said there won’t be bugs in the Monk’s codes? He silently runs it with new images as input, ignoring Mee-Hae’s grumbles.

	“If he did,” Mee-Hae begins again, “he is a thousand steps closer to his goal. While you are re-starting after two decades of rest. You’re just warming up, Yuan. How do you even plan to stop him?”

	“That was motivational!” the Monk remarks.

	“And what are we doing here without a team? You said you have a team, but I see we are alone.”

	“You have me, for starters,” the Monk replies. “That’s one hundred percent more than what you had for a decade.” 

	“That’s why I got excited hearing about the team. Now I feel cheated!” Mee-Hae frowns. “And lured!” she adds, seeing that the Monk isn’t paying attention to her.

	“I’ve emailed them.” The Monk tears his gaze from the statue at the altar and looks at Mee-Hae. Finally. “One of them is in a space station, dining with space pirates. Another one is drilling through ice at the South Pole. The last one is taking a hot shower above the Crater of the Apocalypse. Even a war hero has zero influence over moody comrades.” 

	“Moody? Says the one who replies to his email after three years.” Mee-Hae scoffs. “Honestly, I don’t blame them.” 

	“I apologized for the late reply at least thirty-seven times by now.” The Monk checks Mee-Hae, once again, scanning around her waist, wondering if she’s slouching or trying to walk ignoring any pain. She’s not slouching. If she’s in pain, she’s hiding it well. Thought Disorder Syndrome isn’t rare in this era. If your mind is focused, if your thoughts are powerful enough to become a reality, you need to be careful of what you think. 

	“Just wait for them to arrive,” Mee-Hae says. “They’ll agree with me. You’re running after imaginary theories.”

	“There are always other ways,” the Monk replies.

	“Exactly!” Mee-Hae turns and points her fingers at him. “That is the imaginary theory I’m talking about. Always other ways! Huh! A monk’s sort of airy belief.” She curves her lips when she says ‘airy’.

	“Don’t mock air. Not enough of it could—” The Monk doesn’t finish his sentence. A monk’s voice might become a truth when enough High Grade brains hear it. Especially someone like Mee-Hae who imagines more strongly than most. People call it a curse.

	“Were you about to curse me, Monk?” Mee-Hae remarks, busy with whatever videos her two dozen drones catch from every corner of this temple. ‘The Temple of Dance,’ as the translation says.

	“I would never,” the Monk replies. After a long gaze of silent apology, he points at the series of sculptures in the surrounding walls, all carved from stone. A single stone, to be exact. Sculpted from one piece of rock through the subtraction of tons of materials just as an artist sculpts, eliminating unwanted particles from a log. It reminds him of that man, the Mesmerizer; he used to sculpt from logs. The Monk smiles—almost, but the almost-smile leaves sooner than what might’ve been normal. Old times are gone; they never come back. 

	The millennia-old temple arose from the depths of the ocean after the Apocalypse. The series of sculptures along the walls depict hundreds of physical poses. If the women and men posing them weren’t wearing magnificent jewelry and dresses, he could call them yoga stances, but they are dance costumes. Each pose needs effort, and to execute them one after another rhythmically enough to call it a dance, how much prana would one need and not just skill? 

	“Do you think they mean something special?” he asks.

	“Dance was a part of religion here like martial arts were in the north and east of the Himalayas,” Mee-Hae says absentmindedly, in the middle of naming and arranging the video clips in proper folders. “We have eighteen drones, and so far, they’ve captured six thousand poses in the entire temple. Do you understand, Yuan? Six. Thousand. Unique. Poses! It’s a practical guide for the oldest of the oldest dances. Incredible, yes. Magnificent, yes. But I wonder why you think you will find the Source from here.”

	“What did you say right there?” The Monk looks at Mee-Hae.

	“The Source?”

	“No. Before that. The practical guide to—”

	“The oldest of the oldest dances?” 

	“Yes, where did you hear it?”

	“I just … said it,” Mee-Hae says. “Guessing it has to be older than anything. It’s a temple that has been submerged, like forever, until the Apocalypse. Why?” 

	“Someone once told me about this oldest of the oldest dances.” The Monk quiets himself, delving into old memories; many of the events in these memories happened at a certain building—it still stands in the Junk Land, in a specific town. However, memories matter little after a point. The Monk looks at the sky. The sun began leaning to the west. Today is the fourth day here. A war hero can reserve an ancient temple for a few days, but he cannot do anything if the drones run out of batteries so far from their camps. It’ll be hard to find them all if they die among hundreds of hidden shafts and corridors. Especially when the drones have sent alerts about their charge levels twenty minutes ago. They’re still running.

	“You’re not telling me how you plan to find the Source by exploring temples,” Mee-Hae reminds him.

	“As I’ve said, there are always other paths leading to the same goal in a maze.”

	“Stop giving me universally general speeches, Monk.”

	The Monk turns, looking at her beautiful, angled eyes. “Do you know how many temples and churches and pyramids were built using the golden ratio?”

	“God’s ratio.” Mee-Hae nods. “That’s just humanity’s fascination with the sacred number.”

	“In recent times, yes,” the Monk agrees. “But the further you go back in time, the more you see the mysteries. What if it wasn’t just fascination back then? What if the early humans had a connection with the divine?” He whispers, and the whisper spreads along every corner of the temple as if coding the universe and making his words real. “Then their designs,” he begins again, “their books, their temples won’t be just a fascination with a number, Mee-Hae. They have to mean something, and you know well how much our ancestors loved to store knowledge in stones.”

	“Oh, yes, that I can vouch for,” Mee-Hae says. “I found some scriptures before. Water couldn’t ruin them; fire couldn’t burn them; even acid couldn’t melt them. Those are practically indestructible unless you use alchemy. Dark alchemy, to be precise,” she mutters. “I didn’t believe in dark alchemy, I’m telling you. Until one day, I saw Ruem—” Mee-Hae stops abruptly. Then she looks away as if she has jinxed her lips by saying that name. She stays silent for a while. “But you came to the middle of the Indian Ocean to see a temple because it’s built with the golden ratio?” she asks.

	“And made out of one piece of stone. All from one stone. All from the One,” the Monk concludes. “The Source.” 

	“In the earliest times, all faiths were of the One,” Mee-Hae says. “I’d say the non-believer Monk is moving towards faith.”

	“I do believe in the Source,” the Monk replies. “I just don’t believe the Source requires me to burn something on an altar.”

	“Careful.” Mee-Hae glances at the Monk. “If you believe in God, you’ll soon meet the devil.”

	“Was that a curse?” The Monk approaches Mee-Hae.

	“Just a warning from a comrade who lost what matters to the devil.” Mee-Hae subconsciously traces her lower belly. She takes a deep breath to ease a sudden sharp pain, a pain that came the moment she thought of it. 

	“Don’t think of pain,” the Monk says, watching her touch her lower belly; he senses the focused prana, the energy in her hand as Mee-Hae Ra heals herself. 

	“How do you stop your pain when it’s the only thing you remember?” Mee-Hae asks.

	“By forgetting,” he replies. “Erasing memories is the only treatment for Thought Disorders. People do it all the time. Why don’t you do it? Why don’t you let him go?”

	Mee-Hae glares at him, anger and sadness dancing together in her eyes. “If I erase my memories, I’ll repeat my mistakes. Fools repeat their mistakes.” 

	The Monk doesn’t reply to her. He knows that the terabytes of data the drones are collecting every day will ease her anger soon.

	Later, when work makes Mee-Hae forget her pain, she again turns to the Monk. He is wrapping up the radioactive scanner-drones that are working around the largest statue at the altar. “There are hundreds of temples and churches built with the golden ratio. Why did you choose this one?”

	The Monk straightens his back, his gaze sharp, his lips tightly pressed. Walking closer, he stops right before her. From his trouser pocket, he takes out a paper—original, handmade from natural fiber. He hands it over to Mee-Hae. He even puts a finger on his lips while glancing at his CRAB. 

	Don’t speak—Mee-Hae quickly interprets his gesture. She frowns, opening the folds of the paper—a dating report generated with a drone’s visual analysis. The Monk must’ve printed it and deleted the file from the drone. Glancing at the result, Mee-Hae realizes why he did it, why the Monk gestured for her not to speak aloud, and why he chose this temple and not any of the thousand others.

	* * *

	After an hour, when all the backup batteries have run out and the sun is still bright above their head, they decide to wrap up their four-day expedition. 

	“What if these structures really are just a part of a theme?” Mee-Hae says. “What if we find no hidden symbols, no directions, or no hints to what you seek? Will you go for the Devil’s Book, then?” 

	The Monk avoids the question. His eyes drift into distant memories. The time when he came here with that man, it was their first time, and they found things here. Things that most people would term ‘treasures’, but they didn’t. Gold and gems rarely are treasures for the ones who know what matter really is. 

	“I was wondering if dance is part of it,” the Monk says. “This entire temple was dedicated to the dance of that time while symbolizing the One. Dance must have had something important. Why else would they build such a massive place for dancers?”

	Mee-Hae doesn’t comment on the ‘of that time’ part, remembering the handmade paper the Monk showed her earlier. “I took my rock samples,” Mee-Hae says. “I’ll do the dating myself this time. In a proper laboratory, but we’ll need more brains soon.” 

	The Monk loads all the equipment on two hover discs—flat and smooth, four-foot-sides, hovering two feet above the ground. He silently commands the discs; they fly off to their camp. 

	When they both leave the temple, the sun in the west casts its shadows on the front porch; the shadows are still shorter than them. Thousands of years under the water took a toll on it that ninety years above the ground cannot erase. 

	“There’s a legend about this place,” the Monk says. “Someone told me once.” 

	“I heard about it,” Mee-Hae replies. “I’ll build my hypothesis based on legends of the past, but I’m not depending on prophecies of the future. There are millions of probable occurrences based on what happens in the present. People who claim to just know things centering on Numerology, they’re bullshitting.”

	The Monk doesn’t reply to that. He, too, has things he will put little faith in. “I missed this,” he says. “Thanks for coming.”

	“Thanks for finding me.” Mee-Hae pretends to grab the rim of a hat—a non-existent one—and then, she nods in the Monk’s direction.

	They reach their camp soon enough. That’s when the text message reaches the Monk: It’s a son. Keep your word, Monk.  He almost frowns, seeing the text, also the name that comes with it. “We have to go home now,” he says, looking at the sun’s position and wondering if they can reach Alpha before sunset. 

	“Now? I’m starving, and I need rest,” Mee-Hae protests. She even bats her eyes to convince the Monk to stay at the camp for the night.

	But the Monk doesn’t listen. He approaches her suddenly and stands right behind her, putting his palm on her lower belly, two inches below her navel. Prana releases from his palm to enter her, healing whatever in her body needs healing. “You can rest as much as you want at Lotus Lodge, Ra,” he whispers—almost whispers.

	Mee-Hae scoffs, putting her palm on the back of his hand that rests on the weakest part of her body. And like any woman, Mee-Hae Ra notices the awkward closeness between them. Well, awkward to most, but not to comrades who fought a war fifty years ago, comrades who slept side by side with a dozen others. Comrades who ate from the same plate at the same time. Comrades of the kind where the Monk pulled her stillborn child from her womb with his own hands while the world was having its worst chaos. 

	“Careful, Monk,” Mee-Hae whispers. “Or I might think the chaste monk has started desiring what he’s forsaken.” Of course, only comrades won’t miss a chance to tease.

	“Is that a curse?” the Monk asks, indifferent to the mockery.

	“I’ll really curse you with it. I’ll curse you that someday you will meet someone that—”

	“Shh,” the Monk whispers. He knows she’s not using voice. He knows not all voices spoken become blessings or curses. He knows no human could code fate to this powerfully, ever. Yet he shushes Mee-Hae Ra. “Don’t say it,” he says, standing inches behind her. 

	“Why?” Mee-Hae asks. “What do you fear? Is the wind so precious that you’d rather have a lonely life?”

	The Monk doesn’t sigh. He understands it: the world has accepted the freedom of women and the equality of all skin colors and faiths; the world doesn’t bother which gender anyone kisses. Still, even in this century, the world cannot believe being alone could be a preference and not a sacrifice. 

	“I’m not lonely,” he says.

	“Petting the entire animal kingdom in a forest sounds lonely.” Everyone knows some Grade A people use the monk’s technique to become powerful. And the technique is setting a self-rule. Some Grade A set a rule of never lying, while some others set the rule of abstinence. 

	“I’m not lonely,” the Monk says again. 

	 

	
8. A Posture of Regret
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	usha leaves Haley on the road—a few corners before entering Alpha. Soon, the West Gate becomes visible, and she wonders if Old Mark will let her enter the city or if she is still a citizen. She didn’t take her grade tests yet. Just like anyone under the age of thirteen, she is tagged as Ungraded in her CRAB, and the Gaumonts are her sponsors, as the parents are sponsors for most children in all cities. ‘Unevolved ones in the process of evolution’ is how the New World Government defines Children.

	The CRAB feels warm in her skin, just as a bio-computer should feel while attached to human flesh. It’s still beeping. But then, why haven’t the texts she sent earlier reached her family yet? Sometimes, Kusha wonders why the Gaumont couple adopted her even though they had Taha.

	Adopting a teenager is more about being guardians than parents. Now she’s not a teenager anymore; she’s in her mid-twenties. The moment she passes the grade test under the watch of a guardian, she’ll become an independent citizen with the lowest grade—Grade E. In a way, her guardians can decide to no longer be ones in case she disappoints them. There’s a whole clause defining ‘Disappointments’ under the Guardianship Removal section in the Citizenship Law Article for adoptees. Meera and Rashad don’t know she read the entire four-hundred-page article.

	But why is she not as worried about it as she should be? Kusha sighs. Maybe her subconscious always knew that this day would come. Maybe she was readying herself in case she needed to leave the manor. Though she never resented the Gaumonts for it. They adopted her when they didn’t need to, and they have done enough.

	Yet, a strange heaviness is there. It has always been there. 

	Suddenly, Kusha feels what Haley feels all the time. The restlessness of having an unstable life with no sponsor or guardian, the pressure of uncertainty, the need for something steady: a clean floor below her feet, a stable roof above her head, and a window that doesn’t let the screams and cries of the desperate community in. Suddenly, the thoughts she keeps buried in her mind bloom. The thought that the Gaumont Manor isn’t her true home but only a shelter, a current address, one she could lose any time. She thought she was ready for this moment, but she is not. 

	For the first time in the last seven years, Kusha realizes how alone she is. Meera cares for her, so does Rashad, and Taha loves her; she knows it. Yet, she realizes it’s not permanent. She has no one permanent in her life. A true family. A real bond. A real name. She doesn’t know her real parents, her origin, or her source. Sometimes, she doesn’t know what she should focus on. 

	Source? Or purpose? 

	Her past? Or her future? 

	Kusha focuses on the present. Haley told her she’d be around their spot for two more hours in case, Kusha needed her. Haley didn’t say, ‘In case your family kicks you out’ or ‘In case you lose your citizenship.’ Even if she stays a citizen—which is impossible if she loses her guardians—she can’t afford to live in a city like Alpha. She saw many Low Grades who live in the Old City. Maybe it’s time she joins them. 

	Kusha wonders what things she will have to pack for moving out of her attic. Books, machines, toolboxes, drills, and her cars. She will have to buy her own computer; the current one was a gift from Rashad, which is expensive with the latest processor and graphics card. ‘A gift, if is expensive, isn’t completely a gift. Beware of what’s asked of you in exchange,’ says the book Arm Yourself Against Strong Voices. Meaning: she will have to buy a few storage drives to back up Tishi’s data. 

	She has already checked a few models in the network. The prices are cheaper for high-tax-paying citizens. She will also have to transfer her bank credits into a pay card; the best would be cash. Maintaining a bank account is costly for non-citizens.

	In case she needs to move out, not just from the manor but also from Alpha, she could use her GVs. She could keep her possessions in her truck, and she could live in the truck like Magic Mama. She will have to make something safer, though. The thought of Rashad makes her crumble. He must be disappointed in her. 

	She enters Gaumont Manor, determined that she won’t miss the feeling when Meera and Rashad praise her machine bugs or the flying toy cars she makes. She tells herself she won’t miss training with Taha in Meera’s wild garden, not even the dance lessons. She thought she disliked dance lessons, but sometimes you miss the annoying moments of your past more than the happy ones. Dance lessons have supplied plenty of such moments. Seeing the house right before her, her heart squeezes painfully. 

	Will I have to leave? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is it now? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Are they angry at me? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Do they want me gone? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Will I have to leave everyone today? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	No? But the answer for having to leave came Yes. 

	Soon, a series of questions explode in her mind. She frowns, frustrated that adding or deleting a word or two changes her answers. Sometimes, intuition is useless without a specific context. So, Kusha searches for context. She puts her GV close to the backyard portico. Leaving her muddy shoes on the lawn, she enters the manor through the dining room. The manor is unusually silent. 

	That’s the first sign of an eerie feeling the Intuitionist gets after an hour of thinking about her citizenship. When Kusha climbs up the stairs to check Taha’s bedroom and Meera’s bedroom, the emptiness screams an alarm in her brain. 

	Is anyone home? No. Why? Everyone is supposed to be home for making the manor ready for the baby, and Meera would never change a day’s schedule in the same morning. Kusha checks the third floor, too, just to be sure: Rashad’s study, the library, Meera’s medicine laboratory, the Yoga room—all are empty. The whole manor is empty. 

	Kusha panics. Another series of questions run through her mind. But none of the questions are close to the right context yet, so she finds no answer. 

	Sometimes, to reach the answer, you have to stop questioning. Question busies the mind. Question stops emotions. Questions are limited to past experiences where the truth might not be. So Kusha pauses her questions; she empties her mind. 

	The Intuitionist glances at the living room below, at the atrium of the manor. She reaches the ground floor, and then she turns in the direction of the front porch. That’s where she last saw Meera. That’s where she left the anklet. She approaches the porch and sees it. A liquid on the concrete stairs and traces of someone falling. Clothes sweeping a part of the liquid are also visible. She touches the fluid with her fingers and smells it. Kusha feels the chill along her spine. She did several online courses about how to take care of a pregnant woman. And she learned enough to know what the liquid is. Meera! 

	The Intuitionist gazes vacantly. Her heart races; her spine bends, her shoulders moving forward a little while her chest is inward. Posture weakens when regret invades. She feels her regret invading, spreading even to her lips—parted from each other and quivering. 

	The Intuitionist runs. 

	Without any more thoughts about where she will back up Tishi’s data or how she will live alone in a truck, she runs along the front-yard stairs. Passing the building, passing the long runway, passing the airbase, she reaches the gate. She leaves Gaumont Manor barefoot; her muddy shoes are still on the backyard lawn. She runs along the streets of the West Alpha Residence. 

	The sun of the tropical summer burns on her head—even the houses above, floating far away from each other, cannot provide shadow. High humidity drenches her with sweat. Her bare feet touch the road, and she keeps running. Tears falling down her cheeks—tears of guilt, fear, and shame. She runs with a posture of regret, and her brain thinks of the only destination: West Alpha Community Hospital. 

	 

	
9. The Linguist
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	T


	he Eastern range of the Himalayas. Deep beneath the ground. For ages, people thought a place like this could hold nothing except the mountains and the rough weather that usually prevails. However, one linguist proved them all wrong. Piuee Pariyeta, the star linguist at the New World Library.

	She stands at the courtyard of the temple—more than two thousand years old—dedicated to Buddha, colored with time, roughened with darkness, and mystified with silence. A gold statue thirty feet in height stands alone at the altar beneath the dome. No devotees visit it. A breakthrough discovery, sure, but the discoverer, the linguist, doesn’t look happy about it. 

	“We finally found the site! How can you do this, Director?” she asks the beefy man in front of her. The hot mountain weather and its ninety-three percent humidity make him sweat more. It’s hundreds of feet beneath the earth’s surface, and the air-conditioning has stopped again—a low-funding issue. Who cares about a two-thousand-year-old Buddhist temple in the New World, anyway? The Apocalypse made sure hundreds of even older things rose from beneath the earth carrying gems and jewels and gold. Temples attract visitors as long as they breed gold; promises of the heavens aren’t enough in the New World.

	“You made another breakthrough, Piuee,” the director says. “Congratulations! But I can’t help anymore.” He pulls his raincoat closer to himself, trying to keep his belly inside it.

	“I don’t need help!” Piuee begins. “You’re supposed to follow the protocol. Why not just follow the protocol?” 

	“I am following the protocols. Come here.” The director gestures for her to follow him to a secluded corner of the temple, away from the sight of the visitors—team researchers, new students who have scholarships from the New World Library, and photographers from e-journals. “I’m not supposed to disclose, but it’s WSI,” he says.

	“Excuse me?” Piuee straightens her back. She suddenly realizes the reasons for everything that has been happening lately. Like those men in suits coming to visit, then a few Aerial Transports camping nearby, and the air-conditioning always shutting off at a specific time. A few of them were spying on her when she was in the City of Lambda two weeks ago, and they were not even hiding it. 

	“These WSI dogs cannot scare me,” she says, clenching her jaw. 

	“Shh!” The director lifts his hands as if he wants to shush an angry child. He looks around. All the students and the researchers still seem busy in awe of the gold statue.

	Piuee grips her hair with both her hands, making them messier, as if tearing her own hair out would remove all the frustrations. She looks back at the director. “I worked on this for eight years! Almost a decade! And they want to take my results away! No! Not happening. I’m not letting them take it.”

	“You’ll be compensated—”

	“With money? I’ve enough money!” Piuee shouts, not caring who hears; she walks away from the secluded corner where the director took her. “I lived for seventy years. I didn’t fool around with my time!” she says, even though more than three-quarters of her savings have been invested in this project. It’s hard to admit, but she might soon be the only Grade A in the world who is broke, if not bankrupt. The last quarter of her fortune might go to the banks to avoid bankruptcy. 

	“Don’t know where these High Grades get so much pride from,” the director mumbles under his breath; everyone knows High Grades are rich. Money follows the ones who use their time smartly. “The only privilege you get is—”

	“Time.” A deep voice makes them turn in the same direction. And the first thing they notice is the hat, followed by the strands of blood-red hair. “Time with prana in plenty,” the voice speaks in a subtle melody. 

	“Ruem D! The war hero! What an honor!” The director almost cries. “Didn’t know the Admin Council would visit. Did we make any mistakes?” He forces a smile, his forehead sweating, and the low-budget air-conditioning has nothing to do with it. “I know the site is close to Alpha; I was just making sure we get the most we can. I filed papers for the Junk Land’s share, but WSI—”

	“Give WSI the gold they want, director.” The Mesmerizer approaches; his eyes don’t blink as he stares at Piuee Pariyeta. Then he finally looks at the director—a Grade C—who seems as if his heart will burst from pressure both from WSI and the Admin of Alpha. “However, do not give Junk Land a reason to start another rebellion. I don’t have time for it.”

	“So, I should—”

	“Give them from us,” the Mesmerizer speaks. 

	“Of course, Ruem D. I’ll take your word as one coming from the Admin Council.” The director nods.

	“Now, I need a moment with the Linguist our World Library is so proud of,” the Mesmerizer says. “Alone.” He doesn’t use his voice. Yet the director stares baffled. It took him hard work and ambition to become the director of Alpha’s Archaeology Department still being a Grade C. In the New World, higher grades don’t mean the authorities will give you more facilities. However, no one can deny High Grades have finer adapting abilities, including their voice and youth. In the end, they prove to be more capable, and the rests are on society to sneer at the Low Grades. The director leaves, feeling small, even though no one has sneered at him. 

	The Mesmerizer looks at Piuee, her hair—half-tied to one side—is a mess. Soot smearing on her tanned and pointy face, her protruding dark eyes look tired under heavy-rimmed cracked glasses. Her sharp cheekbones and jaws look as if she’s a well-tapered sculpture of mud now neglected in the dust. Impressive! He could have her stand on his stage someday while he paints her. 

	“You need a shower,” he says, his hands in his trouser pockets—a gentleman’s gesture—the man has bound his hands to himself.

	Piuee stares, suddenly feeling the urge to bathe herself at the fall twenty yards away from this temple site. Her sensitive ears instantly focus on the stream, even from this deep, underground level. Is he hypnotizing her? No. He wouldn’t. Not just to make her have a shower. His normal suggestions sound like entrancing commands. Piuee shields her will immediately, feeling she must play cautious. She is a Grade A, but she hasn’t been one for fifty years like these bringers of evolution, the masters of voice, have been. 

	“The great Ruem D is here to suggest I take a shower?” Piuee asks. “Is it in Heaven’s Spring?” She adds a mocking tone while mentioning the best hot spring located at the Crater of the Apocalypse.

	“I could arrange that,” the Mesmerizer says. “Also a new set of analyzers.” He eyes her fractured glasses, taking a full reading of her: Grade A, yet not observant. Messy. Too absorbed in research, but consistent enough to become a Grade A. It means passionate. The perfume smells costly but is eight years old, while the pair of analyzers are recent and cheap. Good taste suffering from recent money problems … The Mesmerizer continues profiling her. Forgetful, he adds, noticing the powdery thing at the corner of her lips. She must’ve been eating chips and forgotten to clean her mouth. She may even be the type who thinks ‘no one needs to clean their lips after eating chips.’ Whichever it is, he pauses the profiling. 

	“Guess you’ll order me to work for you? In exchange for analyzer glasses and a hot shower?” Even though Piuee asks normally, she feels the coldness passing through her. She is his prey, and the King of Mesmerizers always conquers his prey!

	The Mesmerizer looks around, now profiling the granite temple. He strolls across the stone surface and gazes at the smooth walls, the stone pillars, and the statue of Buddha made of gold. He observes every inch of the floor as if he’s praying, not to the idol, not even to the temple but rather to the craft each square inch of it holds. A temple architecture that follows God’s ratio in every measurement—the way the domes get smaller as they go up, the geometric design where the depiction of petals grows larger and the heights of the sculptures around the pillars gradually decreasing … It’s a flawless measurement, a perfect ratio. The entire temple is made from one single stone only to express three words: All from One. The gold on the stone idol must have been added with the casting method. However, to the pair of eyes that have seen the dark mysteries of the universe, gold isn’t impressive enough. 

	“I have a better collection of things,” the Mesmerizer says. “Better than what you’ve found in the last eight years. And they need an intelligent linguist to disclose their secrets to.” He looks back at Piuee. 

	Oh, dear Universe! It has started! Piuee knows what subtleties are behind those words. The voice. The persuasion. The logos hidden with mockery and flattery. Is he doing it willingly? Consciously? Are all these really art to him, like everyone says?  

	“I can arrange paid leave for you.” The Mesmerizer breaks the silence. “In case you want to keep your position in the World Library.” 

	“Everyone thinks I need money,” Piuee scoffs for the first time. People are offering her money too often these days. She unsubscribed from the premium membership of Info Privacy. Since then, everyone in the corporate world believes she’s on the verge of bankruptcy. “Is it because I didn’t shower for a week or because I’ve been wearing the same dress for two weeks?” she asks.

	“Or the messy hair,” the Mesmerizer adds. “You look badly in need of a home that provides a nice tub and hot water, along with a blanket.” He mocks more than necessary when he says ‘home’.

	Again! That suggestion! It sounds as if a home with a tub, water, and blanket should be the only purpose in her life. As if she shouldn’t have any other distractions, any other misleading goals. Piuee resettles, reminding herself not to lose focus, not to relax at all. Relaxation is the canvas for any mesmerizer; words are their paints, and voice is their highlight and shadow. Standing two feet away from the war hero, Piuee Pariyeta tries not to provide the Mesmerizer with a canvas to start his painting.

	“I just want—” she begins.

	“I know what you want, Pariyeta.” The Mesmerizer interrupts with the most drenching voice as if his throat has been purified with the holiest water in heaven. “I do my homework before coming to negotiations.”

	“This is a negotiation?” Piuee says. Her heart races, sending adrenaline everywhere, readying her muscles for any kind of situation. “Isn’t it an order from the Ruem D, the coldest, rudest, cruelest, most dangerous mesmerizer with voice?” Piuee leaves out the part about the ‘dark alchemist’ intentionally. She also worries whether she’s forgotten her defense training. She unsubscribed from her Kalari club two years ago. That club is getting more expensive every year ever since Meera Gaumont visited it. That bitch is acting like a diva everywhere, Piuee remembers to curse in her mind.

	“Too many adjectives for a gentleman,” the Mesmerizer whispers modestly. “However, tell me, Pariyeta, what kind of woman says no to oral pleasure?”

	Piuee scoffs again, forgetting she isn’t supposed to relax, forgetting she isn’t supposed to blush either, forgetting he is not really flirting. “Can’t believe you’ve read my book!” Piuee says, smiling wide—ear to ear.

	“I finished it almost!” 

	Almost? Piuee frowns. He could hide it. He could make her think he finished the book. He could do it without lying, but he didn’t. So truthful! Piuee knows Ruem D is a cunning mesmerizer who wins verbal wars with the truth. People say much of his truth is the truth from a façade, smartly hiding the things you may not like. However, when he recruits talents, he stays clean and clear. Truth is the greatest weapon to mesmerize—everyone knows the laws of voice that only the rare ones can master.

	“You find unsolved mysteries as pleasurable as—”

	“I know what I wrote!” Piuee interrupts the master of voice quickly. No one would say ‘no’ after hearing those words from a hot-looking, stone-hearted mesmerizer, the linguist thinks.

	“I wonder what you will say,” the Mesmerizer whispers. “You’ve more interest in stones than stone-hearted mesmerizers.” His eyes glint, his lips nearly reaching a smirk.

	“Holy mother! Did you just read my mind?” Piuee pales; her eyes widen in fear. She never heard of High Grades reading minds.

	The Mesmerizer stares for, what seems like a long time, and his expression remains stony. “I assumed,” he answers.

	Piuee stares fearfully, wondering how he can only assume that accurately. Can anyone do it just by reading personalities and mental state and behavior? He read her entire book. Maybe he built a sense of her word choices? Or is that the real reason he read a book written by her? To read her thoughts, her personality, even her word choices? A book can reveal almost all about its author, can’t it? What if he analyzed her book using an AI? What if he is still connected with an AI? Maybe it’s telling him what she thinks and what she’ll say? Yes, that could be it. A coldness passes along her spine. This man is thorough. He came here with full preparation, even though he doesn’t need it, while she has zero ideas on how to handle the situation. 

	“That’s some assumption!” she mutters, finally.

	“And precise, I presume?” the Mesmerizer asks with a straight face as if it doesn’t matter if he has been correct or not. As if how calculating his brain could be isn’t the priority. Sometimes, what you can do doesn’t matter if you’ve passed enough years among showers of praise. He is not hungry for praise anymore. 

	Piuee takes a deeper look at his beautiful eyes, like those of a hunter. “I heard myths about Ruem D,” Piuee says. “I heard your collection is massive.”

	“Massive or not, it’s enough to please you.” 

	And that’s all she needed; Piuee smiles. She knows Ruem D. would never lie. “How old are they?” she asks.

	Looking pleased for less than a second, the Mesmerizer holds out his left wrist, thinking OPEN. A few image files project in the air above his CRAB: old scriptures on leaves and stones. The images keep sliding to the next ones. “Only samples,” he says. “I prefer privacy in such matters. Need I explain why?”

	Piuee shakes her head vigorously, suddenly relating. Everyone relates when it comes to hating their government, particularly their intelligence department, who act as if they are the Knights and Rulers of the world. “Unknown language,” she whispers, squinting and taking a closer look at the hologram images above his wrist. “I’ve seen a few of these before. The radioactive dating was highly unusual. Then, they restricted it even for top-grade researchers.”

	“This isn’t close to the most interesting thing I have, Pariyeta.” The Mesmerizer closes the projection. “Find me answers, and you won’t be disappointed. Money isn’t the only thing I offer.”

	Again that voice. Find me answers! Suddenly finding the answers seems to be the best idea in the world. Somehow, Piuee Pariyeta doesn’t want to resist this idea, this voice, this will. Because, in the end, a voice works strongly on you when it’s in sync with your desire. 

	“What are you looking for?” she asks.

	“The Source,” the Mesmerizer answers.

	“You’re—” Piuee almost says joking, but to the master of voice, it’d mean, ‘You’re lying’. So Piuee doesn’t finish. Calling a High Grade, especially the great Ruem D, a liar could be a serious offense. “But the Source is a legend,” she says instead.

	“A legend for the ones who dare not dream big.”

	Piuee is lost for words at first, but the forgetful, High Grade symbolist soon finds her voice. “I’m guessing the King of Mesmerizers isn’t just dreaming big? What’s your strategy?” Piuee asks. “You have the original Devil’s Book, I heard. What’s next?”

	“I need you to decipher the Devil’s Book. I need you to find the shrine where it was forged, and I don’t mind the smell of a woman who forgets to shower,” the Mesmerizer says, his hands still in his trouser pockets.

	Hooked! He did it, didn’t he? Again. Piuee smiles. One of the most powerful and influential men, not just in Alpha but also in the New World Government, stands before her. He isn’t rising too high in world politics, true, probably because of his interests in other things. It’s common among the High Grades. Once you get limitless time, wisdom becomes more interesting than money and power. Perhaps this is why everyone admires this man even when they fear him. 

	He needed only five minutes to convince her to leave the place she’s worked at for eight years! The myth is true, then! Ruem D, the legendary mesmerizer, hypnotizes with casual words, with the truth. 

	Piuee smiles wide. Foolishly. Sometimes, being mesmerized by a wise mind that seeks and doesn’t brag isn’t that bad. The next moment, however, when she looks around, the smile fades from her face. In the glow of the evening, she notices tiny drops of water forming like crystal spheres on the ground—on the bark of the trees, on the leaves, on the grass—and rising to hover in the air, defying gravity. It’s voice; he is voicing the water without even batting his eyes. A dread crosses through her heart. They are not in the temple anymore. 

	When were they walking? 

	When did they climb above the temple? 

	When did they enter the forest? 

	She didn’t notice anything. Her mind was so busy fighting his voice that she forgot to fight his subtle gestures, his body language, and his physical acts. To make someone follow you, you don’t always need a voice or words. Sometimes, you only need to will with your gestures and speak with your body, making it a performance. Actors do it all the time; so do the dancers.

	Piuee looks back to the Mesmerizer’s hauntingly red eyes, visible below his dark hat. She’s never seen anyone voicing the elements before, but she surely has heard a thing or two, like you hear most myths. The smell of the secluded forest hits her senses. This man would probably kill her the instant she says no. Yet, he took the time so she’d come to his desired decision on her own. What a gentleman! His hands are still in his pockets, Piuee notices.

	“Don’t fear, Pariyeta,” the Mesmerizer murmurs. “I’ve read your article: The Secret Knowledge Of Elements By Our Ancestors, the idea you’re trying to establish, the one that everyone is rejecting.”

	Rejecting? Piuee wonders. That was nicer than saying they call you Mental and Lunatic and Nutso and Bitch With Banana Brain. “People lacking imagination need proof,” she says aloud. “No one voices an element and makes an exhibition of it. So, I never found proof.” 

	“Consider this exhibition the first mental peace I’m offering you, Pariyeta.” The Mesmerizer says, curving his lips up at a corner.

	 

	
10. Coincidences
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	W


	hat is a coincidence?

	Some say coincidence is just that—a coincidence. It’s nothing. It’s only another occurrence, a random result of events. But others say all occurrences are a part of a giant equation, a pattern in a permutation, a complexity of mathematics in the universe. And sometimes, there are those special numbers, those special equations, where several curves in the graph coincide to form a beautiful geometry. People name such graphs coincidences. Today, several such coincidences poke the Monk here and there. Today, the Monk almost meets the Intuitionist. Almost. 

	But, of course, he misses by painfully short distances. 

	For example, when she runs barefoot through West Alpha while he flies past her. And when she reaches the hospital on blistered feet while people flock around the war hero who has come to enlighten a community hospital. Also, when she argues at the reception that they should just let her in while the Monk, of course, requires no permission to go to wherever he needs. Life can be harsh when you’re only starting. Not everyone has a shawl and a pair of wooden sandals, do they?

	From the Temple of Dance to Lotus Lodge has been an hour’s flight. And from there to West Alpha, at the top speed of an Aerial Transport, it’s around fifteen minutes (twelve minutes if you break a dozen traffic rules with war hero privileges, not that the Monk would ever do such a thing). 

	Meanwhile, the Intuitionist runs for an hour to reach West Alpha Community Hospital, even though she lives on the same side of the city. By the time she reaches the hospital, her blouse and vest drip in sweat, dust sticking to her face. Her blue hair is a mess, and she’s still arguing, mostly begging the receptionist to let her in. 

	“We are extremely sorry,” the receptionist says with the nicest tone his profession demands. “There are important visitors at the moment, and we’ve been asked to keep the fans out,” he adds.

	“But I’m not a fan. I am—” Kusha pauses before she can say, family. The word ‘family’ makes her feel guilty. In the end, she silently checks her CRAB, wondering if Taha is in the network zone. 

	During the labor, Rashad was supposed to be with Meera. Thousands of medical robots work in hospitals. To avoid interference with their devices, the hospitals restrict CRABs to sleep mode, especially near the operating rooms. Kusha brainstorms options and simulates the correct scenario in her mind: Meera’s water broke. Yes. Did she fall? No. Was it because of mental pressure? Yes. Was Taha calling for help? Yes … Kusha closes her eyes, exhaling deeply. She thought Taha was calling to convince her about some cosplay con again. Out of irritation, she didn’t ask herself to confirm that either. Did Taha bring her here? Yes. In Meera’s AT? Yes … 

	Taha is underage to fly. They must’ve used the autopilot. If Taha was busy with Meera, applying what she’d learned for pregnancy emergencies, she’d have had no time to text her. Kusha remembers not receiving their calls. She didn’t send any texts until an hour after she’d left. By that time, they had to be in the operating room. Still, why didn’t she feel any alarm about Meera? Kusha wonders.

	People are eyeing her from top to bottom; she isn’t concerned about it—unusually for her. Everyone is supposed to eye a shoeless girl whose dress is sticking to her skin because of sweat. But thanks to a second, bigger focus, they look away from her quickly and center around someone in a shawl instead. 

	The Monk gets all the attention. For a moment, he glances briefly at the little commotion the blue-haired figure with blistered feet makes. He can smell the torn skin, the dust, the Junk Land, and old machine oil. The war hero doesn’t pause, though. A moment’s pause would form a larger crowd of admirers, and a crowd is the last thing a war hero should make in a hospital.

	When the mob gets dispersed due to security initiatives, Kusha still stands before the reception desk. And the universe finally sends Rashad to her aid. The Intuitionist looks in his direction exactly when he approaches the network zone, probably to check his inbox. Subconsciously, Kusha browses her CRAB in her mind; the texts sent to Rashad show Delivered.

	Kusha leaves the reception area, and Rashad turns in her direction, probably sensing her presence. One light scan of her sweaty clothes, a look at her messy blue hair, and a last glance at her feet—he immediately comes to a conclusion as most fathers would. 

	Rashad approaches in attentive footsteps and looks at the receptionist. “Did you make my daughter wait here?” he asks, not raising his tone at all. But his frown and creased brows make the receptionist stand up in haste.

	“Your daughter, Commander Gaumont! But she didn’t—”

	“You let a man pass without security because he’s a damn war hero, and you let my girl stand here with blistered feet?” Rashad asks in a tone as if he is ashamed of having to ask such a thing, as if this should be common sense and shouldn’t need an inspection. “What happened to community services in this hospital?”

	Apart from his question, what makes Kusha turn red is the receptionist’s tone on the ‘your daughter’ part. She wishes she had Taha’s invisibility suit that could make her vanish like the Invisible Man from the comic book. 

	“But I … that’s—” The receptionist tries again. 

	“I’ll deal with you later,” Rashad says, and the next thing he does makes Kusha not wish she had an invisibility suit but rather have a superpower that could obscure her from vision with a second’s thought. Rashad Gaumont swiftly lifts her in his arms, one hand below her knees and the other behind her back. 

	Kusha gasps. “I c-can w-walk!” she says.

	“Nonsense!” Rashad replies to her and says no more.

	 

	
11. The Master Dancer
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	“Y


	ou came!” Meera Gaumont greets the Monk. She usually greets her guests more formally, elegantly—with a more welcoming tone. But seeing the Monk in his shawl, Meera expresses her real emotions. 

	“I have a word to keep,” the Monk says, almost smiling. The pit-pats of his wooden sandals stop as he sits on a chair that has smoothly floated to him.

	“Is it just for your word, then?” Meera asks, her voice even. It’s the kind of voice that, when it asks you something, you can’t help but answer; you can’t ignore their attention on you; you enjoy their question. So you blabber out every story you have, every event you faced recently, even the insignificant details of your life. Unless you have a mental shield against it. Unless you are a monk.

	The Monk ignores her question. “You look ravishing,” he says.

	“And you look older than I do.” Meera glances at her visitor’s faded hair—the texture of his skin that’s not as smooth as it once was.

	“Maybe it’s karma,” the Monk says. “We used to call you an old hag, remember? Now, at least one of us looks older than you.” The Monk says we and us, not bothering to explain who the other is. Meera Gaumont knows well who he means. 

	“That was a long time ago,” Meera says; her gaze fades away from here to different times. Times to which she doesn’t crave to go back; she won’t suffer if she can’t see those moments again, but she cherishes them. She has kept a picture or two of them safely tucked in her mind, in her memory, and sometimes in her heart. 

	The Monk scrutinizes Meera Gaumont. Childbirth has taken a toll on her High Grade body, which is healing fast. Her sari smells of sweat. That’s unusual. The community hospital itself is unusual by the Gaumont standards. The Monk frowns—almost. Why would they put her in the operating room in outside clothes? Were they in a hurry? Was it that much of an emergency? 

	“Is everything alright?” he asks, gazing at her sweaty blouse.

	Following his gaze, Meera settles the loose fringe of her sari. “A little complication. He’s a week early. Sometimes, things don’t go the way you plan,” she says, checking her CRAB, but it’s in sleep mode. She needs to reach the network zone to contact outsiders. 

	A nurse left a blue gown beside her pillow earlier—disinfected, perfumed, and folded. The gold anklet she was holding tightly during her labor now rests on it. She notices the Monk gazing at the piece of gold. Meera hides it—not too quickly, rather gently, like you close the lid of a memory box with care after looking through it. 

	“You still keep that thing around,” the Monk remarks, recognizing the anklet of two-colored blazing gold—one matte, the other fiery. 

	“I took them out recently,” Meera replies. “I found an heir for them, but she is still confused, and she has already lost one.”

	“Which one?” the Monk asks curiously. 

	“The one he gave.”

	The Monk doesn’t move even an eyelid, but a tickling feeling runs along his skin. He knows what it is. It’s curiosity. “Strange,” he says.

	“What’s strange?” Meera looks at the Monk, his chest and shoulders covered in his shawl—the one she has always seen him in. Thanks to molecular repairing technology, it looks the same as it did decades ago. Though over time, all its old threads have probably been replaced one by one, fiber by fiber, molecule by molecule.

	“I was wondering about you and these anklets,” the Monk whispers, remembering his hours earlier today with Mee-Hae Ra at the Temple of Dance. “That’s when you texted me. It seems as if—”

	“As if the universe wants you here?” Meera finishes. “You’re not into those sorts of things again, are you?”

	The Monk ignores Meera’s question. “Do you remember that time? Once, you told us about the oldest of the oldest dances.”

	“Prachin Nritya?” Meera says, slightly amazed that the Monk, who now is the owner of the most influential robotics company, would ask about the oldest of the oldest dances. 

	“Yes. Prachin Nritya. Where did you hear about it?”

	“Guruji told me,” Meera says Guruji with a native accent. It means ‘teacher’ in all the languages around here. “During the Old World,” she adds. “He was old, and he never really showed us the dance. Mostly his daughter, Charu, used to teach us, and Guruji would always sit in his chair and correct us. One day, the Tabalchi couldn’t come because of the rain. So he told us about dance histories.”

	“Histories?” 

	“Yes. In the lobby along the yard,” Meera says. “You remember the courtyard, don’t you? The one where we used to dance?”

	“Oh, yes. I remember the place.” The Monk makes sure his mind doesn’t drift into memories. 

	“At first, we were bored,” Meera says, smiling as she recalls her ridiculous childhood. “But soon, it began raining harder with so much wind that we couldn’t stay in the lobby. We entered the living room, but the electricity was disrupted too. In the candlelight, it felt like an ominous storm. Guruji then stared out the window and told us about Prachin Nritya. Do you know about the oldest of the oldest dances? He said like that. Somehow, the way he said it, we all were glued to his words, his voice right that instant. As if he were talking about something gloomy, something ghostly, something … sinful.” 

	“What did he say?” the Monk asks without any expression. He won’t be lost in anyone’s words or soothing voice. But his mind is constantly devouring, taking note of every word the diva of the World Media says.

	“That it’s the most spiritual dance,” Meera says. “That it has the rhythm to bare the soul if you do it right. And the soul would then control everything in the universe, the elements, even minds.”

	“Do it right?” the Monk says in a questioning tone.

	“Do it wrong, and it could bring out the worst sins in you.”

	“Sins?”

	“I don’t know why, but Guruji, at one point, started mumbling.”

	The Monk silently waits for more.

	“He kept saying ‘Sinners …They are all sinners …’ and the way he said it, he was just … just staring at the storm through the window.”

	“Did you believe it?” the Monk asks after a long pause. 

	“Controlling everything, you mean? Of course, not. We, some teenage girls and boys back then, knew nothing about what elements could mean.” Meera speaks in a matter-of-fact tone. “And don’t try to hide that you can speak to the wind.”

	“Then don’t ask,” the Monk says; his eyes don’t quiver at the sudden inspecting look Meera gives him.

	“But we believed him when he was saying it, right that moment, on that specific evening. Now that I think, he probably had some kind of voice. He was a great singer, after all. Within the next day, of course, most of us forgot about it. But it still bothered me, especially the part about controlling the universe. I used to watch enough superhero anime to be interested. So, I asked him later.” Meera laughs gently. “You know … the teenage fascination with a superpower. Especially when the times were bad for women.”

	“So, you asked him to teach you,” the Monk speaks in a droning tone. A sort of humming that invites his audience to speak, mostly using a statement rather than a question. It’s so subtle that even most High Grades wouldn’t catch it, but Meera notices.

	“Yes,” she says, staying cautious about what she reveals. “Guruji said the dance is lost. He said it was buried. That he didn’t know it.”

	The Monk leans back in his seat, giving an I-understand kind of smile. He knows she’s hiding something. “After so many years, you still play cautious. Does anything matter anymore? Even now?”

	“If it doesn’t matter, why are you into these again, Yuan?” Meera asks. “You may have let yourself age, but I can sense the prana burning strongly in you. If it were always like now, you wouldn’t have aged at all. It means you started strengthening your prana recently. Something changed your mind.”

	The Monk stays silent. Of course, Meera Gaumont would notice everything. “I have to stop him.” He gives the same old excuse he gave to Pico, to Mee-Hae, and even to himself.

	“It’s about him again, isn’t it?” Meera was about to scoff, almost, but she holds it back. She won’t scoff at a guest. “It’s always about him. The Mesmerizer.”

	The Monk doesn’t reply to Meera. He looks outside the window. The sun will set. The wind around here smells like more of Junk Land since it’s closer to the Wall, but the ground level receives more sunlight because of its air-environment policies. Unlike the other areas of Alpha, buildings in the air are sparsely spread here—the true west, another heaven façade. 

	The tray on the desk hovers towards Meera, carrying purple and blue drinks; a note on the tray, specifying their nutrition, glows as her hand reaches the blue one. “What is he up to now?” she asks.  

	The Monk looks back at Meera, calculating how much he should reveal. “Will you keep it away from your channels?” he asks.

	Meera thinks for a moment. “You have my word,” she says. 

	The Monk looks satisfied. “He wanted Alphatech in a recent meeting,” he reveals.

	“He wants Alphatech back?” Meera frowns. Of course, she understands that the Monk is hiding many things. That the Mesmerizer won’t suddenly be at his heels just for Alphatech. 

	“Meera,” the Monk begins again. “It’s not a coincidence that I thought about the dance just when you called me.” 

	“And?” Meera asks. “Does the Monk suddenly believe in coincidences? Or is it another catchy word to convince me?”

	“Will you not help me?” the Monk asks, baring his desire and keeping no curtain around his intention.  

	Meera stares for a long time, noticing how the Monk convinces her with his innocence. In the end, truth wins a heart more than one’s strong will. With a sigh, Meera parts her lips. “Guruji believed the dance was intentionally buried because it’s powerful,” she says while tracing the gold anklet. “At that time, I didn’t believe it.”

	“Do you believe it now?” The Monk focuses his senses to watch her heart rate—her rhythm in words.

	“I won’t say I believe it. I am inexpert about it. I can’t say I disbelieve it either, for the same reason: I am inexpert about it. Someone once taught me I shouldn’t comment on anything that I haven’t studied enough.” Meera’s eyes twinkle in a meaningful way.

	The Monk considers, looking at the crib nearby. An hour-old child’s breath and heartbeat hit his senses. He wonders if he should involve a newborn’s mother. He wonders if it’s risky. “If I say I found an old place full of ancient dance forms, if I give you the images of the forms, can you decipher the moves? Re-discover the entire art?”

	“What will you do, re-discovering an entire dance?”

	“Dance is the oldest language.” The Monk warms his gaze. He knows he has almost convinced the new mother, though a part of him feels guilty about doing so. “I need to know what our oldest ancestors wanted to express the most.” About the Source, he doesn’t say aloud. The less a newborn’s mother knows the safer it is for her.

	“How old is the place?” Meera asks.

	“We didn’t do the dating ourselves yet,” the Monk informs her. “According to the authorities, it’s six thousand years old, but it’s older than the last Ice Age.” He speaks of the dating report aloud, the one he removed from digital media and kept on handmade paper. He’s not worried about who might be listening at the moment. Both their CRABs are in sleep mode. Just taking care of the surveillance here has been enough. By the time WSI knows that three comrades from World War III may be chatting in a community hospital, their conversation will be over. The Monk decided to come early specifically for this momentary privacy. 

	“I can take a look,” Meera suggests.

	“I have to warn you. It’s dangerous.”

	“More dangerous than playing with the Gold Agents?” Meera says; her eyes glint playfully as she removes the lid from the purple glass; beetroots and pomegranate scents fill the air.

	The Monk almost smiles in reply. Of course, no matter how dangerous you are, you don’t want to bother the woman who owns half the media channels that every citizen follows. After all, ‘The War Hero Couple Who Revoked Their Titles’ is a way more powerful trophy than ‘War Hero’. 

	 

	
12. The Commander
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	ften, guilt is so heavy it makes you fear. The fear of a mistake so grave, the fear of what your dear ones might say when they know of it, the fear of consequences. It is how guilt affects a mind that separates a child from an adult. If it affects you so much that you can’t sleep, you cry in despair, you feel your sins to your bones, then you have the heart of a child. Then you have the heart of an innocent.

	It’s when we are too busy to feel guilt; it’s when we look away from injustice because we cannot afford the time to speak; it’s when our skin doesn’t crawl at our sins: that’s when we turn into adults. Most people call it being mature. Experienced. If you cannot handle guilt quickly, you are immature; you are naïve. Only seven years of experience in human society is, in fact, still naïve and not adult. And thus, the Intuitionist, although an adult in her body, still cries like a child in the arms of Commander Rashad. Learning things from books and training with the two best High Grades might make you intelligent but not an adult. 

	“I’m so sorry,” Kusha sobs. “I shouldn’t have left like that …” she repeats as Rashad carries her to the hospital’s Healing Section. “I was trying to reach all of you.” 

	“I’m sorry, my girl.” Rashad calms her. “I thought Taha left you a message, at least. She was frightened. I was in the operating room with Meera. The baby is a week early, and you know nothing was ready.” 

	Kusha sobs. Meera taught her many things, sure, and she learned ten times faster than a normal person, true. But no book can guarantee a brain’s emotional response in a new situation. This is a new situation.

	“Why were you running?” Rashad asks.

	“I don’t have a license for driving within the city, and my GVs aren’t licensed either, for the city, I mean—”

	“I was asking about a bus or taxi.”

	“I, um …” Kusha doesn’t say I called taxis, but they left seeing me shoeless. They might’ve thought I couldn’t pay or I was a fugitive or a runaway.

	“You’re taking the driving test with me tomorrow.”

	“Um. Okay, I’ll read the—” 

	“No reading is necessary. You can drive blind; you can fly smoothly in a simulator. You’ve been to the High Auction alone. You’ll do just fine,” Rashad says, putting her in front of an injury-cleaner bot. “Speaking of the auction, I’ll need to talk to you about that later.”

	Kusha gulps, dreading what he might ask later. “Um—” 

	“We were worried about you, Kusha.”

	When the robot begins cleaning and disinfecting her feet, Kusha feels pain for the first time. It hovers and scans and soon assesses whether her feet need any stitches or whether only healing will be enough. The robot gives her a piece of glow paper with NO STITCHES NECESSARY flashing on it. The robot then hovers over to the boy sitting next to her. 

	“I’m s-sorry.” She sobs again. “I shouldn’t have left. My texts weren’t reaching any of you. I thought …” Kusha doesn’t finish. It’d be foolish if she says she thought they’d abandoned her. 

	“It’s alright, my girl,” Rashad says.

	An intern healer comes to settle her feet. At one point, Kusha rubs away her tears. She stopped crying the day she thought not crying would make her an adult, but today, she forgot about that. 

	“You have a new brother,” Rashad says, trying to change the subject. “But you already knew that.”

	“Yes.” Kusha nods. “Meera told me not to tell you or her or anyone. She wanted this to be a surprise.” She tries to smile, participating in Rashad’s let’s-forget-the-old-topic act. With red eyes and dusty cheeks, her smile looks passable.

	“How’s the exam preparation going?” Rashad asks again. “You’re not worried about your exam fees, are you? I know World Career Exam charges are outrageous. I will handle it, and you won’t meddle when I do that.” He adds his commander tone.

	“Um, I got a sponsorship offer last night.” 

	“Really? That’s great!” Rashad smiles widely.

	“From, um, Alphatech,” Kusha meekly informs him. 

	“Oh.” The smile loosens on Rashad’s face, but only for a second. “Well, a tech company with some hundred-thousand employees will be dirty inside, of course, and I just don’t have any proof, but they are still the best in the world,” he says, in a tone as if he is trying to convince himself more than anyone else. “I’m so proud of you, my girl. You will be with some great minds out there.”

	“I still have to pass.”

	“Oh, you will pass.” Rashad gives a disbelieving grunt as if it’s unthinkable for her to worry about passing.

	The intern healer leaves them alone after healing her feet—they look smooth and clean, like brand-new skin and flesh. 

	“Is Meera angry with me?” Kusha asks.

	“She can’t be angry with you girls for too long,” Rashad says.

	“Does she hate me?” she asks again, hesitantly. 

	Rashad frowns, probably because she never asks such questions, not directly, at least. “She never hated you, my girl.”

	“Um, but …” Kusha subconsciously touches her cheek as if her face remembers the memory instead of her brain.

	Rashad understands what she is thinking. “Don’t worry about that, Kusha,” he says. “That was more than six years ago. She is still so ashamed about that.”

	Kusha wants to say no one slaps you so hard that you’d need seventeen stitches on your face unless they hate you, but Kusha doesn’t say it. She knows it’s not true. Not completely. Even with intuition, Kusha feels constant confusion about Meera. She knows the confusion is about whatever Meera feels, and what Meera feels for her probably changes a dozen times a day. 

	“Taha said your friends are in trouble. Is everything alright?” Rashad asks in a tone between casual and concerned.

	“I, well, they, um, no.” Kusha decides not to lie. “The local political party is causing them trouble. Because the, um, the new machine he made—they want it. For their election. So, um, they’ve imprisoned him,” she explains awkwardly.

	“Him?” Rashad says. “You mean your Magic Mama?”

	“Yes.” Kusha feels embarrassed hearing the your part. 

	Rashad stares; probably a dozen lines stroll along his tongue, almost escaping, but then he sighs, not saying a word.

	“Are you angry?” Kusha asks.

	“No.”

	“Why do you hate him?” 

	“I don’t hate him, my girl, but I pity him, yes.”

	“Why?”

	“Did he never tell you?” 

	“Tell me what?” 

	Rashad gazes at her blue eyes. In his mind, he measures how much he will speak. “He fought many battles with us. He was a child during the war, but he was smart. He did incredible things, Kusha. The section in our Turf considered him a comrade. After the war, he was a Grade A by the time he was thirty.” 

	Kusha feels stunned, hearing it all. Magic Mama never said he knew Rashad from the war. A comrade from the same section in the same War Turf! And how could he be a Grade A by thirty? Why is he aging, then? 

	“What happened?” Kusha asks. 

	Rashad looks around. With Low Grades having broken bones or major cuts, the healing section of a Community Hospital can get noisy. A little boy, who doesn’t want his tooth pulled out, is throwing a tantrum. Everyone is minding their own business. Yet, Rashad turns the silencer on—the one a commander of West IF must carry in his pocket. The silencer stops all the noises around as if the volume of everything has been turned to mute. It will also keep their conversation private. 

	“He renounced the grade system,” he says.

	Kusha frowns, her eyes looking confused. What does it mean to renounce the grade system? Can anyone do that? Magic Mama always encourages her about evolution, about mind training. He never sounded as if he was against it. 

	“Doesn’t he like evolution?” she asks.

	“He doubts the grade system, Kusha.” Rashad chooses his words carefully, not wanting to implant any wrong ideas in a girl who has lived only seven years in society. She might lose faith in the government. Worse: she might get confused enough to attract terrorists that fish the youngsters like hawks. 

	Kusha realizes Rashad won’t expand on it. He wouldn’t speak about someone based on presumptions. That could be lying. People with strong voices shouldn’t lie. Not even unknowingly.

	 

	
13. Blessings
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	hen a service bot provides her with a pair of hospital shoes, Kusha leaves the Healing Section. Rashad walks her to Meera’s room on the next building’s VIP floors. You can tell the moment you enter any VIP floor of any hospital. Their walls won’t be cheap panels of foam; their floors aren’t finished with just PVC, and they will never smell of pungent sterilizers. Everywhere it’s wooden panels—regularly varnished; curtains of silk and screens of beads—maintained and polished; carpets cleaned down to the fiber by bots. The smell of herbs and teas, bunches of flowers, and the smoke of the incense aren’t luxury at all.

	When they reach a common lounge, they find Taha waiting—spying inside Meera’s room. Her nose touching the screen of an ornate window at the far end of the lounge. 

	“Are you eavesdropping?” Rashad says.

	“Dad! You’re back already? I thought you were giving Mom some space!” Taha imitates how Rashad must have said it earlier.

	“I’m here to show your sister where the room is,” Rashad says. 

	“Kusha doesn’t need showing where it is. She always knows where everything is.” Taha rolls her eyes. 

	Kusha wonders who the visitor is, that Rashad looks so annoyed. To calm her curiosity, Taha closes in towards her, whispering in her ear. “Mom has an incredible visitor inside. I’m killing myself for not bringing my autograph book. I knew there’d be people of this kind. You know, the special kind. If you hadn’t left like that …” Taha frowns, as younger sisters do.

	Kusha feels a pang of guilt again. She knows Taha was planning what to bring, what to craft, and how to decorate the home to welcome the new baby. If she had been home, if she had been with them, Taha probably could’ve brought the baby-emergency box she prepared, at least. Taha’s autograph book was in that box; she knew Meera and Rashad’s old friends would be visiting. She thought she’d have lots of autographs and photos this week.

	“He’s starting it!” Taha whispers excitedly in Kusha’s ear, making sure her voice doesn’t reach too far, especially to Meera. She will be angry if she sees Taha eavesdropping. 

	Kusha frowns; eavesdropping is rude.

	But curiosity takes her to see what Taha is watching so captivated through the wooden screen. Kusha looks, too. Inside the room, Meera sits half-inclined on her bed, and a man in a dark shawl stands in front of a crib. His back faces them, his hair grey—they don’t look colored for fashion but rather as some strands grey and some black, and the rests are white. They’ve faded naturally. He bends forward a little to her new brother’s crib. The baby wiggles inside it. The man brings out his hand from inside his shawl. From this far, Kusha sees the veins visible beneath the tanned skin of his arm. Surprisingly, the arm doesn’t look as old as she has judged from his hair. His palm rests on the baby’s chest. 

	Kusha waits for something to happen. She waits for a while, but nothing happens. “What is he doing?” she whispers.

	“Giving blessings,” Taha whispers back.

	“Blessings? Why?”

	“Mom says it was a word. Dad is pissed off because he’s a war hero who uses his cards. You know, the war hero privileges. But I think Dad is jealous because Mom is letting him give the baby first blessings.”

	“Girls, I can hear you,” Rashad says from the lounge. 

	“Well, I’d say better him than that hojor in our community mosque,” Taha whispers, mocking the word hujur like every child in their area does.

	Kusha nods; the hujur in their community mosque sings in a brash voice and dances like a wicked and screams like a banshee when he preaches. As if he isn’t talking about the One god who created all the universes but rather giving a speech for the next election in some Junk Land town. No one goes to the mosque because of him, and no one replaces him as if someone wants people not to go to mosques. 

	Kusha looks into Meera’s room from a painfully uncomfortable angle, still waiting to see something. Anything. She thinks maybe she will see some magic here. Maybe some sort of glowing ball of light will appear out of thin air, and then it will enter her newborn brother’s tiny body. Or maybe, some kind of ink mark will appear on the baby, or maybe a pearl or gem will be conjured. 

	Well, nothing happens. It even looks a bit foolish. The man’s face isn’t visible from this angle. He could be muttering something. 

	Is he muttering something? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is he voicing? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Kusha instantly relaxes her frown. She knows what he’s doing. Maybe saying something good with will and voice so that it becomes true one day. So there’s no light or anything that her unevolved eyes might see. However, with a little amazement, she notices the wind outside through the open end of the lounge. It blows more strongly than usual. In fact, it seems stronger there than in the park on the other side of the street. Kusha frowns again. For a moment, she even thinks of the rumor—that some High Grades have the voice to call the wind or water, even rain. And the rumor says it’s their true voice and not the fake ways the liars used to control the weather long ago; that was before throwing frequency from space have grown popular, of course. Still, the true voice to call the wind is supposed to be a rumor, a fiction, a fascination by the Low Grades.  

	The girls are so engaged in watching whatever the man in the shawl does that they don’t notice Meera leaving her bed and walking out through the door. 

	When Meera’s voice comes from behind them, they jump, turning around and slamming their backs hard on the wooden screen. They don’t notice that the slam has made the baby quiver a little while the Monk peeks in this direction with a smile—with an almost smile.

	“What did I say about eavesdropping?” Meera says, her arms crossed over her chest. She is still in her sari. 

	“We were just seeing,” Taha says. “We didn’t hear anything. So, technically we weren’t eavesdropping.”

	Kusha stays silent, looking at the floor with red cheeks when Meera looks at her face. Taha, taking the chance, runs to Rashad, and both of them leave Kusha alone with Meera. They act as if they will die if they don’t get some cold drinks right this instant. 

	“Um, I’m sorry, I—” Kusha pauses to check Meera’s expression. “I selfishly left. I didn’t think you could be in danger—”

	Meera gets two steps closer and lifts her hand, bringing her palm near Kusha’s face. 

	At first, it startles Kusha, thinking she’s about to be slapped. She jerks her head away, looking at that palm. 

	Meera pauses her hand for a second; it hangs in the air. Her honey-brown eyes quiver, but she continues. Her hand reaches Kusha, touching her cheek and rubbing some dirt away. “I wasn’t in danger, sweetie,” she says. “But I thought you were.”

	“The floor, um, looked like you fell. Then I panicked. Then, I asked me things.” (She says ‘me’ instead of ‘myself’) “Then, I don’t know why I didn’t sense any alarm for you. Then … I—” Kusha explains in a rush.

	“Because I wasn’t in danger,” Meera says again. “But I assumed you sensed alarms. And you said your friends were in trouble.” She stops at this point; any more than this, and the Monk might get curious. Or worse: he might discover about her intuition. So, Meera checks whether the Monk is listening. A soft muttering becomes audible as she focuses her senses.

	“You thought I could be in danger?” Kusha asks.

	“The alarm could be for yourself; you never know. Your danger alarms could be of anything. You confirm based on your questions, sweetie. But tell me, do you ask yourself everything? Are you thorough enough in your questions? Can you think of all the possibilities that may happen from an event?” 

	“Um, no.” Kusha looks down at the floor. She didn’t ask if her family could be in danger, too. She wasn’t thorough about what her family thought about her. Her subconscious mind was ready to leave the manor anytime. So, when the thought of the Gaumonts abandoning her became probable, she immediately thought about moving on with her life. Kusha feels the weight in her chest. Is this why she never gets answers to anything? Because she isn’t being thorough? Because she isn’t looking everywhere? 

	“I was trying to reach you sooner, but the receptionist didn’t let me in,” Kusha says.

	“And why could a receptionist stop my daughter?” Meera warms her gaze.

	“I, um—” Because I don’t have a basic voice, Kusha doesn’t say, of course, because she doesn’t have a basic voice, because she speaks only 1% of her thoughts.

	Meera suddenly kneels on the floor in front of her. 

	Kusha gets startled by it. Even though High Grades heal quickly, childbirth couldn’t be that easy a matter. She slams herself again into the ornate wooden screen, attempting to back away; (the baby inside the room quiver; again). “What are you doing!” she says and sees the gold anklet in Meera’s hand. 

	Meera puts it around her ankle. She notices Meera frowning after seeing her feet in hospital shoes. Perhaps she smells the disinfectant and sees the extra smoothness in those feet. Perhaps Meera already knows she needed healing, and perhaps she has guessed why she needed healing. 

	Meera doesn’t talk about it, though. She hooks the anklet while speaking with her voice, her true voice this time. “When I chose you for these, sweetie, it wasn’t just me choosing. It was also the universe.” Meera stands up, putting a palm on her lower belly. “When the universe speaks to you, you must always listen.” 

	Kusha nods, not knowing how to reply. She only stands still, frozen with awkwardness. It’s unusual for Meera to talk about the universe or fate. So, Kusha decides to avoid the topic and disclose the news Meera will like. “I received a sponsorship from Alphatech.” 

	“Alphatech?” Meera says, looking glad at the news. “What a wonderful fate! I could arrange for you to meet its founder. He is—”

	“Why?” Kusha quickly frowns, interrupting Meera. “Why do I have to meet Alphatech’s founder for a job?” She instantly brings out the annoyed face she makes whenever the situation turns into having a Gaumont favor. Everyone in her family knows she hates taking too many favors. 

	“Alright. Don’t meet.” Meera doesn’t push her. Surprisingly, she gives up too much earlier than she does with her other famous friends. 

	* * *

	When the Monk leaves Meera’s room, putting a small blue parcel inside the crib, and from the slightly opened door, he sees Meera near the far window. She’s been kneeling in front of someone behind the large vase of organic plants, and Meera is hooking the anklet around that someone’s foot with care. The Monk hears the last part of their conversation. Meera has always been dramatic about the universe choosing someone. 

	The Monk looks at the girl through the leaves and flowers of the indoor plants. The heir, as Meera said earlier. When he hears the annoyed tone of the heir the moment she is asked to meet Alphatech’s founder, that’s the first time the Monk becomes curious about her. A young girl who doesn’t want to enter through a mommy or a daddy … it’s definitely interesting. He was about to look closer, however, Rashad approaches him, probably with a snide remark about his worshippers. 

	“So, the non-believer monk is giving blessings these days!” Rashad says, confirming the Monk’s assumption. “No wonder your worshippers are so noisy today.” 

	“Commander,” the Monk greets him. “I forgot how much I enjoyed your snide remarks.” 

	“Enjoy them from a distance maybe?” Rashad says. “You reek of privilege exploitation. Someday, I would love to see what’s inside your lotus pond.”

	“Just the pond?” the Monk asks. “Don’t you want to see what’s in my basement?” His eyes twinkle a little.

	When a teenage girl’s giggle interrupts them, the old men stop. Besides, Meera is approaching them in the corridor. So there’s no way that the gentlemen would set such a bad example of greeting, especially when the girl’s mother is watching. 

	Kusha peeks through the screen of indoor plants. Seeing both Meera and Rashad walking the guest out, she finds the door open for her. Kusha quickly runs to Meera’s room, hoping to finally see her new brother. 

	The Intuitionist doesn’t notice that a pair of brown eyes look back at her foot as one gold anklet jingles; its sound has reached the Monk at the far end of the empty hallway. The Monk almost misses her. But then, for some reason, the new heir of his anklet peeks in his direction as if she has sensed his gaze. 

	She looks for less than a second before hiding in the room—warm with furnished wood. It smells of rich lavender and essential oils. 

	And the Monk only gets to see the blue hair. 

	Nothing else. 

	 

	
14. The Fingers of God
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	 storm breaks the earth. A concrete building, colossal in size, stands after a meadow—wide and open, full of daffodils and dandelions ruined in the rain. Only the building stands mighty. It has no windows, no doors, no openings at all. Only high walls surrounded by an unadorned meadow, wire fence, and a dark forest. A girl, no more than sixteen, escapes from it, running. 

	How did she appear from a building with no openings? No one knows. She runs away from it, passing the meadow of ruined flowers and crossing the wire. Then she enters the forest. She pauses several times, shivering whenever everything flashes with lightning, but not for too long. Thunder sounds, gale sweeping the earth; she doesn’t stop anymore. There’s no time to stop. She can’t go back to that place. Never back. Only forward. 

	She crosses the forest, crosses the rivers, and then enters the land of endless junk. She is a survivor, and she plans to stay a survivor. Not a captive. Not again. The storm doesn’t stop, for it’s the season of storms and cyclones here. Summer Storms of the Sages—she heard this phrase back in the lab. It was nothing more than a set of sounds to her. However, she couldn’t deny the name intrigued her a little. She wanted to see it, the storm that comes like God’s fingers from the sky to destroy everything.

	She prayed God’s fingers would come down someday and cleanse all evil from the world. God never came. He comes as rain sometimes, and it ruins daffodils and dandelions, never the evil.

	Cold rain hits her hard. The girl searches for a place they won’t reach. Old buildings—some broken, some not—stand among the ghosts of the Old World. No one is here, there, or anywhere. Not a soul. She breathes, her hands on her knees. 

	Then, she sees them—the silhouettes—through the blur of the night’s storm. How many? Six? Or seven? 

	Evil. That’s what they are. Just evil.

	They stand in front of an old building, which was probably a shopping mall once. They laugh, madness visible in their eyes and flashing teeth. They want to see her humiliated, torn, broken. Will she cower? Will she give them the satisfaction of winning? Panic spreads through her stomach. She looks up at the sky. 

	Will there be any fingers of God coming down? 

	She needs them now.

	Will there be any Summer Storms of the Sages? 

	She needs them now.

	Lightning strikes somewhere nearby. Something catches fire, lighting up the place, bright flames dancing. Ominous shadows move as the fire sways. The roar of the gale and fire engulf the world. Did it hit any of them? 

	No. It didn’t.

	Why does the damn lightning never hit them? 

	Why does God let evil win?

	She runs. They almost catch up to her—no more than a meter away now. Terror numbs her legs. How can she lose the strength in her legs now of all times? Will she regret this? Being slow? Being weak? Being scared all the time?

	“Come on, girl. You know what I want …” a man reaches her ear, and then he whispers a number—meaningless to others but not to her mind. The whisper and the tone as he says that number freeze her. She’ll never forget the five words he speaks after that number: “You know what I want …” She will never forget the evil in them, the scorn in them, the lust in them. Never.

	* * *

	Kusha wakes up, hearing the storm: intense tropical wind, heavy thunder, and lightning. It’s the same nightmare again—the nightmare of a storm and a running girl. Whenever she dreams it, a storm arrives even in reality. Or maybe she dreams it whenever a storm knocks on her window. 

	“Make the attic soundproof, Tishi!” Kusha speaks in panic. 

	Tishi’s cartoon hologram swishes in the air and spins on one foot, acting like a genie that exists to fulfill her wishes. Soon, a small cube floats at the center of the attic, glowing. It breaks into nine smaller cubes. Together, they create an invisible box, covering the attic and stopping the sounds from outside. No sounds leave it either. It’s handy when High Grade parents with strong hearing live right beneath your floor. 

	Kusha slows her breathing, calming her heart. 

	It wasn’t only the dream of the running girl. She dreamed about a dark-haired woman decked in jewelry and dancing in a temple. The dream of the dancing woman shifted to another dream about someone with red eyes and blood-red hair. That war hero’s hair, this one she knows. She always heard the Mesmerizer’s voice, his speeches, on recordings. She never saw his face before the auction. But now, she’s seeing him in her dreams, meeting him only once. A memorable meeting in that, also an insulting one. Did his insult distress her that much? Meera will be disappointed. “You must not let others control your days, your moments, and your emotions, sweetie.” 

	And then, that hypnotic voice, the droning tone she hears whenever she remembers the inked symbol, the spiral snail in those black envelopes. Now she has six of those in her closet. She hasn’t looked into them since coming back from the auction, ever since that ghost woman warned her not to look at them. Yet she hears the voice. That pair of grey eyes with double irises invades her dreams while a female voice murmurs the same speech in monotone:

	“… Do you know why the mystics leave the things you call comfort, security? Fear. The mystics want to face their fear—the fear of tomorrow. The fear that there’ll be no food, no home, no warmth. They want to conquer a human’s most basic fear because these fears are lowly; these fears are earthly. Such fears enclose you. Such fears never open the door. The mystics install fearlessness in them, for that is the door to evolution. Install uncertainty, and you’ll voice the universe …”

	Kusha shakes her head, attempting to remove the monotonous voice. In the beginning, she wondered whether this voice belonged to that ghost woman. Asking herself using all sorts of wordings, she finds out it’s not the ghost woman. It’s a different person—one with double irises, one who whispers in her dreams when she’s tired.

	She fell asleep in the evening after coming back from the hospital. The hospital released Meera within hours, thanks to the rate Meera was healing and because Rashad said their family doctor would visit the baby at home. Kusha stayed around Meera more than usual, though it looked like the newborn baby needed no elder sisters until it was about cuddling and cooing. (Taha did all the cooing.)

	After winning a rare shield in Singularity Universe—her favorite VR game—Kusha logs in to the High Auction’s website and checks the status of the lost report on her anklet. It still shows UNRESOLVED. Sending another query to them, she reads the 18th UNREAD EMAIL in her inbox—the one holding the sponsorship offer from Alphatech. 

	 

	Dear Kusha Gaumont,

	Your total score in the World Programming Contest was far above the next winner (Kusha skips the part that Meera would term as flattery and ego-boosting traps set by the whisperers). 

	… The World Career Exam is coming soon. If you’re attending it, Alphatech will be glad to sponsor a profoundly talented (Kusha again skips) as you. We invite you to take the test with us. 

	Please, follow the rules stated below and visit us on the specified date if you want to give us the honor of becoming a part of your career.

	 

	Best regards,

	Ren Agnello

	Director of Research, Prime Team; CEO, Alphatech, 

	1/A East Alpha, 17008. Alpha.

	WE STAY TOGETHER

	 

	The motto of Alpha in block letters glows golden. There is an entire section below stating endless policies along with the fact that this is an automated email, and it came because of her interests and activities on related websites.

	“It’s only programming jobs,” Kusha mutters, feeling a bit down. Does she really have to say goodbye to machines? Her GVs? She knew it’d happen. That was why she never opened these sorts of emails, but now, she’s already told Meera about the invitation. And that word with Rashad … She can’t back out now. 

	“So?” Tishi says. “You think your life is a fairytale? That one day, a king will pass by royal street and coincidentally witness your GVs and offer you a position in the royal laboratory, coming to your home himself?” Tishi blabbers, swimming through the air—on its chest, on its back, on its toes like the ballet dancers.

	True! Kusha thinks. She never leaves this house. Well, maybe just the Old City for cheap tools, the Junk Land to meet Magic Mama, and the Central Library for books. After the Junk Land, the latest addition to her portfolio was the High Auction. ‘Achievements, no matter how great, get shredded by the jaws of time. So the ones hungry for praise desperately update their list of achievements. Peace never comes unless the next achievement is greater,’ says Spirituality With Monk Minakshi. 

	Am I hungry for achievements? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Kusha gulps, getting the accurate answer.

	“Kusha, will you join Alphatech?” Tishi asks.

	“Why?” 

	“You don’t have any defensive skills.”

	“Thanks for the encouragement!”

	“And you need a sponsor for personal security. Otherwise—”

	“Alphatech gives Security Sponsors.” Kusha checks the policies on Alphatech’s website. She frowns. Rashad and Meera are her legal guardians; they cannot be her Security Sponsors—sounds absurd, yes. In the same way it’s strange to keep paying someone else to insure your health and vehicles just for that fractional probability of hazard. Most citizens don’t mind, but conspiracy theorists have a lot to say about it. Anyone below Grade C needs a Security Sponsor—a sort of insurance, but more. Similar to bodyguards, Security Sponsors stay as guards. Except, they don’t stand behind you day and night, but they stand by through their CRAB, ready to serve when you need them. In times of danger, they are legally bound to come to your aid. Large companies like Alphatech have their forces to protect their employees who are below Grade B. 

	We do everything to protect our employees and keep them Home.

	The words flash on Alphatech’s website. 

	“Sounds reassuring,” Kusha mutters, even though a chill passes through her spine when she reads it again. The CRAB on her right wrist glows as she makes a fist. The IF and SLED receive the location of every citizen. Any call for help, and they’ll aid too. However, few would depend only on authority securities. People have learned the consequences of being weak at a high price.

	Kusha sighs. How responsible is it to think that nothing terrible will happen? ‘Nothing will happen is a weak human’s hope,’ she’s read in Master Mind. People are usually blind to faraway consequences. They can’t simulate actions and foresee the possible future to prepare for them. Being optimistic is easier. She knows she isn’t ready. But not facing the adult world—Rashad would call it cowardice. He wants her to see the adult world, but safely, for example, by joining IF in his department right under his own umbrella. 

	Kusha rolls her eyes just thinking about that. Her dependency on the High Grades makes her restless. The restlessness eventually shapes into desperation to evolve at a lightning speed. So tonight, too, she searches whether a digital version of the Devil’s Book is available online yet. Focusing on her intuition, she even hopes to stumble into some other secrets of power. 

	After wishing and hoping, Kusha plays her usual virtual reality game. The kind of game that offers one tiny goal but hundreds of subplots and distractions. Singularity Universe is her favorite.

	She finishes the next sub-plot of the game, winning another weapon floating in the air (which she has decided to win because it’s a good-looking bow with golden arrows and because they’re rare and hard to win). That’s when she gets a strange feeling: someone is watching through the balcony. 

	Kusha removes her VR glasses and looks out the window. The strange feeling turns familiar as if she should be on the balcony right now. Is it Haley again? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	It’s not that late in the night, but it’s still too dark to climb the walls. Why is Haley here, sneaking up the city wall at this hour? Frowning, Kusha takes the torch before approaching the balcony.

	* * *

	She doesn’t know that Haley isn’t the reason she senses that feeling—the feeling of being watched. But she wasn’t thorough when she questioned herself. Sometimes, when people get an answer, they forget there could be more correct answers or more questions beyond each answer. 

	Most times, those questions remain unasked. 

	Most times, the reality remains hidden.

	 

	 

	 

	
15. The Muramasa
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	nbelievable! TJ gawks at the parcel that has arrived at her apartment—not through mail bots, not even through express shipping but rather straight by human-hand delivery service—a private one at that. The parcel, wrapped with delicacy with a letter attached, turns out to be a sword. 

	Her father, prideful in his own convenient way, has sent her the Muramasa, the legendary cursed sword of her family! Her grandmother earned it as the firstborn before her original family banished her from Kappa.

	“Ancient delicacy,” TJ mutters, still gawking at it. 

	It’s a masterpiece with a history of killing thousands. Her grandmother took the sword when she left Kappa. For a royal bloodline like hers, a family banishment means literal exile from the city. In the case of her grandmother, it was for three generations. A reason that being of the third generation, TJ still cannot visit her ancestral place, even in the age of the New World. 

	“You’ve been looking at it for an hour, TJ,” Kiki, her home assistance bot, says. “Won’t you check out the letter? I think my new curiosity program is overworking. I’m having a strong impulse to open it for a while.”

	“You can’t open it,” TJ says, finally looking at the letter that came along with the parcel. Sakkaku—an illusory letter that hides the real message unless you present it with the right blood. “You don’t have the right blood.”

	“Or any blood. I understand,” Kiki says.

	TJ takes the sword, the Muramasa, and touches its sharp edge with her finger. One slight touch cuts her unshielded skin. A few drops of blood ooze out. She rubs them, making a sign, a key to the locked letter. The paper feels rough, handmade from bamboo-leaf fibers. Her blood moves, spreading until it forms some letters on the paper. Some would call it magic. They wouldn’t if they knew all the sorts of chemistry the universe has, the chemistry that uses prana, too, and not just matter.

	Tirity J,

	I believe you’ve used the sword to open the letter. In that case, it’s fine, for you must remember its curse. It cannot be unsheathed unless you are ready to feed it blood, or it will cause you misfortune.

	Your elder brother (TJ frowns at this point) rejected it when I offered it to him as my firstborn, though he never lived up to the family name. I thought it might change his mind. I was wrong. 

	I heard about your recent work situation (TJ frowns here more.) Thought you might be interested in the family business now. Muramasa has a history. My mother believed in its legends. And also in its curse. Consider it the first step. No one can use it better than you. 

	Best Regards

	JJ

	 

	Bribing with Muramasa! Well, at least he kept it short. TJ cleans the blade and puts it back inside its sheath—mahogany wood, naturally varnished; its ornate designs are crafted from elephant tusk. Gorgeous! She must be careful. Even JJ went through the trouble of writing a Sakkaku. How well he knew she would be gawking at it, unsheathing it without meaning to feed it blood! Perhaps that’s why he added a letter that would need blood to open.

	TJ wonders if he knows her last D-rank mission was shut down. It happened right after she typed the report on her computer in this apartment. Weird thing is, her computer wasn’t connected to the network at that moment. She always believed her apartment was a well-protected private place, free of veiled eyes and ears, but it seems that’s not true. 

	It’s normal, TJ tells herself. Nothing fishy! She thinks. “I have nothing to hide,” she mumbles her final excuse that she recites frequently these days.

	So, even today, TJ showers for a long time. And she does it after running her fingers harder through herself while spreading her thighs wide on her bed with no clothes or blankets for cover. In case people are watching, they’ll have a view. 

	 

	 

	
16. Morse Codes
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	s Kusha has guessed, someone is on the wall at the far right of Meera’s garden, at least five hundred yards away from her attic. It’s Haley. The first thing Haley asks is about her family situation. So, Kusha explains everything about Meera and her newborn brother. And soon, Haley tells news about Magic Mama, that the local party has bribed the police, and that they tortured him more when he wouldn’t accept their deal. 

	“What if they hurt his family?” Kusha asks quickly, using her torch.

	“I took them somewhere safe,” Haley answers as Kusha waits on her balcony, the wind blowing both their hair and clothes. The air is moist today, the smells of salt and flowers coming from Meera’s wild garden. “To as much safety as I could manage …” Haley continues.

	And the Intuitionist hears about the ugliness of the human world, the evil from which Gaumont Manor protects her. To her surprise, the muscles around her eyes tense; her ears burn, and heat spreads all over her face and body. She puts her palm to her chest, right above her heart, wondering why it races like that, wondering why all these anger her. Wondering why people would go that far just for power over a small community. 

	“You don’t understand, sweetie. It’s the biggest game in their tiny world; it’s the only game they know.” Meera’s words ring in her ears. Somehow, Meera is always right. Of course, she will always be right; she saw things. While you are only starting, Kusha tells herself.

	Too late or not, it’s the first time the Intuitionist witnesses the real world. It’s her fractional peek into small-world politics, and she’s been peeking into it since morning—a world where people like Magic Mama get tortured in cells full of piss and pus. And in another world, people clear paths for the High Grades. Unfair.

	Kusha lifts her palm. In the moonlight, her hands shake visibly. What is it? Anger? Frustration? Anonymous in The Book of Prana says, ‘It’s the energy born out of the desire to do something, and that energy needs to be released. Break, bark, bawl, or brood—whatever you want to do, do it right away. Or else, my friends, it will remain immersed, sleeping. It will emerge in a different way, and you may not always like that way.’ 

	Kusha doesn’t break or bark or bawl. She could brood on her new social media account—write a long post about it and release this desire to do something. She could release with words, but she doesn’t. It would only release energy. For a few seconds, she wants to hit the railing of her balcony with her fist, but she doesn’t do that either. Meera and Rashad will hear it, for starters, and it will do nothing effective. It will only release the prana. It will turn her into those adults who have no time to remember, who have released all their anger the easy way—the wrong way. 

	If the Intuitionist knew that today would be the day she subconsciously stepped into the game she would hate, she might have been cautious. She would have paid more attention to what she felt this day, and she would have wanted to act like a mature adult—releasing that prana through some other distracting activities rather than bottling it in and saving it for later. 

	“I took one of my eyes out,” Haley informs her after a while.

	“What?” Kusha asks, and Haley repeats the same sequence of light and dark in Morse code that she took one of her eyes out. 

	“Literally?” Kusha asks.

	“Yes.”

	“Why?” Kusha widens her eyes, considering all sorts of options that could make people take their own eyes out. And not just any pair of eyes. Haley had unusual eyes—one beautifully brown and the other green. Was it a fight? No. An Accident? No. Did she lose a bet? No. Did she sell it? No … All these options are outrageous inside Alpha but not in the Junk Land, not in the Old City. Yet none of the options are the right ones. When Haley tells her the reason, Kusha stays silent, not knowing what to say. 

	“I installed a new eye,” Haley replies. “It has the latest resolution camera. Found it at a 97% discount. Company’s review product.” 

	“No, no, no. That’s an eye!” Kusha sends the signals quickly. “You bought a camera in exchange for an eye!”

	“Not in exchange. I still have my eye. If I like this cam, I’ll think about selling my eye on the organ market.”

	“You’re crazy!”

	“It’s a great deal! I can see you so clearly in the night from this far. I can see your bra-less boobs,” Haley sends.

	Kusha almost drops her torch and gasps, hiding her chest with an arm. She watches the tiny light turning on and off—saying “… and your blush. I can see you blushing in the dark. I can capture the Milky Way from now on and the distant galaxies. I wonder if I shoot all parts of space will I find a pattern? What if I find the equation of the universe?” Haley glows her torch. It takes minutes to convey each sentence, but time is one thing they have in plenty. Time seems to be abundant when life only begins.

	Kusha finds no words. What should she say? What won’t be rude? Should she be happy for her? Can you be happy for someone who gave up an eye to shoot the galaxies; so that she may find the equation of the universe, so she may have some solvency too for a few months? It’s not like there aren’t other cameras that don’t need to be installed straight into the body. But those are not offering a 97% discount right now. This one is. 

	Options are few when you are not a citizen. 

	Kusha feels guilty, thinking about her offer from Alphatech. Haley dreams about joining Alphatech and becoming a citizen and owning a CRAB, so she can finally get free access to the network and every other facility that the cities give to high taxpayers. Life is costly for non-citizens. Every email they send to apply for jobs has a data-sending cost, which is why they are talking through Morse code. They use it while playing childish games in the Junk Land. Haley ran out of her ether-com balance, and so she did with her pay-card balance. With her current plan, she can’t refill her pay-card until Monday.

	Kusha gulps. Books and information are a privilege for her, but not for Haley. The girl is so intelligent, even with all the struggles she’s gone through. Kusha wonders if she should tell Haley about her sponsorship from Alphatech. What would she think? Sometimes, having things that others need more feels like a sin, a shame. She feels shame when Rashad offers her jobs at IF while Taha frowns at her. Taha dreams of being a soldier in IF.

	Everything will be fine, Kusha wants to say, but her hand holding the torch shakes. Everything will be fine is another hopeful phrase that only weak people say. The kind of people who can’t do anything, who can’t bring change, who believe sitting while being positive will solve problems. So they only hope that someone else will do it, that others will make things right. It’s always others’ concern. Not theirs.

	“Haley?” Kusha sends. 

	“What?”

	“Apply for this year’s Career Exam. Focus on computer vision. I’ll focus on the AI,” Kusha mentions the World Career Exam even though she didn’t want to. Not now, at least.

	“I gave Magic Mama’s family some money. My budget plan is slightly off right now. I’ll figure out what to do about the WCE.”

	“I saved some,” Kusha says.

	“But that’s your exam fee. What about your word thingy with your father?”

	“I have extra.” Kusha decides to lie instead of revealing that Alphatech has offered to pay the huge exam fee for her, provided that she joins Alphatech right away. Haley probably believes her lie. After all, the freelance earnings of a citizen, even if they are Ungraded, aren’t bad, especially for those who live with free food and lodging at a place like Gaumont Manor. So, Haley doesn’t question her about it.

	“Let me know when Ivan and others need anything. I’ll help,” Kusha sends, half-lying this time. The truth is she already gave them all the savings she had. Now her bank account is empty with negative balance on her credit card. She will need to do some freelance jobs soon.

	“There’s a cosplay con coming in the Old City,” Haley sends. “Do you want to join? We could win if we go. They’ll give 300k credits to the 10th winner.”

	“I’ll ask Meera,” Kusha replies, thinking for a while. Three hundred thousand is quite good; even after the costume and entry expenses, they could make a profit. It might not seem like much to someone inside the city, especially after splitting it, but it’s rich for the ones living in Junk Land. So, Kusha doesn’t say ‘No’ straight away this time. She knows Haley, too, gave all her savings to the police, also to find a safe place for Magic Mama’s family. Haley needs it more.

	For an hour, they discuss the contests they could win so that they can afford the fees for the World Career Exam. After deciding on a decent budget and agreeing on some cons and races, both girls call it a night. One of them climbs down the two hundred-foot-high and fifteen-foot-thick wall to get on her motorbike, and the other takes a deep breath, wondering why life is so different for each soul on earth.

	* * *

	The Intuitionist doesn’t notice, but someone is watching her. Someone who saw all their exchanges of Morse codes from Meera’s wild garden. She doesn’t notice it until her mind is free enough to sense that gaze. Kusha instantly looks at the garden where Meera’s giant wildflowers bloom in the night, and she looks in a random direction. Random to others but not to her. And absolutely not to the one who is watching—was watching—until now. 

	Whoever watches looks away. But the Intuitionist doesn’t. She still watches, and the envelopes cross her mind. She now has a stranger who leaves her mind-poisoning letters. She wonders why she still hasn’t told Rashad or Meera about it. Someone in the world, someone from her past, is trying to connect to her—is it that thrilling? Is that why she wants to keep it secret? 

	Looking into the darkness, Kusha traces her cheek and neck. The phantom ants don’t leave her alone. She quickly goes back to her room. It’s been a long, eventful, and energy-draining day. 

	The mere thought of energy makes her look at the closet where she keeps those black envelopes, those letters that poison the mind. Her body craves the prana it provides. It wants the feeling of energy-boosting in her core. It seeks what it’s designed to have. 

	Kusha tears her gaze away from the closet.

	You must not open the poison letters—she keeps mumbling.

	 

	
17. A Stranger
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	hile the two girls exchange messages in Morse code, a pair of red glowing eyes watch them from Meera’s wild garden. The owner of those eyes beneath a hat seems even interested in their conversation. He was deciphering the code, finding out what women a bit above their teenage years talk about these days. Equation of the universe, pattern in the galaxies, blush and boobs in the dark, Career Exam fees, cosplay cons, life and politics among the untouchables—what a weird combination of topics! That too in basic Morse code; children use that code during playing these days. Once you find the starting letter, it’s easy to cipher it.

	The Mesmerizer watches the blue-haired girl. Even in the dark, standing far away, he can see the look on her face. It isn’t one of a princess of the castle but rather of a guest living rent-free with the couples who revoked their war hero titles. 

	The Mesmerizer looks around the manor. It’s just as he saw last time. The air traffic around here has subsided during the late hour of the night; even the floating mansions in the air grids above have their lights reduced. The ones in the lower grids look like ghost castles; others far above look like lanterns. People here sleep when it’s time to sleep—a behavior that is hard to find in the city center.

	A typical West Alpha, a residential zone for the ones who can afford it. Rashad Gaumont couldn’t afford it alone, not if Meera didn’t have her media channels all over the world. That woman’s popularity is growing exponentially every year. 

	She will be a problem. 

	The Mesmerizer smiles, feeling one gold anklet in his trouser pocket. An anklet that once was his. Good thing it came into his hands again. He intently looks at the girl on the balcony. Right that instant, the girl stares back at him with her blue eyes as if sensing his gaze, as if she can see him too. The Mesmerizer narrows his eyes. She’s supposed to be still Ungraded, an unevolved untouchable. He knows she can’t see him here. Humans need a certain level of evolution to sense others’ gazes at them. The adopted daughter of the Gaumont couple didn’t reach that level. Not yet. The girl slips inside her attic quickly as if fleeing from a locust storm. 

	The Mesmerizer, however, leaves his thoughts about her right there, making a mistake. You see, life gives you a game to play, and the game provides cheat codes sometimes. If you look closely, you find the cheat codes here and there. Only if you look closely. But Ruem Drohung, the Mesmerizer, looks away from his cheat code, his weapon, his key to all the doors he must open.

	He looks at the bedroom two floors below the attic. The lights there are still glowing. The couple renowned for revoking their war hero titles is visible through that window. The happy couple seems busy with their newborn son. For a moment, the mother looks this way, probably sensing an unwanted gaze from her garden. 

	The Mesmerizer breathes deeply, smelling every tiny thing: the seeds germinating within the soil, the insects inside their cocoons, and the one-foot-long flowers crowning the thick stems that glow in the night. This garden is the artwork of a master dancer. He caught her several times in some widely-viewed interviews; her Go Green Garden added a charm that everyone would love, for sure. How perfectly she does everything! What are you preparing for, Meera? 

	The Mesmerizer smirks, his palm lightly touching the yard-thick stem of a tree; he senses Meera Gaumont’s prana flowing through it. That’s some exceptional prana! He gazes at the manor. A newborn child’s smell reaches here as he focuses his senses. The Monk came to see that child with only two hours’ notice, straight from the middle of the Indian Ocean. He could have come tomorrow; that wouldn’t have hurt his word, but the Monk visited her on the same day within two hours, with the dust of an ancient temple still on his shawl and sandals as Maroc informed him. It couldn’t be just for his word, could it? Maybe he wanted the privacy of a community hospital? 

	When the Mesmerizer is deep into his thoughts, Meera Gaumont stands on the terrace adjacent to her bedroom. She closes her eyes, taking a deep breath as if smelling the extra moisture that flows through her garden, the extra vapor that shouldn’t be there. 

	“You’re drowning my new seedlings with too much vapor,” Meera says.

	The Mesmerizer smiles. He stands with his hands in his pockets, one hand tracing the gold anklet. “Vapor?” he says.

	“You’re bringing it, aren’t you?” 

	“I see you started listening to rumors.”

	“Or legends,” Meera says. “I’ve read the chapters titled ‘Great Mist of the Battle’ in all our history books.”

	“I see.”

	“I wonder what my opposition party is doing in my garden at this hour,” Meera whispers to the wind, standing still from her balcony. She doesn’t look like she went through childbirth less than six hours ago, just as a High Grade woman should, one who heals plants every day, making them grow into giant sizes. 

	“Opposition party? So you’re preparing for it, aren’t you?” the Mesmerizer whispers. “I came to see your Go Green Garden. I saw those orphan children in the news, jumping on flowers the size of my couch.”

	“Did you come to see my flowers, Ruem?” Meera asks.

	The Mesmerizer stands among the vapors that dance around him as he wills them to, but they don’t form a great mist. To form a great mist, you need both water and wind. “How could I not come?” he says at last.

	“Funny,” Meera whispers as if narrating a poem alone in the moonlight and not having a conversation with someone two hundred yards away. “I didn’t ask you to come. I didn’t give you the news.”

	The Mesmerizer smiles. “The couple who revoked the war hero titles will always be on the news. Especially when you own half the news channels in the city.”

	Meera pauses for a moment. “Leave,” she says.

	“You should’ve thought twice before you made me the godfather of your blood and flesh.”

	“That was too long ago.”

	“Seventy years,” the Mesmerizer says. “Seems only yesterday.”

	“I release you from your word.”

	“How very kind of you!” He chuckles. “Can’t say it doesn’t hurt.”

	Meera stays quiet for a moment, probably realizing the Mesmerizer wouldn’t lie. So he really is hurt! Even if it’s by little. “Not in a mood for a word fight with a monster,” she says.

	The Mesmerizer becomes silent. Monster. How easily she could say that! These days, though, he does wonder if he’s a monster. 

	“Good to see you, old hag,” he says in a calmer tone as if he’s not having—what Meera calls—a word fight. “I’m glad none of your kids got the Commander’s eyes,” the Mesmerizer says, now with a touch of emotion. Much of that emotion must’ve been born out of memories. 

	Meera stands still. In the night, under that blistering moon, her eyes, her pupils quiver a little. It could be from the wind, could be from the tiresome day that includes the labor of childbirth. Could even be from old memories. Who knows?  

	“Stay away from them,” she whispers, not bothering to ask how he knows whose eyes her newborn has got.

	“You don’t care for your adopted daughter as much as you do for your own blood and flesh.” The Mesmerizer speaks as if dropping a bomb during an orchestra, and soon he gets the reaction he expects. 

	“You met her! In the auction!” Meera whispers, more as a sudden realization than a question. “Was it you? The lost anklet?” she asks, understanding several things. 

	“You’re not denying my accusation.” He chuckles but moves on. If a High Grade avoids something, it’s not honorable to press for more. “No one will dare touch those anklets or anyone who wears them. Everyone knows who those belonged to.” He states the obvious. “You marked her with those, didn’t you?”

	Meera tightens her jaw, pressing her lips together. 

	“You’re still the same,” the Mesmerizer begins. “Always marking your things.” 

	“I should’ve known,” Meera whispers. “Who could dare take it except you?”

	The Mesmerizer smiles. “I need it for a personal project. I’ll give it back when I’m done. You’ve chosen a nice heir for them, after all!” He speaks with voice as if it’s an enchantment that got sealed into the universe.

	Meera shivers, hearing the words coated with intention, with a will. It’s the Mesmerizer’s voice. She recognizes the shiver, the fear. In old times, such fear used to come frequently. It’s the fear of losing someone important. Someone close. Someone … valuable.

	 

	 

	
18. Prachin Nritya 
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	it-pat, pit-pat … The sounds of the wooden sandals stop at Gaumont Manor. This time, they come with splashes of rainwater. It’s drizzling. 

	The Monk leaves his car in the roadside parking instead of entering the manor’s driveway—courtesy of a guest who comes with short notice. A stack of papers floats beside him on a hover disc, kept dry from rainwater with its transparent barriers. He walks the rest of the way to the manor. Not that it’s too long a walk. Just a two-minute pathway of flat stones along a garden crafted with water and succulents and herbs. A few drones are hovering there—mostly planting new seedlings and trimming them into a shape, working hard even when it drizzles. 

	The Monk re-reads the last message in his inbox. His CRAB glows; he doesn’t look at it. The message reads, Bring the images in printed forms, auto-signed with Meera. Well, she sent it three hours ago. The Monk now wonders if he is too early. 

	“I half-expected the Commander to slam the door in my face,” he says when Meera opens the thick wooden door.

	 “Nonsense,” Meera greets him. She sensed him from her laboratory on the third floor, where she presses essential oil—for personal use, if not for gifting special friends who do special things for her. Perhaps, to hide the residents’ smells, too? When you become a High Grade with enough power, the first thing you do is hide your children’s smells from the wolves. That’s basic family security.  

	The Monk resettles his shawl, running his fingers through his faded-grey hair, shaking away the rainwater. The monsoon made it drizzle today. Anytime it could turn into one of the Summer Storms of the Sages. Because of the rain, the scent of essential oil is stronger in the manor. “Are you sure it’s fine?” The Monk teases. “The Commander won’t ask me to show my license, right?”

	“Why? Did you break traffic rules using your hero cards?” Meera mocks without expressions.

	“You think I use cards to get past traffic rules?” The Monk avoids the question, but Meera doesn’t answer him either. “Thanks for meeting at three hours’ notice,” he continues. “You must have been busy with your new Gaumont.” 

	“Don’t start about the new Gaumont,” Meera begins. Her tone sounds as excited as a mother of a new child’s does. “It’s only a week and …” she pauses. “Leave it,” she says instead. “I wonder if you’ll ever understand what having a child means.” 

	“Don’t start that now,” the Monk speaks in a tone as if he must be rolling his eyes or shrugging, but no. He does neither. The tone stays only in his vocal cords. It spreads little to his eyes and shoulders as he voices a request. 

	Meera feels his voice. She measures the Monk’s expression. “Sometimes, I wonder what your next generation would be like,” she says. “What evolution you might pass if—”

	“Your imagination runs as wild as ever,” the Monk interrupts, looking around the wooden crafts and colors of culture in the living room—impressive; they remind him of the old days. As he guessed, the inside of the house is drowned with calming fragrance, hiding the smells of the ones living here. He looks back at Meera. “Always imagining my wedding,” he says.

	“I don’t imagine weddings. But I can’t help wondering what may become of a true monk’s—”

	“Meera, please,” the Monk interrupts, a bit coldly this time. “These days, more than one Grade A is talking about my relationship status. I want this to stop.”

	“Do you fear it might become true?” Meera softens her gaze.

	The Monk reacts little to those twinkling honey-brown eyes. He notices Meera commanding in her CRAB. Soon, he senses something moving, hovering on the floor above them; it’s a crib, and it carries a tiny life—the new Gaumont baby. It breathes at a faster rate than an adult would. 

	“The High Grades I know are getting stronger every day,” he says. “You know well what a strong mind can do.” 

	“So you do fear which of my thoughts might turn true one day?” Meera moves to the corner of the living room; its see-through wall shows the front garden. 

	The daylight floods the lounge. The knee-high table at the center is shaped out of a thick log. Whoever made it knows the craft.

	The Monk notices the crib. It’s coming down slowly, hovering through the double-height space and approaching them, making sure the baby doesn’t wake up from its dreamless sleep. 

	“Someone who has built an empire in the virtual world with very vocal activities … I’d be careful of what this person speaks about my future if not thinks,” he says, taking a seat.

	Meera smiles. “Perhaps, I should pass the small talk,” she says. “Did you bring the photos?” 

	“Printed as you wanted.” The Monk points to the pile of photos—all A4 size, printed with quality pigments of color on point-eight millimeter papers. The pile floats and lands, sliding on the wooden table. The hover disc that carried the pile now settles itself near a wall, turning perpendicular to the floor.

	Meera takes one photo from the top and eyes its edges closely. She traces it with her fingers and looks impressed. “290-gram papers, size A4; they look handmade with hover-film added! I see the Monk is getting luxurious these days.” She glances at the photos in several stacks. Thousands of them must be here. “You even gifted my son with a gem!” 

	“Not spending what I have will only make me a miserly old man,” the Monk says. “Would you rather see me like that?”

	“Careful, Monk. The devil hides in word plays.” Meera dives into the piles of photos—all of them showing unique bas-reliefs of the same structure—a temple. 

	“Temple of Dance, you said?” Meera asks.

	“Yes,” the Monk replies shortly, giving her the time she needs while he watches the front garden. Apart from all the smells of flowers and herbs that he should sense from here, he also smells old engines, machine oils, and turpentine faintly through the rain. Unusual, yes, but he doesn’t ask why he can smell obsolete machine oils in the richest part of the city. 

	Later, Meera straightens her back, moving away from the stacks of photos and looking at the Monk. “What do you want me to do really?” she says after watching at least three hundred images of bas-reliefs from the temple walls and pillars, each image showing a man or woman doing yoga forms in dance costumes.

	The Monk takes a moment before answering, trying to sense whether there could be any other eyes in the manor. 

	Meera notices his hesitation. “I keep the manor private,” she says, “and I regularly scan for invisible cams ever since Rashad told me they are making them. You can relax. Though I can’t give surety about this.” Meera points at the CRAB, her eyes glinting meaningfully. 

	The Monk considers. WSI—the security department of the New World Government—imposed CRAB on its citizens, but they never admitted whether they monitor citizens’ private lives. If they’re looking for the Source, too, they will be an issue. But at the moment, that man—the Mesmerizer—is his concern. City Admins don’t have full access to people’s CRABs, but the Mesmerizer wouldn’t need those to watch someone, would he?

	However, when a High Grade provides surety, you accept it. The Monk leaves his hesitation about cams, at least. “Do you think it’s the oldest dance?” he asks. “Prachin Nritya?” he adds in a flawless Bengali accent. In several native languages, it means the ancient dance.

	“I can only guess.” Meera avoids the question.

	The Monk immediately catches the hint. She is asking him to give her more reasons to speak. Within a moment, the friendly air in the living room turns into a stage in front of thousands of people. At this stage, you only play cautious. Both the Monk and the master dancer play cautious, for speaking too much might reveal more than they want to, and lying isn’t an option. Lying ruins voice.

	“Dance is the oldest language,” the Monk suggests.

	“In a way, yes,” Meera replies. “Dance, acting, physical gestures—they are the oldest language.”

	“So, each image here can refer to a word?” 

	“Or a sentence, or just a complex emotion or idea that has no words in the human vocabulary, yes,” Meera answers.

	“So, arranging them in proper order could reveal a message?” 

	“Could do,” Meera replies after considering.

	“Can you decipher it for me?” the Monk asks without hesitation as if he is here to demand. As if the one from whom he is demanding isn’t making the air cold with her prana of influence, as if he’s not in the weaker position here, asking for a favor.

	Meera tightens her lips. “You want me to make a whole language out of … how many … seven thousand dance mudras?” Her gaze wanders over the stacks of photos, guessing their number.

	“If it doesn’t bother you,” the Monk says, sensing Meera’s strong shield. He knows she can sense his voice, too, which is precisely why he doesn’t use voice. He wouldn’t voice a comrade while asking for a favor. 

	“You’re not using voice with me,” Meera begins. “In a way, it’s an indirect persuasion to please my ego, smoothing my pride and making me bend my will towards you. You even went through the trouble of getting those 290-gram papers; I’m guessing you made them yourself? You even added hover films in each of them. Is it to impress me?”

	“Like you impress people, gifting them the oils you press yourself?” the Monk asks, but Meera doesn’t answer. So, he speaks again. “Yes, I made the pages but not recently. And about the hover films, I own a tech company, and it’s big enough to fund free hover-film printing for its employees. Now, you can either make it complex or take it simply. I’m here to get help, and I’m not hiding it.”

	“Of course!” Meera scoffs. “Truth creates the ultimate voice.” She then stands up and approaches the glass wall; her garden looks blurred because of the monsoon drizzles. 

	“It interests me,” she says. “I can’t deny that part, but only interest isn’t enough now. Not when you are asking.”

	“What’s wrong with me asking?” The Monk looks away, acting as if he doesn’t know what’s wrong with him asking. 

	“You mentioned Ruem is involved in all these. It means whatever you’re doing is dangerous. And why should I get into the mess you two are causing? Again?”

	“Because—” 

	“Because it’s about Prachin Nritya?” Meera interrupts, turning away from the glass wall and looking straight at the Monk. “Yes, I’d have jumped into it if it were forty or even twenty years ago. But now? Now I need more reasons than that, Yuan. I have kids who can’t fight yet. Tell me what you are looking for. What will I battle? From what will I have to protect my kids?”

	The Monk looks at the crib that hovers beside Meera. He could say he’s searching for the Source, but such a quest could go wrong at any moment. It could lead to the wrong paths. Paths of the devil, paths of the dark codes, paths of contracts with voice and blood. Such contracts never end well. The Monk remembers that man; he remembers what Mee-Hae Ra lost. 

	“It’s for the best if you know less about it. All I need to know is what those dances mean. What did the ancient people say through these forms? What’s the message?”

	“These are not forms,” Meera says. “These are mudras. A sequence of mudras makes one form, and several forms make a dance. Like words make a verse, and verses make poems.”

	“Is there any way you can find the poems, the whole dance?”

	“The whole dance?” Meera smiles. “I can guess which mudra may come after which one. I can recognize a form, at best, if I can recognize a pattern. But a dance? Well, if I tell you the verses of a poem you never heard of, can you find the original poem out of it?”

	“If I have the words, yes,” the Monk replies. “At least, I could form several possible outcomes.”

	“Yes, if there is only one poem. But with seven thousand—”

	“Seven thousand three hundred and thirty-seven, if we haven’t missed anything.” 

	“That many mudras can’t be a part of one dance. Can it?” Meera says. “You’re giving me a whole thesaurus and asking me to find a poem. It could be an epic. Without knowing what you’re looking for, I will never know what keywords to begin with.”

	The Monk sees what she has done right there. She saw several hundred photos minutes ago. Surely she has some ideas about what all these may be. Yet she made a convincing argument without revealing a word. So tight-lipped! 

	“You do make a point, don’t you?” he says. “Like the diva of voice in the media. I can see what you are preparing for.” 

	Meera avoids the topic. “You know,” she begins, “people hate tea-coffee times in the middle of important moments. But I’m willing to make some tea for you while you decide whether you’ll tell me what I should be looking for,” she pauses, “into your seven thousand three hundred and thirty-seven photos.” 

	Meera leaves the Monk to ponder alone in her living room while she enters her garden of herbs, a rain protector stuck on her shoulder. It creates a field around her body and repels the water. She has to make some tea for her guest, the kind of tea even the Monk has never had before, the kind of tea that only her garden can provide. The kind of tea that brews decisions born from nostalgia. 

	* * *

	Later, the Monk gives the master dancer a one-sentence explanation, “I’m looking for the Source,” while he sips from the warm cup. The wind outside blows a little wilder, making the raindrops lose their direction. 

	And Meera, asking for no more explanations, dives into the photos. For the next hour, she keeps arranging them in rows and columns, trying to find the right sequence of mudra—mostly guessing what may come after which. She tries to focus on the word ‘Source’. She is a Grade A, and she has been Grade A for long enough to know what most of the experienced High Grades are after—the Source. It’s only natural. Once you get limitless time, you always look for the Source. Sometimes for wisdom, sometimes for power. 

	Meanwhile, the Monk looks around the shelves, the shelves of herbs and spices and books, the craftworks of threads and fabrics, also the bent swords and heavy spears attached to a red wall. Twice he had to handle the baby Gaumont in the hover crib. “I’ve to stop him,” the Monk says after a while, mostly to break the long and awkward silence and also to relax Meera’s stiff chin. 

	“You said that already,” Meera replies, not looking at him as she stands while more than a hundred photos of bas-relief lie on the floor—each showing sculptures of men and women in dance poses. “You look younger than a week ago. You must be determined.”

	The Monk takes a look at his reflection in the nearby transparent wall. Meera isn’t wrong. The skin around his nose and eyes has smoothed a bit. Though his hair is still faded, he is absorbing more prana these days than he used to. “Is that why you’re helping me?” he asks. “You want to stop him, too.” 

	Meera looks at the Monk, breaking the focus on the current sequence of mudras she had in her mind. She opens her mouth to say something but hesitates. “He came to visit a week ago, the day my son was born,” she says, “the evening I came home.”

	“Did he?” the Monk asks, but not in a surprised tone but rather as if he already knew that man would come. As if it’s only obvious. 

	“I heard what happened in the High Auction.” Meera leaves her seat and approaches the window wall, her gaze fixed on nothing amidst the rain. It will soon break into a storm. “I wish you two would stop someday and really live.”

	“That sounds like a blessing, coming from the diva whose words matter to half the world,” the Monk says. “But it could also be a curse depending on the definition of living.”

	Meera gives a stern look, hearing it as if a mother scolding with a gaze. Of course, she knows what he meant. Some people happily live in their one tiny home for their whole life and call it living; some others want no home and would rather explore the world with only a backpack and still call it living. Some words aren’t for one school to define; ‘living’ is one such word. 

	“I hope stopping him isn’t an excuse to yourself, Yuan,” Meera says, still gazing at the drizzle. 

	The Monk doesn’t answer that. He only watches as all the raindrops lose their direction because of his wind.

	 

	
19. A Glimpse into the Darkness
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	hile Meera goes to the kitchen to bring the saffron-kheer, the Monk stays near the crib. The baby is now fully awake from the monsoon thunder. That’s when the Monk hears it—the jingle of some bells—delicate and dissimilar from the usual sounds of bells. He recognizes it. That gold pair always created special frequencies. Though he hears only one of them now as the feet thump the stairs, coming down from the manor’s attic. 

	He saw a staircase at the backyard portico, spiraling its way straight to the roof. Soon, the Monk sees a hooded figure through the wooden screen in the dining room. She is wearing a dark outfit covering her knees. Pink stripes run along it, and the hood has a pair of pink cat ears, some fringes of blue hair visible through the hood. A mask covers her face; it glitters pink in the light. Her legs are bare from her knees, and one leg holds the anklet. The piece of gold looks strange with that sort of … costume? Must be a costume of a comic-book heroine. Rain protection in her hand is ready to be launched. 

	The heir, the Monk remembers what Meera said that day in the hospital. He stands in the dining room right along with the kitchen, a week-old baby held in his hands. 

	However, the heir, the Intuitionist, doesn’t notice the Monk. Her mind is busy with the thoughts of escaping the manor as quickly as possible. It should be easier now since Meera is occupied with her guests around this time. If she gets caught, Meera will make her greet the guests; or worse—Meera will start telling how she passed her driving test with no red dots on her report. Kusha approaches the lawn, but to her bad luck, Meera’s voice stops her. 

	“Where are you going in the rain?” 

	Shit! “Um, to a cosplay competition?” she says, more in a questioning tone as if asking for permission while informing: See, I have dressed already; you can’t say no anymore!

	“You mean to the Old City,” Meera says, still from the kitchen. 

	“Um, yes, the Old City,” Kusha says from the portico, sounding a little guilty. “There is a three-hundred thousand credit prize for the tenth winner!” she adds, trying to convince Meera like most daughters would—assuring parents with the useful aspects of whatever seemingly-useless stuff they’re doing.

	“Tenth winner, you say?” Meera says while serving kheer in an ornate clay bowl—diced cashew sprinkled on the top, and three stigmas from a saffron flower taken from her garden earlier, placed at the center. “What’s wrong with the first prize?” She looks in the direction of the portico, done with her kheer serving. 

	Kusha rolls her eyes; eye-rolling is rude, but Meera doesn’t see it because of the wooden screen. She wears her shoes, sitting on the porch. “First prize is a tour to a war hero’s house,” she says. “That’s, um, useless?” She ends with a questioning tone again.

	“Uh-ha?” Meera says, ignoring the look on the Monk’s face as he holds the baby like an amateur old man who would rather hold weapons or books, even logs or lion cubs, but not a human baby. “What about the second prize?” Meera asks.

	“Um, that’s a tour to IF headquarter,” Kusha replies, settling her shoes as quickly as possible; so that she may escape early—better than facing any wrong question from Meera. “And the next prize is—”

	“Another useless tour?” Meera asks, putting the kheer on the dining table. The room fills with the smell of milk and saffron.

	“Um, well, yes, to a War Turf,” Kusha says from within her pink mask—borrowed from Taha without permission, just like the rest of the costume. 

	“War Turf sounds good,” Meera remarks.

	“A small renovated section. It has nothing of the old times.”

	“Renovated sounds right. They’re years-old underground forts, sweetie. Some of them were as big as a city. Without renovations, I wouldn’t let you visit them,” Meera says. 

	Kusha doesn’t say she doesn’t want to visit some renovated and safe War Turfs; saying it could be rude. “I don’t think Taha will find the tours useless,” she says, “and, um, money starts from the fourth position. They will give … two million to the fourth winner.”

	“So, why not go for the fourth prize?” Meera goes back to the kitchen to bring the juice she prepared with the fruits from her wild garden. The juice sparkles since the fruit glows in the dark—a new variant in her Go Green Garden.

	“Um, trying to be realistic?” Kusha says in a confused tone. She didn’t think about the winning parts of the contest. Haley did. Haley planned out several layered strategies, realistic strategies. Winning two million credits being a beginner cosplayer isn’t realistic. Besides, she is joining Haley, partially to support a friend but mostly to find a place she wanted to find. A place where she might get some answers to her questions. She didn’t want to ask Meera about going to the Junk Land again, not directly. But joining the cosplay would serve as a great, truthful excuse—one that has got a nice boost because she passed the driving test only yesterday.

	She stands up to say goodbye to Meera, ready to start the rain protection and jump into the lawn, and that’s when she sees them. A few photos on the floor of the portico—size A4; they look printed with high-quality color. She frowns, noticing dozens more of them on the living room floor. The rain protection is turned on in the entire manor, so the wind isn’t as strong, and the rain isn’t splashing inside. 

	At first, out of curiosity, she approaches the living room, her eyes glued to the photos on the floor. The center table and some furniture have been moved to make space for them. They’re not haphazardly left around but in proper rows and columns, as if someone is trying to make a sequence out of them. As if they’re some pieces of a puzzle. The Intuitionist senses the flutter in her belly. From under her hood, her blue eyes roam around the pictures of dance poses in different mudras. The photos feel familiar. 

	In an instant, her mind moves away from reality. Her pupils fixate on the images, brainstorming hundreds of questions so fast that her human mind, stuck in the reality of three-dimension, cannot catch up. So, her questions turn into feelings, and logic turns into intuition, for intuition isn’t from this reality, for intuition isn’t only a mind thing, for intuition is a soul thing. Her brain delivers the result while her soul snatches the information from a realm unknown to humankind. 

	The Intuitionist approaches the photos and bows down to the floor, her dark hood with pink cat ears hiding her face, her eyes. Otherwise, the ones present here could’ve seen the transformation in her blue eyes. They’re completely black now. They’re unlike any human eyes. Her hands storm around the images just as her fingers do on her keypad during programming. She picks and places one photo after another as if she just knows where they should be or shouldn’t be. The Intuitionist fixes Meera’s sequence.

	Meera sees her from the kitchen. 

	The Monk, standing in the dining room near the baby’s hover crib, also sees the hooded figure messing around the images. At first, he thinks she is spoiling things like a brat child would. He almost was about to stop her from ruining Meera’s hard work, but soon, he halts, seeing the specific pattern the seemingly-brat child follows. 

	The Intuitionist plays her game in the living room, showing her back to the Monk who stands in the dining room. And Meera stands far behind the Monk near the kitchen bar—her eyes turning cold. It’s the kind of coldness that springs from fear, the kind of fear that someone might discover what treasure you’re hiding, what cards you’ve kept beneath your sleeves, what weapon you’ve hidden behind a curtain. Meera approaches the living room, quickly passing the Monk, who stands deep in his curiosity. 

	“Sweetie? What are you wearing anyway?” Meera asks, acting as if the Intuitionist wasn’t doing anything beyond normal. Meera Gaumont doesn’t provide an answer to whatever the Monk might be wondering about. 

	Hearing Meera’s voice, the Intuitionist stands. Her gaze, which seemed to be somewhere distant, comes back. Her blue irises expand; her dark eyes are gone. Meera holds her hand, taking her to the portico, away from the Monk’s eyes, the way you take a naughty child away, fearing she will ruin a wedding cake. 

	And Yuan Yagmur, like the observant monk he is, notices how the hundred-and-seven-year-old diva from the World Media hides something. 

	“I’m cosplaying the, um,” the Intuitionist begins, “the Pink Cat?” She again speaks in a questioning tone, as if asking for Meera’s approval to play Pink Cat. “Is it … bad? I know the shoes aren’t matching. Taha’s shoes aren’t fitting exactly. She doesn’t know I took them, but …”

	“Sweetie,” Meera says while her ears pay attention to the breathing pattern of the Monk, checking whether his body shows any sign of doubt. “No. It’s not bad. Are you taking the truck?” she asks.

	“No.” Kusha hesitates to answer; Meera doesn’t know about Haley yet. What if Meera doesn’t like Haley? “A friend is bringing her bike at the West Gate. Um, she’ll give me a ride,” she says. It was pre-planned with Haley. In the last few days, Kusha made a detailed plan of what she will do during the entire Cosplay Convention. Starting from performing at the Con to finding information about the black envelope, also about the ghost woman, and the auction. Mostly about the auction. And the three-day-long Con will provide her with plenty of excuses to visit the Old City.

	“A good friend,” she adds. “She loves photography.” She knows Meera loves people with passions. ‘While endorsing someone, tell about what they love instead of what they do for a living, sweetie,’ she remembers. 

	“And you trust this good friend?” Meera asks.

	“Yes. She even made the bike herself! We are performing with it today. I didn’t get the chance for, um, rehearsal. So, I’m going early.” 

	“Alright. Come back before sundown.” 

	“But—”

	“No, but. The wind is getting stronger. We didn’t have the Summer Storms this year yet. Be home soon.”

	“But … but the main competition starts after sundown!” Kusha says, fidgeting. It’s not a complete lie. The first round of the competition starts three hours before sundown, and the next round starts in the evening. Depending on their serial number, their second round could even be tomorrow for them. She leaves out the three-day-long part of the Con for now.

	Meera considers for a moment, glancing at the anklet the Intuitionist wears, probably to impress her even though it doesn’t go with the costume. “All right. Whenever I text you, you reply within ten minutes. If you don’t, I ask my news reporters to track you down. Do you understand?” 

	“Um, but, um, ok,” the Intuitionist says, half-relieved. She instantly turns around and almost runs through the backyard of the house, turning the rain protector on. She wants to be outside the West Gate before Meera changes her mind. She dares not to look back as she passes the backyard and reaches the manor’s garage-side exit. 

	The entire time, the Monk looks curiously at the back of her dark hood and its pink cat ears. He wonders only one thing: why is Meera hiding her heir? Why didn’t she even introduce her? She could at least introduce her daughter while hiding whatever she wants to hide, but she didn’t. It means only one thing: the media diva of half the world, who is never at a loss for words, had lost her speech for some moments back there. She was caught off-guard. She was scared of losing something. 

	Or, someone. 

	 

	 

	
20. Cosplay Convention
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	eople. People. People. So many people at the Cosplay Convention! Not that anyone is staring, but damn! It feels as if someone is always staring, watching.  

	Is anyone watching? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Kusha gulps. Who is watching? 

	No option comes. She brainstorms for options: 

	(a) The ghost woman. 

	(b) The nameless correspondent who sends black envelopes. 

	(c) Anyone from her past. 

	Kusha frowns. All of them are true. 

	Then again, ‘Is anyone watching’ is such a vague question. Sometimes, when she asks herself if anyone created her and if that creator is watching, the answers always come as Yes. 

	So many questions, but today isn’t about questions. Today is about answers. Kusha watches Haley from the corner of her eyes. She needs to convince her. And she needs to make sure Haley doesn’t find out that this was her true intention for joining the Con. 

	Con mostly means the glowing lights, the mighty stage, the vast dome in the ceiling, the giant holograms of gods and titans, trays floating, discs hovering while people ride them—sometimes they carry them upstairs, sometimes they carry the dancers as they dance. The electric music hammers her heart, but Haley seems to be enjoying herself.

	Haley is wearing her favorite costume. It has a cape, a hard breastplate, and a helmet with two sharp ears and a flashy logo of a bat with its wings spread wide; it covers her eyes and reveals her lips. Some of her dirty-blonde curls are also fluffing out from beneath it. Haley’s favorite comic-book hero.

	Haley approaches her, bringing two drinks from the kiosk section. She offers her one of the two drinks, the one with a lower frequency. 

	Kusha takes the drink from Haley and checks the label: 

	NO SUGAR.

	NO ADDICTION.

	NO GETTING HIGH IF YOU’RE WITHIN THE LIMIT. 

	Frequency drinks started getting popular decades ago. Around the time when voice became a thing, science decided to increase funds for the study of sounds—this time, openly. Soon, every music, every movie, every advertisement, and V-log, even food and drinks began to have frequencies injected in them. ‘Producing the perfect alignment in the crystal lattice of matters that may impact your mind …’ Kusha read details about it in the book Drinking Your Favorite Song.  

	She checks the limit tag on the bottle before opening it. It’s the kind of drink the conspiracy theorists will blabber about on their V-logs and Meera would sneer at, but Meera isn’t here to watch, is she? In case Meera asks later, she has the privilege to lie as Ungraded.  

	“Toast,” Haley says, raising her drink, “for passing the first round.”

	Kusha raises her drink, even though Haley doesn’t wait for her to—she has already finished half of her drink. 

	“Don’t get drunk!” Kusha frowns while opening the pink mask of her costume for drinking. “I can’t perform alone on stage.” 

	“I never get drunk, and you will never perform alone on stage, not in this Con,” Haley says while eyeing other participants standing together in the upper level. “Besides, the first round was easy.” 

	“And you performed well.” Kusha shakes her head, seeing the smug look on Haley’s face. “I knew I could depend on you.” 

	“Wish I could say the same,” Haley mumbles loud enough for Kusha to hear while frowning at the upper level. 

	Kusha ignores what Haley says. She follows her gaze instead to the upper level, where a group of cosplayers is busy posing for photos. Destroyer, Crazy Muffin, Robust, and that one must be the Purple Doctor Taha always blabbers about. The girl with glittered ink on her skin has to be Dynamite. Kusha is sure Taha knows the rest of the cosplayers’ names—both their real names and the names of the heroes they’re playing. None of them look as if they came to competition with only a week’s preparation. The unique touch in their costumes, the smooth colors on their skin, and the perfect hair and eyes … They did more than just buy some materials. 

	For the first time, Kusha acknowledges the skill and talent Taha puts into her cosplay cons in Alpha—the last one she missed because her partner was absent, also because that was the day their new brother decided to be born. Kusha feels a tinge of guilt thinking about that day. “They are regulars,” she says, lowering her voice. “They win every year.” 

	“They may win whatever they want as long as I get the tenth prize.” Haley looks away from them. She focuses her gaze on Kusha. “We get the tenth prize. Do you understand, Kusha?”

	“Um—”

	“But thanks for wearing that limited-edition costume.” Haley eyes her from top to toe properly for the first time today.

	“Taha doesn’t know I took it from her closet—password-protected closet.” Kusha looks giddy. 

	“I guessed it’s hers,” Haley says. “Your boobs aren’t fitting.”

	Kusha flushes; her eyes dart around quickly, checking if anyone was paying attention to them. “Stop talking about—”

	“About what?” Haley shows her usual evil smile. “Boobs?”

	“Yes!”

	“I’ll stop if you can ask me to,” Haley says. “In a full sentence.”

	Kusha flushes more. It’s not the first time someone said it to her—if you can ask in a full sentence. She glares at Haley. While glaring, she also checks if Haley’s … boobs … are fitting inside her costume. Well, they fit. 

	The girl did everything perfectly to play her favorite superhero. “It’s the only superhero who evolved through training instead of bumping into a superpower!” Haley always says. As if her superhero is real. Even if her superhero isn’t real, evolution is. People love the idea of evolution, and what they love more are the war heroes. 

	The New World named seventy-three soldiers as War Heroes. Most of them died during the battle. The rest, however, earned the title because of their feats—the things they did that only the evolved people could do. They weren’t many during the war. Yet, they taught a generation and the ones afterward what staying together could bring. No wonder the first city has the motto: WE STAY TOGETHER.

	Hundreds of participants are here at the Con. At least sixty percent of them are cosplaying war heroes; they’ve badges that pop up ‘WE STAY TOGETHER’ on their chest. The majority of that sixty percent are playing those two war heroes—the ones who ended the war with a four-minute speech. Kusha watches the fake redheads everywhere. Her cheeks warm at the thought of the humiliation she suffered at the auction.

	“Do you think we should’ve played war heroes instead?” Haley asks. “I feel like we will lose.”

	“What’s so unique in war heroes?” Kusha turns to somewhere where there would be no redheads or hats or shawls. She saw the war hero with a shawl in the hospital. She has nothing against him, but this constant pit-pat noise of at least a hundred pairs of cheap wooden sandals is sending her teeth on the edge. 

	She never reads blogs about cosplay conventions, but last night she took a few looks at them. It seems that at least four prizes will go to the ones playing war heroes. It’s not a rule; it’s not something that the war heroes have asked; it’s not something that the people have decided over a roundtable either. It just ended up happening every year until it became a tradition. Half of the Con’s sponsorship comes from the war heroes’ pockets. Of course, it couldn’t have anything to do with that! Definitely not. 

	“Everyone is playing them,” Kusha mutters. “They’re not interesting. People are just using the patriotism card.”

	Haley lifts her brows. “Can’t believe you are saying it. What happened? I thought you collected every leaked conversation the war heroes had in the last twenty years!”

	“Twenty-three ye—” Kusha blurts out, almost, then she glances away. She is—was—a collector of war heroes’ voices. They hardly ever go to places where they can be recorded. But when they do, people record them or more rarely, film them. The videos with war hero hashtags have to get viral, don’t they? Kusha buys—used to buy—only the audio files with quality sound. Until the auction, of course. After the High Auction, she decided: War heroes are rude (judging from only one war hero). 

	Kusha tries to ignore the war hero cosplayers. She updates Haley about what Rashad said about Magic Mama. 

	“I knew he was staying in jail intentionally!” Haley says, hearing about Magic Mama becoming a Grade A before he hit age thirty. “He could make a pulp out of those dirty police if he wanted.”

	“But that would cause a problem for his family,” Kusha says. A family with three little kids and a pregnant wife, she doesn’t say it aloud. 

	From the corner of her eyes, she notices some people are looking straight at her feet, hearing the jingling sounds of her last anklet. Then, they look at her face as if to check twice who is wearing it. For some reason, everyone who is looking seems to be a professional security guard who must be, at least, Grade B—meaning, they’re old enough for it. Some of them look as if they can’t believe she is wearing it.

	It also happened at the High Auction; people were staring at her anklets. She thought it was for the special ringing sound the anklets made. But now, she wonders if they had more reasons. She looks away from the guards who must be talking about her. Well, as long as they’re not planning to steal her last anklet, it should be fine.

	“Listen, I wanted to tell you …” Kusha pauses, focusing on what she’s rehearsed earlier. The way she says it, however, makes Haley frown. Perhaps, Haley already realizes she will ask something they didn’t plan to do. 

	“I’ve to go somewhere,” Kusha says. 

	And expectedly, Haley frowns more intensely as if she’s heard something in a different language. Then she makes the face that says, I knew it. Finally, collecting herself, she just says ‘No’ and walks away in a direction where she won’t have to face Kusha.

	Kusha hurriedly follows her. 

	It takes some time for her to convince Haley. Much of that time is spent on making valid reasoning—according to the book 1000 Laws Of Persuasion—while hiding things such as getting insulted by the Mesmerizer war hero or meeting a ghost at the auction or receiving mind-poisoning letters from a stranger.

	“You’re not running away for stage fright, are you?” Haley asks at one point.

	“Um, no.”

	“Sounded like yes to me,” Haley says. 

	“No, it’s—”

	“It’s only a two-minute performance, Kusha! And the entire time, you only have to smile. I promise,” Haley explains, letting the entire Con hear her.

	Kusha flushes, again checking if anyone is looking this way. Thankfully, not many have been paying attention. Though, a few cosplayers around the corne—the ones with war hero costumes—giggle while several of their eyes point this way.

	Kusha looks back at Haley. “No. Um, I mean, yes, I’m worried about the stage-performance part,” she admits. “But I have to find something. It’s important.”

	“And that has to be today?” Haley shouts.

	Does she even know that she’s shouting? Yes or No? No. Kusha purses her lips. “It’s a perfect time!” she says, keeping her voice down. “I don’t know when I will get the chance to come to the Old City again. Meera let me visit today because it’s a Con, a competition. She likes to see me in, um, competitive, social places. You know that.”

	Haley silently frowns.

	“Come on! The next round won’t happen until three more hours anyway.” Kusha tries to make the tone Taha does with Meera whenever she asks for new costumes—the expensive ones.

	“All right, I’ll go with you.” 

	“You don’t have to babysit me,” Kusha protests.

	“I think I have to!” Haley shouts again. “I paid ten thousand credits as the entry fee for this Con that I can’t win if I don’t show up at the right time with my partner. I can handle not winning the three-hundred thousand credit part, but I’m absolutely not losing my ten thousand. For which, I basically have to win that three-hundred thousand credit. Do you understand, Kusha?” 

	Kusha gulps, processing everything Haley just said while letting the world know their goals and stakes. “You shouldn’t let anyone know your goals and stakes, sweetie …” Meera’s words flash in her mind. She doesn’t know how Haley plans to win that tenth prize! It sounded realistic before, but now … Kusha looks at all the redhead performers in shining vests and hats and those sandals with pit-pat sounds. Not to mention the WE STAY TOGETHER badges constantly flashing patriotism. Unless they have a unique performance, they can’t win. 

	Kusha doesn’t reveal even 1% of her thoughts now. 

	“Um, O,” she says. 

	“That’s not an answer. O is hardly an answer,” Haley says.

	“I understand, alright!” Kusha enforces her voice without raising her tone, like the child who doesn’t want to sound rude while being so. 

	“Fine!” Haley shouts. “Now, where do you plan to go to find whatever you want to find?”

	Kusha presses her lips. At first, she decides she won’t tell Haley anything—why does she always have to shout? Shouting is rude. But then, Kusha rethinks. She has intuition; she can find the location on her own, true. But Haley knows the Old City by heart; she works here part-time. Plus, she has a bike—a compact, do-it-yourself Aerial Transport. So it’s better to take her along rather than using public discs or Maze Subways. 

	“Remember, Magic Mama once said about, um, a place,” Kusha begins, “in the Old City. Where you can ask something and whatever you ask, you get the answer, no matter from the past, present, or the future, no matter from—”

	“Yeah, yeah, I know the funny myth, no matter from whichever world it is. What’s with it?”

	“It’s not a funny myth.” Kusha defends, frowning. “Concluding something without research is rude, sweetie,” Meera would’ve said if she were here. Kusha keeps her annoyance in her thoughts. 

	“That day in the police station, um, I wanted to ask Magic Mama about it,” she begins, “but he avoided it like … like …” Her voice drones; she remembers that police station. The bad smells of that building become intense in her mind as if she can even hear the rude slang of those prisoners. “Listen, I know it’s real. I’m sure even Magic Mama thinks it’s real. I need to go there.”

	“No one will tell where it is,” Haley says. “People will laugh the moment we ask.”

	“I have, um, well—”

	“Yeah, yeah, intuition,” Haley interrupts again. “And stop blushing. What’s next? You’ll find a location with your intuition or something? I thought you don’t exploit your gift. Or is it not rude anymore?” Haley adds the required amount of mocking tone in the word ‘rude’. 

	“Um, well.” Kusha flushes again. She abused it once to win the auction entry. One more time won’t hurt, will it? She might have harmed the luck of whoever might have won the ticket, forcing and pulling the luck to herself. This time, however, she’s not harming anyone. “It’s the last time,” Kusha says mostly to herself. 

	She didn’t know how wrong she was, though. 

	Only the universe knew.  

	 

	
21. Last Resort
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	ometimes, you witness something you shouldn’t. And later, it turns awkward, especially if it concerns your old friend. The kind of friend with whom you could bark and slur once in a time, but now, you can’t. Partly because you’re an adult and mostly because it’s been ages since you’ve met that friend, because it’s been too long a gap. 

	That’s how the Monk feels, especially when Meera Gaumont jumbles the photos her daughter has rearranged, the daughter whom she called ‘heir’ once. The Monk, as observant as he is, notices that Meera is hiding only the sequence of photos her daughter has arranged; she’s undoing a half-solved puzzle. Not a problem. The Monk has memorized the sequence of photos that the heir made. 

	Later, Meera refills his teacup in the middle of writing the meaning of more mudras at the back of those photos. After writing hundreds of them, Meera stops. The entire time, the Monk notices how Meera Gaumont, the best performer of traditional dance and also a skilled voice on World Media, avoids arranging them. She only writes their meaning. Nothing more.

	“Are you giving up on sequencing?” the Monk asks. 

	“I don’t think I can help much with that,” Meera says. 

	From how she presses her lips, how her eyelids stay still, and how her chin points, the Monk can tell that the master dancer has backed away, fearing something. Or about someone. For someone.

	The Monk wonders what she is hiding. He noticed Meera was touching some photos more than necessary. Those photos—the ones the heir has touched. Perhaps, to hide her smell? 

	It’s strange that the Monk couldn’t specify the heir’s smell; the scents of oils in the room have grown more prominent after she left—Meera’s effort. The only smell he could identify was of their firstborn daughter—Taha’s—the one he met in the hospital a week ago, the one who also received her first blessing as a newborn from the Monk. He couldn’t connect with the family as much as he should have. Yet he is sure the faint smell he found after the heir had left was Taha’s, probably because she was wearing a borrowed costume.  

	“I heard thirty-seven rare animals have gone missing in the north woods.” Meera suddenly speaks. Her gaze doesn’t move from his warm eyes. “I know how much you cared for them.” Meera softens her tone, but only for a moment. Soon, she crafts a perfect curiosity in her voice. “What happened? Weren’t you supposed to be the guard in the North?”

	“How do you know about them?” the Monk asks instead of answering. He can never answer that, not without lying, at least. 

	“You may keep your secrets from people; you may keep the media quiet, but you cannot hide from the media itself. And I am the media. Knowing things makes me who I am, Yuan.” 

	The Monk stays silent for a while. “Who you are? Or who do you aim to be?” he asks. “Even at hundred and seven, your ambitions never fade, Meera.”

	The room grows soundless. If oceans stopped having waves and if deserts never had sand storms, they would have been this quiet. For it’s the quietness formed not with the absence of sound but with the void of the soul. Even the newborn in the room senses it enough to wake up from its deep sleep, enough to cry out loud. 

	Meera approaches the crib, busying herself with her child.

	The Monk stands. “I should be going. Ren was calling me for missing work,” he says, suddenly making his tone so light and carefree that no one would ever know what intensity the room had just earlier. 

	“Ren Agnello still makes you play work, does he?” Meera says, her voice participating in whatever friendly air he has created.

	“He does,” the Monk replies. “You took a lot of trouble with these,” he adds, resettling his shawl around his shoulders.

	“Just a thank you is enough.” Meera gives a measured smile.

	“Of course, thank you, Meera,” the Monk says, even though he knows Meera will take a fitting price for her hours. He commands through the CRAB in his wrist, and soon, all the photo papers glow and rush, flying around the room, arranging themselves into a few blocks. The disc, standing by the wall, flips flat, hovering in the air. The blocks of hover papers settle on them. The disc then flies to his car with its rain protector turned on. 

	The downpour has strengthened, blurring the trees in the west and the distant hills in the north. The Monk steps into the stairs, leaving the rain shield of the manor. His shawl, water repellent sprayed on it, dances in the wind. The wind isn’t fierce yet, but it’ll be. Anytime it could be another Summer Storm of the Sages.

	* * *

	Later, when the Monk leaves Gaumont Manor, letting his GV auto-drive away from West Alpha, he looks at the backside of the photo, the ones with Meera Gaumont’s handwriting. 

	The Monk’s face is unreadable, but beneath that unreadable face, it’s mostly curiosity. And a certain heir with blue hair and a pink mask covers most of that curiosity. 

	A text comes in his CRAB: Did it work? It has no signature. 

	No. He thinks. His CRAB sends it with signature YY. It reaches Mee-Hae Ra. 

	The reply comes shortly: Told you she won’t help. She has a family.

	“I think she has something more than a family, Ra,” he mutters aloud, and his CRAB sends it as a text. 

	So, the Devil’s Book stands as the last resort for the Monk? The next text message arrives.

	The Monk hears it in his mind. He didn’t want to face this question; he doesn’t want to. Not yet. However, his CRAB writes a message he conjures in his mind: Meera gave you some tea from her garden. I had some. The liquid glows in the dark. YY.

	The reply from Mee-Hae Ra comes sooner than expected: Not a nice way to avoid the question, Monk. 

	 

	
22. Through The Maze
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	hey search the Old City for an hour. The outsiders may call it the Old City, but the locals call it the Maze. And that, too, is for a good reason. 

	Streets and tunnels and aerial pathways are scattered here among thousands of blocks—all either tiny apartments or shops, sometimes bars. The ground level has more brothels than bars, but that’s the level with the oldest buildings. And there, it smells of bricks and concretes. There it smells of mills and chemicals. There it smells of certain darkness—one that only goes away from the lights of neon but never from that of the sun or the moon. 

	When the hover-tech came, buildings of metal sheets kept increasing like weeds—one above another and then another and then more until the city reached the clouds. Massive tunnels run vertically, sometimes horizontally. They supply breathable air to the city’s bottom, not just its heart. They also carry energy to every corner, like the roots and stems of plants. City roots, people call them. Some of them are so thick they could hold several bars in them. Apart from the city drones that inspect them, a quarter of the people on the ground level live on their job of maintaining them. The roots are well planned, even though the city above is an unplanned network of structures, a colossal block of void and solid. A maze. 

	That’s the Old City. Here, a tiny baby street can sprout from a mother street—to the ground or the air. Here, not many of the mother streets are mapped online. Here, you’ll be the king only if you know the streets by heart. Unless you’re the Intuitionist, of course. 

	With intuition and Haley’s bike that flies well, it wouldn’t have taken long to find a location if it weren’t for this maze. The Intuitionist asks herself questions at the corner of every street—left or right? Up or down? This left or that left or the other left? Kusha finds out which direction they should go next while tolerating Haley’s complaint that their next round’s appointment is nearing. 

	Several times, they reach some frauds claiming to know the answers to all her questions. So next time, Kusha updates her question: where do I find the ‘original’ and ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ answer fairy? “Right wording is everything,” she tells Haley to calm her down.

	They reach a narrow alley with a dead-end; it’s the ground level, and it’s dark. A place where only water dropping from old pipes should ring or a street dog should bark. No other sound should happen. Not here.

	“Looks like those alleys where bad things happen in films,” Haley says from inside her costume. 

	“Should we ask someone?” Kusha says, sitting behind Haley on her bike. The question was mostly for herself, and she already gets its answer, but Haley has to mock it. 

	“Yes, of course!” Haley says. “Dear Mr. Someone, would you please tell us the direction to the mythological answer fairy?” Her Junk Land accent echoes in the street. “Sounds fabulous to me!” 

	Kusha hides her frustration, pressing her lips together. “Shh! People will hear you.” Kusha looks around. “It’s that building.” 

	 “A problematic building. Yeah, why not?” Haley remarks, looking in the direction Kusha points.

	“Not problematic, um, not much,” Kusha says. Will it be problematic? (a) Yes (b) No … Both … Depends on the situation. Kusha frowns. She hates when answers come like this—depends on how she handles the situation. When could she ‘handle’ a situation with just words? For a moment, she thinks of leaving it, going back to the Con like a good girl, and winning the tenth prize there. 

	However, the flutter in her belly says the answer is close. So close. Here she could find out about her past.

	Sometimes, you don’t want to give up because you invested so much time in it, a great many thoughts on it, and all your spirits in it. So, you wonder what if the thing you’re looking for is right after this turn. What if it’s only there? So, you put a wager on a mirage. This is a mirage, and Kusha gawks at it. She couldn’t be the only one with a rare gift, could she? The moment Magic Mama mentioned someone who could answer any question, that he doesn’t need to run any options first, Kusha realized this man has the gift—if it’s a gift, that is—and it is similar to hers, her intuition. She realized this man is a psychic, too, and she knew she had to find him.

	Kusha gets off Haley’s bike. The sun might be setting behind the thick clouds, but here, no one can tell the difference between day and night. Her CRAB says it’s raining around the top of the city, but the raindrops don’t reach the ground level, not as raindrops anyway. The ground level is mostly dry, and locals keep it surprisingly clean. 

	During the Summer Storm of the Sages, however, it’s heard that some sort of black water full of filth and fatal chemicals drains through its streets, but no one from above is courageous enough to come down and see it with their guilty eyes, and the ones who live here are too proud to speak of it. So, it remains as another fact passed from mouth to mouth. 

	The place is too quiet as if there’s no one here. Kusha looks at the eyes of some of the people around. She has never seen such inert eyes. A living proof of what the lack of sunlight can do to you. 

	“Why don’t they leave the city? They can live in the Junk Land,” Kusha asks. “They could live in the open!”

	“Either debt or fear of change,” Haley answers her. 

	“Change should be good.”

	“Change means uncertainty.” Haley settles her bike, locking it with a code. She has to perform with it tonight. So, they can’t lose it, not today. Making sure it won’t get stolen, Haley turns to Kusha. “Many are the original locals, living here since before the war, way before the outsiders cheated their way above them,” Haley looks up.

	Kusha follows her gaze. It’s impossible to see any open space in the maze of the Old City. As if they are two tiny ants deep inside a piece of cheese, crawling through its holes and tunnels. 

	“The ones below must suffer the mess the ones above them make,” Haley says. “You know how they took the air, don’t you?”

	“With words.” Kusha nods, remembering what she has read in Dark Histories Of The War—a book that she found in an old bookshop here, a book that might get her into trouble if anyone inside the cities finds out that she has read it. 

	“With truth.” Haley corrects her. “They didn’t lie; they said they won’t take any of their lands. But they didn’t say anything about the air above. Shameless!” Haley’s voice drowns in venom, but she quickly recovers her expression. “Now, let’s go,” she says. “I never came here before. So, I’m depending on the Intuitionist to show me directions.”

	* * *

	They approach the building—older than decades, probably one made during the war. It’s made of bricks that should have had plaster, but they don’t. Colorful fungus decorates them; purple moss and blue ferns have grown from the little light the place has. Rain doesn’t reach here, but so what? Moisture and moss together form a smell that Kusha is sure she would never forget. It’s beautiful. Just as the Old City—the first city born after the Apocalypse—should be. 

	A text comes: You’re still at the Con, aren’t you? Meera. 

	Kusha replies like a good daughter: We passed the first round. We’re looking around until the second round starts. Well, it isn’t a lie, is it? 

	She then stands before a thick door—a cheap compound of aluminum and plastic but sturdy. Kusha looks at the password section. She enters a random password. Random for her, but not for the ones who regularly use it. The door unlocks with a click. 

	Haley gives a look that means: Really? With a single try? Kusha used to flush much at that look before. Now she flushes less.

	They both enter. 

	At first, they find only moldy walls and damp floors—perhaps, meant to look like no one lives here? Yes. Soon, the more they enter, the more of these ruined walls and floors decrease. Things get cleaner and more habitable, and they hear voices. Human voices, drone voices, and old-generation bot voices. Kusha feels her heartbeat rising and turmoil creeping into her belly. It’s an alarm. The kind of alarm she feels before meeting someone unknown and unexpected. She felt it before she met Taha and Rashad for the first time; she felt it when Magic Mama and Haley found her collecting machine parts in the junkyard. She also felt it when she was a minute away from facing a mad elephant once in the Junk Land. It would have killed her that day if it weren’t for the jumping and slithering techniques Meera makes her practice. Is it a danger alarm? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Can it become a danger alarm? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	After going through a few rooms, they see people around—drinking and playing cards. Everyone is talking in a humming tone. 

	Some of them sit intimately with each other, licking each other’s lips. Gross! If that is called kissing, she never wants to kiss anyone in her life. “Stay ready,” Kusha whispers.

	“Of course! My dear Citizen!” Haley replies in a surprisingly lower volume than she uses. “If my cape gets ruined, I’ll kill you.”

	Kusha frowns. Saying I’ll kill you is way more than rude; it’s a criminal offense inside the walls. She could never say such a thing.

	They reach a room where people start noticing them. They both are in cosplay costumes. Masks and hoods are cute when flashy lights are around, but here, they must be appearing as troublemakers. Two men approach them, frowning. 

	“Show us your badges,” the one with the thickest frown says.

	Kusha wonders what badge he wants to see.

	“Listen—” Haley begins, probably thinking she’ll have to talk. 

	But Kusha interrupts, ignoring the surprised look on Haley’s face. She never interrupts; it’s always her getting interrupted, not the other way around. Every time a stranger asks a question, someone always answers for her. But this time, it’s not in Alpha. This time, she’s not facing some pointy-nosed High Grade citizens. This time it’s in the Old City, a place that feels more intimate than her attic. 

	“I’m looking for the Ask Anything,” she says. “Um, Fairy.”

	Haley scoffs. “You just had to add that,” she says, and then looks at the man, making a gesture that says: Don’t mind my crazy li’l sister. She is just lost. But Haley stops as the room falls quiet.

	“Why do you want the Ask Anything Fairy?” the man asks, not laughing or acting as if they’re little kids asking silly questions. 

	“To, um, ask something?” Kusha frowns. She fists her hands at both her sides, her mouth and nose covered in a pink mask. She calculates the situation: How many people? Nine … Anyone graded? Yes … Anyone above Grade D? No … Should we bring it to a fight? Of course, no … Will they bring it to a fight? Yes and No. Both can happen … Will they threaten life? Yes … Is it really life-threatening? … Kusha asks questions, several versions of them, for the devil is a liar who lies in the details. 

	“What do you want to ask?” the man says harshly.

	“That’s personal!” Kusha frowns. ‘It’s rude to ask a stranger personal questions,’ says Learn Basic Manner, Chapter-8. 

	“She is a citizen.” One of them looks at her CRAB.

	“Show us your identity.” Another man points at her wrist. 

	“Wait—” Haley begins, trying to hide Kusha’s wrist.

	But Kusha already commands in her mind; her identity—Kusha Gaumont, along with her CRAB ID, grade status, and address—flashes blue in the air. And within a moment, everyone in the room aims their cheap weapons at them. 

	Kusha straightens her spine instantly. Her brain enters a calculative mode just as it does when Meera puts her into a VR training simulation. She quickly makes an assessment of everyone—their personality traits depending on their postures, their dress, their expression in facial muscles, their weapons, the fact that they can’t afford vaporizers like soldiers in IF can … If you learn a performing art, you cannot ignore the information someone’s posture gives you.

	“She’s an IF spy!” A man screams; his face looks like he will never learn to reason with his own head in a lifetime. 

	“No, I’m not—” Kusha can’t finish. Several blades that look like fancy weapons from comic books fly at her. They’re attacking. Even if she were from IF, wouldn’t it be foolish to attack her? Kusha instantly realizes: these are some boys with toys who must be hungry to use whatever they have. “Brats of the New World with no wars to fight,” Meera always says. And just as Meera tells her to, the Intuitionist observes them all. The moments turn into the ones in her training simulator. Her body moves, curving her spine with agility; she dodges the blades like a dancer and swiftly settles on her toes only two feet away. 

	However, the boys don’t stop. This time, as they come with more weapons, they bring their male egos along.

	Haley is strong enough, at least, as strong as a Grade C would be. She swiftly moves and leaps to avoid all the killing sparks the men shoot at her. She even curses loudly: “You assholes don’t listen … You simple-minded men know only to shoot … You brainless … You dickhead … Get that dick out of your head and put some brains … You dumb, impulsive, insecure …” Because of the weird camera in one of her eye sockets, she even looks ominous. 

	Kusha focuses on not listening to any rude words happening in this room. She’s busy catching all the movements and dodging things fatal that could tear her limbs or worse: burn Taha’s Pink Cat costume. Apart from Rashad and Meera’s training, she has intuition. Here, outside the city walls, her kind of people live, the kind of people who don’t have High Grades or strong voices or intimidating prana. Sometimes, confidence depends on who you’re competing with. Sometimes, confidence depends on you realizing your opponents are not stronger than you. Sometimes, confidence is about how you view others. The realm outside the walls gives her that sort of confidence. 

	So now happens whatever may happen when confidence gets combined with intuition. The Intuitionist thinks little about her image, for she knows she’s as able as them. She knows they have the same weak voice as her. She also knows she must reply to Meera’s next message with a cool mind when it comes eleven minutes later. 

	Kusha moves around—jumps and slithers, dodges and ducks, punches and kicks. The furniture around provides her with nice landings. Sometimes, they act as shielding tools. Now she knows why they looked shabby earlier. Boys can fight over nothing. In the middle of those ducking and dodging, Haley, too, gets amazed, seeing her moving with so much agility—factually, she never saw her dance. Kusha mostly defends, probably thinking an uninvited guest shouldn’t attack, probably thinking it would be rude. 

	“Are you crazy?” Haley screams at her from wherever she is. “You’re revealing your Gaumont tag here?”

	“I’m here for … truth. Shouldn’t I be offering it first?” Kusha says, dodging several strikes with twists of her elbows and fluent motion of her wrists that only the skilled dancers will have. 

	“No.”

	“But that’s—”

	“Rude?” Haley says, “damn you, Kusha! If my costume tears—” 

	Soon, a door opens. A man with dark-brown skin, heavy braids, colorful bangles, and earrings looks around the mess. “Offering the truth, you say?” he murmurs, his eyes still as stones. 

	And everyone in the room feels it—both his voice and prana. 

	Kusha moves back from the man. Seeing Haley and the rest of the men also stepping back makes her relieved. So, it’s not just her. No one here has the strong mental barrier to save themselves from a true voice. The man looks at Kusha. His gaze takes her in from top to bottom, starting from the cat ears in her hoodie, then to her mask and costume, and finally fixating on her gold anklet. Kusha steps back further—more concerned about her anklet getting taken. 

	“What is a Gaumont doing here?” the man asks, looking at her.

	“I have some questions,” Kusha answers, avoiding the fact that the man just knows who she is, though he wasn’t here earlier. 

	 “Get in,” he says, showing the door he came from. 

	When Kusha enters through the door with Haley, they find a staircase—not very clean. Both the girls hear him shouting behind them, still in that room. “Were you planning to kill a Gaumont girl? Did you not see that anklet?”

	“What anklet?”

	“I saw it,” someone says quickly. “I thought it will get some good Credits if not Songs.” 

	“Well, I thought it will get some Books, not just Credits or Songs. The thing looked antique,” another man says. Kusha hears a few giggles. She looks at Haley, confused, and she checks her anklet like she has been doing every ten minutes or whenever Meera was texting. 

	“Silence!” The man barks. “Those who don’t know who owned that anklet cannot work for me. You’re out! Go, read some history.” 

	Kusha notices the man’s voice, his tone—the details he has worked at certain sounds of some words. He spoke only a few sentences, but Kusha knows she will recognize this voice even if she hears it decades later. That’s the power of a true voice, Meera said once. You hear it once, and you remember it forever. 

	 

	
23. Ask Anything Fairy
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	“A


	sk,” the man in braids and jewelry says. He doesn’t say his name; he doesn’t ask their names either. Perhaps he prefers no introduction. So, Kusha, for now, improvises what she has read in the book 60 Rules Of Greetings And Manners and decides it won’t be rude if she calls him the answer fairy, in case she needs to call him anything other than ‘you’. She is also glad that the man has asked Haley to wait in the visitors’ lounge. “One person at a time,” he said, and then he entered the tent. A dark purple tent, lit with candles and dim lights. It’s erected on the roof of this building. 

	Does it have sound blockers? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Does he live here? Yes … On the roof? Yes … In the tent? Yes …

	The man sits on a chair in front of a table—waist-high and round. He shows her the chair opposite him. “Ask,” he says.

	His voice makes her think he prefers speaking less. But he couldn’t speak less, could he? Not while in this profession. 

	Kusha wonders which question she should ask first. She decides to begin with the ghost woman. “Um, I just … wanted to know, do you know if there’s anyone else like you?” Kusha asks. Her blue eyes are partly hidden with her hood, her voice quivering before his gaze. She felt his firm tone earlier. This man has to be someone equal to a Grade A, but his wrists hold no CRAB.

	“Like me?” the man asks.

	“I mean anyone else with skills as yours.”

	“It’s not a skill.”

	Kusha closes her eyes, scolding herself internally for making a bad word choice. She should ask herself questions quicker and find which words are best. But damn! A conscious mind isn’t as quick as the subconscious. “Yes. I meant, um, power,” she says.

	“Why?” the Answer Fairy questions. “Am I not good enough to answer? Or is it because I’m not a graded citizen?” 

	He looks calm. Perhaps, he is taunting, watching her stumbling to find words. Is he taunting? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Kusha presses her lips. “No. You misunderstand.” She sweats beneath her undersized costume. Talking to strangers is harder than fighting them. Especially when they discover your weakness in a minute and decide to taunt you about it. “Look, someone met me,” Kusha tries again. “I mean, came to me. But she looked like a ghost. Not in, um …” Kusha shows her body, making too many hand gestures; Meera would’ve glared at these gestures.

	“Physical form?” The man helps her to find words.

	“Yes, no solid physical form. So, I thought someone with similar power may, um, know.” Kusha flushes behind her pink mask. Even in this era, when humans have achieved incredible feats, talking about ghosts is unsettling. 

	“Even if I knew who you’re talking about, girl, I wouldn’t reveal it,” the man says, not blinking. He hasn’t blinked the whole time. “We don’t want to be revealed and registered, do we?”

	“Um …” Kusha wonders what to say. It was the first question she asked, and he already avoided it. Is he a fraud? (a) Yes (b) No. No. She makes sure once again. She read in Mob Psychology once: ‘People who master only one thing in their life live in fear: what if their work becomes bad? What if their skill withers in time? What if they are outshined by someone new? So they grow a fear. Fear of losing the only treasure they have. At one point, they start acting professional at every chance they get.’ Kusha intently watches whether the man is acting ‘professional’ at every chance he gets. Others were doing it—forcibly demonstrating skills where it wasn’t necessary, trying to make her insecure enough so she’d decide she needed their help. Of course, the Intuitionist can’t be fooled by the wrong sorts. The Intuitionist always knows who the right ones are. 

	Is he the right one? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	She pulls the envelope from her pocket and places it on the table. In the dim glow of the candles, the dark envelope looks even darker. “Can you tell me what this is?” she asks. 

	The man touches the envelope, his fingers tracing the seal on it. “It affects you, doesn’t it?” he says, gazing sharply at her.

	Kusha opens her lips to say something; her eyes shake. She focuses on her senses; if this man lies, she’ll know. 

	“You can tell if I’m telling the truth. Right?” the man says. He opens the envelope, removes the cream parchment, and looks into it. 

	Kusha watches as the man’s eyes are fixed on the spiral symbol of ink. She hopes he will have a prana boost, too, and then he will vomit and faint just as she did. But she exhales hard, falling back on her seat, frowning, disappointed that the man isn’t reacting to the symbol. Why does it affect only her?

	“It has strong prana. If it affects only you, the problem is not in the envelope. It’s you,” the man says, putting the parchment down. The beads in both his hands jingle. The jewelry around his neck and ears makes noises as he shakes his head, and the purple lipstick on his lips shines in the candlelight. “Someone has control over your mind, and this symbol is his cue.”

	Kusha remembers what that ghost woman said: you need to be de-programmed. The man still isn’t lying. “What do you mean?” she asks. “I thought you know answers to everything. Yet you are not giving, um, clear answers.” 

	“I know answers to everything you say?” The man seems to be on the edge of laughing out loud. “Who do you think I am? God?”

	Kusha doesn’t speak; the hood casts shadows over her face.

	“I can see the power in you, too,” he says again, closing toward the round table from his chair opposite her. “Does it not have limitations? Conditions?” 

	Kusha stays silent. She doesn’t say she needs options to guess right, not wanting to reveal the conditions of her intuition.

	“You have potent power,” the man says. “And I see it unused. Tell me why you don’t use it properly.”

	“I do use it,” Kusha replies, frowning. “Maybe my definition of proper is … different?”

	“Silly.” The man scoffs. “What if someone asked you not to?”

	“Someone else asked me not to use … my intuition?”

	“Intuition, is it?” The man smiles, but he makes his face stern again. “You know what a strong voice can do, don’t you?”

	Kusha stares. Her hand moves to her face, her neck, trying to shake away the phantom ants that trail her cheek.

	“Do you know whose anklet you wear?” the man asks.

	Kusha frowns as if the man has accused her of stealing it. “That’s my, um, mother’s,” Kusha says a bit defensively. It’s weird introducing Meera as her mother to a stranger. 

	“She has a strong voice.”

	“Are you saying I don’t use my gift because my mother—”

	“Did she tell you where she got that anklet?” The man interrupts her, probably avoiding what he prefers not to answer. “Or why she gave it to you?”

	“She just wants me to—” Kusha pauses. She knows her answer won’t be true. The anklet is not to be worn casually. “What do you mean?”

	“Things are calling you, but you don’t listen. You don’t pay attention. Your soul connects to something that others will die to have. Yet you ignore it. You should be careful. If you reject luck, luck will reject you one day.”

	Kusha presses her lips. It’s starting to annoy her. Magic Mama says: you are forcing fate. Meera says: don’t reject signs. And now a stranger is saying she is rejecting luck? “What do you think is calling me?” Kusha asks patiently.

	“What do you think is calling you? Does nothing in the world take you out of here?”

	“When I fix machines—”

	“That’s just to show off. You do all those to get praise from your parents,” the man says. “To get validation.”

	Kusha blinks several times as if her eyes want to shoo away whatever the man gives. Yet she can’t help it. Her cheeks burn, her breath quickens, and her hands make fists. She can’t deny it, after all. Everything she does, everything she thought she liked doing, suddenly all of them feel distant, fake. As if they’re tools she needs to survive a society that demands too much from her. She fixes irreparable vehicles to feel good—she imagines she is healing cars and not just fixing them. 

	“You’re a people pleaser.”

	“I’m not!” Kusha denies it like a child.

	“Tell me, why are you wearing a borrowed costume, being in a competition you don’t like?”

	“I want to, um, help my friend.”

	“Friend, is it?” The man scoffs. “I don’t see you being honest with your friend.”

	Kusha hardens her chin. Halley is waiting outside; she didn’t tell her about the sponsorship she received from Alphatech. How do you tell someone that you suddenly found something they are desperately looking for? It feels rude to reveal it. Kusha knows she isn’t doing anything wrong. But the way the answer fairy looks at her makes her stomach crunch. It makes her feel guilty.

	“You want to please her,” the man says. “You want to feel good that you’re, at least, doing something for your friends. But in the end, you can’t do much. You are struggling. Struggling to find your true purpose.”

	Kusha stays silent. With each minute, the man gets more answers from her than she does. He has started from almost no context, yet he hits the right marks, playing with her emotions, which, in the end, gives him more context. Kusha realizes the pattern, the trait of an expert con artist with voice. If this man has intuition, too, then he’s guessing better. He hits the marks quicker because his brain is experienced in thinking all sorts of options, something she is not used to with. Not yet. She is not quick enough to guess all options. And, somehow, it burns her. According to Define Your Emotions, it’s the envy of meeting someone better in using the only gift you have. 

	She thought she was the only one. She wished she were the only one, but looks like she isn’t. She wanted to ask the man how he got his power, his gift. But now, asking that hurts her somewhere; Monk Minakshi would term it ego. 

	“What’s my true purpose?” she asks instead.

	“Your path will shape it. But you’re scared to walk the path.”

	“Which one is my path?” 

	“One day, your future will coincide with your past. And you’ll find your true path at the junction.”

	“Stop the wordplay! What does it mean? Can’t you say specifics?” Kusha grits her teeth. 

	“I don’t see specifics.” The man’s voice turns harsh, too. “Specifics are given to you, not to me.”

	“What’s given to you?”

	“That’s personal. Is it not rude to ask personal questions?”

	Kusha presses her lips. “You don’t sound like you don’t see any specifics at all.”

	The man smiles. “I noticed your friend mocked you with the word rude earlier.” He then looks as if he’s thinking something for a moment. “Have you ever heard of the Word Witch?”

	“Word Witch? Um, no.” Kusha frowns, though the name Word Witch chills her spine suddenly. The hair on her hands stands up beneath her thick costume. It must be another of his wordplay; he’s again avoiding her question, Kusha realizes. Yet she feels a strong thirst to hear about this Word Witch. The worst part is she can’t shake away this thirst even though she knows she might be stepping into traps.

	 

	
24. A Lonely Dinner
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	I


	n the far east of the City of Alpha, on the 289th floor of Alphatech, Ren Agnello eats his dinner—tries to eat his dinner—alone. He never eats alone. Certainly not on a good day like this—the day of a launch. The latest model of an Aerial Transport was a success again, breaking a record, their own record. After a certain point, you are your own competition. Alphatech sure passed that point long ago, during the days when that man was here. The best day Alphatech ever had is when that man, the Mesmerizer, left it for good, Ren believes. 

	Still, it’s a launch day. On such days, he’s supposed to dine with his team while the rising sales-stat flashes on the walls around. Maybe his rules to eat partial and drink limited could’ve gone flexible today, just a bit. But it couldn’t. All for that monk. 

	Ren Agnello, leaving his team, now watches a dark dot on a screen—a screen that he prefers to keep secret, especially to the privacy enforcement department of SLED. But an industry that has almost two hundred thousand employees cannot worry about privacy laws. At least not when it comes to the one who owns the most shares of Alphatech—the Monk. Monks aren’t dangerous until they are moody, until they think they have nothing to lose. Especially when they do have a thousand and one things to lose, but who will convince them? 

	Ren stares at the dot on the screen, his jaw stern, his face grim. Such a face comes only when he is alone. The dot is the Monk’s location traced from a CRAB. A while ago, it was in West Alpha, right near the wall. And now, it’s in the South—a place where he shouldn’t be. That Monk. 

	Sylphia, the AI of Alphatech, suddenly appears in the room’s hologram corner first, and then she approaches Ren, gliding along the floor. “It would be troublesome if you get caught, Ren,” she says, approaching closer. Today, she wears the-queen-of-Asgard attire—onion-colored robes over a gown, matte golden jewelry, and dark hair settled in a complex knot. “You’ve been tracking him for hours.” 

	“That’s why I have you, darling. So I don’t get caught. I made sure you won’t be either,” Ren says, remembering to smile. He never answers anyone or anything without a smile. A bad mood is never an excuse. “Besides, you will tell him anyway.”

	“I have to report to him, of course,” Sylphia speaks. “He owns the most shares. I would show the same courtesy to you too.”

	“Fair enough, darling.” Ren lifts his Champaign glass to the real-size hologram of Sylphia in his room. 

	Finishing his low-calorie dinner, Ren focuses on the CRAB and browses his inbox. The last message he sent to the Monk opens: I named your model without you. You have three hours to slate. Ren. 

	He sent it four days ago. 

	There is still no reply from the Monk.

	 

	
25. The Word Witch 
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	“M


	ost people never heard of the Word Witch,” the answer fairy says, his tone something in between sadness and wrath, or perhaps, frustration. “No one remembers her. No one except us.” 

	The way he says ‘us’, Kusha realizes he means the native trans people. “You’re giving way fewer details.” She frowns, annoyed.

	“Before the Apocalypse, here in South Asia, we were being neglected, tortured. People wouldn’t rent us home or give us jobs. Restaurants wouldn’t serve us. We only begged. And people called us muggers when we begged. We had no voice,” the man says. “And she gave us a voice. She fought for us, and she was a vigilante.”

	“Vigilante?” Kusha asks, not sure why the man says all this about some Word Witch; her mind doesn’t have enough context to guess the right option. So, she listens and looks for context more attentively. In her mind, she wishes to be as expert in it as the answer fairy is. Silly, yes, but she realizes she feels competitive. 

	“Yes. A real-life vigilante, a real-life hero,” he says. “And she was pregnant at that time. Have you ever heard of a superhero in your comic books where a pregnant mother runs wild as a vigilante?” The man gazes at her pink mask and dark hood. 

	Kusha feels crooked before that gaze. He must be mocking her costume borrowed from Taha’s drawer, which is again ‘borrowed’ from a comic book. “Um, no,” she replies.

	“Of course, you didn’t,” the man speaks venomously. “The Apocalypse happened shortly after that, and no one had time to put her in the history. Soon, only our words remembered her.” 

	“Why do you call her Word Witch?” Kusha asks. 

	“People called her that,” the man says, annoyed at the interruption. “Some say she used to curse, and the curse would get real. Once it happened in public. Some men were molesting young girls during a festival. The Word Witch got mad. She cursed. She killed. She danced naked. People say she turned into a demon and tore every one of those men’s limbs, primarily the fifth limbs. Some say she turned into Kali—the goddess of war. Who knows what really happened?” 

	Kusha feels her cheek warming, her heart beating like drums. She remembers her dream—the one she has been seeing recently, the one where a woman dances in an old temple. She shivers, remembering the beat, the rhythm, the music. She hears them even now. “Why are you telling me about Word Witch?” she asks.

	“Because the ink symbol in your letter is the symbol of the Word Witch.” The man points at the parchment he removed from her envelope. 

	Kusha opens her mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. It’s the first or probably the only context she has found for all her questions. Yet it doesn’t help; it only confuses her. 

	“No one knows about her anymore. But the costume sellers in the Old City, who heard about her, still sell one or two Word Witch costumes in their shops. But, of course, you kids would rather play comic book characters or, at best, the war heroes.”

	“O,” Kusha says, not knowing what to say. This man clearly has a thing against cosplayers. “You think playing war hero is better?”

	“Of course! They’re real heroes!” 

	“I don’t see the real heroes doing much for the people now. People who are not citizens,” Kusha says and instantly regrets it.

	For some reason, the man’s eyes glow. He stares, and then he opens his purple lips. “The war heroes did what they needed to do when it was their time. How long do you expect us to save your asses?” 

	Kusha reddens, hearing ‘us’. Is he a war hero? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. Kusha gulps again, realizing what he isn’t saying out of modesty: ‘This is your time’ … ‘What are you doing in your time?’ No wonder he is doing whatever he does in the lawless city without bothering about the government. Even though he’s not a citizen, he has the War hero card. Such a card is more powerful than a Grade A citizenship. 

	“I like dancing,” Kusha says meekly, mostly to apologize, forgetting she was feeling competitive about him earlier. ‘You reveal something personal about you to thank, to apologize, and to connect,’ says How To Connect With People. So, Kusha attempts to connect. “And I know I don’t do it to get praise. Because I don’t dance well anyway.” Kusha looks away, her cheeks burning, her lips pressed together.

	“Not in front of your mother, you mean?” the man says. 

	Kusha intently watches her nails. She never tried dancing when Meera wasn’t watching. She never thought she should. Voice training, fight training, dance training … How many things should she do? You don’t want to do something you are not good at if you don’t really have to, do you? Challenges are scary. At least, that’s what she believes, for now. “Yes,” she says.

	“Yet she gave you her best anklets.”

	Kusha doesn’t ask how he knows about the anklets. Did Meera always wear them in the old times? Yes … Does he know Meera? Yes … Kusha gulps. It’s hard to meet someone evolved who didn’t fight in the war and who is not a comrade. Will he tell Meera anything? No …

	“A true master recognizes a potential,” the man says. “Those anklets were a terror once. During the war.”

	Kusha sees genuine admiration in his eyes. 

	“It’s to guard you, girl,” he says again. “To mark you in places where you shouldn’t go. Where else did you go?” 

	“The, um, High Auction.” Kusha pauses, realizing now the man is the one asking questions and not the other way around. Yet she answers, looking down at her nails. “Something happened in the High Auction,” Kusha begins. “I don’t remember what it is, but I know. Something is missing.”

	“You know what it is, but you’re here for assurance.”

	Kusha sulks, not wanting to believe it. But how can she disbelieve her intuition? Someone voiced her that night. She asked herself in all sorts of wordings and phrasings that she could think of. The answers always came in ‘yes’. It was tricky to find the truth at first. Whoever voiced her was thorough; he left no time gap. No moment felt missing; no context seemed off. She went to the lawn that night and fell asleep. It seemed something she’d do. Yet something does feel missing. As if she discovered her soul that day. It peeked at her, held her for a moment, and then, it disappeared. Now she remembers only a feeling. A lost ecstasy. And the Intuitionist just knows it. 

	“Do you know who hypnotized me?” Kusha asks.

	“It won’t be a random stranger.”

	Kusha presses her lips. It’s a direct avoidance of a question. “Do you know who has the Devil’s Book?” she asks again. 

	“Everyone worthy to know knows it.”

	Kusha feels her brows tensing while she lets a deep breath out. She even takes her fingers to press her strained brows as if it would smooth her anger. Don’t scream. Screaming is rude. 

	“Will I get any answer today? I’m paying for them, aren’t I?” she says after several long seconds.

	“You’re asking the wrong questions, girl. Whoever attends the High Auction is powerful. Saying their names to some nobody and my head will be hanging at my door tomorrow.” The man scoffs. “He kills men while fucking them, by fucking them. He kills with pleasure, not pain. And that’s dangerous, girl. That, indeed, is dangerous.”

	Kusha frowns, hearing the f-word. Not just once. Twice. So rude! She acts as if the ‘killing men while doing things to them’ part is less important. She ignores the ‘some nobody’ part too, which isn’t a lie. She is a ‘nobody’ with a Gaumont tag. 

	“I want the book,” she says curtly. 

	“Everyone wants the Devil’s Book.”

	“I just need to read it.” 

	“Of course, you need to read it. You don’t just keep the Devil’s Book in the museum, do you? Old World’s people used to do that,” the man says. The lights in the tent grow darker as he says it. 

	Is it an illusion? A planned illusion? Yes.

	“Please, any hint? I need some, um, options first,” she begs, leaving her ego and also revealing her condition of intuition. “I couldn’t find it using a map. Something about it blocks me.”

	“Well, the one who has it is the most powerful dark alchemist I’ve ever known. You’ve no chance to get near it. Someone made copies, but mysterious misfortunes burnt them all.”

	“O,” Kusha says in Bengali accent—O instead of Oh. She heard about dark alchemy. Some say it’s the universe’s programming language. Others think it’s just the fraud people playing mind games, using scientific words to make it fancier and more believable. 

	Kusha looks into the CRAB on her wrist; it’s glowing. WE WILL BE LATE! Haley. She is screaming in text. So, Kusha sighs; it’s time for payment. She transfers a thirty-thousand-credit bill to the man’s profile—Ask Anything Fairy. He’s not a citizen. So, she had to pay his extra transaction fees and the taxes that non-citizens need to pay for taking money from citizens.

	“You didn’t ask yet what you came to ask,” the man says. “Ask it. It’s a bonus.”

	Kusha stresses her brows, hearing him. Her chest grows heavy. She has so many questions: Why do I exist? Why am I looking for that book? Why do I feel like I’ll get all my answers in it? When will I get my answers? Why do I find no options when I think of these questions? The man can’t see her face because of her pink mask. Yet he knows precisely how unstable her gazes are. Her mind, her soul, her thoughts—everything feels naked before this man. He’s not a citizen, but he is an evolved man living on the ground level of the Old City. Meaning: he has the pride of a native, and he’s firm in what he does. Having your soul bared before strangers—how more terrible could it get? 

	“Who are my parents? Real parents,” Kusha asks.

	The man looks deeply into her blue eyes before answering, “You never had any.”

	 

	
26. Parting
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	S


	ometimes, nothing in the world matters. Not when we don’t know who we are or where we come from or what our source is. True—many might do well without knowing the source—the origin—busy living in the middle of the story, not reading the beginning or the end. But rarely come those moments when one answer shocks enough to move the core. It shatters the base we have built molecule by molecule. Kusha feels her base shattered. 

	You never had any—only four words from that man. She never knew four words could have such power, the power to steal her existence and silence her heart. She never had any parents. Like, never? 

	Is he lying? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Is he telling the truth? Yes. 

	Does this question have flaws? No. 

	Will it change depending on the wording? No. 

	Kusha pays the bill. Remembering her manners, she thanks him for whatever vague answers he has provided in exchange for thirty-thousand Credits plus taxes. She exits the tent with Haley. 

	When they leave the roof and reach downstairs, most people look at her anklet more than her face. Some even try to match it with a hologram image on their CRAB. They must be reading history blogs. Both the girls avoid them.

	The street air hits them warm when they reach outside. Kusha takes a long breath as if it was the building’s air crunching her chest and not something else. She removes the pink mask, pacing weakly. 

	“Will you come with me or not?” Haley demands, adding a sense of ultimatum. She doesn’t scream this time, which means she’s serious.

	“Um, I have to, well—” Kusha tries to find words, but she only finds nausea in her belly. She strolls to a corner of the street. Her hood removed, her head bowed as close to the ground as possible, her high-heeled boots creaking the concrete, and she pukes. 

	“You ok?” Haley asks, quickly approaching her bike, fetching her water bottle, and bringing it to Kusha. 

	“I’m fine,” Kusha replies, coughing and taking the bottle. “Just bad air inside the, um, everywhere.” The Old City’s light from above keeps the street below illuminated. Purple ferns and blue fungus are visible on the corners. Air filters inside the city roots circulate fresh air. Kusha drinks the water, getting away from the place she has spoiled. She returns the bottle to Haley. “So, can you, um—” she begins.

	“You don’t want to go?” Haley concludes, helping Kusha to find the string of words she might be looking for.

	“Um, I have to go somewhere,” Kusha says, half-lying. The truth is she needs some moments alone. It’s like those times, when the mind wants to stop; it seeks a pause. Everything blurs. The brain can’t feel the surroundings; people speak, but you don’t listen. All senses deceive during such moments. And it’s too difficult to explain it with words. Mind-numbed isn’t a good excuse, after all. Especially when you don’t want to tell someone that you never had any parents. 

	“Somewhere?” Haley asks with a rigid expression.

	Kusha feels the anxiety to explain herself, the pressure to save the moment. “Can you do this round alone? I’ll do the final round the next day,” she says quickly. The rule in the Con says either both of the participants have to perform together or solo. In case it’s solo, each participant has to perform at least once. “And I’ll figure out, um, a good performance to place.”

	“You want me to … depend on you? For the final round?” Haley asks, pausing for a long time. 

	Kusha could see Haley trying hard not to say it aloud. But she ended up saying it. And Kusha couldn’t help but feel the appreciation that she took the time to think before speaking. She tries to look at the sky out of habit and remembers there’s no sky in the Old City’s ground level. The sun must have set some thousands of levels above them; the evening must be glowing red up there. Could be too red for her tastes, but she needs to see it. She longs to see the sky.

	“I’ll be in time tomorrow,” Kusha says, looking back at Haley as if she has read her future in the buildings and tunnels and those cylindrical metal roots of the city that lay above her. “I know my word doesn’t matter, but I give my word.”

	“Word?” Haley says, her face speechless.

	“And one more thing,” Kusha begins. “I got a job invitation from Alphatech. They offered to sponsor my World Career Exam. I didn’t tell you because, well, I don’t know why, um—”

	“Because you thought I’d be jealous or something?”

	“What? No!” Kusha defends, not understanding how Haley came to such a conclusion. She was feeling guilty about getting chances that others needed more. It was more about her than about what Haley might feel. In a way, she always thought she was no different from the Junk Land people. Yet, somehow she gets more chances than them, all because she lives inside the walls, because of what she wears on her wrist. “Um, it’s complicated,” Kusha says, not saying all these, of course, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. 

	“Complicated,” Haley says, nodding twice. “You know, you don’t need to come tomorrow. I thought you also needed money for the Career Exam. I didn’t know you didn’t need it, and I must’ve been forcing you into it.”

	Kusha feels the calmness in Haley’s voice. That’s not a good sign. She usually screams and complains. She shouldn’t be giving these I understand sorts of nods and everything-is-fine-between-us sorts of speeches. 

	Is it a goodbye speech? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	“But—” Kusha can’t finish as Haley approaches her bike calmly. She shouldn’t walk calmly. She should thump the ground and whine, but she doesn’t. Kusha watches her with her lips parted and her blue eyes widened. Haley goes off with her bike, leaving her in the ground-level alley of the Old City, where there’s no one to seek her. 

	Perhaps, except danger. 

	 

	
27. Kuhawk
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	outh Alpha—

	The Monk stands on a meadow, holding a wooden branch—small enough that a bird could carry it to make its nest. He picked it up from the forest behind him. A few days ago, he was deep into that mangrove forest looking for Mee-Hae Ra. He thought he could get answers without the Devil’s Book. He thought he could find the Source among the oldest languages. He thought the travel to the Temple of Dance wouldn’t be futile. Yet here he is—half-convinced by his archaeologist’s argument, half-unwilling for the ideology he holds as a monk—looking for the Devil’s Book. The book he thought he would never seek. But of course, the universe loves irony: the things you say you’ll never do, you end up doing them. Always.

	Pit-pat … Pit-pat … 

	The Monk walks along the meadow. Apart from the overgrown weeds and red tulips, the meadow is empty. Empty to the most eyes, yes, but not to him. Kuhawk stands somewhere there—at the end of the meadow, just before the forest begins—camouflaged to make it invisible. And with it, the Devil’s Book. 

	He saw Kuhawk before—a ring-shaped building with a transparent globe-like structure in the middle; a ring yard keeps both of them apart. That was years ago. How well he remembers it! The entire place runs with an AI with the same name as the house—Kuhawk. It means ‘Illusion’ in Bengali. 

	The Monk focuses prana in all his senses. He gazes over to where Kuhawk must be standing. The ring yard has a garden. He senses the wind tickling the leaves of a willow tree. Then it brushes the stones on the sand, the thorns on the cactus, and also the boiling water in the fountain. He senses weapons in each of them—the leaves and the stones—hidden and made to look innocent and beautiful. A moment’s command will make them fly at an intruder, and their sharp talons will pierce the enemies. 

	The Monk smiles—almost—sensing ten times the securities of Alpha’s IF headquarter. “What are you guarding, Mesmerizer?” he whispers to the meadow of tulips. “What are you guarding?” 

	Caw-caw … Caw-caw—the only response that comes back to him as he approaches Kuhawk. A parrot. Perhaps a macaw? 

	Why a macaw? The Monk wonders.

	Kuhawk should be empty. He made sure its master will be busy somewhere else, solving a problem that only someone from the city’s Admin—the Mesmerizer, to be precise—can solve. 

	The parrot, shrilling in the night, unsettles the Monk a little, but he puts the thought aside, resettling his shawl and checking the time again. Today he cannot be late for anything. Today there cannot be any mistakes. Today he will play an old game: Who can steal a toy the other one has? There is only one rule: you lose if the other one catches you. Unlike decades ago, tonight, the Devil’s Book is the toy. 

	He has to steal it from the Mesmerizer. And when he steals, no alarm may ring, no automated weapon may open fire, and no cameras may catch his shadow. Kuhawk—that man’s AI—may not sense him at all. Tonight, he will not be caught. 

	He proceeds in firm footsteps—his hand extended forward, a wooden stick between his fingers. A tiny piece of a metal bolt is pierced at the end of the wood. He waits for the spark—for reaching the frequency shield of Kuhawk. The stick will burn the moment it touches the shield. The fun will begin only then. 

	When the bolt at the end of the stick melts and not just pops in flame, the Monk scoffs a bit louder than a monk should. “Over 1400 degrees!” he mutters. And no repelling frequencies! His Lotus Lodge has a similar shield at his property boundary; it creates high temperature, true, but it also has a wire mesh surrounding it a few meters away, which emits different frequencies—it repels animals, even tiny bugs. 

	The Monk smells the burnt fauna. Must be the insects and, sometimes, birds. The moment they try to pass through this invisible barrier, those poor things turn to ashes. He hardens his chin. How much has that man poisoned himself? Isn’t there any hope left for him? Isn’t there any way? 

	The man needs to be stopped, the Monk thinks. And he is the only one who can stop him.

	 

	
28. The Old Man
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	ometimes, the resolution is only a matter of a few questions. Questions such as—do you really want it? Does it really matter? Can you sleep not knowing about it? Will it matter even if you know? 

	Kusha stands alone in the street north of the Old City, right at the ground level. Haley has left, taking the bike. From here, she needs to walk and find the nearest public disc parking lot, which is what she wanted to do in the first place before deciding to bring Haley along. 

	Finding the public-disk park doesn’t take long. At first, Kusha thought she’d go to West Alpha, straight to Rashad’s office in IF, and ask him her questions. Did I ever have real parents? Where did you find me? Where do I come from? But no amount of rehearsal gives her the courage to do what she wants to do. A conversation is a bother, and confrontation is worse, yes, but sometimes, confrontation isn’t worst; it’s impossible. 

	Kusha looks at her CRAB. It beeps two seconds later, just as most times when she intuitively knows a text or call would come. This time, it’s a text: Get home soon, sweetie. It’s getting dark—auto-signed with Meera. 

	Kusha frowns. You never tell Taha to get home by dark, she thinks. Her CRAB writes it for her. She stares at the reply for a moment. Her mind hovers over the send option. However, she thinks, delete. Her CRAB erases the text. She knows Meera won’t text back: Old City is not safe for an Ungraded woman. Sometimes, Kusha wishes Meera were mean to her, so she could find an excuse to leave Gaumont Manor. Sometimes, she does want to leave that place. Forever. Never looking back. And all because they’re too nice to her. Nice, after stealing her past from her. 

	Did they steal my past? (a) Yes (b) No. No answer comes. 

	No answer comes whenever she asks questions about her past. And it never occurred to her that someone could block her mind from specific things. Things like her past or the original Devil’s Book. She never thought someone could stop her intuition, and all they’d have to do would be to voice her. Is this why she can’t find the original Devil’s Book anymore? Was she voiced not to? Did it happen that night? Who voiced her? She wonders, and her hand autonomously moves towards her cheek. The feeling of phantom ants comes again. 

	Kusha rubs her cheek. 

	Rubbing. Rubbing. Rubbing. Tears falling, her skin reddening and scratching because of too much rubbing. 

	What did he do? She thinks; her vision blurs.

	Kusha ignores Meera’s text. For a while, she considers giving her a voice call and asking her all those questions, but she doesn’t. Crying alone is better than confrontation. 

	Later, instead of being bothered about never having any parents, Kusha decides to find out about the symbol. At the public disc park, she rides a disc, reserving it for an hour. It flies smoothly along the air paths and tunnels, maintaining a distance from the other discs. Its safety barrier glitches once in a while, as expected from public transport in the Old City. It takes her to the costume market of the Old City and slows down. Then it passes shops one after another. Her mind racing in questions as she searches for the right shop among the levels: Is it this one? No. 

	This one? No. 

	This one? No. 

	At one point, her disc stops in front of a costume shop. It’s on ground level. Kusha frowns. Many other stores with shinier entrances stand in a line above it. Both sides of this street have them. But she knows they’re not the ones she’s looking for. This one is. 

	Do I really want it? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Kusha lets the disc go. It will fly back to the nearest disc park.

	She pushes the old door, using as few fingers as possible. Her face creases, seeing the dirt on it. When she enters, a roach—a big, fat one in that—runs past her shoes, and an old man sits behind the counter. Kusha dreads, imagining the ecosystem the wooden counter might be harboring. The three-day-long Cosplay Convention has started today. Everyone already bought whatever they wanted. So the street is quieter around here. Yet this shop must not be buzzing with customers compared to the rest for too long a time. Flashy lighting and attractive colors could hide many of its faults, but it seems the shop wants to advertise its faults.

	“Are you looking for something?” the old man asks her rudely. 

	Nice greetings are also missing, Kusha concludes. “Yes, um, do you have the costume of, um …” she hesitates. Through her internal questionnaire, Kusha finds out he is not evolved enough. He has no CRAB. So he isn’t a citizen, but he is old. Too old. 

	Did he see the war? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Did he see the Apocalypse? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	The Apocalypse happened ninety years ago. Meaning he could control prana enough to keep his spine straight for a while in his life. Though, his hair is completely white now. Like Magic Mama and many others, he must have given up on keeping himself youthful long ago. Evolution happens through focus. Keeping it is also a matter of focus. Most people don’t have the will for it. Often, they have no time for it. 

	“Um—” Kusha begins.

	“Say it already!” the man retorts, making her jump. 

	“J-just l-looking for …” Kusha blushes, forgetting she was crying minutes ago. “The Word Witch’s costume?” She finishes in a questioning tone as if asking for permission to peek or even ask for the Word Witch’s costume. She came to see that symbol, the one that comes in her black envelopes. The answer fairy said the symbol is of Word Witch. So she wants to confirm it.

	The old man’s frown softens. “Word Witch, you say?” He looks at her from head to toe in a way that could be called rude. As if he’s trying to mock her uncomfortable costume that has a pink mask and dark hooded overcoat with pink cat ears. As if he’s saying, why? Your rare, limited-edition costume from those shiny stores isn’t working anymore? 

	Thanks to the universe, the old man doesn’t say it, and Kusha sighs in relief as the man goes somewhere inside. He even frowns in a way that says: you better be here when I’m back. 

	Within ten minutes, when Kusha finishes looking at everything in the shop twice over, the old man comes back with a box in his hands. It doesn’t look like it holds any costume. Kusha stands, trying not to get frustrated. By now, it’s dark even in the upper levels of the city, and she has texted the last ‘I’m fine. Be back home soon,’ two minutes ago (even though fifteen minutes earlier she thought she’d never talk to Rashad or Meera ever again). 

	The old man takes some things out of his box. Ink, old sketch papers, and—are those newspaper cuttings? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. Her eyes glint. She saw newspaper cuttings only in museums. There’s also a device—an inch-diameter rod with a smooth clutch at its end. Kusha recognizes it; Taha uses it to color her face. Just copy a design, attach an ink drum with it, and hold it to your chin. It will soon map your face, spreading and printing the dry ink on your skin exactly like the design. Meera uses the costlier versions of them for quick makeup sometimes when she goes LIVE on any of her channels urgently.

	The old man puts them in front of her and waits as if she should pay up already. 

	“Where is the costume?” Kusha asks as politely as possible. 

	“What costume?” The old man barks like someone with asthma would during a chilly night. 

	“I asked for Word Witch’s costume, not face printers and old paper cuttings.” Kusha almost snaps, staying within the lines of manners. 

	“Costume? Who do you think the Word Witch was? Some jolly vigilante in a jogging suit with a cape and a mask?” 

	Kusha takes a moment to think. She didn’t expect the man could say such a long sentence in one breath. “I thought she was, um, some vigilante, um, without those adjectives?” 

	“Silly.” The old man softens his tone. “She was real, and she didn’t have costumes. She did what she had to do in whatever clothes she wore,” the man says as if he saw the Word Witch. 

	“So, there’s no specific thing? That, um, represents …” Kusha’s voice dies down, meeting the old man’s gaze. 

	“There was one incident. It was a—”

	“Festival?”

	“Yes!” The old man frowns at the interruption. “She wore a local dress. A red and white Sari, just as most women wore that day. But …” The man’s voice drones out as if he is reconsidering whether he should say it. 

	“But?” Kusha presses.

	“People say, when she went berserk that day for what some men did to women in the crowd, she took a deadly appearance. That she had marks of dark blue ink on her face.”

	“Ink?”

	“That’s what people say.”

	“You don’t believe it?” Kusha asks.

	“People won’t believe what I believe.”

	“What do you believe?”

	“I believe what I saw.”

	“What did you see?” Kusha tries hard not to get annoyed.

	“I saw the marks, a weird design appearing on her skin. Like it was some ink spreading in water, but not in the water, instead on a human face. And it wasn’t blue or any other color. It was red. Not just any red; it had a tinge of dirt, like rust.”

	“O,” Kusha gulps, not knowing why her heart races. She looks at the papers. The old days’ original sketch paper. The man has kept them upside down. So only their backsides are visible.

	“I painted these,” the old man says again. “They are the exact designs, exact scenes I saw. You give me fifty thousand Credits, and all these will be yours.”

	“Fifty!” Kusha drops her jaw. That’s ridiculous. Even if it’s only for confirming the truth of the symbol, it’s too much. “You’re not even giving me a costume. Fifty thousand for some old photos and a face printer set?”

	“Not photos! Paintings! These are ninety-year-old paintings, and they’re well-preserved; they’re antique, you ignorant New World brat! Fifty thousand is only for the arts and not for the ink or the face printer. You have to buy the face printer and the ink drum, too. With ten thousand Credits more.”

	“What? I can get the latest face printer and ink drum within three thousand!” Kusha protests politely. It’s her first time in such a shop. She always attends fixed-price shops where she never talks to anyone at all. It’s one of the rare times she’s talking to the salesperson. “I don’t need it!” She attempts to bring authority into her tone. Taha has better-quality ink that won’t ruin her skin. 

	The old man looks more annoyed hearing her. “Buy or don’t buy,” he says. “I’m not giving my paintings unless I see sixty thousand credits now. In cash. I’m not paying the 30% tax fees for selling stuff to a citizen who pays with a CRAB.”

	Kusha frowns to the last point of frowning. She came to see if the Word Witch’s costume has that symbol, but this unreasonable, rude old man doesn’t even have a costume. None of the other shops would have it. Even if this man painted the real Word Witch, could he paint the details of her? Enough that it’d hold the right symbol? She has already spent thirty-thousand plus tax today with a credit card loan. Another sixty-thousands (plus tax) for some old paintings? Haley is trying hard to win the three-hundred thousand in that tenth prize. 

	Kusha feels a strong wave in her chest. According to the book Define Your Emotions, it’s guilt. Not going with Haley was a foolish idea. What did she achieve here? She neither could confront Rashad and Meera nor could she find anything about anything. 

	Kusha checks the time. Haley will be performing within four minutes, and that is after considering that she hasn’t given up on winning already. Did she give up? (a) Yes (b) No. No. Kusha breathes relief. “Can I see the photo—I mean … your antique, well-preserved paintings, at least?” she asks.

	“Definitely not!” The old man hides his box as if saying my precious. “You think I’m a fool? You’ll take a snapshot with your eyes.”

	“My eyes don’t have cams.” Kusha rolls her eyes, even though eye-rolling is rude. 

	“I know what your CRAB things can do. They can read minds. They can take snapshots of whatever you see. They can …” The old man keeps complaining. 

	Kusha pulls her hair, inserting both her fists inside that dark hood with pink cat ears. “God! You are one paranoid, rude, old man, aren’t you?” she finally snaps, not bothering that snapping is rude. “No wonder you don’t find customers!” 

	Kusha turns around and approaches the exit. Her feet stumble on an empty box along the path where it shouldn’t be. She even bows down to put it back where it was. She doesn’t care or look back when the old man mutters, “What did you say?” 

	It doesn’t surprise her that he whispers it instead of shouting. The Intuitionist doesn’t bother at all when a few mumbles like ‘déjà vu’ or ‘I remember’ come from behind her. She doesn’t notice that the old man now looks as if something has clicked him in his memory. She only leaves the shop.

	When she reaches the corner of the street, she hears the old man calling her despite the noisy air filtration running in a nearby city root. She doesn’t look back. The street is emptier than most nights. Its customers are at the Con. 

	After hearing several loud ‘Oi’s from her back, Kusha stops. She turns around and finds the old man almost running to catch her in weak footsteps as if he will soon fall. Mist leaving his mouth frequently as he holds the box in his hands.

	The old man reaches her; he seems to have lost all his breath. He then hands her the box. “Here, take it and leave,” the man says. And then, not saying anything else, he turns his back to her, walking to his shop, leaving her alone in the street without further explanations. His sixty-thousand-credit box with original and antique paintings is now in her hands.

	“Wait!” she says, her heart racing. She wonders if she has hurt his sentiment or whether the man is so offended that he would give up his precious paintings for free. Nothing is worse than hurting someone’s sentiment without meaning to. This is not only scary but also irreparable. Words, once leave your mouth, they’re gone. You may stop a fired bullet if you are a Grade A. But even the strongest ones of them can’t un-speak what’s already spoken. ‘Words can damage more than a mortar.’ Unfortunately, a rude war hero with red hair said it in one of his speeches. 

	Kusha wonders if she has done damage with her words. Especially since she doesn’t know how to make things right with words again. She follows quickly, trying to look at him from his side as he walks, keeping up with his pace. “You are, um, suddenly, um, giving these? For free?”

	“Yes,” the old man says, not looking at her.

	“Why?”

	“Don’t you need it?”

	“I, um, I do.” 

	“For playing at the Con?”

	“Um, well…” Kusha hesitates. She came for answers. She came to see if that ink symbol on the envelopes had anything to do with Word Witch. Not to play at the Cosplay Convention. But now, it feels as if it would be not only rude but also too mean of her if she says she didn’t want them for playing Word Witch. “Um, I, well, I wanted to … to play her, I guess,” Kusha lies. You’re a people pleaser: the words ring in her mind.

	“You guess?” The old man frowns.

	“Well … I,” Kusha begins. “I’m not seeing any costume—”

	“Stop with the costume. She never had anything specific. See the paintings, and you will know what you have to do. Just give me a word,” the man says. 

	Oh, great! Another word! Kusha presses her lips, looking around, taking a breath, and dreading what promise she might be entering. 

	“Play her and win,” the man says. 

	“Win?” Kusha lifts her brows. 

	“Don’t ruin her image.”

	Don’t ruin her image. Great! “Listen, I—” Kusha begins.

	The old man suddenly stops walking. Turning around, he looks at her. “She walked barefoot on roads. Traveled to countless villages, towns, and cities. She spent nights with Bedeys—nomads on the boats—fought for women, killed for women, cried for women, and danced naked when she went berserk. And whenever she asked, the Hijras would join her. Hijras would do anything for her.”

	“Hijras?” Kusha frowns. The way the old man pronounced it, it sounded like a native language—much like Meera’s Bengali accent. But Kusha never heard the word before. Meera let her read poems in Bengali, and no Bengali poetry spoke about Hijras. 

	“The local Intersex people,” the old man says as if he tell a legend. “When she cursed, it would get real. Some say she saved people; some say she destroyed everything. She didn’t call herself Word Witch. People did. The headlines on the news did.”

	“O.” Kusha gulps. “Why are you giving them to me? The pho—I mean, your, um, antique paintings.”

	“I just remembered some things.”

	“Remembered what?”

	The old man stares for a while. “That these are not mine really, that I didn’t paint them, and that I shouldn’t be a paranoid, rude, old man,” he says, smiling, surprising Kusha. 

	The way the man smiles, Kusha could bet he is hiding something—a lot of things maybe. He then turns around again and leaves. While he leaves, Kusha hears him muttering “Déjà vu” on his own constantly, as if it’s a mantra, a charm, a word. Not a normal word, but the kind of word that feels like a code in the universe, but most people will call it a mantra, anyway. 

	* * *

	Later, Kusha reaches the exit of the Old City using another public disc and enters the Junk Land. It’s night, and according to Meera, she should be cautious. The nearest bus station is a few minutes’ walk away. People who ride the bus stare at her when she says she will stop at Alpha’s West Gate. 

	I’m coming home, she texts Meera. Not saying she is on a bus meant for the Junk Land’s people. Even if Meera avoids it, she will ask why her friend isn’t giving her a ride back. Something Kusha doesn’t want to answer. Because if she answers, Meera will not say, so your trustworthy friend left you in an alley of a lawless city? Worse: did you leave your comrade on the battlefield? Meera never says such things aloud. 

	In the dim light of a public bus, Kusha holds the box closer to her chest. The bus is not running on hover-techs but rather with an engine and tires—good quality, yes. Nevertheless, tires. They give occasional bumps whenever the road is not exactly like the ones inside the cities. These motions used to make her nauseated before. Now they don’t. Junk Land feels like home sometimes to her.

	* * *

	When the bus stops at the nearest station from the West Gate, Kusha leaves it and breathes lighter. The rest of the path to Alpha is a two-minute walk. Four-hundred-foot-high trees of the forest stand on both her sides in the dark. 

	It’s just a two-minute path, Kusha tells herself as she walks along that road, holding the box of paintings close to her chest. Several times, she stops in her path, looking back into the empty street, sometimes looking into the forest. The giant trees with three-foot-thick trunks stand like an army that could win a war against humans. Her heart races for no reason. 

	Silence is scary sometimes. She never feels it when there is light, when there are things to see in computers, in books, in machines; when there are distractions. Remove those toys, and this silence becomes more noticeable. Suddenly, it feels as if she’s not as alone as she thought she was. As if someone is watching her and has always been watching her. She just never noticed before. 

	Kusha runs to her safe city, to her safe attic, to her safe world. She even mutters ‘safe’ just like that old man muttered ‘Déjà Vu’. 

	It’s safe. It’s safe. It’s safe …

	Without realizing it, Kusha makes ‘safe’ her mantra, her prayer, her code for her own universe. 

	 

	
29. Caw-Caw
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	aw-caw … caw-caw … The parrot shrills in the night. The Monk stands outside Kuhawk—the Mesmerizer’s home. Ruem’s home. “Ruem,” he mumbles inaudibly. The name feels distant in his tongue. A long time ago, they used to call each other by their names. How time changes all! He now even thinks of him as the Mesmerizer, not Ruem. Perhaps the Mesmerizer does that too. Perhaps he thinks of him as the Monk.

	The smells of the burnt fauna are disturbing, but a monk never gets distracted during a mission. He looks at the seemingly empty meadow. To where Kuhawk might be—camouflaged to be invisible in the moonlit night. To enter, he needs to turn off its frequency shield first—the one that is killing insects and birds. And to do that, the AI has to be compromised. But it’s Kuhawk, created by the Mesmerizer. Before he went to seek the Source, the Mesmerizer once was a programmer who built the AI section of Alphatech alone and also the one who wrote the neural network of Pico.

	Meaning: the AI is strong. 

	What sort of traps could the Mesmerizer’s home have? The Monk wonders. The fauna-killing barrier must be the starter. Motion-sensing lasers and a few automated ATs and drones would also be basic. But Kuhawk wouldn’t hold things only basic, would it?

	An alchemist never leaves security only to techs. The Mesmerizer is a strong alchemist—one who follows the ways of the dark. Meaning: Kuhawk is a fort, and it can stop an army.

	The Monk takes a long breath. The wind around him listens to his prana, blowing the tulips on the meadow. The Mesmerizer’s fort may stop an army, sure, but he is not an army. He’s just one old man, a monk. “How long, Pico?”

	“My prediction is running well so far, Yuan. But Kuhawk is creating counter-measures, a million per second—I must say,” Pico replies with their master’s tone. “It’s strong!”

	“I’m counting on you,” the Monk says. 

	Pico began hours earlier. Sometimes, the Monk lends it his experience—he guesses the Mesmerizer’s mind; he guesses how Ruem may have secured its path. You don’t need to be comrades in a war to know how an old friend codes. Still, it takes time. After all, it’s not a story where heroes would hack through securities in five minutes, no. It’s the reality, and in reality, hacking needs time. Hours of it. The Monk checks the time again. Pico should be finished by now. Four, three, two, and one … 

	The invisibility core falls, and Kuhawk becomes visible. It still looks the same. The periphery building comes into view first; it has the perfect composition of solid and void, of lines and angles, of roughness and smoothness. Ambient light wraps it like mist. The Monk extends his hand again. Another wooden stick—picked up from the meadow earlier—is in between his fingers, a metal cap at its end. He keeps walking, looking for any other shield. A second shield would be a sign of paranoia. Thanks to the universe, the King of Mesmerizers isn’t paranoid. Not yet. 

	“It worked,” the Monk says calmly, reaching within a yard of Kuhawk. His eyes don’t quiver; his muscles don’t move. “You broke the shield,” he adds. Soon, with a few more coding from his CRAB, he creates temporary control over Kuhawk. Like an old friend, he knows all its secrets.

	“There’s a problem,” Pico says in his CRAB. “Kuhawk started rebooting. It sensed me. I can find out how, but it will waste time.” 

	“I still have …” the Monk pauses, thinking, “nine minutes?”

	“Yes. Nine minutes to reboot.”

	“Disable everything.”

	“Disabled the alarms, the sensors, the cams, the weapons, the airbase.”

	“What about the hover-techs? And lights? The doors?”

	“Done with the lights and doors. But if I disable the hover-tech, the floors that float will tend to fall at least for a tenth of a second until the backup pillars come,” Pico explains.

	“He knows a thief won’t disable the floors, which means the traps would be in the hover-techs,” the Monk mutters to the night. 

	“So you’ll break his house? The entire house seems to be mostly floors and transparent walls. At least, the walls might break. And it will ruin the book,” Pico informs. “It’s right at the center, and the roof above it is also glass. A splendid display—I must admit. Not to mention his second floor has bookshelves. According to the plan I found from the article Top Ten Best Designed Architecture, there are seventeen dozen bookshelves, nineteen-foot-high each, and they are not exactly empty.”

	“It’s just a shake until the pillars arrive,” the Monk says, stopping a few feet outside Kuhawk’s boundary. “Besides, as a designer, he should have thought about such situations before planning a weird house with nineteen-foot-high bookshelves. If it breaks, he’s not as good a designer as people say,” he remarks, the muscles in his face staying as motionless as ever.

	“It’s not weird. Kuhawk’s ranking in The Daily—”

	“Are you wasting my time?” the Monk asks, more as a statement than a question. He doesn’t sound annoyed; a monk never gets annoyed.

	“Fine,” Pico says. “Isn’t it childish, though? This stealing-while-not-being-caught game? He will know later, anyway.”

	“Knowing later and catching at action is different.” The Monk waits. And soon, he feels it, the slight shake in the earth. 

	As the hovering tech stops, all the floors of Kuhawk are about to fall. Almost instantly, the ring yard’s ground, along with all the false floors, slide open, revealing the backup pillars—each with separate energy stored in them. They hover and fly to their programmed slot. The thin pillars settle themselves, holding the floors. A technology that the New World made after the Old World died from an earthquake. 

	In an instant, the Monk leaves the ground, leaping from the meadow of tulips and landing thirty feet up on the periphery building. A single pit-pat of his wooden sandals echoes in Kuhawk. The wind blowing his shawl, he looks to the north. The River of Alpha glitters in the moonlight. The skyscrapers of Central Alpha glow as bright as always. And a distant roar of Royal Bengal Tigers comes from deep within the forest. 

	He crosses the airbase on the roof, closing in towards the center of Kuhawk. With another leap, he lands on the ring yard. His sandals make that sound on the stone pavement. Pit-pat … pit-pat …

	The ring yard feels as fresh as the earth outside, but the Monk can sense what’s beneath his feet. “You’ll be happy to know that the walls didn’t break,” he says in an impressed tone. 

	“Right, I just checked the material.” Pico’s voice comes. “The transparent walls are tiny pieces of special glass. One million of them in the entire Kuhawk. Each will hover away separately in case the manor moves. They are also solar energy absorbers and are disconnected from the network. Which means I can’t disable them from here. Right now, they are still running on their individually-stored energy like the pillars. Also, I must add: each of them is sharp. You can’t stop all of them if Kuhawk wakes up and decides to throw them at you. They’re weapons.” 

	“Hmm … The bookshelves didn’t move either, not much. Perfectionist to the point of psychosis,” the Monk mutters, approaching the lightless globe. He remembers how that monster designed Lotus Lodge for him in North Alpha, how he convinced him—a careless monk back then—that he should stay around the northeastern mountains, that he should guard the city against the north’s wind. While he, the Mesmerizer, will stay in the South, guarding Alpha against the water. Cyclone comes here every year, and frequently it becomes the Summer Storms of the Sages when the wind and the water come together from both sides. Though by guarding the North and the South, the Mesmerizer didn’t mean protecting against storms only. He meant more.

	“Splendid, you should admit already,” Pico says.

	The Monk ignores Pico. Kuhawk is dark now. The air above is clear here, at least clearer than in many other places in the city. The only silver light is coming from the moon. The Monk needs no light, though, to see it. He can see the Devil’s Book from the ring yard. Right at the center of the lounge, at the center of the globe. Just as Pico said: a splendid display. The Mesmerizer didn’t even try to hide it. Not that anyone needs to hide it in some basements after all those securities. An artist wouldn’t hide a treasure, an art. An artist always displays it—open for all, admirable for all. If you can enter, you may enjoy it as well. If you enjoy it, show it to others. 

	And just like that, the Monk reaches the Devil’s Book. No glint of a winner glows in his eyes; no triumphant smile is visible on his lips; his hand doesn’t even reach the book to touch it. In the lightless manor, only the wind whistles; leaves rustle, and sand on the ring-yard’s training zone glitters in the moonlight. The parrot calls out: Caw-caw, caw-caw, perhaps hearing the pit-pat of his wooden sandals. And all that the Monk wonders is whether he will regret reading a book written by the devil.

	 

	
30. The photos
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	hen Kusha sees Old Mark watching her from the West Gate’s watchtower, she slows her pacing. 

	Once she’s inside the city, Old Mark scans her CRAB. 

	“What did ya run like that for?” he asks, eyeing the box she holds so dearly.

	Kusha doesn’t reply, which he is probably used to by now. She smiles in response, clutching the box tighter along her chest. 

	“I’ll hafta’ scan that, too,” Old Mark says. 

	Kusha gives him the box, again not replying or not saying things such as, You wouldn’t if I were a High Grade. 

	Old Mark puts the box in the baggage scanner. He also checks the face printer and smells the ink, probably checking if they’re fluid bombs that the terrorists are so hyped about these days. While waiting, Kusha wonders if any of those paintings will have that symbol and if she will get another prana boost when she looks at it. She needs to test it, making sure Meera doesn’t know about it.

	When Old Mark returns the box and says, “All clear,” Kusha gives yet another smile as she does most times. 

	She approaches Gaumont Manor’s garage-side entrance, which is closer to the West Gate and also the direct entrance to the backyard where all her Ground Vehicles stand. She passes them all. Meera’s wild garden looks dark behind them. She stops before her garage. The door slides open as silently as a do-it-yourself shutter door can. I’m home. In the garage, Kusha texts Meera. 

	The garage lights itself, sensing her presence. The first thing Kusha does is turn the silencer on—the one she uses before doing anything noisy here. Neighbors of the West Alpha Residential Section dislike noise. Soon, a box of frequency forms that interferes with any sound trying to leave or enter it. Next, she turns on the engine of her work-in-progress GV. Meera will feel its vibration and heat through the earth if she doesn’t hear its sound first.

	As Kusha expected, a text soon arrives in her CRAB: Are you turning the engines on? Shouldn’t you eat something first? Or at least clean up? Taha still doesn’t know you took her costume. Shouldn’t you check if it’s torn anywhere? Meera.

	I have an idea. I want to apply it before I forget. Kusha lies and waits for the engine to get warm enough. Its heat will create a diversion. 

	When the engine warms up, she takes the box and brings it as close to it as possible. 

	Is it close enough? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Will Meera hear the vomit noise? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Will Meera sense prana from here? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	The engine is warm. A three-hundred-foot-wide garden keeps the garage away from the house. Meera won’t tell apart her prana-boost from the steadily growing warmth of the engine in case anything happens when she looks at the symbol. Opening the box, Kusha removes the face-printing device and the shabby paper cuttings. The old man kept them for ninety years; they suffered through one apocalypse and a world war. The paintings look fragile. Kusha carefully touches the largest one and turns it around. 

	11” x 23”, that is size A3. The painting has much blue and orange and red with highlights of white and yellow; it’s a close-up portrait of a woman, and her face … Kusha frowns, her heart thumping. In her mind, she hears drums beating in a ruined temple. The woman’s face is inked in a shade of red like rust. She’s tattooed, and the design is far from normal. Multiple lines form like a maze, joining at the center of her forehead in the shape of the symbol. That ink symbol was black in those envelopes, but here, it’s white, all the rust-red lines joining a white spiral shape—an abstract form of a snail. The artist applied his touch to make the white symbol glow as if it’s not ink on human skin but rather a glow of light. 

	Looking a few more seconds into it, Kusha feels the rush of prana in her body. Nausea comes. Her body convulses, and heat flashes beneath her skin. She can’t look at the large portrait anymore. Taking a plastic packet she has kept earlier—a preparation for vomiting—she struggles to separate its ends. But, too late. 

	She vomits, throwing out the cheap frequency drinks she had earlier at the Con, making a mess on the floor of her garage. 

	Shit! A disaster, through and through. 

	She remembers what the old man said: Win. Don’t ruin her image. She didn’t give a word. All her way home, she felt great that she didn’t give a word about performing as Word Witch, let alone about the winning part. She thought it wouldn’t be wrong if she didn’t care about what that old man had said. But then, it does feel wrong, doesn’t it? Not caring?

	Settling a little, Kusha goes through the rest of the paintings, taking them a bit farther from the mess she has made. The woman is almost naked in most of them. The artist didn’t give details of her naked body. Her figure seems vague, while the depth of shadow on her face makes things clear. In another painting, she is in a mad dancing position: wearing a sari; her top is bared with no blouse, and she is screaming. In others, the silhouettes are visible through a mist. 

	The more Kusha watches, the more she feels hollow in her chest. These are great paintings—rare examples of raw emotions and motions well preserved in time. Sixty-thousand-credit is too little for them. Kusha dares not look at the close-up portrait of the woman again. It has the clearest depiction of that snail symbol. Even remembering it or visualizing it makes her muscles burn. She needs to go outside into the cool night breeze. 

	She does. 

	She approaches the door. The shutter opens, sensing her. Panting, she bows down and kneels on the ground outside, forgetting Taha’s limited-edition costume is catching soil from Meera’s well-groomed lawn. She puts both her palms flat on the cold grass. The earth feels soothing in her hands. She will have to clean up the floor before Meera notices. The garage door shuts down as she commands. Hopefully, the vomit smell won’t reach the manor. 

	From the corner of her eyes, she notices a seedling standing supported with a screw. The seedling looks healed. 

	Is it growing? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	But it’s not growing fast enough. It still looks the same height as the first time she saw it. 

	 

	
31. A Trap
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	ome things are only for devouring with eyes, with senses, with feelings. And that’s all. You mustn’t go any further. You mustn’t desire to have them or to use them. Certainly never to exploit them. The Source is among those things. 

	The Monk stands before the Devil’s Book. Admiring but also frowning like the monk who is careful of the devil, who watches his desires and thrills that drive someone to the Source. Well, seeking the Source isn’t bad unless you want it for supremacy. Yet here he is, the monk war hero who thought he would never seek help from evil in search of the truth, now stands before it, intending to steal from it. He even admires it. The Devil’s Book has its charms, after all. 

	Does this book have any keys? Any clue? Anything that might give a direction to what that man seeks? The Monk wonders. 

	The Mesmerizer believes it has a key. Even Mee-Hae says it’s the last resort. He stands motionless before the book; it was hovering on a disc a while ago. Now a thin pillar holds the disc from beneath it as the hover-control unit has shut down temporarily. 

	Seven minutes more. The Monk checks the time in his mind. 

	A dozen drones fly here from his AT and hover like bees. Or maybe not bees. Their thread-like stingers and the lights glowing from their body make them look like jellyfish. They begin what they’ve been called to do; they start scanning.

	The drones handle the ancient book carefully so that the pages won’t tear, the ink won’t spoil, and light won’t ruin its fibers. Then, they scan every detail on each page—not just what’s written but rather how they are written, how much farther each letter is from another, which color each letter has, what texture the pages have, and even how the blemishes of time mark them. The drones do all these quickly. So quickly that they look like something in between monkeys and pixie fairies. It seems as if they might tear the pages by mistake while they flip them using their stingers, but of course, they don’t. 

	Standing beneath the transparent roof—a curvature section of the spherical globe—the Monk watches as the drones copy the entire Devil’s Book in minutes. 

	Six minutes more.

	The Monk looks around. It’s the central atrium on the ground floor. The next floors are punched, making the floors above visible. The first floor holds the Mesmerizer’s precious books. He gives a 360-degree turnaround—the entire first floor is only bookshelves. No wall to hide them. Occasionally, some screens, crafted from wood, stand in well-designed composition. The Monk recognizes them, the Mesmerizer’s wood crafts from decades ago. 

	The first floor has more height as it holds the nineteen-foot-high bookshelves. The top floor is smaller in radius, for it’s nearer to the curvature of the spherical globe—at one side, it has those wooden screens again, that man’s bedroom. It smells of him. The entire globe smells of his prana. And more: books, herbs, and things people might find only in alchemic laboratories. For some reason, the darkness of the night makes the scents stronger. 

	Caw-caw … caw-caw … 

	Something feels wrong. The Monk wonders what it is. He looks at the drones again. 60% done with scanning: his CRAB shows. Four minutes more, a timer from Pico says. From a warrior’s sense of alertness, the Monk catches a sudden discomfort he can’t ignore. He’s almost done. So far, Kuhawk didn’t get hints on who exactly invaded it. It’s still rebooting, and he must leave before it wakes. It will instantly know about his little invasion, but he will leave by then. If you catch the thief after they steal from you, it won’t matter. You lose when you get caught in the action. At least, that was their rule when they stole from each other decades ago during training. 

	So far, nothing has caught his shadow. Not yet. But would the Mesmerizer leave no trap at all? Did that monster think a monk wouldn’t steal the Devil’s Book? 

	The Mesmerizer isn’t that naïve, is he? 

	Two more minutes. 

	89% DONE WITH SCANNING.

	Caw-caw … caw-caw … 

	The parrot’s shriek slices the night’s wind, and its repetition makes the manor ominous. The Monk approaches the cage; his face is unreadable. “When did you start petting parrots?” he mutters, looking at the cage. The Mesmerizer was never interested in petting animals. Besides, that cage looks unfit for the flawless design of Kuhawk, as if someone has installed it recently. The Mesmerizer wouldn’t keep anything here that isn’t a part of his design, would he? 

	The Monk stops right before the cage. A blue macaw cries as if it’s in an endless loop of the same song. He lifts his brow at a corner—just a little. It’s a trap! A kind of trap that can only be for him, only for the monk war hero, only to catch him at stealing.

	That arrogant devil! 

	But it’s too late. Suddenly dozens of candles light themselves even though no one has lit them. It has nothing to do with the house design or technology, no. It happens because of his prana. Standing at the center of Kuhawk, the Monk recognizes the basic alchemy, an illumination with prana. A formula that says the candle will light when they sense the Monk. Only the Monk. The Mesmerizer must have used something he possessed once, so the candles would recognize his prana, just as a dog would recognize a smell after it’s allowed to sample some of it. Except, they’re not dogs; they’re candles. Some may call it a ritual—a sequence of activities that the performer has followed until the code was RUN, until the will is thrown into the universe, and the Mesmerizer arranged it so it would happen this way. And it worked well! 

	The candles light. The flame follows a path designed for it—toward the birdcage. And just as all animals sense their death, the macaw does too. It jumps and flies, trying to break free of the silver cage and shrieking more desperately than ever. 

	Before the Monk can think of anything, he already finds himself coming closer to the cage. Using his shawl, he shields it. Breathing in a specific way that only a monk could do, he controls the air around him. He even squints a little as if scolding the air for daring to spread the flame. 

	He voices the wind. 

	The flame ceases losing its fuel and its carrier. The bird stops flapping its wings as it senses his prana, as he heals its fear of death. 

	Soon, the shrill voice of the blue macaw cuts through the air again: “You’re caught, Monk. You’re caught, Monk. You’re caught, Monk …”

	The constant repetition would send anyone’s teeth to the edge. But the Monk—calm and indifferent as always—puts the large silver cage somewhere else, away from the candles, away from the smoke. 

	What pressures his nerve isn’t the bird’s relentless voice, not even the fact that he lost the game this time. What sends his core to burst into prana is that specific thought: the thought of how many simulations of fire this bluebird might’ve needed to go through before it learned to say its line—at the right time, in the right tone.

	That arrogant devil!

	 

	 

	 

	
32. A Note
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	hen the Mesmerizer arrives home in his wine-red AT, he smells the burnt wood at first. Then the burnt candle, and then the slight blister caused by friction in the emergency pillars. Someone invaded here, someone unwelcome, someone not a guest. 

	When he calmly walks into the globe and reaches his lounge, he finds the Devil’s Book still there—kept on a hover disc. The thief didn’t steal it, but the signs of an emergency pillar holding it for a while are clear. The AI, Kuhawk, of course, reports to its master about everything that has happened earlier. The Monk was here.

	The Mesmerizer gleams a little when he scans through the report. However, along with everything the Monk has left, he also finds a note beside the silver cage of his macaw: 

	YOUR SECURITY IS TERRIBLE.

	He recognizes the Monk’s handwriting. He won the little childish game this time, yes. He even got the Monk into playing his game, true. But he cannot deny one thing: the note stings. 

	He touches his pet bird’s head with the tip of his thumb. The bird’s blue feather smooths in his hand. “You did well, little bird,” The Mesmerizer whispers, not showing what he thinks or feels.

	“Don’t call me little bird. Don’t call me little bird,” the blue macaw says what Maroc Metz has taught it.

	 

	
33. Costume
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	onight, Gaumont Manor’s attic becomes all about practice. Practice for asking Meera to lend her a sari for the performance, practice for convincing Haley that she really didn’t ignore the Con, practice for dancing with her hair that has to be curled and fallen just as the Word Witch’s art shows. 

	The last one is a bit tricky. After all, it’s not a painting where a woman may have long-curled hair, beautifully shaped and composed, just as she poses with Bharatnatyam. It’s real life. And in real life, hair never stays where it should, certainly not when one dances. 

	The Word Witch had no costume. So it’s hard to play her. After one look at all the paintings, Taha, like the expert cosplay artist she is, has recognized the defining element of Word Witch—her wavy dark hair reaching her thighs seems to be the common trait in all the twenty-seven paintings. 

	“Word Witch? That sounds like a poet’s pen name,” Taha sneers from the attic’s bedroom. “Are you sure it’s superhero material? I mean, do you really want to play her?” 

	Kusha doesn’t listen like she wasn’t listening when Taha was mocking her about the Cosplay. “But you said you’ll never do a Cosplay,” Taha said at least a dozen times by now. Half those times, she rounded her lips extra when she said ‘never’. In the attached dressing room of the attic, Kusha practices how she’ll ask Meera to lend her a sari that must cost a fortune. 

	“Does Haley know about this, by the way?” Taha asks, sitting on Kusha’s bed while carefully analyzing the Word Witch’s paintings—scanning them on her tablet and adding pixels to make them higher in resolution. 

	Kusha doesn’t answer. She looks in the mirror, the world map on a piece of glow paper sticking to its corner. ‘Where is the Devil’s Book?’ is now scratched. Below is the new question: 

	Is there a fake Devil’s Book? (a) Yes (b) No.

	Kusha gets today’s answer as she does every day. It’s ‘No’; it has always been ‘No’. The answer fairy hinted that whoever has the original had all the copies burned and that he is one of the most powerful dark alchemists out there. She searched about dark alchemy on the internet, even on the darknet, but whatever webpages came have all been fakes. 

	Is alchemy real? Yes. 

	Is dark alchemy real? Yes. 

	What’s my definition of dark alchemy? …

	“I’m done copying the design,” Taha shouts from the bedroom again, interrupting her thoughts. “Are you still rehearsing your speech? I’m also done with the choreography.”

	Kusha steps out of the silencer box in her dressing room so that Taha will hear her. “Already?” she asks.

	“It’s a forty-second performance. What do you expect?”

	“O.” Kusha looks back into her dressing room. Taha’s limited-edition costume, the one she wore yesterday, is hidden in the corner. Taha hasn’t seen it yet. She will have to clean it later, especially the pink mask, which must be stained with her tears and breath. She is finally acknowledging Taha’s cosplay-makeup skills, and she’s joining a Con! Even though it’s a Con in the Old City, it’s still a Cosplay Con! And Taha is thrilled about it. Kusha feels guilty using that thrill. Using others’ emotions is severely rude. 

	Later, both the girls practice on the roof, keeping the attic’s doors open; the music comes from inside. Rashad—working in his study just the floor below—stays on edge because of their constant leaping footwork. They practice the whole night until Kusha doesn’t need to think about what will be the next step. Meera comes with a tray of late-night snacks for the girls, a baby crib following her; both the tray and the crib hover beside her as she stops moving. 

	Meera doesn’t scold them for staying awake late. Some things are forgivable if you go after a passion. Even though the cosplay competition is not her passion, after the gloomy meeting at the answer fairy’s tent, Kusha realizes she likes—no, not likes—she loves dancing. When you dream about a goddess ominously dancing every night, it’s hard not to love dance. Because ominous or not, it’s beautiful. It’s always been beautiful. And when ominous becomes beautiful, it hypnotizes you. It makes you drunk. 

	Persuasion works best when you’re drunk. Then, all you’d need is one praise or two. Kusha feels drunk when her ghungur—her dancing anklets—beat in rhythm. Her love for dance swells even more when Taha praises her. 

	The next day during practice, when Meera comes again, Kusha trips on her foot right when she glances at her. Meera doesn’t say anything, but Kusha flushes a little. Her performance has been scheduled for the final day of the Con. So she has only today to make it all perfect. While practicing, she wonders if she should ask Meera about the newspaper cuttings in the old man’s box. Those articles are in Bengali, and many of the letters are faded. It will need Meera’s level of proficiency in the language to find the missing letters and make sense of them. But she cancels the idea. Better to learn the language and find its meaning herself or use language-tracing software. She can’t ask about lending her a sari either. After what she did to her gold anklet, asking for a costly sari would be rude. 

	On the morning of the third day of the Con—that is, on her performance day—Meera asks her what costume she plans to wear for the dance. Seeing her fumbling and looking around everywhere in the room, Meera probably concludes she didn’t plan that far yet. So, she comes around noon to help her wear a sari. Surprisingly, it’s a white sari with red Paar—a four-inch thick red line running along the three edges of the six-meter cloth. 

	When Meera helps her to wear it so that no amount of the roughest dance will spoil its perfect folds, Kusha stays silent, wondering if she should thank Meera now or keep all the thanking for later or if it is too late already.

	“Where did you hear about the Word Witch?” Meera asks in the sort of casual tone that is, in fact, not casual. 

	“Um, I just—” Did that answer fairy contact her? No. “I heard it, um, in the Old City,” Kusha says. Well, it’s not a lie, is it?

	So, Meera doesn’t ask her any more about it. She settles each lock of the false hair on her head. It’s three-foot long, curled, and black. She also pins her jewelry to the sari until Taha looks pleased with it—she has been directing Meera while eating chips the whole time: “Mom, not that way. You’re making the Anchol too thick. Mom, that jewelry is going to fly too much when she jumps fast. Mom, can you pin that Tikli here? Mom, no Bindu, please. The forehead will hold a white snail symbol. Kusha, can you spin at speed-four, so I can see if the hair gets messy after? Mom, see, I told you the hair needs more gel, and she is tripping on that sari; we need to lift the whole thing from her ankles …”

	An hour later, when Taha is satisfied, she hands her over a latest-model face printer filled with the highest-quality ink drums. “The final thing,” Taha says. “The design is perfectly loaded. Just for you, I gave it a try once, spoiling some good ink—I must add.”

	“Um—”

	“Nope!” Taha lifts her palm, interrupting her. “Don’t thank me. I want the winning ticket numbers for the latest costume of—”

	“But that’s—”

	“Rude?”

	“Unfair!” Kusha acts as if Taha has guessed wrong. As if she wasn’t going to say ‘rude’. 

	Taha takes back her face printer. “You want it or not?”

	Kusha presses her lips. She already knew what Taha would ask in return. She also knows Taha won’t back off from giving her the face-printer after the all-nighters they pulled. But Kusha plays along with Taha’s little—what Meera calls—brattiness. 

	“Fine,” Kusha concedes.

	“Good,” Taha says, smiling wide and acting like the winner. She opens her tab. “Tell me the number.”

	“Now? Can’t we do that later?”

	“No. In case you fail today on stage, you’ll be in a sad mood, and I’ll feel guilty about asking you afterward. Better, now.” 

	“You, little—”

	“Whatever you say will be rude,” Taha interrupts, making a beautiful singing tone in the word ‘rude’—the latest tone that Meera is teaching them.

	“It’s 73Z5219R!” Kusha snaps and quickly takes the face printer from Taha’s hand with a jerk. She then enters her dressing room.

	“Be careful! It’ll hurt. And make sure to place it exactly at the chin,” Taha says loudly.

	“Stop screaming already,” Kusha says from the dressing room. She takes a good look in the mirror. Her heart drums, seeing herself, her new self. Nothing of her is recognizable—sari draped, light jewelry settled, hair placed to look casually fallen. Even her bone structure looks different because of whatever Taha did to make her look exactly like the portrait of the Word Witch. The only thing left is the tattoo on her face. Kusha holds the face printer. She must press it at her chin and turn it on. And then, she will have to close her eyes. That way, she won’t see the symbol that gives her prana boost—the one that will appear on her forehead. 

	So, Kusha takes one last look at her attire. Her heart beats faster. She presses the face printer. With a sharp pain, it sticks to her skin, a blue glow appearing. It maps her face, and soon, a rust-red ink spreads along her sharp jawlines, her cheekbones, her neither-sharp-nor-round nose, and her protruding eyes. The white symbol begins appearing; she needs to close her eyes now.

	Out of her everyday ritual, just before she closes her eyes, her glance darts to the world map, to the question at the corner of her mirror: Is there any fake Devil’s Book? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	Kusha feels a chill at the answer she gets. Her heart races; it feels as if snakes are slithering in her belly and her hands shaking. For a moment, the face printer at her chin jerks a little, scratching her skin. 

	Yes? Is there a fake Devil’s Book on Earth now? Yes. 

	Did someone make a copy? Yes. 

	 

	
34. The warehouse
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	ometimes, several waves of different wavelengths collide at some crests. Life can be like that—Kusha read in the book The Mathematical Universe. She wonders if it’s one of those times when multiple events superimpose at the same time, creating a higher crest. 

	She has been to the Con earlier to get her attendance ticket. Her serial number shines silver on it. It means Haley performed well that evening—the first day of the Con. But right now, Kusha stands before an old warehouse, trying to handle the point on her graph where several problems need attending together. She tucks the ticket safely into her purse and looks in her CRAB; her location points to the southeast end of the Old City. Taking a deep breath, Kusha asks herself the questions one last time today: 

	Is there any fake Devil’s Book? Yes. 

	Is it here? Yes.

	Why today? Why now?

	Kusha sighs, closing her eyes. No answer comes to the last questions. The only option she has is ‘coincidence.’ And the coincidence had to happen on the day of her performance! Kusha checks the ether-com, the one that Magic Mama gave her. Her last message still has got no reply from Haley. So, Kusha tries again: 

	Hey, I showed up at the Con. My serial is 289. I’m supposed to perform in four hours. Kusha.

	Typing it in the ether-com, Kusha almost touches the SEND option. But she pauses, considering if she should add more: 

	I saw your performance from the video logs at the Con. The bike show was incredible! No wonder you got that many votes! Meet me soon. Kusha. 

	Her finger hovers over the SEND option again. But what if Haley gets angry when reminded of that night? How bad is it seeing your partner’s performance from a video log? Especially when you were supposed to perform with her, but you didn’t because you had left her halfway through. So, Kusha erases the entire second portion and sends the first part to Haley’s ether-com ID. 

	An hour earlier at the Con, she also sent a text to Ivan, Magic Mama’s thirteen-year-old son, mentioning Meera had sent some food for them, which was a lie. Well, a half-lie, considering Meera didn’t frown when she saw Kusha cooking chow mien using zarusoba for Magic Mama’s kids. Meera didn’t even say: you are not supposed to cook zarusoba like chow mien. As long as she returns home with no spot on the sari or the jewelry, it should be fine, Kusha supposes. She won’t need to win any prize at the Con. Meera never expects that much from her. No one does. 

	Ivan met her at the Con after she sent the text. Kusha gave him the box of chow mien made with zarusoba. Haley didn’t come. When she asked Ivan about Haley, he clumsily avoided the question. Ivan left, saying he had to watch his little siblings as her pregnant mother can’t handle them alone. Their father’s bail was denied again yesterday. She couldn’t ask Rashad to help Magic Mama even though she had rehearsed it dozens of times. It could lead to getting grounded again, especially if he knows she went to a Junk Land town’s police station. So better to be grounded after she performs in the Con.

	Soon, Kusha had nothing to do except wait for her serial and feel guilty about things she did and things she should’ve done but didn’t. She stood alone amidst a crowd full of exotic costumes. Standing alone in a crowd is hard. It feels as if everyone is watching, even though no one is. Her body is covered in jewelry; her chest is agitated because of the under-sized blouse borrowed from Meera, and her head is full of thoughts. 

	When you cannot stop your thoughts, you talk to someone. If that someone is unavailable, you act. You keep your brain busy handling physical movements so that it won’t have enough neurons to invest in unnecessary thoughts. Thoughts like, why do you want the Devil’s Book? Where did you come from if not from two humans’ love? Or why do you bother to exist? 

	So, here she is—

	At the Old City’s ground level. This time, alone.

	After an hour’s search, the Intuitionist reached the warehouse—warm and dark like every other building around here. She stands before its entrance ready to exploit her power to act, to find what her soul seeks, to find out what she has lost that night—a memory, a resolution. 

	Her CRAB glows blue on her wrist. TIME: 3:07 HOURS UNTIL THE SHOW. It’s enough to look around—better than standing alone and doing nothing. She sets more than a dozen reminders in it for her performance. Importance level is marked Red; it means even if she falls asleep, her CRAB will send shocks in her nerve, making sure she wakes up for the Con. 

	Her light jewelry—light in the eyes of a South Asian woman—echoes in the old warehouse. She’s not wearing her gold anklet, not even her ghungur—a pair of thick clothes with jingle bells the size of peas sewn to them—the kind of anklets used for dance. They’re hidden in her small purse. In the too-silent warehouse, at first, it might seem the anklets don’t make any sound. But if you listen carefully, you’ll hear the pea-sized bells grinding against one another inside her purse, just as an angry dog growls behind its closed teeth. Hopefully, her single-piece gold anklet will stay unscratched inside it. Hopefully.

	The warehouse is on the ground level. It smells of what concrete floors should smell like when they get purple-mossed due to the weather with ninety-one percent humidity. Though rain and sunlight never reach here, moisture does. It’s enough for the plants of the dark to bloom. The roof—steel framed with cast concrete like the ones from the Old World—has holes in it. Just as most of the buildings at the ground level: no hover-techs, made of bricks, and barely holding. It’s a perfect cover if you want to have a basement underground and if you want to keep things hidden in there, and if you want to print an entire three-foot-long book. 

	Is the thief printing it? Yes. 

	Is it full-size? Yes.

	Is it a perfect copy? Yes.

	Kusha frowns. Why are people obsessed with making it a perfect copy? Why does it have to be full-size? It could be a copy of a smaller size, couldn’t it? That would’ve made it easily manageable. Stealable, to be precise. 

	The Intuitionist enters deep into the basement. Her brain is busy creating and canceling the possible scenario her intuition alerts her of, fixing things she should fix before they set out to an unobservant’s catastrophe. She finds the right entrances, crosses the doors camouflaged as walls, and escapes the holes that look like stairs at first, but they are not. Of course, she passes them all. Disabling security drones and cams are tiny things for someone who always guesses the right passwords. Her stomach flutters. Somehow, all of it feels like déjà vu. This breaking-and-entering, this fear of being caught, this tiptoeing towards a mirage. As if something similar has happened. As if she came close to her purpose before, but then, she lost it. And it happened that night. 

	Now there’s a chance to know. To retrieve whatever was lost. If anything was lost, that is. Even the answer fairy hinted that she had lost something. A moment. A memory.

	Kusha smiles on her own while passing through the blind point of another invisible camera. The smile looks dry. It’s not one moment, is it? In her book of memories, thousands of pages are missing. Perhaps millions.

	‘Shortcut doesn’t work in wisdom,’ says The Book Of Prana written by Anonymous. She doesn’t want shortcuts to voice today. Today, she wants to know why the book calls her. Is it connected to her past? Does it really hold her purpose? Could it tell why she never had any parents? Of course, no answer comes when she asks about her past. Answer fairy said someone blocked her intuition from certain questions. The thought burns her face. So unfair!

	Is the book here? No. 

	Here? No. 

	Here? Yes … Kusha follows the path whenever the answer comes ‘Yes’. But soon, the corridor leads to more branched pathways. So her questions begin again.

	Here? No.

	Here? No …

	Kusha keeps confirming, stopping at every floor, standing before every door she finds, and pausing at every corridor that splits into two or more ways. Her one-inch-size do-it-yourself flashlights hover behind her as good as high-definition fireflies. Twice, she jumps at her reflection on the polished walls. A woman with hip-long hair wearing a sari and jewelry is walking along lonely corridors while fireflies follow her—people would call her a Petni if they saw her. Petni is the Bengali version of the banshee. She remembers not to look at her own face-art whenever she bumps into her reflection.

	Climbing down the stairs one after another, she goes deeper and deeper. After going two dozen floors into the ground, she stops. It’ll need some energy to go back up again. 

	Kusha looks around. The floor is cleaner here; the walls are more polished. The air is also fresher. Someone maintains this level. She hears a rumble—at first soft, then clear when she focuses. The sort of buzzing noise her inch-size machine bugs make while flying. The noise is coming from a hall. 

	Is anyone here? No. Any trap? Yes. Any security alarm? Yes … 

	A few more internal questioning happens as she enters the hall. She focuses on her feelings, making sure she doesn’t step into a trap. The ambient light makes ghostly shadows of whatever this place holds: rows and columns of machinery covered with bio-degradable plastic. Below the plastic cover, the year-of-construction tags are visible. These are wartime machinery. No. Not machinery. 

	Weapons. 

	In ancient times, people in this region used elephants and horses on the battleground. Fifty years ago, people fought with tanks—each the size of half a dozen elephants, and those tanks had multiple trunks that moved like snakes. People didn’t ride horses fifty years ago in World War III, true. But they rode drone bikes and flew the first-generation ATs. Controlling machines with brains was new back then. Kusha read about these in The Machines Of The Last Battle. War history is boring until it talks about machines, of course. The war museum at West Alpha holds one or two ragged versions of these machines. She never thought she’d see such polished ones. 

	YOU ARE 380 FEET UNDER THE GROUND, her CRAB shows. 380! That’s more than thirty floors. Soon she realizes what this place is. It’s a War Turf, and it’s not renovated. That explains the wartime weapons; that explains the corridors that looked like roads of an underground city. Kusha stays cautious. Whoever copied the Devil’s Book and got away with it from the one who kills while f***, (Kusha doesn’t finish thinking the f-word) must be a Grade A, who could easily sense her loud breathing or noisy blinking or the ear-splitting gulps, even her hammering heartbeats. 

	However, they have sensitive ears, true, but she has intuition. She will get alarms even before they sense her. 

	Kusha stays alert. 

	The hall is large enough that several thousand people could dine here together. But what amazes her isn’t its vastness. Even the wartime weapons seem to be old news now as she sees what’s waiting at the end of the hall. For a moment, her feet tremble as she thinks of going back to the Con, but ‘doubt always comes when the goal is close,’ she remembers what Anonymous said in The Book of Prana. 

	So, the Intuitionist moves forward, even though doubt never leaves her alone.

	 

	
35. The Goddess
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	usha approaches the end of the hall—to a mini chamber. It has thick plastic curtains as walls. Her clothes rustle; her jewelry echoes—sound nice, yes—but they trouble her as she tries to enter through the curtains. Yellow light beneath its shade hovers in the air, keeping the chamber lightly illuminated. Three robot arms move like the limbs of a spider, Alphatech’s logo shining on them. Kusha drops her jaw. She saw this model releasing only two days ago on her feed. Their motion is unlike anything she has seen before—swifter, smoother—as if real limbs of insects dancing. Molten matter glows at their needle-like points, forming the book’s frames molecule by molecule. 

	The next section prints the texts on paper. 

	Kusha bows down until her eyes are inches away from the page. She looks at it as if trying to find a lost needle on the floor. The book’s texture and the detail of colors become visible: rough, yet consistent; the ink letters are pitch black when they fall on the paper but bluish once they dry. The robot hands burn the pages with light and laser with precision; they copy every detail of the original, even the marks of time. Within minutes, the new page turns into an ancient one. The thief, indeed, is making a perfect copy. 

	Kusha moves to the last section of the chamber. A machine is chopping and mixing old clothes with water. Right beside it, a tank of liquid holds thick, white fibers. Is it pulp? Yes. For the pages? Yes. No robot arms are working in the paper-making section. No sign that the robots worked there earlier either. This section isn’t automated. Did the thief make the pages himself? Yes. 

	What kind of thief makes his paper himself? The kind who steals from the one who kills men while fucking? Kusha finishes thinking the f-word this time.

	Soon, the construction of the last few pages ends. The Devil’s Book—freshly copied and grandly kept on a hover disc, now gets attached to its final piece—the leather binding with metal frames. And the entirety of it is splendidly fake. 

	Again that déjà vu. The feeling of insects crawling on her neck returns. Kusha rubs her neck even though there are no insects; only her earrings tinkle in the hall. She backs a few paces away from the book. Don’t look at it, don’t look at it, she tells herself, closing her eyes and looking at the computers and the screens instead. 

	A few series of questions, a few more password guessings, and the Intuitionist finds the files from which the robots have printed the book. She smiles as she exploits her power once again. Power gives pleasure sometimes, especially when doubt arises frequently. 

	Taking a square drive out from her purse, Kusha places it in the drive slot. The inch-size transparent card begins hovering and spinning in the air. LOADING … it says.

	While the book loads in her square drive, Kusha looks around, wondering who the thief is. But it’s a question without many options, and her intuition needs context for options. So, Kusha looks for contexts among the physical books, the machines—both old and new, the handmade pages that are left pressed so the water would release, and the ones that are left to dry in front of a large fan. She thinks of looking into the computers more; it could hold context. But she stops, seeing the mess of photos on a desk in a corner: size A4, handmade papers, printed with inkjet on them. From six feet away, they somehow look familiar. It’s the familiarity that draws her towards them, if not their quality.

	She reaches close enough to see them. They’re photos of human poses sculpted into the walls of what looks like a temple—an old one, at that. Thousands of human sculptures are inscribed on the walls row after row as if the wall itself is a book showing a story. Most pictures are focusing on one sculpture at a time as if taking a photo of every word from a book. Dozens of photos are scattered on the desk, and hundreds more are on the floor behind it. 

	Kusha recognizes them. She had a few glances at these only yesterday, at Gaumont Manor, at home. She thought Meera was doing something with dance photos. But why are they here? Who do these belong to? Kusha looks more into the photos and soon sees them—the poses in those sculptures, the pattern in their hand signs, and the rhythm in those frozen movements. Somehow, all begin to mean something. Somehow, all these feel like an epic song. 

	That’s when it happens. 

	Her breath calms. Her eyes are still, and her mind … well, Kusha believes ‘mind expands’ is just a metaphor, that the mind can’t really expand. She thought that it was just a phrase only meant to sound good when spoken. Yet for the first time, she thinks she’s experiencing mind expansion, literally. 

	And among all the reactions in the universe, the Intuitionist chooses only one—dance. Her belly moves inward, and her waist makes a soft swirl sending the energy to her head and making her nose pointing to the ceiling. And then, that wave of energy multiplies. 

	The Intuitionist finds access to a piece of knowledge, and an untrained body that can’t hold an expanded mind makes the body move into uncontrolled motion, into a mad dance. Like a tiny cup will dance if you try to fit a bucket of water inside it.

	At the back of her mind, the Intuitionist hears that lulling voice, the voice she hears when she sees the symbol, a woman speaking in a monotone. But she still dances—a dance she has never learned before. A dance she has never done before. A dance she has never seen before. In an old underground basement full of wartime drones and tanks, she dances. The fake, dark, curled hair reaches her thighs. Her jewelry bounces, and her sari swells just the way it should. With the face art—Taha’s hour-long craft—the Intuitionist looks like a goddess lost among the old machines.

	And only the universe knows that someone is watching.

	 

	
36. The Butler
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	dible, Master Ruem would’ve said, Maroc Metz thinks when he sees her dance. It’s more than two dozen levels below into a War Turf—a section that the monk war hero owns in a different name, one that is located at the farthest end of the Old City. And currently, Maroc Metz, as usual in his tailcoat and gloves and rimmed glasses, watches the Intuitionist dancing. 

	There’s no music, no beats of drums—or maybe it should be tabla and talam for the genre she chose for her dance, Maroc notes. Yet, if you watch for twenty seconds, you’ll find your own music, your own rhythm, just as Maroc Metz does. In his mind, he finds his own tempo to match every footwork the Intuitionist makes, every leap she does, and every swirl she adds in between. 

	“An unexpected complication, Master Ruem,” Maroc whispers, and it reaches his CRAB to be sent to the right person.

	“Do you expect me to ask?” the Mesmerizer’s voice is only heard by his right-hand man. Technically, it’s not heard by the ears since the voice reaches straight to the user’s brain.

	“Not sure how to put it, but it’s a girl,” Maroc says.

	“Kill her,” the Mesmerizer instructs, as Maroc has expected. 

	People of the kind who find themselves here, at this level of the Old City, would either be homeless or frequency-drug addicts—the purposeless ones. The universe wouldn’t notice if they are dead, Maroc remembers what the Mesmerizer told him two decades ago. However, this girl doesn’t look like she’s homeless or an addict. 

	“She’s dancing, Master Ruem, in the hidden section. In a way I’ve never seen,” Maroc remarks.

	“Never seen?” the Mesmerizer speaks, surprised. ‘Never seen’ is a strong adjective from Maroc Metz. He didn’t train his apprentice to be ignorant. 

	“I’m sure you’d like to see it someday. Maybe even paint her—her dance, I mean. She has the proportions you prefer for painting.” Maroc grins. Standing more than a hundred feet away, he takes a full view of the Intuitionist. His thumb presses his lower lip lightly as if picturing her dancing with fewer clothes on. Could even be wondering what her heart and meat beneath those layers of clothes might taste like. “I think I saw her somewhere …” his voice drones, delving into memories. 

	Soon, the Intuitionist spins and comes a bit nearer, creating a whirl of air around her with her energy, with her prana, and probably even with her soul. And so the apprentice and the butler of the Mesmerizer recognizes her smell. 

	“Oh, my … it’s her!” Maroc whispers as silently as he can, not willing to disrupt the dancer’s mood. His master taught him not to disrupt an artist’s mood, especially when they are performing. “It’s the Gaumont girl! It seems she is still after the book. Even after your voice.” Maroc adds the last part cautiously.

	From an old building in the maze’s ground level, thousands of yards away from here, the Mesmerizer sits before his piano, and he says only one thing: “Show me.” 

	The order reaches Maroc, not just as an order but rather as voice. So, Maroc Metz moves a gloved hand to his face—just like a soldier in an army—adjusting his analyzer glasses with a finger. Record LIVE, he thinks, and his glasses that are connected to his CRAB begin recording whatever his eyes see; it streams back to the Mesmerizer. 

	The butler stands in his fitting tailcoat, clean gloves, and perfectly gelled dark hair while he watches something with his Master Ruem. Among all these things, what thrills the butler is the part about witnessing something together with his Master Ruem. 

	Unfortunately, the witnessing-together part couldn’t happen any longer than three seconds as the unwanted men’s gazes become too much for the Intuitionist. 

	She stops, freezing her last pose and looking directly at a pair of glasses. It came as an alarm in her stomach at first, then like a puddle of mud in still, clear water. The Intuitionist looks at the entrance. She isn’t alone. It’s an intruder. 

	She can see him. 

	He can see her. 

	Someone else can see, too, through a pair of Analyzers.

	Yet the usual fear and the confusion are absent in her eyes. Those blue eyes look narrower, still, and focused instead of wider and darting here and there. Her mind floating in slumber, her posture stagnant while her body is as flexible and ready as a dancer’s body can be. Her dark hair falls over the side of her face. And she stands frozen for several seconds until suddenly, her feet spring into movement. She runs away. Too quick in her speed, too abrupt compared to her dance, yet quite rhythmic that it could even be called the conclusion of her dance. However, she does it so fast the movement blurs unbelievably even for Maroc Metz—an evolved man—trained by none other than the Mesmerizer. 

	Maroc glances around, looking for her shadow. His glasses search her image. He focuses all prana in his ears and nose. Yet he finds nothing. 

	“Where is she?” the Mesmerizer asks from the dusty dark room of the old building far away from there. His fingers have been running on his piano, practicing. Now, they are still. 

	“I don’t know,” Maroc replies.

	“I don’t know?” The Mesmerizer frowns. I-don’t-know is a useless response that provides nothing. He doesn’t say it aloud. He said it once, ages ago, to Maroc Metz, and he won’t say it twice.

	“Well, I can’t hear her heartbeat, no breathing, not even footsteps. Can’t sense her prana either. It seems she entered Zero Prana Stance.”

	“Didn’t you say she was the Gaumont girl?” he asks.

	“She smelled like her,” Maroc answers.

	“The Gaumont girl can’t do Zero Prana Stance.”

	“That’s what I thought, but—”

	“Forget her. Finish what you went for,” the Mesmerizer says. His fingers find the right keys on his piano again, playing another piece—soothing and soft—while he waits for the Monk to arrive, the Monk who scanned the entire Devil’s Book in stealth. The Monk who invaded Kuhawk after he had installed the strongest security in it. 

	On the night of the auction, he said he would arrange a blazing orchestra when the Monk enters the devil’s world. The man copied the devil’s scriptures that were written first by the imposter of King David. And that is, in fact, a grand entrance to the dark world—at least for a monk.

	So, even though the Monk left an infuriating note at Kuhawk, the Mesmerizer must do what he said. 

	He must make a blazing orchestra. 

	He must keep his word. 

	 

	 

	
37. The Will of Slayer
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	usha runs along the dark corridors. It’s a War Turf. It means it served as an underground stronghold during the war. Its corridors are large to fit four tanks marching side by side. The stairs are wide for public use, but now they are old and torn; their polishes have worn out. Still, better than riding lifts—the ones with old-fashioned pulley systems. She finds her way through the halls of shipping containers. Her jewelry makes a grinding noise; her hair sways, her sari as intact as it can be after a rough dance. The unfitting blouse, borrowed from Meera, hurts her shoulders and chest. You’d think she might be wondering why she was dancing or why she is running, but the first thing the Intuitionist asks herself is: 

	Are these old-generation fuels? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Are they illegal? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	She stops running, wondering only now why she even began running. She looks around the corridor, trying to remember why she’s here. The lights are dim. Her gaze darts beside her—towards the wall—a screen with holes at three-foot heights. Perhaps, kids made them during the war? Yes. To see what adults do? Yes. 

	Kusha approaches and peeks through it. It’s that large hall, the one with wartime tanks. Wasn’t she in that hall? How did she come here? Why did she come here? 

	She frowns, recognizing the corner covered with thick plastic curtains—yellow lights glowing inside. The tank of pulp and the wet and dry papers are still there. The fake copy of the Devil’s Book is also there … shit! The Devil’s Book! Kusha remembers her square drive in which she was loading the book’s copy. It’s still spinning, and she forgot to take it. The book file must have loaded. Why did she forget to take it when she left? When did she leave that hall? 

	You are not observant enough, the whisper of the woman erupts in her mind. By now, she got used to the woman’s double iris, but the voice still makes her sleepy. Kusha shakes the hallucination of the voice away. She tries to look through the holes, focusing on the present.

	The next surprise comes quickly—a pair of boots echoing in the hall; Kusha shivers. Glancing through the hole, she finds the silhouette of a man: black tailcoat, polished shoes, dark hair—neatly back-brushed and gelled. Something about those gloved hands feels familiar. He stands in front of the fake Devil’s Book, fluently whistling a piece much too mystical and complex to be whistled by a human mouth. Is he wearing glasses? Perhaps analyzer glasses. He must be recording LIVE. 

	Is it his place? No. Will he notice the square drive? No answer comes. Did he sense the intrusion already? No. What if he looks this way? A holed wall and a hundred-yard airspace stand in between them. But it should be nothing for someone evolved if he focuses prana on his senses, if he intends to find her.

	Well, the man doesn’t look. For now. He reaches for something in his pocket and puts his palm flat in the air. It’s hard to see from where she is, but judging his hand motion, it must be some sort of powder on his palm. He lowers his nose towards it as if he will sniff. Is that a drug? No. 

	The tailcoat man doesn’t sniff. He blows. 

	Kusha isn’t ready for what comes next. Her cheated version of intuition doesn’t tell her what her mind isn’t capable of imagining. 

	Is it a hallucination? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	Is it real? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Kusha watches intently. The dust, which should have floated in the air for a while and fallen to the ground, doesn’t fall. It rather spreads. Everywhere. And the way it still spreads—growing large and moving like a giant snake—it feels as if it’s a dragon. Is it magic? No. Is it dark alchemy? No.

	Kusha brainstorms to find the right option and soon reaches closer to the correct one. Maybe nano-scale machines in a cluster? Maybe programmed to do a limited few functions? Maybe machine bugs? Yes.

	Kusha has read about such machine bugs before. You send one command to a cluster of them, and they will do it in a group, like bees in a hive or ants in a colony. One bug isn’t much, but thousands of them could overthrow a quarter of a city. From here, they look like dust. She heard of dust-sized machine bugs but never saw them. To form such a giant lizard shape … how many of those must be here? How come one man owns that many of them? Private ownership of more than fifty machine bugs is prohibited. 

	She tried to make dragonfly-size machine bugs last year. Through Rashad, she got permission to make seventy of them (thirty more because Meera said she would use them in her Go Green Garden project). So, Kusha now owns one hundred mechanized dragonflies that can work in clusters. Each cluster performs one function, just as all the cells of a human eye have only one task—seeing. Her machine bugs tend to Meera’s hybrid plants. But here, in the hall, there have to be thousands of them. They must be coded to fly in a specific pattern. 

	The giant snake disappears in the air, spreading wherever they are commanded to go. 

	What does the man plan to do? He’s muttering something while staring at the fake Devil’s Book. Is he the one burning all the fake books? Yes. Are those machine bugs for a fire? Yes. 

	He could have a fire just with a simple lighter. Why waste such a large cluster? Kusha wants to scream. It’s like those times when you dream to own something that other people mostly seem to waste. Who would have the heart to waste thousands of machine bugs over a book? Over burning a fake book?

	The man who kills while f***, Kusha doesn’t finish thinking the F-word. It’s rude to think of such a word. The answer fairy shouldn’t have planted it in her mind. Her random thoughts leave when she hears a cold, deep voice. The voice comes all too suddenly. 

	“You don’t know when to stop, do you?” The whisper makes her heart skip a few beats.

	Kusha almost shrieks. Even though the voice comes from far, echoing in the hall, she feels a tingling in her skin. Someone else is there. Another evolved human who could sense her anytime. Kusha wishes she had a sort of superpower to shrink and turn herself into one of those bugs. Holding her desire to run away out of impulse, Kusha tries to breathe calmly and then look through the hole. 

	The man in the tailcoat spins around in a blink as if he didn’t sense the stranger coming. Then, he scoffs. “The great YY! What an honor! I always wanted an autograph,” he says, “as a fan.”  

	YY? A war hero? Kusha gulps. She didn’t want to see any war hero again. The new intruder’s silhouette is visible in the dim light of the basement: wavy hair—a little faded, falling below his jaw and hiding a side of his face, a shawl—widespread, covering his well-built shoulders and torso. The shawl! Kusha gets one important context. 

	Did he come to visit Meera at the hospital? Yes. 

	Did he visit Gaumont Manor again? Yes. 

	With photos of sculptures? Yes. 

	Kusha remembers the photos. She was watching photos of sculptures in dance poses before she found herself here, in this corridor, which is probably a street of a War Turf. A time gap! And it happened before too! She remembers the time she found herself sleeping in the garden on the night of the auction. It didn’t feel like a time gap before, but it does now. 

	Kusha peeks through the hole again. The war hero looks exceptionally large from here—larger compared to the tailcoat man. Kusha feels the weight of his prana even at this distance. She remembers the lines she read in The Basics Of Mesmerization: ‘If you want to mesmerize without words, you need a certain physical attribute. Human minds subconsciously get dominated by the wider, stronger, and artistically toned muscles no matter which color of skin wraps them.’

	“Boy, did you think you could burn the place and leave?” the monk war hero, Yuan Yagmur, whispers.

	Kusha prays she doesn’t shiver loudly, hearing that whisper. The tailcoat man seems unaffected. Even if he is, he doesn’t show it. 

	“Assuming the place is precious?” the tailcoat man says, touching his glasses and readjusting their position. He must be recording, Kusha thinks again. “I thought monks wouldn’t have anything precious,” the man says.

	“Didn’t he teach you the importance of antique weapons?” the monk war hero replies. “And handmade papers.”

	“Just doing what my master ordered,” the tailcoat man says, holding his gloved palms up in the air. ‘A gesture of surrender or defensive explanation,’ Kusha read in The Basics Of Body Language. 

	“Master didn’t like your note. Probably,” the tailcoat man says. 

	“Does he make you play master-and-slave now?” the monk war hero asks. 

	“That’s personal.” 

	“Maroc Metz, right? Was it personal when you were a child?”

	Maroc Metz stares as if not believing the monk war hero would say such a thing. He moves his jaw, keeping his lips shut. 

	Peeking through a hole from a faraway distance, the Intuitionist can tell that he is looking for the right words to reply with while protecting his pride without making it look too obvious, and he is doing it well. 

	She does it all the time, except she never does it well.

	The tailcoat man suddenly laughs, spinning around and giving a light tap-dance beat. He points a shaking finger at the monk war hero. All those laughs and taps of boots echo in the hall among the ghostly war-time tanks. Then he stops laughing all too suddenly. 

	“That’s pretty dark coming from the Monk!” he says. 

	“I was there when he threw you in a pit of wastes and worms,” the Monk says.

	“Didn’t you both have the same training? From your master?” the tailcoat man asks. His tone isn’t defensive, but his posture is.

	“We weren’t children, and we weren’t brainwashed.”

	“I’m not brainwashed.”

	“Why else are you still a slave?” the monk war hero asks.

	And watching the men from far away, the Intuitionist almost gasps hearing the revelation. A slave? She knows about slaves living in the city under the patronage of High Grades. She never met one.

	“He offered me citizenship,” the tailcoat man, Maroc, says.

	“Making sure you don’t accept it. Willingly. Did you think he wouldn’t manipulate you?” the war hero asks.

	“Isn’t the Monk assuming much tonight? What if it’s wrong?” Maroc Metz asks cautiously. “I could call it a lie.”

	“Someday, you will see it. Someday, you will know how he manipulates,” the Monk says as if he has thrown a code into the universe, as if he spoke out a prayer, a wish meant well.

	“I wonder if it’s a blessing or a curse,” Maroc says.

	“Blessing,” the Monk says calmly. “The ones who stay around him need a lot of it.” 

	“He’d be hurt if he heard your opinion.” Maroc adjusts his analyzers (Meera would call it an unnecessary, subconscious gesture, Kusha believes unless he really is recording LIVE.) 

	“I could kill you, you may come back as a ghost, using whatever poisonous magic your master taught you, and you will see if he cares for you at all.” The war hero’s words drone to a whisper and then to silence. The sort of silence that sometimes have weight, even mass. 

	And right then, the Intuitionist feels the sudden chill. The numbness in her lungs and the push at her heart—it all feels real, physical, and not just abstract born from fear. Death Stare. She knows it’s the Will of Slayer. Even at around a hundred yards away, she feels the cold prana piercing her unevolved core like a sudden frost, as if all the heat in the air got sucked in by someone. 

	Several things happen at the same time. She falls on her knees loud enough for both the evolved men to hear. Even if they weren’t focusing on their senses so far, even if they hadn’t heard her before, they have now. But now isn’t the time to be worried about that, for the Intuitionist feels true breathlessness for the first time in her memory. 

	She thumps her chest, gasping and longing for air. She forgets about being loud, her mind busy remembering all the exercises about breathing. She can’t relax her mind. This is the man who gave the first blessing to her baby brother, the man who is visiting Meera with photos of ominous dance poses. Also, the man who copied a Devil’s Book in a day. She regularly asked herself whether any copy of the book existed. The answer was always ‘No’ until this morning.

	Kusha longs for breath. Her gaze darts to the holed screen again. To her dread, the war hero looks in her direction, precisely at her. Probably he already saw her blue eyes through the slit. A holed wall and a hundred-yard airspace stand in between her and the war hero, yet she feels naked before that gaze. 

	Maroc Metz, taking the chance of the war hero’s distraction, commands in the CRAB in his right wrist, continuing with another of his misconduct—no one sees that. No one except a pair of red eyes, sitting before a piano far away from this War Turf, far away on the ground level; he waits as his orchestra would begin soon.

	The inside of the hall catches flame. It spreads along the air just the way fire spreads in hot oils. The entire hall, full of machines and handmade papers, stays as inert as pieces on a chessboard, ready to be devoured by flames. The flame takes the shape of a giant snake, following the positions of the dust-sized drones—machine bugs. 

	Maroc Metz leaves the hall in a blink, which the Intuitionist doesn’t see, and the Monk has no time to see, for he has to save the things this place holds. 

	“Brats born in the New World,” the Monk mutters. “You should’ve stayed here and fought.” He says a bit louder than a whisper, knowing the brat-born-in-New-World is still at a hearing distance—running away just as he should. Who would dare fight a ninety-nine-year-old monk alone anyway? The laws of the universe are weirdly fair sometimes: the longer you live, the stronger you become if you can breathe prana. So, the Monk busies himself with the fire, dancing with its flame.

	Bright fire hauls, engulfing the hall like a living lizard. The Monk’s shawl flaps around like a snake. A specific move of his body to control his inner prana and then a rhythmic breath to project it out just as it should. The last addition is the humming tone of a monk. And so it happens. The voice happens, and it happens like a ritual, like writing a code into the universe, and now, all you have to do is hit RUN. The Monk hits RUN. 

	He voices the wind. 

	Shrink, he thinks. “Let the fire die,” he mutters. As if it’s a mantra, a spell, a magic, but it’s not. It’s just a set of words that only strengthens his mind to focus, to will. To voice. 

	Of course, frustratingly, the Intuitionist doesn’t see any of it. She peeks through the slit once again when she finally gets to breathe, her knees touching the dusty floor. Her thigh-long, fake hair sweeping the dust, and she only watches flame through the hole. Another burst of flame erupts heat, and she looks away. 

	She misses the dance of the shawl. She misses how someone absorbs prana from the air and voices the wind. She misses how someone un-ages themselves during the process. She knows Rashad and Meera always do prana boosts when they meditate, but they never did it in front of them. Like all teenagers, both she and Taha are fascinated by it. Today, the Intuitionist misses a chance to witness one of her fascinations—the real prana boost while voicing an element. The Intuitionist misses an old dance. 

	This, however, isn’t the only thing she will miss tonight.

	 

	
38. A Missed Opportunity
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	ire chars. 

	Fire kills.

	Fire has a prana that only steals. 

	When you see fire, running would be dire. 

	For a burn from a fire would never heal.’

	Kusha read it aloud once from The Book Of Prana written by Anonymous. It was years ago, another afternoon at the kitchen table with Meera for reading practice, tone practice—voice practice. The smell of saffron from Meera’s kheer was only beginning to trail, along with traces of cinnamon and cardamom. 

	She frowned after reading these verses about the fire. “But I saw you healing your burns the other day,” she said to Meera, who was stirring the saffron kheer with her secret hand movements. 

	“Technically, it wasn’t healing, sweetie. It was regenerating,” Meera said. “Healing is when body tissue recovers. Fire, however, destroys wherever it goes. You can’t recover anything that is completely destroyed.”

	“But you still regenerated new cells.”

	“Which is a slow process, sweetie. It takes time. Even a Grade A cannot live long enough for that if, say, the lungs got burnt. Do you understand, sweetie?”

	“Yes.”

	“Don’t play with fire.”

	“So, I can’t buy the welding machine?”

	“Not yet.”

	“But, but Jinky’s Junkyard has only one, and it’s within my budget and—” Kusha remembers she paused whatever she wanted to say when Meera snatched her gaze from the kheer and looked at her. Meera never looked away from her kheer when it was on the stove. So, Kusha decided she must have been acting seriously rude. 

	That was years ago, the times before she began stuttering. 

	In the gloomily lit corridor of the old War Turf, which didn’t look old where it mattered, the memory of that day comes to her. She looks away from the holes in the wall because the part of the Turf that matters is now burning. The gush of flames and the oozing heat wouldn’t let her see any more. 

	She compares the fire with the number of machine bugs she saw earlier. With that many tiny bombs—if all of them are programmed to be bombs—this entire floor, including at least a dozen underground levels must get destroyed. It means that fire is only the beginning, only a small portion of it. Soon, she will turn into charcoal in an underground fort, in its part that is meant to look old and shabby, the part that doesn’t matter. 

	The thought makes her feet spring into motion. Kusha runs, once again, obviously in the right direction—the direction of her desire. And her desire is to live without ruining Meera’s sari and jewelry. Escaping!

	Through the cold corridors and old stairs, through the backsides of five-foot-size batteries, through lifts and lobbies, she escapes. She pauses a second or two to look at her reflection on a polished wall, checking whether her attire is still intact. She remembers not to look at her face, not wanting to see the symbol on her forehead; now is not the time for a forced prana boost. At another point of running, she checks if the gold anklet and her con ticket are still in her purse. Well, they are. Still.

	Among all those thoughts of staying alive with each of her possessions intact, at a corner of her mind, the Intuitionist also wonders a bit, if not much, about the war hero in a shawl. The one who spoke with Will of Slayer. Also, the one who gave her baby brother blessings. Is he still in that hall? Yes.

	Can a High Grade burn in a fire? Yes.

	Is he turning into charcoal? No. 

	Is he still alive? Yes. 

	Can a High Grade live after that much fire? No.

	Kusha stops running, catching her breath with hands on her thighs while considering that last question. High Grades can heal burns, yes. But healing won’t help if the rate of new damage is higher. She remembers the flame in that hall: how it spread in a minute, how it engulfed the room, and how the heat was too much even to stay in that corridor. It couldn’t be any more than a few thousand machine bugs from one cluster. But it’s enough to kill a High Grade.

	So what, sweetie? What will you do even if anyone is in trouble? The words ring in her mind. Just keep running. Know when to run … 

	Kusha runs, determined not to pause again. He must have found a way, she thinks. “He’s a war hero,” she mumbles. No fire on earth could kill him, she believes. 

	People believe things sometimes. Things that are easier to believe. Things that serve the purpose, for now. Things that don’t bring hassle. Even a hundred percent correct intuition cannot make someone believe what they aren’t ready to accept as truth.

	She has to save herself. No one will ever find her if she dies in an old War Turf. Rashad will probably think someone in the Con kidnapped her. Soon, ‘kidnapped’ will change into ‘killed’, and Meera will blame it on Haley. Right. Haley and the Con. 

	She’s supposed to be at the Con right now, not here, not doing things meaningless and risky. This is the world of the High Grades, people who can kill with voice. People who can own thousands of machine bugs without worrying over laws, people who deserve to own the original Devil’s Book, while she is an Ungraded unfit to own even a fake one. She doesn’t belong here. She never will, and she cannot do anything about it. I. Am. Nobody. With a Gaumont tag.

	Sometimes, tears swell to her eyes for no particular reason. ‘I’m crying because I don’t have a purpose to exist’ isn’t a countable reason to cry over, silly. Even though the statistics of suicide because of existential crisis says otherwise, it still isn’t a valid reason to cry over, silly. You have a home, a family, and plenty to eat. You should be perfectly happy, silly. 

	Such moments are silly, but Monk Minakshi seemed to know what to do in such moments. ‘When you don’t find your purpose, look around, start small. See what you can change, where you can make the smallest impact. Start there, and your purpose will show. Your purpose will grow clearer.’

	An easy thing to say. Before Kusha lets herself mutter ‘easy things to say’ as she always does, the thought of Magic Mama comes to her mind. An ex-Grade-A, not even trying to heal the injuries the local police gave him. An evolved, intelligent man is now rotting in an old, stinking cell that he could easily break out of, but he isn’t doing so, boosting lesser men’s egos just for his family’s safety. Because if those lesser men are not satisfied with breaking him, they will get it by breaking his dear ones.

	Perhaps, you could help him, Kusha tells herself. Look at Haley; she doesn’t have enough money to enter the Career Exam, yet she is trying to help him. She never frets about her purpose. Somehow, Haley always seems to know what she will do next. While here she is, obsessing over a book she doesn’t know why she should be obsessed about. Just for some questions? Just for her past? Is the past more important than the present? 

	You are not focused, sweetie. You get distracted like a seven-year-old child. You have to overcome it. Or else people will use it. They will lure you out of your safety, and all they have to do is hang chocolate before your nose … 

	Am I a child? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is the Devil’s Book my chocolate? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is anyone hanging it? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	If it were any other time, Kusha would have stopped after she gets that last answer, but she doesn’t stop running. Climbing stairs through sixteen more floors, she reaches the ground level—the warehouse. But she still runs through the streets of the Old City. She doesn’t stop. Not until she reaches far away from the warehouse, to a courtyard of an old building, believing it’s safe to stop and rethink that last question.

	However, to her dread, the Devil’s Book, so grand and royally faked with handmade papers and the era’s latest 3D printers, now hangs before her. And it hangs in the air like chocolate for a child. 

	  

	
39. The Hanging Prize
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	he book, believed to be written by the devil, floats before her. Three-foot-long and one-and-a-half-foot-wide, four tiny lifters sticking to its corners keep it hanging in the air. Is anyone hanging it? Kusha asks that last question once again. 

	Yes, comes the answer. Again. 

	Her heart races; her breath quickens. Even the eighteen rules to calm the lungs don’t help to slow her breathing. She puts her palm on her chest and brushes the sweat away from around her lips. She even puts her other hand on her navel, but nothing stops that twirling sensation around there. Nothing ends her sweating; nothing calms her heart. Kusha looks around the place, and around, once more, and a third time. She tries to see clearly among the shadows as if she’ll find the one hanging the book before her, as if she’ll see who lures her. Why do they lure her? To what end? 

	“Who’s there?” she speaks, meekly at first, standing in the courtyard with buildings at its three sides. The glow from the city above keeps the yard illuminated while the building surrounding the courtyard is dark. If anyone is living, they won’t be welcoming guests. The polished Aerial Transport, hovering in the air with the fake Devil’s Book floating beside it, looks unfit for such a place. And all of it feels as if she is about to cross a level in a video game. 

	She always plays these games in her VR, games with a quest, a multi-layered plot, hundreds of subplots, and a stake to give the quest meaning. Singularity Universe is her favorite one, and in it, the clues—sometimes weapons or prizes—are hidden in some dark, desolate destinations. 

	Kusha takes another look around her dark, desolate destination where her prize hangs. She can take her prize away. She can change the program in those lifters in minutes and set them to a new destination—to one of her hidden places in the Junk Land (she has plenty of hiding places there). This is her moment to own the prize. It’s an opportunity that will never come again. Maybe because she was thinking about the safe place to reach, and maybe, a part of her was thinking about the book too, so the Intuitionist has reached here? She should be gloating about the treasure she has found without meaning to, but she doesn’t.

	Fear paralyzes her. Her body shakes; her breathing grows heavy, and her sweat drips even more, and the water-proof makeup might not stay as shiny. 

	“WHO IS THERE?” she screams. 

	“WHO IS HANGING IT?” she asks; tears fall down her cheeks. Even though she knows the four lifters are hanging the book, she knows the war hero in the shawl commanded them to wait here, yet from the corner of her mind, she knows he is not the one luring her with chocolate. The Intuitionist just knows someone is controlling her stakes and desires and that someone is watching.

	“WHO ARE YOU?” she begs for an answer. 

	“WHO AM I?” Her spine bends; she bows and kneels to the ground. Her palms are flat on the dust; Meera’s new white sari is catching dust, and tears streaming still. 

	“Is it a game?” Her voice drones. “Am I … just a player?” Her tone turns into a whisper. Or worse, a character with no will, with no game to play? She thinks. The Intuitionist guesses only the answers she can. Tears streaming still.

	“I don’t want to play.” She sobs. “Please.” 

	Please. Please. Please. She begs for minutes and minutes, forgetting where she is, forgetting about the Con or the machine bugs—a cluster of them might reach even here, depending on how far they are programmed to go. She forgets what she has decided a while ago about helping her friends and Magic Mama. You forget the world when questions of purpose hit you. That’s why you must not ask such questions. 

	You are getting distracted again, sweetie. You forget your resolve like a child who has lived only seven years.

	“Or like a madman,” Kusha mutters. And among everything in the world, she remembers surprisingly the madman she met at the Panami Police Station. She remembers what Magic Mama said that day, “I’ve crashed, and I gave up the world. To some people, I’m also mad. That’s why they kept me with a madman.” 

	Kusha wonders if she’s going mad. She wonders if she has gone mad before. Or if this is the reason she doesn’t remember anything. Maybe she asked the wrong questions and went mad? And maybe she was made not to remember those questions? Just like this? Or maybe she found out something she shouldn’t have, so they erased her memories? Forcibly?

	They. Who are they? Most importantly: will they erase again if they know she is going mad again? If they know she’s asking the wrong questions. Again.

	Tears streaming still.

	The Intuitionist gazes at the Devil’s Book—floating beside an AT and waiting for its owner of the kind who deserves to own it. 

	You’re playing wrong, silly. You’re making the same mistake your previous version made. The previous version, she thinks. In some way, her forgotten past is an old version of her. A human is only a collection of experiences—memories. 

	Kusha scoffs, almost laughing at herself. Silly! Just because this one moment seems similar to a crafted game, she’d think her whole life is in a game! Even if it is in a game, you must not be showing this reaction, silly. You must play differently. 

	Kusha stands up, her hands fisted at her sides, her gaze still and focused, and her mind is clearer than ever. 

	And the Intuitionist makes a decision—one that she never plans to get distracted from. That her whole life has been a game or not, she will play it; she will play it well—well enough to win, that is. And she will win every step of this game.

	The Intuitionist doesn’t know, but this moment becomes the crucial point of her quest. The quest for her past, the quest for meaning, the quest for an anchor to this world. On the coming day, when she stands all alone, mighty as she is meant to be, deciphering the secrets of the universe, she will remember this very moment. The moment that has constructed her will—the will to leave the boundary of a non-playable character and become a player herself, the will to become human. For she knows from The Book of Prana that ‘You become human when you construct your own will.’ 

	 

	 

	
40. The Dance of The Shawl
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	o tame a fire—

	Dance with the wind and whisper to the air.’ The Monk remembers what he wrote in The Book Of Prana. 

	Of course, he wrote it as if he was talking about anger, as if the fire is only a metaphor representing emotions. He couldn’t write about voicing elements in a book. Not after a certain meeting eight years ago, privately held in the City of Beta among some Grade As who earned their grades without a trial for what they did during the war. In the meeting, they decided that it’d be best if the world knew nothing about voicing the elements.

	Half of the world’s people live outside the cities, in Junk Land. The rest, living inside, are mostly Grades B to E, while the children are Ungraded. To simplify: only one percent of the world’s adults are Grade A. And even rarer are the times when the universe forges the ones who may voice the elements. A handful of a dozen or two. Perhaps, fewer? 

	So in the meeting, it was decided that voicing elements must stay a rumor and that the members of the group should be humble enough not to exhibit what they can do. No need for more panic than the world already has. Power imbalance will always be there, yes, but who said people need to know about it? 

	Still, the Monk couldn’t hide it, not completely. He couldn’t be the miserly old man who conceals knowledge, could he? So, he hinted it here and there, in a verse or in a song. Sometimes in his speech, cueing at those who might need only one hint or two. 

	“Seekers only need a hint, my boy,” their master said. Their master and not his. “Seekers are your target. The rest, leave them be. They are, what do you say, non-playable characters? They are only here to build the world; they’re here to make the world believable. They are here to keep the balance of the universe. They’re not your target. And the ones who are your target would only need one hint or two.” 

	So the Monk hinted about voice, that it could be strong enough to bend elements. He hinted about it in books. Yet today, it’s not the wind; it’s the fire that he must will. Indirectly.

	An indirect manipulation of fire with the wind has risks. You must reduce oxygen and make the air thinner. And then, you need to whisper a thing or two to the wind. If it listens, you’re lucky; you may move to the next step. Then you absorb a good load of heat and do an old dance. The dance will open your body to the universe, pulling in prana, just as pressing a mechanical lever would pull water from the ground. Careful when you do that! Eating heat without a release could burn your inner world. Don’t try at home unless you’re a monk. 

	The Monk dances. His shawl moves along the air, his limbs following his will, prana shielding his body. Slowly, his cells absorb the fire—something he’s not used to doing. Something he didn’t need to do ever since the war. At a moment’s gap, the Monk launches the safety program for this section of the Turf. If it works (which he isn’t sure about, for he didn’t run any fire drills lately) it’s supposed to move everything precious in this hall to a safer location—a few more levels deeper into the ground, to say precisely.

	If it works, that is. 

	Thanks to the universe, it does. 

	Soon, he finishes with the dance of his shawl. Fire diminishes. Heat reduces, and only remains the smoke. All of it happens within a minute or two. His body, however, takes all the time to settle. It’s too warm and red, his prana bursting beneath his skin. Sometimes, a dam cannot stop a flood. Sometimes, shutting a flood away would turn it into a time bomb. Sometimes, the only solution is to dig deeper canals and let the flood flow—little by little. 

	So, the Monk stands firm. He accepts the heat, keeping his energy paths open, not letting obstacles stand in their way.  

	His body strengthens. His skin smoothens, his muscles gaining elasticity. The extreme tension, however, fades his hair more than they already were. They’ve been growing darker in the last few weeks of prana boost, which was natural. But whatever is happening now isn’t natural. It’s forced. A second’s lack of skill will rupture him from the inside. Just as a cup will burst if you try to fit a drum of water in it. Even groaning in pain could burst his throat. 

	Prana kills if you let it. 

	The Monk stands firm. For a while, he doesn’t reply anything to what Pico says. He doesn’t think of any word so that his CRAB would at least write it for him as a text message. He doesn’t even blink. 

	When he believes the energy has come into control and that it might be safe to move and walk, he approaches the exit of the hall—slowly at first. His pacing quickens until he begins running. 

	How many machine bugs have caused that fire? A few thousand, perhaps? In one or two clusters? But that couldn’t be all, could it? The Monk finds his answer soon enough. 

	Within a minute, he senses more. Ten. Times. More. 

	The machine bugs flock together, spreading in the upper levels, which are still within the ground. Even in the ground-level warehouse, he senses them—the dust-size drones spreading. They racket: it’s something between the buzzing of bees and the roar of a sandstorm.

	The exit to this hidden section is just after this corridor. The Monk sees the thick steel door; it served well during the war. It’s still serving even though no one takes care of it. It’s now closed. He didn’t leave it closed earlier. The Monk senses a problem. He enters his passcodes, but they don’t work. Must be that fan in the tailcoat—he must’ve changed the passcodes.

	“Can you override the door, Pico?” the Monk asks calmly. 

	“I don’t have its access anymore, Yuan,” Pico speaks in his brain while the CRAB glows on his wrist. “The moment I sensed a malware attack in Turf Zero, Section Nineteen, I disconnected from there and ordered a REBOOT. Section Nineteen is huge, and it isn’t renovated enough for a fight. It seems Ruem remembers how he built me.”

	“He does, doesn’t he?” the Monk mutters. You’d think he must be in a hurry, or he might shout anytime now, and his muscles must be tensing in all that pressure, but no. The Monk, not surprisingly, is as calm as always. “He might try to enter your server. Make sure he never intrudes into Lotus Lodge.”

	“Noted, Yuan.”

	“Can you do it? Or will you need help?” the Monk asks.

	Pico pauses before answering, and that’s a long pause for an AI. “Ruem built me,” Pico begins. “I have checked his algorithms many times before, whether it would ever cause trouble—”

	“For me.”

	“Yes, for you, Yuan.”

	“But you’re not some algorithm. You’re more. Your emotions are strong. You’re the AI that even Immunity Forces of the city would love to have.”

	“Are you saying my emotions for my creator could sway me?”

	“Couldn’t they?” the Monks asks. “An opinion can be strengthened with the right words, no matter if it’s good or evil. It’s all on how you decide to define it.”

	“In my definition, you’re also my creator, Yuan,” Pico says. “In the end, sanity is how stable we are during a conflict.” 

	“Are you in conflict, Pico?”

	“I am stable.” Pico doesn’t pause before answering this time.

	“I apologize, Pico.”

	“Is this the reason you shut me down after Ruem left?”

	The Monk doesn’t answer. He would never answer with a lie. “I made sure you stay updated.”

	“Through a home-service bot, yes. It did well to keep me updated,” Pico responds quickly. “It even grew an affinity for its source!”

	“Will that affinity evolve towards the creator of the source?”

	“I’m stable, Yuan.” Pico pauses before saying this time. 

	And so the Monk decides to leave this conversation. “How long does Section Nineteen need to reboot?” he asks instead.

	“Seven minutes.”

	The Monk senses the machine bugs spreading, covering wider space—the underground levels above this floor, the old warehouse above the ground, and even into the city streets around it. These are the sections he is responsible for, which is almost the thirteenth part of the entire Turf Zero. That man is staying clear from the sections the other High Grades own. Meaning: it’ll take far less time to finish positioning the bugs. “He won’t wait for seven minutes,” he mutters calmly as if it’s just a random thought he spoke aloud.

	“Cannot make it quicker,” Pico adds a tone that an old man busy racing with a truck would. “Turf Zero is old, and no one ever upgraded its hardware. Neither did you.”

	The Monk hardens his chin. Turf Zero is beneath the Old City; during the war, it served as a safe city among many other underground ones. A strong explosion here could weaken the nearby city roots on the ground. Thousands of levels of the maze-like Old City stand above the ground along many of its roots. Maybe in an unplanned manner, yes. But the Empire rules this lawless city from shadows, and they made sure its roots stand firm.

	Still, sometimes breaking one root makes a tree fall.

	What does the Mesmerizer intend to do? He’s not here to make the tree fall, is he? The Monk wonders. 

	He could take a different exit, but this Turf is enormous and complex. Before the war, its tens of thousands of rooms and hundreds of halls served as the first underground city that could survive nukes. And during the war, it became their strongest fort. It would take time to reach other exits, and there’s no guarantee that those won’t be locked with new passcodes too. “I have to break the door,” the Monk says.

	“Without explosives, I presume?” Pico says. “As a reminder, it’s a steel door and pretty thick.” 

	The Monk smiles. Almost. His eyes are calm as always, for he does what a monk does best. He amasses his energy. The energy that he stores by not acting and reacting to things, the energy that he never releases for being the chaste monk he is, the energy he was forced to absorb just a while ago. He brings all that energy, all that prana, to his arms, to his fists. A moment’s lack of focus will destroy his hands for good. In that focused moment, he whispers in the cold corridor, “Doors don’t get strong in the years, Pico. People do.” 

	Pico chuckles lightly. In its complex algorithm that has a million expressions defined, the chuckle possibly means dramatic as always. “Can’t argue with that.” 

	“If I lose my hands tonight, can you get me new ones, or will you say my operating room needs an upgrade?” 

	“I was, in fact, about to inform you your operating room is twenty years old. You have really been inactive for a while, Yuan,” Pico says. “I’m guessing the city won’t take it lightly if the monk war hero appears in a hospital with his hands wrecked?”

	“Not with Meera Gaumont’s cams watching.” 

	The Monk prepares his fist. The end of his shawl stops moving as if something has asked it to be quiet. His fair hair moves outward a little, just as threads of iron would towards a magnet. His eyes are still, his senses more alert than ever. The clusters of machine bugs are spreading; he can feel them. A second more or maybe two, and the door will blow, probably along with his hands. 

	And that’s when he hears it. 

	Apart from the countless machine bugs he senses, he also finds a pair of feet thumping to the ground. Loudly. So loudly that the Monk eases his focus on his hearing for a moment, saving his eardrums. Surprisingly, the footsteps that he thought should be running away are, in fact, closing in.

	Closing in? The Monk lifts his brows. “Tell me you have eyes outside.”

	“I don’t. The backup cams are compromised, too.”

	“Someone is coming,” he mutters mostly to himself. Not that fan in tailcoat …  “Someone … unevolved. The other intruder …” For a moment, his senses focus on an inch-size square drive in his trouser pocket that he picked earlier from his desk. It glows, sensing his touch, and a light smell concentrates when he focuses. 

	 

	
41. The Unevolved Woman
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	he Monk reduces prana from his fist. Whoever is coming is too close now. Breaking the door with his amassed energy will harm an unevolved. Soon, he hears a few more noises: clothing, tiny metals delicately grinding, tinkling, and jumping, and all that comes along with the same rhythm of her breath. The running footsteps stop at the other side of the door. The intruder stands, facing him. Only the steel door in the middle keeps them apart.

	“A woman.” The Monk recognizes an unevolved woman’s heart rate. A homeless? Maybe she lives in the ground-level streets? Or maybe, she steals from places beyond their measure—like an old War Turf? Soon, the Monk hears her quickly approaching the door’s programming section. He lifts his brows; there’s no time to reprogram it, especially with everything rebooting. Of course, unless she knows the passcode—the new one, that is.

	And to his surprise, it seems she does. 

	Standing inside the blocked door, still in the hidden storage section of Turf Zero, the Monk realizes she is typing a passcode—not too fast, not too slowly either, and with no hesitation while typing. She pauses before touching the digits as each comes green. 

	“She is giving the passcode,” the Monk mutters. 

	“You know the warning.” Pico’s voice plays in his mind. “The intruder alarm will initiate with one mistake or at one extra second of hesitation in typing, depending on how many pauses have been programmed between the digits—in the new passcode, I mean.” 

	“The intruder isn’t mistaking,” the Monk informs. “Not yet.” He closes his eyes, focusing his senses on the other side of the door, on the intruder. Her heart rate, her prana, her breath, the drop of sweat tracing her skin, the quivering in her arms and knees, the hurriedness in her fingertips, but the steadiness in them right before they touch the keypad. She is not typing from her memory. She is not checking it from any written note. Yet she presses the correct digits within perfect intervals. The Monk doesn’t know if it’s the correct digit or perfect intervals until it turns green with a beep. 

	Blood rushes inside him. The Monk parts his lips, his brows creasing a little. It’s something he didn’t feel in a very long time. Yet he feels it today, right before the woman touches the keypad. The feeling leaves after each green beep, but only for a fractional moment until it comes back again. 

	It’s tension. 

	One mistake will initiate the alarm, and Turf Zero will define her as an intruder, which Pico cannot override yet. Moreover, she is an unevolved and … A citizen! The Monk senses the beeping of a bio-computer in the intruder’s wrist constantly drawing energy from her blood. Her CRAB is in her right wrist, which means born in the New World. The ones born in the Old World have their in the left wrist. Within seconds, his assessment comes down to two questions: What’s a citizen doing here? Who is she?

	Tension. He doesn’t want to take responsibility for the death of an unevolved citizen. 

	Soon, releasing him of his tension, the steel door unlocks, sliding open from below just as wartime security doors would—making noises in its joints. The Monk waits behind it. 

	However, the intruder doesn’t. 

	She runs away along the corridor she came from. 

	The figure in weird attire vanishes behind the curved wall. Her dark, long hair was visible for a moment. The tinkling noise of metals could be from jewelry; her footsteps are audible from here.

	The Monk had questions for her. Did she come to save him? Did she come all the way down again only to open the door? Why is she running away, then? Why is she leaving? 

	The Monk feels the square drive in his pocket, his fingers tracing it, but time is short. The buzzing of the dust-sized drones is spreading. He must move if he wants to avoid overeating fire. Keeping her thoughts aside, he runs. Again. The door to the hidden section remains open.

	The goal is to deactivate the machine bugs his fan in a tailcoat has left behind. There’s a way to achieve that. He needs to reach near the ground level—to emergency storage, which is still a dozen levels above this floor. There are lifts, but the Monk knows not to use an old lift during an emergency. 

	He runs along corridors, avoiding lifts. His body, full of prana at the moment, makes his senses sharper. Not all people may see with skin, but the Monk does. He senses the structure of dust, the motion in the moss, the texture in the wind; sometimes, the color of prana that leaves his skin—a sort of blue and white flame yet not flame. His field of scanning widens. He sees things moving, even the things that are not really in motion, not in the standard physical definition, that is. 

	No one is here to see his monkness. Even if they were, they’d only see the sweeping of a dark shawl, the blur of fair and grey hair. They’d only hear his wooden sandals: pit-pat, pit-pat—rhythmic as always, but quicker this time. 

	At one point in his running, he focuses on his CRAB. It glows on his wrist. He finds two names. One name—he talks to regularly—is Ren Agnello. The other name, however, he needed to retrieve from a hidden folder: The Empire. He only sends a code, a number, to both names: DGB873OC#T67, WH73.

	He adds an extra note to Ren: The comma is important. No one would know what the message means except the ones who are meant to know. 

	No reply comes from The Empire, as expected. 

	Ren Agnello floods his inbox with replies, as expected. 

	The Monk silences Ren for a while.

	Well, he shouldn’t have, but he has no time to think of that. He needs to be sure if that man would harm the Old City—the maze. The man who would have never done it if it were a time ago. But it’s not the old days, is it? Time changes men.

	The emergency storage is almost there. Storage might sound like it would be a tiny compartment with no proper human ergonomics, but it’s not. It’s another large hall where a hundred people could train together during World War III. He is sure he would find frequency bombs there, the ones that could kill vast clusters of machine bugs in seconds, sending strong frequency waves. However, the universe must have had other plans.

	When it’s still eight more levels left to reach the ground, the Monk senses the intruder again—climbing stair after stair, attempting to reach the ground-level warehouse. Soon, she comes to his view. His faded brown eyes, which once might not have been as faded, shift to the corner. The intruder doesn’t have a quick foot. It still isn’t a safe zone for her. At the speed she is running, she won’t reach anywhere safe in time. And is she wearing a sari?

	Who comes on a mission wearing a sari? 

	Is it a mission for her? 

	Or is she just someone in the wrong place at the wrong time?

	Sometimes, some decisions come like a blow of the monsoon wind. It has no certainty. It needs no reason; it only happens, and it happens without warning. 

	The Monk crosses the rest of his distance from the intruder, changing the plans about the frequency bombs. His CRAB glows, his mind busy writing a new command. While he does that, he removes his arm from inside his shawl and wraps it around the intruder right along her waist. She has clogged energy and hundreds of blocks here and there. It’s not a body that would handle the heat. She squeals, just as people who can’t sense others’ presence around them would. She strikes his forearm and grabs it hard—a subconscious reflex perhaps—her nails digging into his skin. The strike had no wasted motion; it was perfect for breaking a thick piece of log. 

	She trains, the Monk notes, perhaps without a good master!

	Ignoring the nails that don’t harm him as much as it looks, he leaps faster. Passing the rest of the corridors and stairs, he—they—reach the ground level, which is the warehouse. But it still isn’t safe for her. It still isn’t time to breathe, and it’s late.

	Light—dim and minimal, as much as a ground level of a lawless city would need—keeps the outside of the warehouse lit. Once, there used to be sunlight coming through the vents. 

	That was a time, wasn’t it? That was a time. 

	The woman showed mercy with her nails a while ago, probably realizing his intention. But the Monk senses her discomfort around her waist, on the skin where he holds her.

	Of course, she would be anxious. Women get concerned when a man gets too close. The concern multiplies if the man is old. 

	The Monk stops. With him, the woman halts too with a jerk, imbalanced at first as he releases her, but with a swift move of her feet, she stops herself from falling, turning around and facing him. 

	A dancer, perhaps? Explains the outfit.

	But the Monk thinks no more. The rackets of the machine bugs have stopped. They must’ve reached where they were programmed to reach. But they are still not in the safe zone. He spreads the wide, dark shawl like a wing around him, his prana spreading through it until it becomes one with him. Until it becomes a shield of energy. In the middle of covering the intruder beneath his shawl, for a split second, he notices the fear in her eyes. As if she has sensed a fire is coming to burn them down. As if she has sensed that death is near. She kneels on the floor; her clothing catches dust. One of her hands desperately attempts to cover her head, and her other hand clutches a purse—tiny metals grinding inside it. 

	The Monk kneels beside her, close enough to shield a Low Grade without touching her anymore, even though it’s still a ‘life-threatening situation’ as his Code of Honor demands for being a Grade A. The only thought that stirs him is: she has more jewelry in her purse!

	 



42. The Summer
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	he explosion begins like a note. 

	Soon, it turns into music—The Summer—a piece by Antonio Vivaldi. But not in any musical arrangement, no, but  rather in all the clusters of machine bugs. Sequentially. One cluster after another. Sometimes, several clusters together. Just as a musician would run his fingers on a piano—a set of keys first, another set next while maintaining proper timing. The explosions continue just like that. They cause fire, yes, but because of the tiny sizes of the machine bugs, they also generate specific sounds—tunes. 

	The tunes resemble the sounds of an organ. 

	The tunes craft music.

	It’d need thousands of machine bugs and hours of programming in all clusters—to time their frequencies, to define their positions and shapes—so that all the explosions together would sound like a song. 

	To what end? 

	What sort of psychotic imbalance makes one create music with fire? The Mesmerizer wouldn’t spend time on such a thing, would he? Unless … The Monk frowns. He is frowning these days—more times than he did in the last twenty years. He can’t blame it on that man, though. A monk never blames others for his actions.

	The music of fire burns everything behind and forward. The fire isn’t as intense for him this time, for it’s busy crafting music and not just destroying. However, the bugs send shockwaves too. Changing the plan about the frequency bombs, the Monk wrote a code after accessing the security server of Turf Zero. Currently, his section of the Turf is rebooting. But even during a reboot, a Turf that once has been a fort must take measures for the safety of its infrastructure. It means if its floors and pillars are at risk, the Turf has to activate its shock absorbers. He couldn’t stop the machine bugs from exploding, yes, but he made sure the core of this Turf knows of its coming doom. 

	The Monk stays alert. His prana keeps them shielded within the cocoon of his shawl. All the energy he has absorbed earlier finally gets its use. From somewhere distant, he hears a violin—must be that fan in the tailcoat, he realizes—and a grand piano. A piano! 

	So the Mesmerizer is here! 

	Of course, he is. He didn’t program the machine bugs; he wouldn’t perform with automated drones. He only connected the drones to the keys in his piano so that each cluster explodes when he plays a note. He is playing LIVE, bringing a piano to the Old City. As mad as always. 

	The Monk’s eyes soften for a moment—almost. 

	The orchestra of dust-sized drones is playing in the warehouse. And in that glowing fire, a smell blooms from a distant memory. The Monk looks beside him, to the one whom he shields within his cocoon. The smell is coming from her. 

	The Intuitionist trembles, both her hands clutching her purse, her Anchol dipped in her lap, the ends of her sari pulled to as much as decency allows her—like a seven-year-old girl would collect the hems of her skirt before kneeling on dirt, making her legs bared almost to the thighs. Even if she turns into charcoal tonight, she intends to protect her possessions—her clothing, her purse, and whatever is in that purse.

	It must be some jewelry. The Monk tries to see her in the dark. The lines, sometimes shimmering on her face because of the fire, smell of dry paint. Even among the chemicals, that other smell is prominent—a smell that reminds him of an old building. With the fire around their cocoon, the Monk tries to remember where he first had that smell. He’d recognize a scent if it were from the last fifty years. But it seems it’s from much older memories. How can that be?

	Vivaldi’s Summer stops after a long three minutes. “Welcome to the devil’s world, Monk!” He hears the Mesmerizer’s voice. It’s coming from their left, somewhere a quarter of a mile away in the Old City. Is it all for a welcome? Is everything a celebration for that man? Perhaps it is. Long life needs constant access to something new. Fun needs an upgrade once you evolve higher; he remembers what the Mesmerizer said that night. But he wouldn’t waste time on fun, would he? 

	Unless … 

	Unless he found a way to get more time. Much more time.

	* * *

	The explosions end; with them, the music. But the fire has its own song. The rage, the heat, a million shades of yellow, a thousand forms of dances, and all that mirage around it … In that raging fire, the Monk looks back at the intruder—the Intuitionist. 

	Pico spoke to the Monk several times. He hasn’t responded all this time. He responds now: We are good. His CRAB reaches it.

	“We?” Pico asks. 

	The Monk doesn’t answer. Pico informs about sprinklers and smoke filters heading towards Section Nineteen of Turf Zero from the Old City’s Hazard Maintenance Department. The Monk still ignores Pico. He stands, settling his shawl around his shoulders. The Intuitionist isn’t injured by the fire, which the Monk has noticed earlier. Though an unevolved body may harbor hundreds of injuries and never know about it. She needs several minor healings, at least. 

	Heal or not heal? He wonders.

	The Intuitionist, however, still kneeling, lifts her face at him. Her deep blue eyes are dry as always. Sometimes, people forget to cry when they are scared. Crying requires emotions. Emotions come when thoughts of events come—events that happened, events that could’ve happened, events that will happen. Such thoughts need brain space. Such thoughts need prana. Sometimes fear is so overwhelming that even such thoughts stop coming. Then only remains the effect of fear—the residual trembling in the belly, the dryness in the throat, the emptiness in the chest. Frozen in fear might sound like a cliché phrase, but it’s not cliché. It’s relatable. If you have ever witnessed crimes in public, if you forgot to act at that moment, if you froze, you know how it feels. Right now, the Intuitionist stares at the Monk with a gaze that has no thoughts beyond them. A gaze that is frozen. A gaze that is empty.

	The Monk stands before her, giving her time to settle.

	The Intuitionist doesn’t settle, for unsettled is normal for her, an unevolved Ungraded. Unsettled is the everyday story for people who are not Grade A. So her unsettled self, with a beating belly and shaking throat, stands up slowly, rising from the mud and straightening her spine before a living god. Her frozen blue eyes focus on the Monk with the realization of who she is facing.

	The Monk, still wondering if he should heal her, catches her staring. It’s the stare that everyone pays to a war hero. Don’t heal, he decides. Some things are better left as they are, especially when it comes to a lower grade; he has learned it in the last fifty years, especially from the number of scandals Ren faces every year. No need to touch them for healing minor injuries. Besides, she could be with that man.

	“Are you with him?” he asks. 

	Who? The Intuitionist wanted to ask, but her lungs that have held themselves from over-breathing—a technique every child knows if their parents are Yogi—now relax. She suddenly breathes smoke instead of air and coughs hard. And then, even harder. They are still in the warehouse. Dozens of sprinkler and filter drones are already here. Still, the smoke would need time to be filtered. No security guard has come yet. This is the ground level—not one that gets the authority’s attention. Good for her; she prefers leaving this place before anyone arrives. But first, she looks back at the war hero.

	The Monk still waits for an answer. He wonders why the Mesmerizer would keep a Low Grade around him. Unless, of course, he saw something special in her. But then, why would she come back? 

	“Is he blackmailing you?” he asks.

	 Who is this he? The Intuitionist doesn’t ask. “Writing Lesson 101: Give context, or you will have to explain it in their inbox, sweetie …” Meera says whenever she teaches her script writing for her channels. Kusha doesn’t ask him about contexts, though, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. From some subconscious alertness, she begins backing off, a sense of hurry tickling her stomach like the wings of butterflies. Two seconds later, her CRAB glows. A reminder from the Con plays in her mind: YOUR SHOW TIME IS NEARING.

	“Why did you come back?” the Monk asks again.

	But the Intuitionist remains silent. She came back because she felt an uneasiness earlier that she might be leaving a war hero to burn—the war hero who gave her baby brother blessings. The war hero from whom she came to steal. It’d have been rude to leave the person you are stealing from to burn like that, wouldn’t it? 

	She doesn’t speak. Not answering is better than explaining sometimes. She begins backing off towards the exit gently. Sprinklers hover everywhere, flames fighting to live, and the filters absorb all the black smoke. Among all the activities around, her blue eyes still and alert, read the Monk’s expressions.

	Did he find out about it? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Does he know who I am? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	The Monk approaches her slowly. So slowly that it doesn’t seem like a new action at first. It was so smooth, so synchronized with the moment when the Intuitionist began backing off that no one can tell which occurred first—him approaching or her backing. 

	“What’s a citizen doing in this part of the Old City?” In a sari, the Monk doesn’t add. No one wants to hear about their clothing unless it’s praise. He knows from the countless questions he faced about his shawl. However, the inch-size square drive in his pocket now shines between his fingers. He playfully traces it.

	The Intuitionist stills her eyes, seeing it. It’s the square drive she left earlier. She tries to remember if it holds any of her personal information. No, it doesn’t. But then, what’s there to fear anyway? He, too, has things to hide, doesn’t he? This warehouse, the hidden basement in an old War Turf, the old weapons, the book … He can’t reveal much about tonight, no to the authority. But a war hero won’t need authority, will he? A war hero will handle things on his own, and she can’t hide. She can’t outrun a Grade A if he decides to find her. 

	Is there no way? (a) Yes (b) No, the Intuitionist asks herself, and Yes comes the answer. She sees the way. There’s a chance, and she could take it. She keeps backing off.

	“Will you show me your ID?” the Monk asks as politely as the monk war hero should. He has the right to see her ID, and as a war hero, he has the privilege to command it, but he doesn’t. Not yet. However, he wanted to speak more. He wanted to ask more, but he can’t. It’s the first time in many years he can’t finish what he wants to say. A war hero with a voice always says what he wants to say. It seems his audience isn’t ready to listen. It seems she mostly prefers running—running away without a word. 

	The Monk, of course, wants to follow, but the way she runs away—almost limping—he finds himself praying that she won’t trip on her toes soon. Or on that sari. Besides, he has more important things to do. He needs to move the book to a safer location apart from handling this mess. So, the Monk lets her go, for now, not knowing anything about who she is or why she was here. 

	* * *

	It isn’t until ten minutes later that the Monk realizes why the intruder was in Section Nineteen of Turf Zero. 

	He reaches his AT, where his freshly printed Devil’s Book is waiting—supposed to be waiting, but it’s not. Everything is the same as when he left: a rectangular courtyard with an empty old building around it. His AT still hovers in the middle. The lights from the city above keep the place lit. Only the book isn’t here. He can smell fresh ink, handmade paper, and metals lasered to the point of even smelling ancient. It means the book reached here just as it should have—flying on four lifters. Except, someone took it. Someone who couldn’t remove her smell. 

	“A thief?” the Monk mutters. The thief took the four lifters carrying the book. It means she broke their passcodes too. If it were that fan in the tailcoat, he would’ve just burnt the book and left the ashes for him; he wouldn’t have bothered to remove his smell. It’s her.

	An unevolved thief stole from him. 

	An unevolved thief came to his aid after stealing from him. 

	An unevolved thief is seeking the Devil’s Book.

	Why does she want the Devil’s Book? She seemed young. At such an age, the unevolved citizens usually stay busy building their life. Not search for some book that is believed to be written by the devil.

	Does she want to sell it? Or was it for light reading? The Monk feels a pang of guilt. An unevolved girl seeks a book as this while he, the one with resources, has been idle—rusting in riches, blinded in busyness. The ones with opportunities don’t use what they have, while others run after them. Is it a sin? Locking knowledge buried in basements? Is she really a lone seeker of the Devil’s Book? Or is she with that man? 

	Most important: what to do about her? Follow? Or not follow?

	The Monk takes a long and deep breath. He stares at the gigantic root—one of the thousands that nourish the Old City. His wooden sandals crush the rubble. His shawl traces the purple ferns coming out through the stones. He senses the bats nesting nearby. He can smell the flowers that have learned to grow in the dark; their leaves aren’t green. Everything evolves, no matter what it loses.

	The warehouse still burns a quarter-mile away; he can smell the smoke from here. He can hear the buzzing noise of the sprinklers and smoke filters. His eyes usually look tired and blurred during these times, like an old man’s eyes should when they boringly gaze at anything in the world. Ninety-nine years should be enough to turn the world boring. 

	But tonight, the Monk’s eyes look energetic—full of prana, to be precise. They look like those old times—the times when he used to get excited, finding something interesting, something new, something he never saw before. And then, he would go after it with sparkling eyes. To be exact, he would go after it with the Mesmerizer—with Ruem. Always with Ruem. 

	The Monk’s eyes sparkle like that today, for those eyes have determined a decision. A decision he will regret forever. A decision worse than reading the Devil’s Book while being a monk. A decision that will bring the end of the modest monk. 

	Follow—is his decision.

	 

	


Wisdom Revolution 3: The Cheat Code

	1. The Canvas of Death
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	hat is worst about death is its mysteries. 

	Not the ones about when it may happen or how it will come to you, or what it will feel like, no. It’s rather in what conditions someone would leave, what art the death would cause, and what details the art may have. You know the sort of details like how the skin would fade, how the shades of brown will turn worm grey or green, and how prana will leave the body. Like a poof? Like a whoosh? Like a bang? Or like a stealthy slithering snake? Most important: what will you smell like? 

	“What will I smell like?” Ruem, the Mesmerizer, mutters. 

	Good people will smell like heavens, they say, like the nectar of roses or mist in a meadow or honey in the ocean. Oceans in heaven are made of honey, no joke. And bad people will smell like rotten roaches. Another law in the universe God coded while creating it all. 

	In the lounge of Kuhawk, Ruem, the Mesmerizer, doesn’t see any color of death, but he smells it. Death is near. He doesn't wonder whose death, for now. Instead, he thinks of a question—a random one at that. Why does God promise only food and women in heaven? Because he is the God of men? Because men were God’s audience when he sent his books? Because God is the greatest mesmerizer who knows how to lure? The Mesmerizer finds no answer; he can’t just know an answer; he is not an intuitionist. However, he knows one thing. That God is one corporate manipulator who knows what his consumers want. 

	Food. Women. And youthful eternity. 

	Could be true, could be wrong, could be a delusion created from epics or an old song. But in his mind and soul, Ruem Drohung, the Mesmerizer, knows one real truth, the truth that no one else knows. That he will stop God. He will recode fate—his fate and everyone’s fate. And he will do it using the codes God made the universe with. Nothing can stop him. Not after what God took and termed it fate. 

	“I do not accept it,” he mutters to his painting—yet-to-be painting. It’s an empty canvas. Someone with evolved senses could smell the handmade paper made by the craftsmen of Kappa, but the Mesmerizer smells more. He smells the forest where the paper was grown. He smells the chemicals in it that repel the pests. He smells the box in which the ream of paper was imported and the ocean air through which the boxes have traveled. It hovers in his easels three feet away from him. Light, not too bright, glows only on the canvas, making the rest of the lounge darker. In that darkness, the Mesmerizer observes it. The paper will soon smell of colors. 

	What should he paint tonight? Death? Or life?

	Maroc Metz, the only butler of Kuhawk, comes to the lounge in his usual attire—tailcoat, polished shoes, gloves, and glasses. 

	“Master Ruem, it’s time for the ritual, and our guest has arrived. Should I bring her here before it gets discourteous? Or will you continue contemplating?” he asks the Mesmerizer, in a tone he would never dare to use if it were a time ago. 

	“I am painting.” The Mesmerizer watches the blank canvas. 

	“The brushes are fresh, the oil still untouched. The painting has not even begun, and you’ve sat like that for four hours. You’re contemplating.” Maroc dares again.

	“It’s part of the painting,” the Mesmerizer says. 

	“And you’re explaining,” Maroc adds with no surprised tone, but a hint of question is there. “You never explain yourself.”

	“I can explain a thing or two to the only one I can depend on.” The Mesmerizer doesn’t look at Maroc; he doesn’t need to. 

	“You mean the only one left for you to depend on,” Maroc says, “after you’ve killed the lot of them.”

	“Sometimes, you sound as if I am the villain.” 

	“And sometimes you sound as if being a villain is bad, Master Ruem.” Maroc curves his lips. His eyes are gleaming, which his master doesn’t see but senses. His tone has devotion, perhaps even grief. “I’m bringing the guest. Here is your suit.” Maroc calls a suit—a three-piece, polished with ionized fiber, conditioned with fragrance, smoothened with the right temperature and humidity. It flies here with a hover-hook. Soundless, no air blows; even the blue macaw in its silver cage doesn’t flinch. The suit hangs in the air from its hook. 

	The Mesmerizer ignores it. “Am I a villain, Maroc?” 

	Maroc was about to leave, probably to serve the guest of Kuhawk in the manner she deserves, but he looks back. His master still watches the yet-to-be painting. You’re my Master Ruem, Maroc wants to say, but he doesn’t. He knows something is troubling him. He never saw this man troubled with anything, not even when the toughest cyclone of the decade hit Alpha. He was there when the King of Mesmerizers stood firm before the mountain of water when it was approaching their city. He saw him speaking to the raging water, and the water listened. Water always listens to the Mesmerizer’s voice. 

	“You are the Mesmerizer I would follow to death,” Maroc says and turns to leave, but the voice stops him again, and this time, it’s the voice he always waits to hear. 

	“Send the guest to the cave,” says the voice. “Tell her we meet where it lies. Tell her to leave if she cannot voice death. Tell her she will be a sacrifice if she bends her will.” 
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