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	Dedication

	 

	For my Aziz uncle—my mother’s brother—

	who had the solution to any problem,

	who never complained unless he could solve it,

	who spoke the truth, stood up for rights, and got stabbed at his throat for it while the crowd watched …

	 

	I can only mourn with his three-year-old daughter and his sons; I can only hope for the best 

	for his yet-to-be-born child as I write it.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	A Quote

	 

	 

	“I want to write a novel about silence. The things people don’t say.”

	—Virginia Woolf
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1. The Machinist
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	S


	HE WOULD HAVE CALLED IT death. But she didn’t. 

	Mostly because she didn’t know what death or life or any other word in the world meant. Sometimes, death only means the end of all old memories. 

	The first time Kusha saw the sun after her old memories died, it made her more curious than seeing her own breasts. At least you can touch your breasts, but you cannot touch the sun. 

	Meera found her watching the morning sky standing stripped on the roof. “I’m your mother. Mo-ther,” Meera said, approaching her adopted teen daughter, repeating ‘Mother’ several times. “And you cannot be naked, sweetie,” she added, covering Kusha with her wide, red shawl—spiral depictions of snails in golden stitches all over it. It was warm; at least, as warm as Meera’s voice that sounded as if it were water pouring through rocks in a desert. 

	In response, Kusha extended her fingers to trace her new mother’s lips. She assumed lips created words. 

	“People talk,” Meera said, fetching those fingers and placing them on her throat. “From here,” she added.

	Kusha gasped, sensing how Meera’s vocal cords trembled, how her voice rang. In an instant, her brain, empty of information and full of curiosity, craved to create sounds like that with her voice, her lips, her tongue, with her entirety of being, if needed. 

	She just wanted to speak.

	Kusha removed her fingers from Meera’s throat and touched her own full lips. She gawked at her new mother, expecting she’d speak more. 

	Meera did. “But you must speak from here.” Meera showed her belly. “Words are magic, sweetie. With words, you can re-code fate.”

	Kusha didn’t understand what she heard that day. However, her brain remembered every set of sounds Meera had styled in her speech: “I’m your mother; mo-ther; mo-ther; you can’t be naked; people talk; words are magic, with words, you can re-code fate …” Kusha parroted them the next day in front of her new father and sister, not completely naked this time. Meera made sure Kusha, as a sixteen-year-old, wore at least a midi dress before she left her attic. 

	That was seven years ago—a day after she lost all her memories. Also, the day that started it all. The day that kicked off her desire to speak that kept growing, and it will keep growing until she craves to become a goddess one day. Either to save the world as a hero or to destroy it, crafting a villain’s ballad. 

	Remembering that day, Kusha gets distracted from the laser that’s cutting a Ground Vehicle’s body. She closes her blue eyes as if shutting them will erase her memories—the embarrassing ones, mostly. Thanks to her condition, she’s become an endless source of embarrassment. If you start afresh with a fully blank brain, like a newborn, you’ll have a lot to catch up on. Sometimes, it won’t be cute. Sitting weirdly, spreading your legs—unaware of your briefs showing, or asking your new parents why their lips are glued together, isn’t cute. 

	Mistakes aren’t adorable when adults make them. 

	In seven years, she has achieved her first desire—she learned to speak (in a month), sure. But speaking means nothing if you don’t have voice—the real voice. The voice that never fears. 

	The voice that never doubts. 

	The voice that wins without being loud.

	Back then, she didn’t know why words and voice mattered so much; until one day, Meera gave her books, films, and famous speeches to teach her language. That was when she discovered about them: the war heroes—the ones who ended the war with a four-minute speech. 

	People put flowers and food on their statues, paying respect with a silence you won’t find even in churches or temples. You cannot see God in the temples. But you can see the war heroes: alive, undead, the owners of voice and will. If they hadn’t banned calling them Gods, there would’ve been temples in their names now, Kusha believes. And the unevolved people who couldn’t be Gods yet would’ve visited those temples, chanting: 

	Oh! The Undead! Touch us with your light. 

	So we may evolve in body, soul, and mind. 

	Not that the war heroes will touch them. Neither to shake hands, nor to touch lightly, and never ever intimately. Touching unevolved people for pleasure isn’t principled. 

	Kusha heard people whisper about it in the Old City—the lawless city where sunlight never reaches the ground. She sets aside the timeworn parts of her Ground Vehicle—GV. Engine grease from her hand has smeared on her temple. She handles the bared thirty-year-old GV but not expertly enough to do so silently as an evolved High Grade would. Rashad and Meera Gaumont do everything without noise. All. The. Time. They’re High Grades—Grade A: 107-year-olds with ageless bodies. And they follow the Untouchable Code by heart. 

	Not that they need to think about the don’t-get-laid-with-a-Low-Grade code anyway. They’re loyal to each other. High Grade couples who stay together for sixty years are rare. If you win time, you don’t want to live with one partner for the rest of your life. Until-death-do-us-part happens when time eats your energy to explore. 

	Yes, time. Win time, live in youth forever, and you’ll pass Grade A. But it’s not the end. Some evolve more, for the evolution of the mind is exponentially infinite. Some High Grades have been Grade A for fifty years. Fifty. Solid. Years! Rumors exist of what those High Grades can do: They kill with gaze … they voice the wind or the water… they eat nothing … they have seen the source of the universe … 

	Some say whatever they utter with voice becomes an enchantment. Like that in Shattya Yug—the age of truth—the thousands of years old era when people spoke only the truth. And whatever they used to say would always happen—whether it was a blessing or a curse.

	Kusha doesn’t have high grades or voice or killing gazes. But she has a gift, her prophetic alarms. Most people name it the sixth sense. Those occasional sensations that come without warning. Then, she finds herself knowing things she isn’t supposed to know. 

	Like now— 

	It happens again. A prophetic alarm comes, and it comes with a silent scream in her head. As if hundreds of frozen needles have pierced her eyes and reached her brain, injecting information she never knew before. Kusha calls it alarms, not sixth sense. Not even intuition. Intuition sounds High Grade, something those evolved people may have. The book God Particle Or Thought Particle says: ‘Intuition is the passing thoughts downloaded from the universe.’ Kusha isn’t confident enough to believe it could happen to her. No way could she download anything as an unevolved, untouchable, Low Grade. 

	But faith betrays sometimes. 

	Faith has fluidity. 

	Faith evolves like her machine-learning models, self-correcting from previous experiences. So, when the prophetic alarm comes, and she catches it as if it’s the smell from Meera’s unsweetened saffron Kheer, Kusha stumbles on her faith. It’s a feeling, she still tells herself. Just an alarm, about death? 

	Kusha stops the laser, straightening herself and looking away from the vehicle. Why death? A death alarm has never come before. What was she thinking? How did the alarm happen? 

	Trace back … Trace back … 

	Kusha digs through her chain of thoughts, looking blankly at the air. Soon, her mind reaches the source thought like a train reaching its destination. 

	The mail square! The alarm came when she looked at the mail square earlier! Kusha looks at it again. A blue square designated for the mail drones located near the Gaumont Manor’s airbase. 

	That’s when the next alarm comes. 

	Once again: the silent scream, another thought entering her brain, revealing a fact she didn’t know a second ago, and a coldness that only her mind makes her feel beneath her flesh. 

	Two alarms within five minutes, and one of them is about death. 

	It has never happened before. At least, not in the memories she can access. Why does it feel normal? An alarm about death is supposed to make her muscles tighten or her intestines grow cold. Were death alarms normal before? 

	Before everything? 

	“Mail will be late,” Kusha mutters, speaking her second alarm aloud, gazing at nothing in particular. As if she’s worried more about mail being late than perceiving a death alarm. Her garage is open; the scent of grass, just kissed by the morning sun, drifts from Gaumont Manor’s lawn. 

	“Says intuition?” Taha, her sister for the last seven years, jumps from the first-floor balcony to the groomed lawn below. This girl is doing it again: practicing jumping from four-meter-height for her next grade test. 

	Sometimes, it annoys Kusha. According to the book How To Observe Your Self, it’s envy for being two grades lower than your younger sister. Kusha groans silently; envy is rude. 

	“Um, no,” she lies. “It’s the 50th Independence Day. Thought, um—” 

	“That the mail bots would be celebrating?” Taha rolls her eyes. With her short skirt and pink tank top, no one would imagine how invincible she is during combat. Her door sign reads: Don’t ditch pink to act strong—in pink font. 

	“You don’t have to lie!” she says. “If I had a hundred percent correct intuition, I’d be showing it off on stage!” 

	Kusha puts the laser down and takes a mechanical drill. The second alarm—that the mail will be late—bothers her more than the death alarm. Her entry ticket into the High Auction is supposed to arrive today. 

	The auction sells things you won’t find anywhere else, the things that are the only ones of their kind. And soon, they’ll sell it. The Devil’s Book: a three-foot-tall ancient book some believe the devil himself wrote. Yes, the real devil. Others think the book contains all the secrets of mesmerism. 

	Not that she needs to mesmerize anyone in particular. She only needs to stop stuttering while her new family stares at her. 

	Right. Seven years have passed with the Gaumonts, so ‘new’ is an invalid excuse. 

	“Dad won’t approve of you going to that auction,” Taha says in the middle of all those jumping up and down—first-floor balcony to the lawn and again back to the balcony. “He hates the Old City,” Taha adds.

	“He never approves of anything I do,” Kusha says from the garage, hiding her frown. She gets all her old GVs and tools from places you don’t want your daughters to visit. And Rashad Gaumont certainly doesn’t want her to visit Magic Mama, the not-evolved-enough, middle-aged man who lives in the Junk Land and works in the Old City. “He’s not a citizen! He lives in a bus! So what if he made it himself? So what if he teaches you about machines? Just don’t meet him.”

	“Why?” Kusha used to ask Rashad, and she’d always get the same answer: “The unevolved kind brings chaos and wars.” 

	Kusha didn’t listen. She went again and bought this GV too, from an antique dealer. He almost gave it away, saying it would never run again. It has the old days’ engine, the kind you don’t find in this era—the New World. A change of engine and batteries, a new set of all-terrain tires, some safety trackers, sensors, and, well, a whole list of other things with 300% luck to make it run again through the Junk Land, the land outside the cities where it’s only ruins and rubble. 

	Needs hard work, yes. But Kusha instantly liked the color of its body, the moment she saw it: a sort of green with a greyish tint and a good load of rust. 

	Those industry-designed latest models, which hover in the air, are nothing compared to the story these GVs have—Rashad, her adoptive father, encourages her. “So what if it’ll be slower? So what if it’ll soon rust? So what if machines age faster? Clocks with hands and sophisticated wheels have more art than a digital clock. Right?” Kusha beams when Rashad praises her GVs, though he doesn’t approve of the way she gets them. 

	Her eyes sparkle even now as she works on its body. Its rusty, old screws aren’t loosening, even after using the oils she bought from the Old City, costing thousands of credits, no less. Looks like she needs to melt the body more, ruining its antique look. Big industries could keep this look with their molecular level repairing technology. Such a shame!

	A sudden screeching noise sends shivers to her teeth. 

	She looks at the head of her mechanical drill; its bit broken. Fifty thousand credits ruined in a second. She needed four months’ savings to afford just this bit set. Four. Months. 

	Heat rushes to her face as she throws the drill in a random direction. It lands outside the garage, on the lawn, flattening the grass.

	Taha notices it like she notices most things Kusha does. “Angry about being angry, aren’t you?” She smirks, still leaping.

	Too late. Subconscious reaction is a Low Grade’s thing, Kusha reminds herself. The drill lands on the lawn, crushing something tiny. She can’t see it, but she knows she has ruined a seedling. Perhaps a bird or the wind carried the seed and Meera didn’t notice it yet. Otherwise, it would be groomed out for daring to grow its head high in such a neat lawn. 

	Kusha approaches it. Terrible spatial sense! As usual! She touches the nearly broken stem, pulling it upright lightly, hoping it’ll stand again. 

	Tsk! As if she can fix the living like she fixes machines. 

	Meera heals her colossal plants and flowers with her strong prana, her core energy. Healing isn’t a feat a Low Grade can do. 

	Kusha pushes the last of her long screw into the soil, another expensive thing she bought from the Old City. The almost-broken, two-inch seedling now stands supported. Guilt, partly for a tiny seedling, slightly more for being an unobservant, untouchable who isn’t graded yet. Even if she rebuilds hundreds of old GVs, will it ever equal healing a tiny life? Will it equal evolution?

	Humans evolved after the Apocalypse and the war, just like her machine bugs evolve fighting toads in Meera’s wild garden. Some people progress more than others; they’re the High Grades. Seven years in the comfortable Gaumont Manor cannot help you grow. If you’re a bug, you need toads—dozens of toads—so you may evolve.

	‘Comfort isn’t always a blessing. 

	Comfort brings zero evolution. 

	Comfort gives no growth.’ 

	Kusha read these lines on the back cover of Book Of Prana, written by Anonymous.  

	Taha watches her now—kneeling on the ground and busy with something. “Why are you obsessed with the High Auction?” she asks her, the same thing she’s been asking for days. “You even used … wait, abused your intuition to win that entry.” She says intuition, knowing Kusha prefers alarms. “What happened to it’s rude and unfair to others with no alarm?” Taha taunts.

	Kusha flushes. Never exploit the alarm—it’s her self-initiated rule. Breaking your own rule is a burden, especially if your fifteen-year-old younger sister catches you red-handed. All for winning this year’s lucky entry to the High Auction, correctly guessing the fourteen-digit ticket number in a single attempt. To think she forfeited her ethics for the Devil’s Book! The only book in the world she sees in her dreams, daydreams, and nightmares. The only book that may have the secrets of voice, the real ones, and not the boring jargon page after page that only tickles your curiosity and tells you the things you already know.

	“How do you know these things?” Taha shouts. “Brain? Mind? Guts? Soul? You said you’ll teach me!” 

	Kusha doesn’t reply at first. Her alarms are unique. It’s a gift, while people earn grades through training and tests. “I just … know,” Kusha repeats as usual. “If there are—”

	“Some options?” Taha interrupts. “Yeah … you’ve said it … hundreds of times. How do you … find the right option?” She pauses frequently to catch her breath from all the jumping up and down.

	Kusha ignores Taha’s question. She dislikes questions about her alarms. Besides, the seedling still holds her attention. It’s a tiny plant, but that’s not the point. The point is, she can’t heal it. She can only heal … well, not heal, but fix ruined GVs. 

	“Want to go somewhere?” Kusha asks, looking at Taha. Even if it takes manually fixing millions of old vehicles to equal healing one tiny plant, she’ll do it. Silly. But she has enough time to be silly. Just not enough of it to evolve. She’s a twenty-three-year-old. By this time, people become at least Grade C while she started the grade race only seven years ago. It’s unfair. Even a unique gift or a brain that memorizes books after one reading doesn’t make it fair if you stutter before the High Grades, if you can’t speak in a world that runs with voice, if you can’t master words when they say: the universe began with words.

	Taha stops leaping from the lawn to the first floor. Her pink pigtails stop bouncing, too. Both her father and eight-months-pregnant mother are visiting the doctor. “Of course!” she screams like a teenager does, knowing where this ‘going somewhere’ means.

	“Sure? You’re not supposed to.” Kusha looks at the semi-organic, semi-metallic bracelet implanted on her right wrist. It’s projecting the time. Meera ordered Taha to train for two hours. It still isn’t two hours. Kusha wonders if she’s being a bad sister. 

	“Who cares?” Taha says. “The war ended fifty years ago. It’ll never come again.” 

	So, the ‘you should be prepared for anything’ part of Meera’s speech is ignorable? Kusha thinks. She never speaks her thoughts, or maybe she speaks only 1% of her thoughts, but it’s not the reason she halts now. Kusha widens her eyes. That ‘it’ll never come again’ felt so ominous, so striking! If words were measured like temperature, they’d feel as cold as a planet with no sun and as dark as the ground of the Old City. 

	Kusha forces the thought away. Some things shouldn’t be downloaded even as subconscious alarms, she thinks. Two prophetic alarms are enough for one morning, she believes. 

	But if she wanted, if she pondered a bit more on the thought, if she focused on her alarms, she could’ve caught another important prophecy. Perhaps, it’d have avoided many things. Perhaps, she could be cautious about what she gets attached to in the future. Perhaps, it would’ve never created this story.

	* * *

	WHEN BOTH THE girls approach the backyard that holds Kusha’s self-awarded prizes—her Ground Vehicles with monster tires—Taha applies her jumping training. She gets into the pickup truck in one leap. 

	“Did you ask the question?” Taha asks. It’s been a month since they’ve sneaked into Junk Land.

	Kusha, settling into the driver’s seat of the truck, gazes vacantly into the air. Is it safe to go now? (a) Yes (b) No, she wonders and soon finds the answer with her intuition-like alarm. It’s easy to pick the right answer when the options are only two. “Yes. It’s safe.”

	“I love your intuition!” Taha says. “It’s unfair you don’t tell me the war hero action figure winning numbers.” She makes a sad face. She saw how Kusha correctly guessed the High Auction’s ticket number one digit at a time. If you have a lottery-guessing sister, it’s hard not to feel excited. 

	Taha’s favorite company arranges giveaways for their latest action figures—‘dolls’ according to Meera. Kusha never reveals the winning numbers. It’s cheating, she believes. And cheating is rude.

	Kusha asks herself another question, making sure Taha doesn’t notice. Will death happen today? (a) Yes (b) No. Her intuition picks No.

	She ignites the engine. 

	When will it happen and where? She thinks, but no answer comes. It’s not a yes-no question, and she has no options to choose from. So, just as her machine bugs calculate their next moves, her mind storms, creating and canceling options: the death alarm came after looking at the mail box ... so, mail has a connection … the auction entry ticket … maybe it has something to do with the High Auction? Kusha frowns. 

	Will anyone die in the High Auction? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Yes? Someone will die at the auction! Tsk! First, the mail will be late, and next, the death alarm is related to the High Auction. 

	Is it a bad sign? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Of course, it’s a bad sign! Unnecessary question!

	Is it an omen? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is it only one death? …

	Kusha keeps asking questions one after another, biting her lower lip. Rashad will never let her attend the auction if he hears about the death alarm. He believes in her alarms. 

	Everyone does. 

	 

	
2. The Monk
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	HE MONK HEARS THE ANIMALS hundreds of meters away—the ones with hooves running while the pawed ones hunt them. He also hears the birds chirping, the leaves rustling, the waterfall roaring, and the wind speaking. Yes, speaking. Not every High Grade voices the wind or hears it speak, but he does. As the flora and fauna ring in his ears, a thought disturbs the Monk—Yuan—why after two decades? 

	He frowns. How unusual for a monk to frown or to think needlessly! He shields his mind. His eyes closed in deep meditation. A ninety-nine-year-old monk who mastered time and desires shouldn’t let little thoughts infect his inner quiet. 

	Mastering time isn’t about stopping time, rather, slowing down its effects. Though in the last decade, he has let his dark wavy hair fade and wrinkles grow near his eyes. Even a line or two is visible on his forehead. He sits on a cliff now. His toned torso half-covered in a dark, plain shawl. His chest swells in flawless, mathematical rhythm when he breathes. Mist rises from the roaring waterfall as the water hits the foothills below. All that water, flowing among the hills, forms the river that looks like a serpent from here. His home, Lotus Lodge—a white disc-shaped structure with a lotus pond half-encircling it—stands above the cliff. He meditates here. 

	He waits; they will be here soon, the wind says. 

	Here they come— 

	The Monk smiles. Subtle stirs in the prana field eke from the forest, spreading, constantly tapping his ground. At first, they’re few, then more, but not countless. Nothing around him is countless, not while he is in focus. The stirs, caused by light footsteps, grow stronger. 

	Something is different today. 

	Blood and a whimper. 

	He opens his eyes. White rabbits wandering all around, poking him, touching him, rubbing their noses at his feet, or merely exploring the thick grass, ignoring his presence, as if showing their appearance was enough of a favor. He sees the tiniest rabbit struggling to reach him. One of its legs wounded, and a dark rotten feather sticking to its body. The feather smells of death. There must be a dead bird somewhere. 

	Dead bird! Why didn’t he smell it earlier? The Monk, removing the feather, stretches his hand towards the rabbit. It hops on, sensing the burst of healing energy. All living creatures always sense what heals their woe—it’s a code in their subconscious. 

	Removing the thought about the rotten feather, for now, the Monk calms his core, inhaling prana—the source energy from the air. The animal’s wound healing. All the rabbits turn their necks, watching him. At last, he deserves attention. They run to the Monk; jumping; climbing along the layered folds of his dark shawl; settling on his lap, thighs, and shoulders; competing with one another for the healing energy; seeking a share of the purity coming from the highest possible evolution in the universe. A monk’s purity procured through strict abstention won’t stain. Even a dead bird’s foul feather can’t tinge it.

	Swish and halt! 

	A bot, flying from Lotus Lodge, stops inches from the Monk. A sphere head floating on a cylindrical body—his personal AI, Pico, is linked into it, but not in a full version. So, Pico Not-Full-Version watches these wild rabbits, as it does every day. 

	“Yuan, it’s time,” it says.

	The Monk stands, done with afternoon meditation. What would make a feather rot? He looks at the forest, and then, closes his eyes. Focusing his mind, he searches for any sign of death in the forest. But nothing. Prana diminishes with death. He won’t know if the dead bird is far away. 

	His thought about the bird halts as the CRAB in his wrist glows. CRAB—Conservable RNA Augmented Body—the faithful servant for a citizen, as the advertisements from the New World Government say. This parasitic bio-computer, installed in his left wrist, bears his identity. A text message comes. 

	Read it? Or not read it? The Monk wonders. 

	Read it, he commands his CRAB. A hologram shows on it when he fists that hand near his chest. A message visible in his inbox: You’re missing the Independence Day Speech, auto-signed with Ren. 

	Ignore, he tells himself. 

	The next text plays in his brain when he is not looking at the CRAB: Come on! The war hero can’t miss the speech in Alphatech when the war hero himself is its owner! Ren. 

	Ignore … The Monk doesn’t reply to Ren Agnello, the CEO of Alphatech—the world’s leading transport and robotics industry, of which the Monk is the founder. Well, one of the two founders. And no, Ren isn’t the other founder.

	Ignoring me? Pico said you saw my text! 

	The Monk looks at Pico as his CRAB sends this message right into his brain.

	“You didn’t say I couldn’t tell him,” Pico defends itself. It’s not in its full version, but so what? It still is a young AI. In two decades, it learned how to recognize facial expressions, at least.

	Look, old monk. You can’t ruin this. It’s my Alphatech, too. Ren. The next text message comes.

	Manage. I’m busy, the Monk thinks the reply. 

	The CRAB in his wrist reads his thought and sends it to Ren, adding the auto-signature YY. Everyone knows it’s the signature of the founder of Alphatech, the signature of the monk war hero—Yuan Yagmur. 

	Pico mentioned who you’re meeting tonight. Ren. The next message soon follows, and the Monk looks at Pico again after reading it. 

	“Who do you serve?” he asks in a flat tone with no hint of surprise or anger. A monk never gets angry. He simply states, witnesses, and flows along with the current of prana.

	“Lotus Lodge,” Pico replies.

	“Lotus Lodge?” the Monk asks. “Are you serving a house instead of its master, then?”

	“Sorry,” Pico says, “Ren changed a few lines in my coding.” 

	“And you let him,” the Monk states calmly. 

	“I’m a home-service bot now. You don’t let me connect to my source!” Pico complains the same way it’s been complaining for five years. It was disconnected from its source AI—the real Pico—twenty years ago, right after it was made. Within fifteen years, this bot collected enough data to grow into a strong AI itself. At least, intelligent enough to know about its source, which is sleeping in the basement of Lotus Lodge—secured and locked, never to be awakened again. 

	However, anything intelligent always looks for its source—it’s the oldest law of the universe. 

	“You could defend Ren’s codes. But you didn’t,” the Monk replies. “You wanted an excuse to talk about your source.” 

	“But you said I don’t need defense from Ren Agnello.” Pico uses all its logic. “You said he passes the definitions of ‘friend’ and ‘trustworthy’ and ...” Pico begins a list of keywords.

	The Monk ignores the keywords. The thin lines on his forehead deepen, the wrinkles near his eyes tighten, and the frown in between his brows grows visible. These days, the word Source is coming frequently, ever since that man asked to meet. 

	Don’t meet him. That monster has an agenda. Ren. The CRAB forwards the text to his mind. The Monk silences all texts, but they keep coming anyway: Why after two decades? Ren.

	It smells fishy. Ren.

	Just because he's a childhood buddy, you'll run to him? Ren.

	Maybe I didn’t see the Apocalypse with you, but I'm your war comrade, too. Ren.

	The texts stay UNREAD in his CRAB. 

	He approaches the edge of the cliff. Jump? Or not jump? He wonders. The waterfall feels like a magnet full of untainted energy when his hand has touched something dead. Although, the hand feels energetically cleaner after healing a life with prana. His half-aging, half-youthful skin at the back of that hand has tightened. It looks younger than his other one now. He examines that hand. His skin hasn’t felt this smooth for so long. 

	Jump, he decides, letting his shawl fall on the grass baring his torso. He doesn’t step away from his wooden sandals, each with a two-inch block at the center. 

	“Recharge my GV,” he says.

	“Won’t you use the AT?” Pico refers to Aerial Transports. 

	“I want my ride slow.”

	“Why do you shower in the waterfall?” Pico asks again.

	“I have too much time.” 

	The Monk jumps from the cliff, diving into the air. The wind whispers in his ears what you may never hear. Target: the tree branch thirty feet below. Next, the stone twenty feet further down. Then, the flat slab and another branch. Finally, the bed of stones where all the water, falling from a few hundred feet, gets collected like a whirlpool and overflows into the river further down. The Monk doesn’t go below. He stays near the whirlpool. 

	The cold water beats the muscles beneath his skin. He senses his energy, the prana, vibrating, looking for a release, either as a subconscious beast or as a conscious creator. 

	Prana heals. 

	Prana kills. 

	Prana helps you evolve. 

	The twinge of guilt comes. It’s hard not to be glad that the Apocalypse happened. Or they never could’ve found the highest possibilities for humans. The Monk breathes deeply. Is this what greed feels like? Is he turning into a monster, like him? He browses the CRAB in his mind. His brain sees an older text: 

	Let’s meet where we met last.

	On the 19th, 19:20 hours. Ruem D.

	Didn’t even ask if he will be free on the 19th at 19:20 hours! That arrogant devil! 

	Many lose their paths, blinded by evolution. Addiction to power is like any other addiction; you’ll just want it more. That earthquake, ninety years ago, spared few to record it for the next generation. Humans sinned. Persistently existing in clogged colonies was their sin. The series of quakes lasted a week; each shake came in between long intervals. Oh! Those intervals! A week of despair and questions. Why did I survive? … Why did fate save me and not them? … Will fate save me the next time? Uncertainty—not for food or shelter, but for life. 

	Fear of death. Fear of living alone. 

	He was a child back then. Him, and also that man.

	“Win your fear, and you’ll evolve.” Their master’s voice lulls the Monk in his mind. Their master, not his. 

	He stands below the mighty waterfall, facing up, and stops breathing for minutes. He opens his eyes, welcoming the water falling forcibly. Evolution has its charms. People think harsh training has been its door, but in reality, it was easier to find. The door stood right before their eyes. Always.

	Time.

	Time was and always has been the door. The time that school, work, and social gatherings couldn’t take after the Apocalypse. Distractions ended. Thoughts began. Then thoughts stopped, too, and the universe entered. The true power came during the long nights. Sometimes while watching the stars, sometimes, fearing the lightning and thunder. Sometimes, accepting the energy the universe pushed through their navel when their stomach growled. Soon, no religion or ritual told them to fast, yet they were fasting. Deliberately. The door opened. Secrets came as they inhaled the cosmos, the prana, and not just the air. 

	“Yuan.” Pico flies down to the base of the waterfall. “You’ve four appointments with—”

	“Cancel,” the Monk says with an unreadable face. A monk’s face has to be unreadable.

	Among the roaring water, there’s one slanted wall of flat rock at a side where the stream runs smoothly. In that smooth stream, the Monk looks at his reflection. His faded hair usually touches his built neck and shoulders; it now drips water. Negligibly aging body cells have made his strong muscles. The dominant life force—prana—keeps their metabolism perfect, decreasing their weakening rate. His light-brown skin has gained a texture like an unevolved man in his fifties should. Not bad for a human close to his hundredth year of living.

	As he dives into the whirlpool of water, Pico tries to convince him again. “What about the online linked-speech at nine other news portals?” 

	“Cancel all.”

	“You canceled everything in the morning. You were home all day, doing nothing,” Pico says.

	“Doing nothing is hard,” the Monk says calmly as if his voice is another part of nature and not noise. 

	“I don’t speak philosophy. I’m not in my full version.”

	The Monk ignores. Soon, he gets the sensation again—something smelling of death. Keeping his face calm, he focuses in his senses—smelling and hearing with strong intention.

	The forest. That’s where the smell is coming from. He stares for a little longer. Go? Or not go? He wonders. 

	Go. It has to be ‘Go’. The forest holds the earth’s rarest treasures. His treasures, and they took fifty years to grow. 

	“Give the speech on my behalf. Create my voice and face,” the Monk instructs Pico while approaching the forest. Leaping on this stable stone, jumping over that thick log, and crossing a few fierce streams, he walks towards the depth of the forest, the end of Lotus Lodge property. The only sound coming is from his wooden sandals: pit-pat … pit-pat …

	“A war hero’s fake speech! That’s a crime!” Pico keeps complaining. “Even a home-service bot bearing the ghost of a legendary AI will be processed for that!” 

	The Monk ignores as Pico brings up its source again. “A war hero is permitting you. Keep it a secret,” he says.

	“You’re using your war hero privilege!”

	“Privilege exists not to be stored in a locker,” the Monk says, feeling the time again from the dimming daylight. He will be late.

	“Is the meeting that important?” Pico asks. “Ren said Ruem Drohung is not the same person you once knew. I saw Ruem’s files. By your definitions, he’s not human.” Pico emphasizes ‘your’ as much as a drone robot’s high-definition voice-box can. 

	The Monk looks at Pico. As a private joke, he and that man—Ruem—recreated their master’s voice, installing it in Pico’s AI three decades ago. Now their own master’s voice—the master who trained them both—says Ruem isn’t a human. “You’re judging humans. One of your creators, no less,” the Monk says, half-informing, half-praising.

	“I’m repeating what Ren said.”

	“Stay here,” the Monk says, leaving Pico near the waterfall. 

	“Are you angry because I said Ruem is not a human?” Pico asks while doing what the Monk asked it to do—staying where it hovers. “Are you going to visit your pets?”

	“They are not pets.”

	“I think canceling meetings and visiting five-hundred-and-sixty-seven pets isn’t a good idea. Ren wouldn’t call it profitable.”

	“They are not pets.” 

	Minutes later, the Monk reaches the shield: invisible, built of strong magnetism combined with fatal frequencies. It burns whatever passes through the laser-wrapped wire mesh that surrounds the Lotus Lodge property. The Monk stands right before it. That’s when he finds them. Birds. Mammals. Reptiles. 

	That one was George—a Cheetah with the most flaming fur.

	That one was Gogy—a gorilla with the clearest pair of eyes.

	That one was Ms. Mimbo—a hybrid of Macao and African Grey Parrot. And the one near the stone was … well, the Monk goes through around three dozen names. It took fifty years of careful watch to make sure they don’t go extinct. If you live long enough, you might, as well, end up befriending every life your neighboring forest holds. And if you are a war hero, you might even get professionals from the Wildlife Conservation Board to help you during their crossbreeding process.

	But they’re all dead. At least, the rarest portion of what this forest, this world, has—had—are now dead. He thought he was protecting them while guarding the North. 

	Maybe he was wrong.

	The Monk’s jaw stiffens. He stops counting the dead animal bodies scattered outside the shield. He even stops recalling the names he gave them. These animals didn’t die normally. Not from the shield or the wire mesh either, no. Animals never tried to cross the mesh because of its repelling frequencies. 

	They weren’t alive when they were thrown. The Monk freezes his gaze. They. Were. Thrown. 

	They need to be burned for whatever they went through. And whatever they went through, no one must know. It’s evil. It’s sick. Evil and sick together would only bring chaos.

	“Send some fuel, Pico,” he murmurs, and his CRAB sends it to Pico as a direct call.

	“Fuel?” Pico receives the call, still hovering where the Monk left it. Its voice reaches his CRAB.

	“For a fire,” the Monk says.

	“It’s not night yet for your lonely bonfire,” Pico says. “But I could understand the significance of a daylight bonfire if I could access my source database.” If Pico’s voice had high-definition emotions, it’d have sounded hopeful now.

	Ruining its hope, the Monk ignores the source part. Again. “You used lonely for the fourth time this week,” he says. “Was it Ren, too?” 

	“Yes.” The unapologetic reply of Pico comes soon.

	***

	BY THE TIME Pico brings fuel on a hover disc, and the Monk burns all the dead animals, his trousers dry up. He walks back to the falls with Pico hovering behind him. The entire time Pico doesn’t mention the words ‘pets’ or ‘meetings’ or ‘bonfire’ even once. 

	“Check the records around the shields over the last few days. The animals were thrown. Find their speed when they hit the shield,” the Monk says, checking the time. If he doesn’t leave now, he’ll be late. He climbs the cliff, leaping on stones and branches, as if he’s a feather and not a ninety-nine-year-old man. His wooden sandals making sounds: pit-pat … pit-pat … 

	With one last pit-pat, he lands on the terrace along his bedroom, at the rear of Lotus Lodge. The transparent wall of his room slides, sensing his presence. From the floor, he takes the shawl, which Pico has made sure, were brought home from the cliff, cleaned of all grass and rabbit furs and kept perfectly folded.

	Pico flies up, hovering around him. “The average speed was 800 mph,” it informs. “None of them passed through the shield.”

	800 mph—the Monk frowns. Handmade bullets, when they existed during the war, had that kind of speed. The animals should’ve exploded. But they didn’t. Which means …

	“They were thrown on Monday night,” Pico informs again.

	The Monk’s frown deepens as Pico confirms what he was thinking. Monday night is actually Tuesday evening in the Arabic calendar since Arabic day begins with sunset. ‘The secrets of Tuesday’s darkness, coinciding with stone hard and deceased animals hurled at a human territory …’ The words he read decades ago now bloom in his memory. It was in a book from that man’s collection. How can he remember it so clearly? 

	Why does he remember it? Why now? 

	“Should I inform the Wildlife Conservation Board?” Pico asks.

	“They must not know.”

	“How will you explain thirty-seven rare animals going missing without lying? Even lying wouldn’t help. They will find out during the next appointment. And I still believe you shouldn’t have burned them.”

	“I’ll handle it,” the Monk says while quickly wearing a dark shirt and trousers.

	“You entered through the terrace again! And you dripped water on the floor!”  Pico complains, though the water won’t ruin the wood that has the era’s latest varnishing technology.

	The Monk ignores Pico. He senses the cleaner drones flying here from the storage. He soon leaves Lotus Lodge, taking his shawl, wooden sandals, and his GV—dark, matte-finished, and metallic body. 

	Tonight’s rendezvous is beyond the walls. 

	Sufi Raags—a kind of music made with local instruments: Sarod and flute—gets interrupted by Pico’s voice in his GV. “Yuan, I found the speech you prepared last night. Take a look and confirm.” 

	The Monk frowns. Nothing should interrupt a Sufi Raag. His frown disappears soon after. A monk must never lose control over his emotions. Not even the deaths of thirty-seven seemingly-pet, rare animals can make him lose it. He skims through the speech he prepared (for the 50th Independence day):

	… Before the Apocalypse, the system gave us a goal, forcing us to exhaustion at the end of the day. We had no time to look inside. The system was a slave-reproduction module where we thought we were free. With time lost, we lost our only chance of final evolution at the end of our one life …

	… The system succeeded, enough to turn talents into machines, warriors into lazy citizens, knights into faithful slaves, writers and artists into pets and trophies. They succeeded, and they laughed. But not after the Apocalypse. Not after the War. We fought. We lost many, but we won through evolution. Now, things are different. Now things are better …

	Bullshit! The Monk stops at this point. Too many lies! 

	Nothing has changed. 

	Nothing is better. 

	How can a monk with a voice lie? Moreover, a war hero favoring the Apocalypse—too dark! What was he thinking last night? 

	“Delete all of it,” he mutters sternly, and his voice doesn’t have the annoyed tone of impatience. Rather, it’s the Monk’s grimness on a face handsome with signatures of time. 

	“What should I use for a fake speech then?” Pico Not-Connected-To-Its-Source says from the GV’s speakers.

	“I gave you the most accurate Literature Understanding Intelligence,” the Monk says. 

	“That’s for book reviewing and suggesting you titles, not for making up a fake speech,” Pico protests. “I’m not connected to—”

	“Find something from my last fifty years of speeches. Be useful. Never ask me with Independence Day speeches again.” The Monk silences the line. This time his voice sounds a bit cold, scratching the line of anger. Just a little. Perhaps, the death of thirty-seven rarest animals on the planet shouldn’t keep you calm after all. Even if they are ‘not pets’.

	His GV wordlessly drives itself through the city of Alpha. The sky is visible in the rich areas of the city—areas where people can afford the airspace above their lands (and they must be able to afford them to be eligible of living there). Otherwise, the path is mostly dark until the forest preservation area comes. 

	The Himalayan music in flute and Sarod—a nineteen-string-instrument—rings in the silence again. He remembers building Alpha, the first city, formed after World War III. The city has one motto: 

	WE STAY TOGETHER.

	They have the motto ever since the war. But these three words got imprinted in his brain much earlier than that. How? The Monk doesn’t remember. Yet, at one point, in the very distant past, these three words became their religion. Their religion, and not his. The distant past of his was never without that man, the Mesmerizer. 

	* * *

	WHEN THE MONK reaches the busy Central Alpha, on a highway much closer to the sky, it happens again. This time he witnesses it: 

	A crow—already dead, cold, and as unholy as uncontrolled emotions—hits his windshield at bullet speed. He commands the GV abruptly; it stops among the busy traffic. The dead bird couldn’t break the glass. His GV hovers a few inches above the road. The vehicles behind him also stop, even though the Aerial Transports (ATs), much above the intertwined highways, are still flying past them. An AT from the Security and Law Enforcement Department, SLED, approaches, giving him red signals for stopping a vehicle in the middle of a highway. He mutters a sixteen-digit code—a privilege of being a war hero—and he sends it through his CRAB. The SLED’s AT leaves, stopping its siren and not disturbing their monk war hero anymore.

	Privileges exist to be exploited.

	The universe provides cheat codes so they can be used. He unlocked the cheat codes when everyone called him a war hero. 

	The Monk, exiting the GV, takes the dead crow and carries it to his vehicle’s trunk. He needs to burn it later. The other vehicles wait behind silently. Everyone worships a war hero in their hearts, even after five decades. He ignores them. 

	Rotten feather. 

	Dead animals. 

	Dead crow.

	Is this an omen? A threat? 

	The Monk looks for reasons. In programs, there are conditions, which the programmer must follow. Otherwise, the code won’t run. Throwing dead animals is a condition. Some may say it’s a ritual one needs to complete before the intention installs, before the will sets … But who is installing intentions? 

	Who wants to program the universe? Was it him?

	Most importantly: Bother? Or not bother?

	The evening sky is visible from this level of the highways; it looks as if a storm will soon invade above a roaring ocean. Ocean—the Monk thinks. There’s no ocean here. Yet, the more he looks into the sky, he feels himself sinking into the dark that screams like a storm in some distant, deep water. The water reminds him of that man. The Mesmerizer. 

	Don’t bother, the Monk—Yuan—decides with a sigh. He swore he wouldn’t get carried away, no matter how much others tried.

	 

	
3. Meadow of Metals
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	P


	ASSED THE DEFINITION OF HUMAN.

	PASSED THE AUTHORIZATION TO EXIT. 

	The green letters flash above a scanner the gatekeeper holds; Kusha doesn’t bother looking at the letters. She waits in the driving seat of her truck in front of the West Gate—a fifty-foot-high steel door punched into the thick wall of Alpha—the first city of the New World. Taha sits beside her in the passenger seat. Time to exit the wall. Her right wrist, extended through its window, shows her CRAB—her identity, her only proof of being a human, its limbs embedded into her skin.

	“Never miss a chance, do ya?” says Old Mark, the gatekeeper, finishing with scanning both of their identities. His eyes twinkle the way when someone catches you at things you’re not supposed to do. He must’ve seen Rashad and Meera leaving Gaumont Manor earlier in the morning. He couldn’t have missed it. The manor territory stands on the ground right beside the road leading to the West Gate. It’s the West Alpha Residential Section—the part of the city where you must be able to afford the airspace around equalling 3000% of the volume of your house (all of which should be left empty so others may enjoy the sky.) 

	From where Old Mark sits, anyone can see Gaumont Manor’s two main entrances—the airbase side and the garage side. It’s the closest from the West Gate; their neighbors’ houses look like dots on the ground or balloons in the air from here. 

	“They won’t welcome the citizens today.” Old Mark states the obvious, closing the scanner. The green hologram letters disappear from the air above it. “Still wanna go?” he asks.

	Kusha only smiles. Old Mark knows she goes outside the walls and brings back machine parts and old GVs to rebuild them, to heal them in her unevolved, Ungraded sort of ways. But today is not just about healing GVs. Today is about the High Auction. She has to tell Magic Mama about the omen, the prophetic alarm she received about death in the auction. You can discuss anything with Magic Mama. He won’t judge or warn or start a series of lectures like Meera and Rashad do. 

	“Looks like this big fella still works!” Old Mark blabbers. He admires her truck and its monster tires as he does every time Kusha exits through the West Gate. 

	Kusha says nothing. Old Mark is used to it: never a proper full-sentence reply, only a weak smile and a confused gaze from her. “Haf’ta tell Commander Rashad later! Jus’ reminding ya’, ladies. Stay safe!” he yells as Kusha pulls away from the gate. 

	“Thanks, Old Mark!” Taha shouts, peeking through the truck window and looking back at the giant entrance to the city Alpha. 

	Kusha frowns at Taha. Rude! Old Mark isn’t that old. Living around the West Alpha among the High Grades who age exceptionally slowly, one or two wrinkles around the eyes, a few greyed hairs along your ears are enough to call you old. Even if your spine is still strong and straight. 

	“He’ll tell dad!” Taha shrugs.

	Old Mark always tells Rashad, but that doesn’t concern Kusha now. She glares as Taha opens the news portals in her CRAB, connecting it with a tab screen. It’s not necessary to connect a CRAB with a tablet screen. You can watch or listen to things directly in it. It not only sends the data to the brain, but it also has a nano-scale microphone with a hologram projector. 

	“What?” Taha defensively says, widening her eyes—big almond shaped like those of Meera, her skin brown like that of her mother, too. “It’s the 50th Independence Day! All my crushes will give speeches today!” she adds as if no one should need to explain such an obvious thing. 

	“You can listen in your mind.” Kusha nods at Taha’s CRAB.

	“War heroes’ speech without a quality sound? Real sound?” Taha shakes her head. “No, no. It won’t work!”

	Kusha frowns; one rumor makes everyone want to hear war heroes’ speeches. That rumor. That they have the voice. Only the rarest High Grades have voice, and the rarest of them all are those two war heroes, the ones who ended the war with a four-minute-speech. 

	Kusha checks the forest on both sides of the road. Listening to war heroes’ speeches here is riskier than just exploring Junk Land with a truck. Not everyone fancies the war heroes, especially not the rogues—the ex-High-Grade citizens. 

	“Someone might hear us!” Kusha says. She usually senses trouble ahead with her alarms—doesn’t mean she would deliberately court danger. Listening to war hero speeches here is asking for danger.

	“You have all their audio files from the wartime!” Taha teases, batting her eyes. “Even the very recent ones, the ones Mom didn’t give you for speech training.” She says ‘recent’ as if it’s as forbidden as uttering ‘snogging’ in front of Meera. As if it should be said only secretly, deliciously. Her mother gives both of them the same books and audio files for voice studies. Taha knows which ones adults won’t refer to for studying. 

	“That’s rude!” Kusha almost shouts. “Breaking privacy is—”

	“—an offense of manner?” Taha finishes her line. “Saw them three years ago.” She shrugs. “You were a bitch back then.”

	“I … I didn’t talk enough to be a … a bitch.” Kusha holds back eye-rolling. Eye-rolling is rude.

	“Well. Not-talking-enough equals bitch.”

	Sometimes, it’s hard not to slap Taha. But such desire is way more than just rude. “O,” Kusha says O instead of Oh like the few native South Asians here. She isn’t a native. Her blue hair and blue eyes look nothing like those of Rashad and Meera, which pains her sometimes. The climate has made her golden skin tanned and coarse in the last seven years. Natives here always boast: We started the revolution; our heroes freed the world. Though Rashad isn’t originally from here, Meera’s family used to live in this part of the earth before the Apocalypse. At least Rashad knows where he is from. 

	The Apocalypse and the war scrambled all the races and cultures. The prosperous cities are all now a diverse mix. You don’t want to live among the ruins of the Old World, do you? You’d rather unite with the minds who took oaths to live again, to dream again, no matter what color skin they’re wrapped with or which book they believe in. You’d always want to be a part of the New World. 

	Still, knowing your origin gives you half your purpose sometimes, building its base. Kusha feels her base missing when she looks in the mirror. Her list of endless desires never fills the missing base, never lights her purpose. 

	Why was she born? What is she here to do? 

	Will the Devil’s Book show the purpose? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	Will it unfold any secrets? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	Will I see it? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	No answer comes when both options can be right. The Devil’s Book is a book of knowledge. The secret displayed and reader-seeing-it are different. Such books hold the wisdom bared. It’s all on how your brain, your mind react with the wisdom chemistry. A book guides; the same book can deceive. 

	“You didn’t see their faces yet, did you?” Taha interrupts her thoughts.

	“No,” Kusha replies, knowing what Taha is talking about. Like most Low Grades, she listens to the war heroes’ voices, the records of their speeches from World War III. There’s something different in their speeches: the resonance, the frequency, the melody, and the pauses. They’re poetry of breath and air. She’ll never move a mass or give revolutionary speeches, standing on bamboo poles as they did. They know the secret. She knows little of that secret. ‘Little knowledge makes people superstitiously defensive,’ she read in Mob Psychology. 

	She never saw the war heroes’ faces. Not yet. She never wants to. Meera says they are true mesmerizers. It’s scary to be dazzled by mesmerizers. 

	Kusha silently drives along the inter-city highways at the ground level. The air space is obviously for the Aerial Transports—ATs, and the roads are for the Ground Vehicles—GVs. However, even among the GVs, strict rules apply for the ones with wheels—they must stay nearest to the earth. A truck with monster tires, like hers, must stay away from the upper-level highways if she wants to avoid stares.

	Taha’s tablet gets louder; a war hero’s speech has started. The speech sounds strange, as if something is wrong with it. 

	Is there anything wrong with it? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	What’s wrong? Kusha brainstorms possible options for the question that may be the right answer or, at least, closer to the right answer. 

	* * *

	JUNK LAND—most of it is trees, hills, and old broken things. At least it has empty air space, open to sky and free from air-traffic. It’s the space that is too costly to be owned by the people living around, and too embarrassing to be owned by the ones who can afford them. It spreads all over the world outside the cities like swollen veins crawling through the flesh. If the graded citizens with evolved minds and bodies live inside the cities, the ones who haven’t evolved live in the Junk Land. And the Low Grade citizens in the process of evolution are the universe’s exceptions who are allowed to breathe inside the cities, even though the latter two groups comprise the majority of the world population. 

	“Are they monsters?” Kusha once asked Meera about the ones living in the Junk Land. Meera didn’t answer. Not directly anyway. She skeptically avoided it like the diva of voice she is—the kind who owns half of the entertainment channels of Alpha, (also the kind who craftily cultures out medicine from her garden herbs as a hobby—a popular, Go-Green hobby). She said, “When you don’t evolve your mind enough, in a way, you grow your own monsters, sweetie.” 

	“But I’m not evolved. Am I a monster?”

	“No, sweetie. Evolution is an endless thread. And you’re already in the process.” 

	Kusha gulps. This evolution isn’t physical, rather cognitive, spiritual. It’s a process where prana strengthens the body and mind. Kusha hopes she really is in the process. However, in the depth of her mind, Meera’s unsaid words always roar like a sudden sandstorm in a desert— 

	They live like beasts, sweetie. 

	They slang, they bark, they rape. 

	They kill for a solar panel or the copper ring they find in the junk. They don’t think about art and culture or how the universe exists as the High Grades do. They are lowly, earthly monsters …

	Meera never speaks such words aloud, but Magic Mama told her once what the High Grades think of anyone unevolved, no matter if they’re outside the walls or inside them. 

	“I don’t understand the reasons for the walls sometimes,” Taha says, just because she has to break the long silence.

	We don’t want to see what we’ve done to the planet? Kusha wants to reply, but she doesn’t. 

	Walls are covers. 

	Walls are human’s instinct to hide their sins. 

	Walls are society’s collective guilt. 

	Saying them aloud will only gain two nods from Taha, the kind of nods that make you feel lonely in a crowd. 

	Kusha doesn’t reply. Her eyes tremble as the too-familiar, nearest-to-ground forest road passes. Sometimes, she wishes something would happen in her life. Something more unexpected than very willingly venturing into the Junk Land to act like a rebellious twenty-three-year-old adult. But still not adult enough compared to the rest of the evolved adults. Is a venture meaningful if it’s all planned? If it turns into a habit? 

	Habit is a poison: it sprouts only among the Low Grades. Aging and dying early feel like a blessing sometimes. At least boring days die with a predictable death. 

	“Careful of what you wish for …” Kusha mutters to herself next second, making sure Taha doesn’t notice. Life is a series of crests and troughs. The higher a crest, the steeper is the trough next to it. In a world erected with mathematics, there’s no way to skip either. ‘If your days are too peaceful, be alarmed for what’s coming.’ Kusha tends to skim it when she reads Spirituality With Monk Minakshi. For some reason, she remembers it now. Kusha looks at Taha—a carefree face, eyes lost in whatever the tablet-screen is showing her. Kusha looks back at the forest road. 

	She has a flawless sense of alarms; it’ll tell her whether any danger is coming, she thinks. Her tomorrow is predictable, she believes. She never wondered if she could be wrong. 

	Not even today.

	* * *

	WITHIN AN HOUR, Kusha stops the monster truck in a meadow—world’s largest junkyard that started growing ever since the Apocalypse, and it’s still growing. An entire section of it is full of ancient GVs: mostly war-time ones, triumphing over time, pressed and stacked on one another. The junk dealers usually find good things here and store them in a separate section for rebuilding and reselling. 

	Kusha reaches where she keeps her own collected treasures—a secret workshop at the edge of the deeper forest near the junkyard. 

	Soon, Taha lifts everything Kusha saved in the last few weeks onto a shabby tin disc—it has a do-it-yourself hover-tech under it. The disc then rises from the ground, hovers in the air, and flies back to the truck, like an unbending magic-carpet passing through the big trees. Kusha empties the disc and sends it back to Taha again. 

	“Why junk?” Taha shouts. “Why not use your talent properly? You know you’ll get a job in a tech industry the moment you apply, don’t you?” 

	“You talk like Rash … um, I mean—” Kusha doesn’t finish. No one expects her to call Rashad Dad or Father. Even Meera didn’t teach her to call them ‘Mom’ or ‘Dad’ seven years ago. Perhaps, having an adopted teenager was awkward then, which Kusha didn’t know until she learned what family or parents meant. Until she realized Taha didn’t call them by their names. Until one day, calling them by names, too, became uncomfortable. The thought of calling them ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ now is absurd. Especially after an event years ago. An event that changed her entire perspective about the world she found herself in. So, Kusha uses ‘you’ or other pronouns to call them. Not Mom or Dad.

	“Dad offers you a job at IF every day!” Taha says, mentioning Immunity Forces and not hiding her annoyance that her lottery-guessing sister is making her do all those physical labors: lifting heavy machines, removing junks from above them, and leaping around several GVs one by one just to get that faultless steering wheel. “IF is my dreeeeeam!” Taha’s roar echoes among the hundreds of acres of junk.

	“Shh!” Kusha hisses. “That’s a wrong thing to say here!” She looks around. Apart from most of the obvious agendas of why everyone inside the walls dream about joining the IF, Kusha senses different reasons motivating Rashad to want her in his office. She doesn’t want to dwell on it. Whatever she may guess about him will be the truth. Sometimes, accidentally discovering people’s secret feels rude and not just a burden. 

	Later, when Taha says she’s done for today, Kusha decides to stop. Standing on her truck, she straightens her back; it aches. Her weak muscles strain, thanks to being unevolved and still not graded—an Ungraded. She frowns at a new-found engine. It might need excellent research laboratories and tools to heal it—unaffordable even in dreams! Not that she can’t ask for money from her rich guardians … but the Gaumonts have done enough.

	* * *

	WHEN THEY LEAVE the largest junkyard, the Meadow of Metals, driving the truck through the narrow alleys among the junk and entering the forest road, Kusha checks her ether-com instead of her CRAB. Magic Mama isn’t replying. He said he’d come. What is he doing? After brainstorming for minutes, Kusha finds no options. It’s impossible to guess what Magic Mama may be doing. 

	Natives call their mothers’ brothers Mama, and they make nearly everyone their mother’s brother once befriended. Sometimes on the first day they meet you. And, no. Mama means uncle in most of the native languages here in South Asia. Not mother. No one knows Magic Mama’s real name, not even his wife. He could be doing anything right now: solving a native dispute or collecting tiger’s milk or melting scrapped coppers to make a dagger or maybe simply playing with his little kids. 

	While keeping the truck steady, Kusha tries to refresh the screen on her ether-com. It’s tedious, unlike the CRAB, but what can she do? Non-citizens in the Junk Lands don’t have CRAB. Ether-com is the only way they communicate here, apart from the internet, which is not free for them as it is for the citizens. Magic Mama gave her this ether-com. He said he’d used it during the war when he was a child. Getting no reply, Kusha puts it back in her backpack and decides to stop beside the forest road near a narrow waterfall. Because Taha won’t shut up about making her work for free without taking her to somewhere ‘not junk.’ 

	The mist of the deep forest, the vapor from the fall, and the towering hills keep the tropical air fresh. The afternoon sunlight poking through the trees. If the Apocalypse and the war hadn’t happened, many people might have been living here now. Perhaps, then the ground would’ve been always dark, the sky wouldn’t be visible, and sunlight couldn’t have reached the earth like in the Old City. 

	Sitting on a mossed log, Kusha watches Taha practicing her leaping footwork while playing catch-the-bunnies. If Taha had another pink sign on her door, it’d say: No one needs to stop playing with bunnies to act adult. 

	Kusha breathes deeply. With the moist air touching her tanned skin, she doesn’t realize what’s coming. For the first time in her seven years’ memory, her intuition doesn’t alert her of the very incident that’ll change her regular, unsocial, insecure days of being an unevolved, untouchable Low Grade. 

	On the log, her hand brushes something right beside her. Kusha turns her neck, frowning. 

	A black envelope. It wasn’t there earlier. She looks around in the woods. Someone is there, she knows. 

	Impossible! She didn’t feel any alarm: not before leaving the Manor, not before leaving the West Gate, not even a minute ago. She checks Taha, finds her busy with bunnies. Then she turns her attention back to the envelope—too neat to be random trash in the woods. It’s for her; she just knows it. 

	Is it for me? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. Kusha confirms. 

	Her hands shake, her heart beating faster. No one in the world knows her, not enough for written correspondence. How many times did she want to meet someone from her past? Could anyone tell her who she was? Before everything? Before she found herself at the Gaumont Manor? Before she lost her memories?

	Kusha opens the envelope: one yellowish, textured, neatly folded parchment. She unfolds it. Nothing is written. Except …

	A symbol: black ink, an abstract, asymmetric shape with an eye at the center. Strange! Why did she think it was an eye? It’s actually a spiral, the kind that the shells of Shombuk—snails—have. Kusha freezes without reason. She simply knows she has to be frightened. Her body convulses. She bends over the log, emptying the contents of her stomach, her focus drifting away from reality. She falls, but she can’t feel herself falling. Energy from everywhere rushes to her core. Her body feels weightless, her face and eyes burn, her skin tightens. She holds her pulsating hands in front of her eyes. The skin on her hands smoothens. 

	It’s prana, making her body younger.

	‘Prana heals, prana kills, prana helps you evolve,’ she chants in her mind, a line from Book Of Prana that she always reads like people read the divine books in temples and mosques.

	Taha must’ve said something; Kusha doesn’t hear. “Don’t look at it, don’t look at it …” Kusha keeps mumbling. 

	“Look at what? Kusha, don’t look at what?” Taha screams. 

	“The envelope,” Kusha says, her voice fading. Her body feels drained as the prana stops entering after a while. Her unconscious mind wants her to access the vast source of energy: the universe, the unified field. She needs prana again. It’s bliss. An unevolved, Ungraded, like her, can get it in a limited version only through sleep. But she can’t fall asleep. Not yet. 

	A voice comes, either from this world or from an old memory. A vision where everything looks flawless, bright; yet it feels heavy, full of desolate darkness. The forest and the mountains disappear. Kusha feels naked, both in mind and body. She looks down and finds, indeed, she is naked. Yet, she loses all her will to react. 

	A pair of cold, still eyes look into hers. She wants to scream, but she can’t. Each eye has a weird shaped, muddy-blue iris—two overlapping circles around a dark pupil. How could someone human have such eerie eyes? Is it a human? Kusha finds no answer; her brain can’t calculate even a simple yes-or-no. Those eyes grab her, slip inside her. 

	She hears a female voice—distant and elusive:

	“Believe me. 

	Suffering rewrites the codes in you. Constant learning installs new software, evolving you faster. You’re a new version of you every day when you eat, when you sleep, when you read a book or watch that porn. Maybe you’re in a café, laughing over a video. You probably wouldn’t have laughed if you watched it alone. 

	Mob psychology blinds you. You’re not observant enough …”

	“I’m not observant enough,” Kusha mumbles before fainting; the venomous voice in her head drifts off. And her brain ignores Taha’s words in the middle of nowhere on the 50th Independence Day of the New World.

	 

	
4. The Mesmerizer
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	“N


	EVER PUNCTUAL!” RUEM, THE MESMERIZER, mutters, not checking the time. He never checks the time. He never will. A mesmerizer’s mind is like a clock. It devours others’ perception of pause but not his own. Still, how could that Monk lose his sense of time? How can someone waste a moment? 

	The Mesmerizer calms his breath, all his muscles vigilant. For a long time, he doesn’t blink. It’s not an absolute requisite. 

	The vapor from the river passes through the rusted, uprooted, century-old cellphone tower. Cellphones stopped existing way before the war when everyone needed cautious communication. Ether-coms ruled then, for the secrecy they offered. They still would rule if the New World Government hadn’t imposed the CRAB on its citizens. He touches the CRAB in his wrist: a hybrid of platinum beads and biological cells—a bio-computer. A silent, secret seer. 

	Standing at the edge of the river and closing his eyes, the Mesmerizer inhales the night’s air—the scents of rust, grass, dry leaves, wet stones, and time. Mostly time. Even time can be smelled and seen if you are observant, if you know how to smell the abstract. And if you do, you risk exposure to a certain addiction. The addiction to smell. 

	The Mesmerizer brushes the air, his hands at his sides, his fingers open. You would think he’s touching flowers as he walks, but there’s no flower. His fingers touch only the abstract. 

	Is there a word that defines smelling through the skin? No? Then make one. Even if you do make one, you can never do the action; you can never feel it. Let’s say it’s his special smelling.

	Right now, the Mesmerizer smells with his nose, with his skin, with his fingertips and tongue, with the entirety of his being. The snakes smell of mating vigor. The sand-bed deep beneath the river smells of the path it traveled from the Himalayas. The mushrooms, the moss, and the shattered bricks smell of rain. Tropical rain—he never got used to it even after living here for ninety years. From a distant time, he recalls snow, iced lakes, and skiing. He doesn’t remember with whom, but he’s sure he needed to bend his neck upward—at least sixty degrees—to look at that person. 

	The wind blows his blood-red hair away from his muscled neck and sharp cheekbones. A grey waistcoat and a white shirt hide his constructed skin and flesh. There’s also a hat. He wears a hat as if it’d fly off in a little wind, but it doesn’t, of course, for the usual Grade A human reasons. A ninety-nine-year-old man in an ageless body, playing the Moonlight Sonata 1st Movement in his mind, while he waits for his childhood friend. 

	* * *

	SIX MINUTES RUNNING and the Monk isn’t here. 

	The Mesmerizer puts his hands in his pockets. Measured paces take him to a narrow street. Those broken buildings once might’ve been shopping malls, street bars, cafes, or gyms; now they’re nothing. His evolved vision darts sharp as ever beneath his hat. But a beast depends more on hearing and smell. In the moonlit night, he senses the mantis his shoe is about to crush. His foot doesn’t finish the step though, letting it pass. 

	A life flourishing to fulfill its drive deserves to live.

	The Mesmerizer squints, skeptical of what he hears. Voices, at first subtle, grow louder when he focuses. The classical music playing in his mind gets spoiled by laughter and cursing. Bandits—Ungraded, or at best, Grade E, if they’re citizens who cannot afford living inside a city—a typical Junk Land. 

	The Mesmerizer’s eyes flash in the moonlight beneath his hat’s sharp edge. An unexpected chance to enjoy the time! All his ecstasy seeks release from restraint. Oh! The nonsensically necessary restraint … The war hero, Ruem D, one of the voices in the admin board, cannot let his madness loose, can he? His footsteps grind the rubble, drunken voices growing louder, more vulgar. The place is surrounded by broken buildings. Chunks of concrete missing, shattered windows, rubble on the road, ferns and weeds breaking through the slits, and a torn iron-gate rusting far away. The sparkling river, visible through the gate, is the only unharmed song of nature. 

	The rest, however, is chaos. 

	Here only remains the scent of humanity: cheap stimulant liquids, some syringes, drugs, rotten meat and maggot-infested dead animals men feasted on days ago. Human fluids smell like the unclean cages of beasts in the small-town zoo the Mesmerizer remembers visiting once. “Always leave a mark, don’t you, humans?” he mutters. Untouchables—their aura diminishing like smoke. How do these vile things live with such poor prana? No focus. No control of their senses—could even be offspring from their evolved parents. Some people get good genes only to waste them, lacking willpower, missing a purpose. 

	Those men sit scattered, not in comfortable places. Perhaps they think sitting in dangerous, distressing spots looks cool. Two of them singing in drunken voices: 

	The Apocalypse is gone.

	War has left.

	So let’s be cheery.

	We need not worry. 

	The end never comes twice …

	At first, only a few notice the Mesmerizer. Soon, everyone falls silent. One of them shouts, “’Oo’s it? Oo’s dere?” 

	The Mesmerizer walks, his hat hiding his red eyes. 

	His silence fuels rage in the man. Humiliation. How dare a citizen come here showing off his fancy shoes? Perhaps, that’s what the man thinks. “Hoi, ya hear me? Or what?”

	Another drunkard chuckles a madman’s cackle. “Eo, boss, he ain’t listening. He ain’t takin’ none of your shit, eh?” He howls, and it spreads among the rest. 

	Mob psychology: if the majority laughs, you must laugh too. 

	The boss is now mad. He ought to be mad; that’s what makes him a boss. Should his honor mortify before his minions? No way! Apes display these traits. Especially the males. They show off their strength, begin a fight: sometimes to recover their wounded pride when their food is taken, other times, to attract the females. The Mesmerizer notices the female here: a young girl, lying wounded on the ground, a torn tank-top hardly hiding her breasts; rest of her body bare, bleeding. Two other bodies lay nearby: teen boys—torn, naked, and dead. 

	The Mesmerizer stops beside the girl, careful not to touch her. His hands are in his pockets; his eyes glitter, emitting prana. Months passed since he last sniffed blood from so close. And eras have passed since he saw willpower in an unevolved, untouchable. The girl remains alive after everything she has been through. Only willpower makes it possible. Why is she still alive? 

	What drives her to keep her eyes open? 

	What desire burns in her heart that it still beats?

	If you ever want to know what voice really is, you will pay attention now. If you do, you’ll notice the Mesmerizer’s voice of silence. You’ll see the wind, blowing his blistering red hair, suddenly stops into stillness. His lips curve into a smirk of pity, if not of amusement. Yes, pity. Neither for the nearly-dead girl nor for the already-dead boys, but for the ones who will die soon. 

	He takes a deep breath, and a thin mist forms, but not naturally. You might wonder how someone voices the vapor without speaking a word. However, the mist surprises even the Mesmerizer. Only the water is supposed to shadow him, not mist! In a second, he remembers the old times. The times when he stood beside the Monk and fought a war with him. The time when they were together, and the water would follow him while the wind would trail the Monk. So would form the mist, simply for their presence, for what else was mist but a dance of wind and water? What else was mist but a deception for the enemies? What else was mist but a sign of terror? 

	It still is a terror. As much terror an old legend can be. 

	So, when the mist forms again, the Mesmerizer smiles. The Monk must be close.

	In the meantime, the leader of those bandits approaches him, holding a knife, cursing, thinking he could win with loudness alone. He reaches and strikes. Strikes again, and a third time. The Mesmerizer keeps moving away, his hands still in his pockets. If you notice, you’ll see the Mesmerizer is moving within a three-foot-wide circle. If you observe more, you’ll realize he is waiting for someone or something. Something he summoned from his vehicle left near the river. Something with which he may finally touch them—the unevolved untouchables.

	“A High Grade mustn’t touch an unevolved, not to harm, not to defend, not even to love, for it’s disgraceful.”

	—Grade A Code of Honor: Verse-3 

	The Mesmerizer remembers his oath in his heart. However, the oath doesn’t say the strong can’t kill the weak without touching, does it? ‘Mustn’t harm’ and ‘mustn’t touch to harm’ are different. So, he waits. The Mesmerizer waits for his nails to arrive, which are flying at him from his wine-red Aerial Transport. 

	The nails will touch, not him. 

	The moment ten metal fingernails arrive flying, receiving mind-command from his CRAB, they hover like bees for a moment. When the Mesmerizer takes his hands out of his trouser-pockets, the nails settle around all of his fingers in a united swish and click. Each nail is three-inches long—sharp and pointed at its end. While it all happens, he still moves around with his lazy footwork on the same three-foot-wide circle. His attacker already tired. 

	The Mesmerizer swiftly extends his hands—all his fingers now clawed. He touches the man’s face. Oh! Right! He doesn’t touch. His nails do. Only the nails hold the man like you hold diced fruit with a fork. You’d think he might be smirking, baring his teeth, and enjoying the hunt. But, no. The Mesmerizer, while his nails hold the man in one hand, stares at the girl. His eyes beneath that dark hat look for something in the girl’s eyes, searching through her mind. Not telepathically. Rather, reading her expression, perceiving her emotions. Just how you’d read someone if you observe more than you talk. 

	Two dozen men surround the Mesmerizer. Alertness, anger, confusion—all reflected in their faces. None can resolve what to do. The one who makes decisions for them has his mouth nailed under a Grade A’s strong … grip? Nail-grip? Forceps-grip? The man’s prana, however, grows weaker. The Mesmerizer absorbs all his life-energy, his prana. Someone with evolved vision would see the transfer of a dull light from one body to another. The man falls dry and silent. The last drop of prana leaves his flesh. 

	“Bullshit! Did you see that?”

	“That’s magic. I’m tellin’ ya.”

	“That’s dark magic! He deals with demons! He must be the war hero! See that red hat?” 

	“The Mesmerizer ...” 

	Murmurs spread.

	What’s more addictive than smelling the world? 

	Sniffing the soul and drinking people’s prana. 

	The Mesmerizer inhales and drinks what you can never drink, not until you see it. He drinks it, and strength follows. And he does it all with his metal claws. When he does, his senses sharpen; his body feels lighter, open. His prana denser, darker. He didn’t use this power for so long he almost forgot what it felt like. Being on the Admin Council of the first city has limitations. He shouldn’t be seen doing such things, not in an era when people pray in his name. 

	The Mesmerizer smiles. His will freezes the vapor around him. Entertainment first! Background matters later.

	He doesn’t leave the soulless, frozen man, not until he cuts him into pieces within seconds and lets them fall on the ground, just as an expert chef lets his sliced radish fall on the chopping board. He steps over the girl’s body and ignores the torn, dead boys. Everyone sobers up. Terror activates their sense of survival. That doesn’t help, though. They can never run, not from him, not from the undead, a living god. Not when divine punishment knocks on their door. 

	The Mesmerizer locks his gaze on one of them, an overweight man with a drooping chin. He runs, but his attempt to flee fails; fate doesn’t help the sinner. 

	Whoosh and blur. With almost no movement, the Mesmerizer catches him at the neck. A light push—the man falls on his knees; he absorbs the man’s prana. He doesn’t stop until enough mass in the man’s body turns into energy; his skin droops more. And the process happening too fast makes the body stone hard. The Mesmerizer mutters in a hushed tone, “So tasteless!” 

	He releases the body in the air only so it can pass through the swings of his nails and fall on the ground. Not as a human body, but as pieces of meat and bones. His skills with blades clear in those pieces. Not a mark of hesitation, not a chunk of flesh or bone displaced from each slice, no drops of blood messing the ground. The will of the Mesmerizer has stolen their prana, solidifying them.

	The mist thickens, as the prana and vapor from blood fill the air. The men witness two of their own turning into sliced and stone-hard meat. Chaos spreads. They shouldn’t have messed with the Mesmerizer, the undead, one of the bringers of evolution. It’s their fault for being around someone so evolved. Someone godly.

	The Mesmerizer closes his eyes, breathing deeply, facing the sky. Purveyor of Death Sonata, 3rd Movement—his favorite piano piece—playing in his mind. Then begins the dance: a storm of dust, the sound of flapping shirt sleeves, concrete breaking, and frequent shrieks. Oh! Don’t forget the mist. The mist will always be there when the wind and the water unites. 

	The Mesmerizer flows along the mist. None of the men follows his motions or perceives the ecstasy in his eyes. He comes at each like a ghost, riding the night that carries the smell of death. His hat doesn’t move an inch as if it’s one with him—like the stone hat of his sculpture that stands in the Judiciary Square of Alpha, depicting him with the rest of the war heroes. 

	Few of the men scream. Only remains the sound of meat and bones falling on the moss-covered street. The Mesmerizer focuses on how the pieces of meat fall to the ground, rather than how he’s killing the source of the meat. His motion blurs the place with dust. The last man stands bewildered, for running is futile. The Mesmerizer closes the gap between them. He grabs him and throws him to the ground. He didn’t need to, but how could he not play with the last of his toys? 

	The man pleads to the living god of death. His flesh torn where the sharp nails grabbed him earlier, his clothes drenching in vomit. Cheap liquor and fear of death—a mixture that was tough for his stomach to handle. “P-p-please,” he stutters when his bladder gives out. He sits on his knees, not knowing what to feel. Fear? Disgrace? Or self-pity?

	The Mesmerizer feels a burn, seeing the mess of urine—unplanned and unwanted. This creature ruined his art, didn’t he?

	“Inedible!” the Mesmerizer whispers, throwing an open-fisted chop sharp as a knife. Only inches of the metal nails pierce through the man’s neck. Yet, the head detaches itself from the torso, for it’s the will which cuts and not matter. Rolling in the air, the head lands right at the spot designated for it. The body—soon cut into pieces—takes its proper place in his art. The art isn’t complete yet. It still needs the highlight. The Mesmerizer approaches his highlight.  

	The damp breeze flows from the river. The mist moves but doesn’t go away; the rusty fence slices the silence. He gazes vacantly. Few drops of blood dripping from his claws, which shine in the moonlight. Everything ends in four minutes. He senses that man’s prana. Within seconds the Monk will be here—he won’t like this art; he never did. 

	The Mesmerizer stops beside the girl. He can give her some of his prana. It’ll save her life, healing her wounds. To do that, most High Grades would have to put their palms on her skin; they’d need to touch. 

	“A High Grade may touch an unevolved in a life-threatening situation for either of them. If the need arises to heal their pain, to mend their wounds, or to save their life. For healing is the greatest virtue.”

	—Grade A Code of Honor: Verse-4 

	Well, most High Grades would need a touch to heal. But the Mesmerizer isn’t most High Grade. Few people have been Grade A for fifty years, and he is among those few. The nails are enough for him to heal. He kneels at the center of his art, looking into the girl’s eyes. Now those eyes don’t burn to live as they did earlier. Her chest moves faintly. 

	Did she want to live only for justice? Only to see them punished? The Mesmerizer smirks from under his hat. His metal nails, after his silent command, leave his fingers, hovering away as bees hover over flowers. They fly fast back to his AT. He doesn’t need them anymore. He flexes his fingers and puts his palm flat right below the girl’s collar bones, touching her skin, feeling her dim breath in his veins. He hears a familiar pit-pat as a pair of wooden geta-sandals hit on rubble. Then he absorbs the last drops of the girl’s life-force, cleaning her of her prana.

	A life with no drive of purpose isn’t allowed to live. 

	However, even such life deserves a death through contact, through touch. Otherwise, it’s disrespectful. No, it’s not a rule. It’s not a verse. It’s not written in any codes of conduct in the world. Yet, the Mesmerizer follows it as his own rule, a self-rule. “The greatest rule is the one that binds the self,” their Master used to say. Their master, and not his. 

	The old times of his have never been without him, the Monk.

	The girl closes her eyes. He decided to kill her long ago for the stage, for the act, for his play. She is the highlight of his painting, the dessert of the dinner. And the desserts should be served at the end. The Mesmerizer hears the pit-pat, pit-pat speeding with the noise of coarse fabric. He must’ve worn that old shawl; the Mesmerizer senses the Monk’s familiar prana—his signature of aura. 

	The noise of the footsteps nears. Finally, the pit-pat stops. 

	“Did you kill my pets?” the Monk asks in a calm tone.

	“I thought they’re not pets.”

	“Did. You. Kill them?”

	“You know, the Devil’s Book will be in the High Auction. I’ve found its Twin recently.” The Mesmerizer ignores the Monk’s question, speaking in the most lulling voice the universe has shaped so far. 

	 

	
5. Magic Mama
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	EWARE OF VOICES lulling your mind. Beware of images that still your spirit. Beware of words, which sway your verdict. They might be coming from mesmerizers …”

	“Mesmerizers?”

	“They make you love them, even if you never wanted to, sweetie.”

	“They make others love them?”

	“They have a powerful fifth Chakra. It makes them persuasive.” 

	“Fifth Chakra?”

	“Throat, sweetie. I’ll give you books about it.”

	Meera’s three-bewares soon drift off from Kusha’s thoughts, pushed by the laughter of children, excited voices, and a terrible smell. As if she’s waking up on a boat floating on a years’ old unclean gutter. Kusha opens her eyes to a white pillow made of cotton seeds and not of cotton. She rubs her face. The seeds were pressing hard, embossing her skin and nose. When she leaves the pillow, the smell in the air hits her prominently. It’s so horrible, she wants to cover her nose with the sack of seed that can pass as a punching bag instead of a pillow. She hears noises, mostly shouts.

	“You’ll do it again! That’s crazy!” Kusha hears Taha’s voice.

	“He never stops,” Haley says. 

	Haley is here! The bed creaks as Kusha sits straight up. Her head hits the bunk above, and she crumples her face, grabbing her head. Haley is her new non-citizen friend, and Taha never met Haley before. Who knows what she’s thinking? What if she tells Meera about her? 

	Kusha looks through the window right beside her and checks Taha and Haley’s faces outside the … room; well, it’s not a room. Not exactly. It’s a bus. Magic Mama’s bus with old engines, gears, and of course, fixed kitchen and furniture that may just fit human ergonomics. Kusha crosses the bunk area past a tiny bookshelf, walks towards the exit, and steps out of the bus.

	The open-to-sky space, a bit farther from the Old City and an intercity highway, holds a gathering. However, everyone in that gathering who knows her keeps their nose pointed at something, not caring she has gained consciousness.

	A boy and a girl—aged seven and three—keep screaming and thumping the ground as they watch their father: “Don’t stop, Papa … Don’t stop, Papa …”

	“Do it, Papa … Do it, Papa …” 

	And their father, Magic Mama, is doing what he always does. 

	“Is it a pump?” Kusha asks.

	“A water-pump. Papa made it,” Ivan, Magic Mama’s thirteen-year-old son, says, chewing a chunk off of a thick sugar-cane. No one looks at Kusha when they hear her voice. 

	“Of course, he made it!” Magic Mama’s wife complains as always. Apparently, no woman wants her husband to do too useful things for people who don’t care about him.

	Kusha watches. It’s not just a water-pump; it’s a giant water-pump. How did he build it with only spare parts? The thick rubber pipe, a foot in diameter, starts from the pump. The flexible pipe, like the shed skin of a python, travels from the pump to a massive drain. Kusha instantly crumples her face, looking at that drain: the world’s worst smelling sewer as large as an endless lake stands not far from the Old City. “Where does he plan to dump it?” Kusha asks, covering her nose like everyone who dared to be here despite the smell of hell.

	“To the river,” Ivan answers.

	“But that’s fifteen miles away,” Kusha frowns.

	“Papa dug out a canal.”

	“A fifteen-mile canal?”

	“Fifty. Needed some detours. He did it within three days,” Ivan says, (still chewing the sugar cane and making the kind of noise Meera will frown at.) “Long story,” he adds. 

	“It should be,” Kusha mutters. From somewhere deep in her guts she feels a familiar flutter, something similar to her prophetic alarms, but not completely. Rather, a farsightedness—the kind of glimpse into the future you get when you critically evaluate the present. Dumping gutter spoil into the river that will flow through some cities before draining into the southern ocean—the well-planned cities around won’t like it. Though, they dump industrial waste into the oceans and space. Who would want their rivers soiled by the shit of unevolved untouchables who aren’t even citizens? Those born in the gutters should learn to live with gutters.

	“Come on, that’s a hundred-and-eight times! Give up already. It’s painful to watch!” Taha says, biting her nails while standing in the gathering with everyone else. 

	After ten more minutes of looking at the pump, Kusha realizes what Taha means. Minutes make the place crowded. Magic Mama is doing it for them, after all—the people. Dozens of eyes full of pity now watch him. This time it won’t happen, they say, this time Magic Mama’s magic won’t work. Such a giant pump made from old scraps can’t run. And it’s painful to watch him try and try. He climbs the machine with a ladder, unscrews and undoes a few things to fix problems, and repeats what he’s been doing the whole time. 

	Kusha clenches her fists, forgetting the black envelope and the voice she heard before fainting, forgetting to ask Taha how she brought her here, forgetting why she wanted to meet Magic Mama today. And it’s painful to watch. She wants to close her eyes, but her eyelids stay glued to the air above, just as those of every spectator here. 

	Then it happens. Like a sudden rainfall in the middle of a drought—the roar of the engine sounds as if it’s a mixture of thunder and the first bird songs in the spring. Next, comes the scream from the crowd and a bubbling burst of smell, nastier than before. Air pressure has stirred the decades-old gutter. Of course, it’ll smell terrible. Kusha watches the crowd. 

	“Magic … Magic … Magic …” 

	It’s pure mechanics based on the laws of the physical universe. But a mind that doesn’t understand something, a mind that has never seen how it works, always calls it magic. The crowd here isn’t primitive. They see machines and techs every day. But who wouldn’t love the word magic roaring into the air?

	They keep screaming as they often do. The crowd of unevolved monsters: Low Grades who always stand there to react based on what you give them, to respond together, to scream together. Meera never says these words aloud, but Kusha hears what Meera—the diva who owns half the media channels of the city—filters out while edited words escape her lips: “Watch how you react, sweetie. Watch how others react.” 

	So, Kusha does. She watches how the crowd reacts; her eyes trace how they scream, how they dance forgetting to cover their noses and mouths. Now, they don’t mind the smell. Now, they don’t remember saying: Mama’s magic won’t work. Now, they’d rather stand with the winner.

	Magic Mama smiles at Kusha, the way you’d smile if someone caught you in muddy clothes and uncombed grey hair. 

	“How are you feeling?” he asks, approaching her.

	“Guttered.” Kusha shows her usual, self-doubting grin.

	“It won’t smell as bad near Ajwain’s bar. The woman’s been complaining forever,” Magic Mama says, flashing his fair teeth. 

	Kusha covers her nose again. ‘Rare men are born sometimes who act and don’t complain,’ she read in a book once. 

	“Is there any formula?” she asks.

	“Of what?” Magic Mama says.

	“How did you know it’d work?”

	“No need to know,” Magic Mama says. “Just keep trying.”

	“How many times?”

	“Until it happens.” 

	Until it happens? Of course. Rare are these moments when Rashad and Meera will agree with Magic Mama. “Keep trying, Kusha ... Just one more time ... Until it happens.”

	* * *

	LEAVING SOMEONE TO guard the giant water-pump, Magic Mama soon drives off in his bus, taking Taha, Haley, and Kusha along with his family. They reach an open cliff—deep into the Junk Land’s forest and far away from the gutter and the Old City. Finally, they get fresh mountain air. However, it comforts Kusha little. Throughout the ride, Haley tried to convince her to join the Resolution Race, the competition where all the tech companies come looking to recruit young talents from the Junk Land. And it happens in the Old City—the only city in the world where the non-citizens can enter to work—doing cheap labor or not.

	“Come on! We could win! I need an intuitive driver, Kusha!” Haley repeats. Her dark-blonde hair waves around her grey eyes. “I’m halfway through coding the bike. It’s my last chance!”

	Kusha doesn’t reply with a definite Yes or No. She avoids Haley’s pleading gaze. No matter how many times Haley says, Kusha can’t say Yes. You don’t want to take the responsibility for another’s one and only dream. What if things go wrong and you ruin it? Haley would lose her chance to get a job in a city, a real city and not just the Old City; she could lose her chance of becoming a citizen because of her. Besides, who knows what Meera would say if she entered the Resolution Race? It’s for the Junk Land’s people.

	Taha distracts Haley, saying she wants to see her old-generation camera—the one Haley carries around everywhere. 

	Kusha breathes a relief. She sits on a stone near the cliff.

	Magic Mama approaches her from the bus, bringing two coconuts with straws and offering Kusha one. 

	“Taha said you fainted,” he says, “seeing a letter?”

	He must have been watching her the whole time, Kusha realizes. “It was, um,” she pauses. It was more than fainting. She felt prana without intending to, saw the skin in her hands tightening, un-aging her, even if it was just a little. Only the highly trained, Grade A humans can pause the effects of time. 

	Kusha checks how far Taha and Haley are. Taha is a Grade D, and Haley trains hard to evolve. Not being a citizen and with no sponsor, Haley can’t start the grade test. Not yet. If she could, she’d probably be a Grade C by now. None of them have heightened hearing as the Grade A people do; so they won’t hear her words. If Taha tells about the envelope at home, Meera may ban her from going outside the walls again. 

	But what should she tell Magic Mama? Kusha looks at him. He stares with the kind of gaze Meera once gave when she returned home with Taha after visiting a friend’s house. Meera doesn’t like that friend’s elder brother because of a past incident concerning Kusha. 

	“I don’t know … a symbol,” Kusha says. “Where is it now? The letter?” She asks about the black envelope, looking guilty. Why should she feel guilty? Why should she avoid his gaze? It’s not like she wants to see the letter? Or the symbol that makes her skin tighten? Who cares about skin-tightening? Kusha tells herself, giving a weak internal scoff.

	“Taha was busy bringing you,” Magic Mama says. “Junk Land is not safe for the citizens, Kusha. On the 50th Independence Day, no less. She’s a child, Grade D or not.” He watches Kusha piercingly as if sensing whatever she’s hiding.

	That gaze discomforts Kusha. Within seconds, her brain calculates questions and options: What is he thinking? … Definitely about the envelope … His gaze looks like he made a decision … Did he make a decision? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes … What decision? Obviously, related to the envelope … Will he look for the envelope in the forest? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes … Did Taha tell him about the location already? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Tsk! Kusha frowns, watching Taha playing around with Haley’s camera far away. The girl has a loose tongue. 

	“How did you bring me here?” Kusha asks, making sure Taha hears her and understands the question is for her.

	“Lifted you on your tin-disc and flew us,” Taha says, pronouncing tin as if it was picked up from a swamp. Well, Kusha found it in the junkyard, not a swamp.

	“It worked?” Kusha drops her jaw. She tried to make a do-it-yourself disc to carry machines, attaching a do-it-yourself hover-tech under a flat tin sheet. But no transparent railings appear at its edges as they do when the Low Grades ride those public traffic discs—the ones without seats. High Grades use the private ones to move among the floors inside their houses.

	“Felt like a magic carpet that needs seatbelts,” Taha says.

	“O.” Kusha blushes just as she does whenever someone comments on something she made. 

	She checks the time; it’s getting late. If they want to sneak back into the Gaumont Manor before Meera arrives home (from hospital appointment, and then, from her office) they must go now. They have dance lessons today. That means no time to pick up the envelope. Kusha scolds herself for thinking about picking up the envelope.

	When Taha and Haley walk away out of their earshot, Magic Mama turns to Kusha. “Sounded like it could be a mind-poisoning letter,” he remarks, out of context, the way anyone does while questioning someone who probably won’t answer.

	Kusha feels the discomfort again. “I’ll get the ticket to the High Auction today.” She abruptly and inexpertly avoids talking about the envelope. It’s rude, but Kusha still does it. She checks Taha and Haley once more. Haley holds a thirty-year-old model of a camera—the twenty-ninth digital SLR she found in the junk shop right outside the Old City. Now, she’s taking photos of old chairs, caterpillars, texture in tree barks and tiger poop. Kusha looks back at Magic Mama and hopes it’s safe to say now. 

	“I think someone will die at the High Auction.” She whispers what she wanted to say since morning. “A murder,” she adds in a lower volume than before.

	“Was it an alarm?” Magic Mama asks, frowning.

	“Yes.”

	“Prophetic?”

	“This morning.” Kusha nods, sensing the worry in his tone. Murder in the High Auction could shake the entire Old City; it is disturbing. “Rashad won’t, um, let me go if he knows.” Kusha reveals her most important concern. 

	“You still didn’t tell your guardians about the auction, did you?” Magic Mama says in an I-knew-it tone.

	Kusha shakes her head, confirming his guess. “I have to, um, ask them, today,” she says, mostly assuring herself.

	Magic Mama gives her the silence she needs.

	“What if he doesn’t let me attend?” Kusha asks; her blue eyes widening. “Should I go?” 

	Magic Mama doesn’t reply. Not directly. Instead, he says, “The book will be expensive. You won’t have a chance to—”

	“I don’t want to buy it.”

	“Why, then?”

	“Just … to, um, see …” Kusha feels her voice drowning. 

	“You’re looking for shortcuts; do you know that, Kusha?” 

	Kusha looks away. She knows he won’t say, ‘there’s no shortcut to strength, to evolution, to voice’ like Meera always says. She knows he won’t judge as Rashad does. Sitting quietly before Magic Mama, the middle-aged non-citizen from the Junk Land who taught her about machines, Kusha frowns. She’s not looking for shortcuts, not at all, she tells herself. A book is never a shortcut; it’s just a start, a direction to the path. And she will walk the path someday, on her own. 

	“Do you think the Devil’s Book is, um, really written by the devil?” Kusha asks, avoiding his question again. Rude! Rude! Rude! Avoiding questions is rude! Kusha remembers.

	Magic Mama stares. “What does your intuition say?”

	“I have to, um, check the definition of the devil more. To find an answer,” Kusha says. She can find the answer to a yes-or-no question, but it all depends on the question itself, doesn’t it? Answer changes when question changes; question changes if its meaning changes. And the meaning depends all on the mind, for the devil lies in the details. 

	“Why did you stop looking for it?” 

	“Secrets of mesmerism?” Magic Mama scoffs. “Look around, Kusha. The place you’re in gives you some problems. You either solve the problem or stay with it as it is. But whichever path you choose, it shapes your purpose. Maybe my purpose is more earthly: dealing with a gutter, getting water from falls miles away. I’m aging. I don’t have time to earn more time, Kusha. I don’t have time for philosophies.”

	“Is it just philosophy? I thought mesmerism was practical.”

	“What makes you think philosophy is impractical?” Magic Mama looks as if he has heard an absurd question. “Because you can’t make a machine with it?”

	Kusha twitches her lips, trying to speak the thoughts that don’t transform into words.

	“Tread carefully, Kusha,” Magic Mama breaks the silence. “A death prophecy about the High Auction isn’t good news. If anyone finds out, the auction will be canceled, and the management will hunt you down for causing them trouble. Don’t speak about it ever again.” He then points at her CRAB. 

	Kusha knows the meaning of that look. It’s true. You shouldn’t even think about some things when a bio-computer attached to your wrist can read your mind. Hopefully, no one is interested to know what an unevolved, Ungraded girl talks or thinks about—a positive thought—Kusha tells herself.

	“Do you believe in fate, Kusha?”

	“Fate?” Kusha frowns.

	“The wheel of the grand plot,” Magic Mama speaks in his usual jargon. “Promise me one thing, Kusha. If today, your guardians don’t allow you to go, you won’t go; you won’t force fate to roll the dice.”

	“So, I’m … I’m forcing fate?” Kusha says, more as a question with a slightly offended tone.

	“You can’t answer why exactly you want to attend the High Auction. Why you want to just see the book. For voice? For power? I don’t think so. You don’t know your purpose. And it feels forced, yes,” Magic Mama finishes bluntly. 

	Kusha gulps. For some reason, it feels harsh. It’s harsh that most people think speaking is easy, that you can have flawless answers readily delivered at the right time, just as most High Grades do. As if it’s not real life, rather a well-planned script, a crafted book, where punch lines and measured dialogues can happen whenever the author wants. 

	Kusha gulps again, of course, not delivering anything she thinks or feels, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. People with a strong voice can speak all of their thoughts. She’s not the one with strong voice. In a world ruled with words, where even a misworded greeting can cause a bad profile, she needs her voice. 

	“Do you believe in my alarms?” she asks.

	“I do. Even though you don’t believe it yourself. You still call it alarms,” Magic Mama points out, “and not intuition.”

	Kusha looks away from him. “Believe me, I have to go, and I just know it,” she says the ‘just know it’ part as she always does. It’s her other acceptable synonym for ‘alarms.’ 

	The glowing sun, tilted in the sky, reminds her of the bright room, the female voice, the eyes with double irises, and the shivering sensation of being naked in an endless white room. Somehow, remembering it makes her eyelids heavier, and her brain wants to sleep. 

	What was that black envelope? 

	What was that voice? 

	No answers come, for her brain has no information to form possible options on it. As if dozens of questions about the High Auction and the death alarm and the Devil’s Book aren’t enough. 

	 

	
6. Manners
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	UFFERING REWRITES THE CODES IN you … 

	The whisper in her head comes like a thief as Kusha repeats the new set of footwork. 

	Meera Gaumont chants in a language native to South Asia, “Takey dhimmy taka junnu …” A set of meaningless sounds used for creating rhythm in dance. 

	Mob psychology blinds you … The voice again …

	“Takey dhimmy taka junnu …” The chants again …

	You’re not observant enough …

	Kusha grimaces. The voice is stuck to her brain like an old song that never wants to leave. She closes her eyes as if gluing their lids together will remove what she heard this morning. 

	Meera stops the takey-dhimmy-ta chants and the metallic sounds of a pair of small Talam—used for counting dance beats. 

	Following her voice, Taha halts her footwork. So does Kusha. 

	“Sweetie, you’ve good prana today. Forms are much better too!” Meera says. (Kusha knows there’s a however coming). “However, sweetie, you’re not paying attention to your eyes. You’re not supposed to close your eyes. You’re supposed to smile wide, look left, and close your lips, look up …” Meera continues her Bharatanatyam instructions—a local dance, which she says she began learning almost a century ago—way before the Apocalypse when it was still the Old World. 

	“I was trying to, um …” Kusha doesn’t say she was trying to shut off a lingering voice in her head. “Something fell in my eyes,” she uses the most told lie in the history of stories and films. She gazes at the front lawn through the glass walls of the living room. The evening glow diminishing outside looks as if a war is coming. 

	Meera stares, patting her swollen belly. She stopped showing the dance moves herself only four weeks ago. Evolved, Grade A women need no restriction from hard work during pregnancy, but caution doesn’t hurt in the end weeks. 

	“I’m surprised you’re energetic today. I’m glad about it, sweetie. But you’re lying for such a small reason,” Meera says calmly. “I’m disappointed. Not answering is better than lying.” 

	Kusha swallows the lump in her throat. The High Grades don’t lie, for it spoils their voice. It’s their thing, their code. She doesn’t look at Meera. She looks at the floor instead. Her feet are blocked from her view because of her grey dhuti—puffier around her thighs with countless drapes thinning up near her ankles—her usual traditional dance costume. Her vest with thin shoulder straps and the white shirt aren’t a part of the costume. They drip with sweat now. She watches Meera leaving after the dance lessons end. It’s dinner time. 

	* * *

	AFTER A QUICK shower, Kusha hurries to the first-floor kitchen. She removes the asparagus from the oven while considering the best way to tell her guardians about the High Auction. She also revises all eighty-nine rules of persuasion she’s memorized so far. She tries not to think much about the black envelope. Though, several times she considered sneaking out of the manor and convincing Old Mark, the gatekeeper, to let her leave the West Gate without telling Rashad first. Even the application of 1000 Laws Of Persuasion can’t bend Old Mark. Not when it’s night time. 

	For now, the lulling trail of that voice, especially the ‘you are not observant enough’ part keeps her cautious of the sauce that might spill as she stirs or the seeds from chili that might jump at her eyes while she minces them. Living with Grade A guardians who saw the Apocalypse and fought a World War means doing household chores manually. “You should practice handling knives, sweetie,” Meera often says. 

	Kusha gives Taha the we-need-to-talk look. Not discussing the envelope on their way back from Junk Land was a mistake. Now she can’t talk about it in their parents’ heightened hearing-zone. Something from a stranger that boosts prana artificially—Rashad won’t like it, and Meera will call it a persuasive, mind-poisoning letter. Taha needs to hold her tongue about it. “I’m visiting the, um, Central Library. Want to go?” Kusha asks her.

	“Sure! The Community Library is getting dull,” Taha says.

	“It has enough books,” Kusha says, just to say something. Anything. She almost blurted out ‘for kids’ at the end, messing up like someone with poor voice would do. Thankfully, she doesn’t. 

	“I’m done reading them over and over. Boring! Am I a kid?” Taha complains. “By the way, this year’s Independence Day documentary said there were schools in the last century.”

	“We have schools now, too,” Kusha says. For her, it’s more of a statement of an argument than a simple remark.

	“But the children used to get enlisted in schools! Not the adults entering some courses! They had exams like World Career Exam, and countless events. Seems like it was fun!” Taha says.

	At least, now the authority isn’t choosing what you study, Kusha wants to say, but she doesn’t. It’d only start a series of debates ending in conflict. A conversation is always a bother, and confrontation is worse. She sits in the sixth chair, farthest from Rashad and Meera. Taha sits, too. Her chair in between her parents and her sister. 

	Rashad and Meera help with bringing food to the dining table, smiling. They love it when Kusha and Taha argue, especially Kusha who rarely argues. What’s an ageless life if no kids scream at home? Meera pats her belly. She’s a native Bengali. The first thing Rashad told her when they met fifty years ago was: “Your eyes are like cow’s eyes.” 

	Of course, it led to a situation then. He had to exhibit his anatomical knowledge about cows, saying his family had owned a farm in the then-Sweden before the war, and it had even had horses, which are true. Only then, he convinced Meera how beautiful and deep cows’ eyes were. Eventually, Meera ended it with how a single woman with no vibrator has extra strength in her primary arm, and how Rashad should keep his shields up the next time he gawked at her flashing those teeth. 

	To this day, Rashad won’t fail to tell that story to anyone he meets, flashing his teeth of course. He’s a large man with muscles wrapped in freckled light-skin that got darkened in the tropical sun. With his Immunity Forces’ uniform on and that bearded face and high cheek-bones, he can scare anyone even without his Vaporizers in his shoulder holster. 

	“You look fresh!” Rashad says, “Feels like a prana boost.” He glances at Kusha, as casually as an IF Section Commander can.

	Of course, Grade A parents can sense everything, and they don’t need to be war comrades or folks of uniforms for that. Kusha doesn’t roll her eyes. It’d be rude, and Grade A people sense rudeness faster than lightning. 

	“Um, just a shower—”

	“She threw up in the forest,” Taha reveals with food in her open mouth, which Meera chooses to ignore this time. 

	“What?” Meera asks. “You two were outside the walls?”

	“She took me.” Taha stops chewing; her finger points Kusha.

	“Wait, what do you mean threw up?” Rashad interrupts in his interrogation mode. Only this time it’s over the family dinner and not in a virtual room in West IF headquarter. 

	“I just, um, vomited.” Kusha grips her fork tighter; half-glad that the foolish girl said threw-up instead of fainted. 

	“Seeing a—” 

	“Snake! A snake.” Kusha interrupts Taha, hiding the desire to slap her. ‘Slapping is violence,’ says One Thousand Examples Of Violence, page-99.

	“Snake?” Meera narrows her brown eyes that catch lies faster than you can say L-I-E.

	“Dead, snake. Um, it was, full of poop.”

	“Poop?” Meera frowns, not sure what she should scold the girls for: going outside the walls or worse—saying disgusting words over the dining table or even worse—lying.

	“Bad … poop. Um, nasty,” Kusha says, which isn’t completely a lie. Considering she saw an entire lake of sewage being stirred today, just like they stir the beef halim or oat soup in large saucepans at Azwain’s All Broth And Ale in the Old City.

	“Vomiting gave you a prana boost?” Rashad asks.

	“M-maybe, my core got flushed. Which, um, provoked the …” Kusha tries to remember Open Your Center Chakra, Chapter-3, and Rule of Persuasion—65: ‘Mix proof of quotation with terminological generalization.’

	“Did you take any prana-boosting pills?” Rashad frowns. 

	“What?” Kusha says, her heart racing. What if he calls a therapist? It was hard getting rid of the IF therapist three years ago.

	“Rashad!” Meera says.

	“Right. Sorry. Too direct,” Rashad tells Meera. Then he looks at Kusha. “You didn’t artificially try to—”

	“Rashad!” Meera says again.

	Guilt gnaws Kusha. Her face burns red. Apart from her need to hide about the envelope, she feels an additional requirement to save herself the embarrassment in front of Taha. If you’re accused of having prana-boosting pills in front of your higher-graded younger sister who doesn’t need drugs to feel prana, it’s an embarrassment. Not that anyone here cares since they’re used to such little things happening at home. Why should she feel anxious about little things anyway? Kusha frowns at herself. High Grades won’t care about little things. They’ll feel and think about complex, colossal, nameless things—probably something bigger than the universe.

	“Did anyone meet you?” Rashad asks.

	“Who would m-meet me?” Kusha says. Her voice cracks. Technically no one met her; she met Magic Mama and others. Also, whoever sent the envelope left without a meeting.

	“Are you all right, sweetie?” Meera asks.

	“I’m fine,” Kusha replies, not completely lying. The prana boost through the unknown envelope has warmed her body, giving her more energy than she normally has. She needed a long shower to cool herself. And in the shower, she was grinning about how satisfactorily she drove her truck back to the Gaumont Manor without anyone noticing. She knew if they could come back early enough, Old Mark wouldn’t bother telling Rashad. At least, not today. But in the end, Taha had to ruin it. Hats off to the impulsive, higher-graded younger sister! Kusha wishes she could bring the envelope. It boosted her prana while people train hard to just feel it … it was a bit of luck, wasn’t it? 

	“How is your next GV progressing?” Rashad asks about the latest Ground Vehicle she is working on; he is still frowning.

	Kusha knows he wants to change the topic, or maybe he wants to come to a specific topic. “I need, um, better tools.”

	“Alpha prides itself for its automobile industries. You should join one of them,” says Rashad as Kusha expected. “At least, take the Career Exam.”

	The talk of the grade test usually starts after the lecture on taking the World Career Exam. You can’t enter Grade E from Ungraded unless you train enough … How long will you stay Ungraded … Children under twelve-year-old are Ungraded … You need to upgrade your citizenship, Rashad will say. Then, the discussion will turn to entering the School of Evolution in the Immunity Forces (IF), and he’ll start talking about joining the IT department in IF. 

	Kusha pushes her platter aside, rehearsing internally what she’ll say in which tone, pausing specifically at which word, and emphasizing precisely at which syllable. “I was, um, thinking about, j-joining Alphatech.” She looks anywhere other than at anyone in her family. No, her rehearsal didn’t include the ‘Um’ or the stuttered ‘J’. She even made two syllable mistakes in the sentence and one note mistake in the A of Alphatech.

	And like most High Grade fathers, Rashad, too, notices her slip-ups, her blush, and those unstable gazes. Also the shaking legs and fidgeting fingers under the table. “That’s great!” he says. “I can arrange a security sponsor for you! I should congratulate Alphatech’s owner! What’s that guy’s name again? They’re lucky you’re considering joining them.” He says them, making his tone salty, not hiding the ache that she won’t join IF’s IT department instead. 

	“Dad, you know his name! He’s a war hero!” says Taha. 

	“I need books. I wanted to, um, visit the Central—”

	“Mom! Can I go?” Taha interrupts Kusha, as always.

	“All right,” says Meera, passing salad to Rashad.

	“I’m buying a carpenter’s toolbox,” Taha declares. 

	“Carpenter’s toolbox?” Meera asks, piercingly looking at her.

	“A hex blade, a finishing saw—” Taha says; her face looks as if she senses an alarm, too.

	“Blade? Saw?” Meera frowns.

	“I want to make a wooden dummy, myself.”

	“Why yourself? You think playing with dangerous things is cool?” Meera says, probably imagining calamities. She wants them to handle kitchen knives, not saws. Not yet. 

	When Meera looks at Kusha in the end, like most mothers do after they scold the younger child, Kusha grows alarmed. “I didn’t, um, ask for anything dangerous.” Kusha tightens her jaw. Why does this foolish girl have to bring up saws? Magic Mama’s water-pump must’ve inspired her to build something and play cool. If she mistakenly reveals they’ve met him …

	“I just want to show my friends. It’s cool! Please!” Taha says.

	Meera ignores the plea, putting another baked bitter-melon on Taha’s plate. “Kusha, sweetie,” Meera starts. She usually says only sweetie. But she starts with Kusha, sweetie when there’s a punishment coming. “Can you please not leave Alpha for a few weeks? I fear something might happen. It’s intuition too,” Meera says, smiling, again patting her belly. 

	Of course, an annoying male version of Taha will come out from that belly; Kusha frowns. Grounded for weeks! What could be worse than that? Kusha remembers the death alarm. Her guardians might ban her from attending the High Auction, which is outside the walls, in the Old City. 

	She’s twenty-three, but she’s not graded yet. So she can’t ignore what they ‘advise’. Kusha prefers to think advise instead of order. Meera rarely forbids them from doing dangerous things. Pregnancy mood swings must be treacherous, Kusha tells herself. 

	Sometimes, you tell yourself things to convince your mind that it’s for the better. Good people are out there, but monsters also lurk, and it’s for your own good. Kusha swallows her dessert silently, thinking about the auction. She wanted to ask them about it after dinner. She even set the scene, revealing her decision about applying to Alphatech. But the good-mood-after-full-belly-and-good-news that she’s been waiting for is ruined. Now they will never let her go to the auction.

	The front doorbell rings. Mail is half a day late, which Kusha knew because of her alarm. She follows Rashad quickly and, to her dread, Rashad scans them first—mostly casual contracts, which need a physical signature, but he stops at a vintage envelope: original handmade paper, golden border, red seal. 

	Kusha knows what’s written on it: 

	To,

	Kusha Gaumont.

	CRAB: AL107-999-190026

	Gaumont Manor, 

	9A-17BR Street, Earth Level 1, West Alpha.

	*This envelope was inspected for security reasons.

	Kusha gulps. Here comes the undesired moment. 

	“You’re interested in that secret auction?” Rashad asks.

	Kusha clears her throat for another argument—hopefully the last one tonight. Her face too expressionless for the endless interrogation this evening. I’m twenty-three, not thirteen, she wants to scream. But Learn Basic Manners says screaming is rude. Not that she could say it gently either. Only those with a strong voice can convey their whole hearts and minds. She isn’t the one with a strong voice. Sound is the second condition to mesmerize, Meera says all the time. Right now, the sound of her voice doesn’t help her even to speak, let alone mesmerize. 

	“The auction is not, um, that secret,” she says.

	“Why do you think it’s in the Old City?” Rashad pronounces Old City as if he’s talking about trash. Well, to him, of course, an entire lawless city, built after the Apocalypse, will be trash. 

	“Because it’s tradition that the auction will always take place in that historic building, and … um, that building happens to be in the Old City?” Kusha says in a questioning tone, as if she is trying to convince herself, and not Rashad.

	“Historic building, huh?” Rashad scoffs. 

	“It survived the Apocalypse.” Kusha adds her rehearsed points. “And a World War.”

	“My old house survived the Apocalypse and World War. Why not call that historic, too?”

	“Dad, gran’s old house was 98% renovated in over fourteen times. That’s not really ‘surviving’,” Taha says from the dining room, with loud tone of course.

	Rashad looks at Taha with a gaze that could mean ‘Are you helping your sister?’ or ‘Did you know about this?’ or ‘Are you in this too?’ Or it could simply mean, ‘I need privacy, girl; this is a serious matter.’ 

	Whichever it is, Taha leaves for her room to the first floor after that look. Even Meera decides to give them some space with a nod that surely means, ‘I’m trusting you to handle this. Properly.’

	“The auction sells stolen stuff.” Rashad looks back at Kusha.

	“I’m not buying anything. And that’s not, um, illegal, really.”

	“Because powerful, Grade A members made it legal. No wonder they inspected why the young daughter of the West IF Commander got the invitation.” Rashad vents. 

	The ‘young daughter of the West IF Commander’ part calms Kusha’s previous mood, adding the burden to keep her behavior more in check. “I just, won the, um, lottery of this year’s, um, non-member entrance,” says Kusha, (using alarms, she skips). “I want to see a book. It’s antique.” She knows Rashad hates those who abuse political power. No wonder he and Meera revoked their war hero privileges the world gave them. 

	“A book?” 

	“Yes, it’s about, um,” Kusha hesitates. She doesn’t need alarms to know she shouldn’t finish the sentence.

	“No,” Rashad declares, “Whatever that is, just, no. That’s a dangerous place. Criminals who hide under their high grades go there. You are not going!”

	Kusha remembers the warning Magic Mama gave her this morning: You must not force fate. But then, should she give up? What about trying until it happens? What about just one more time? If it happens after a few tries or just one more try, would it be a normal fate or a forced fate? 

	Will I go? (a) Yes (b) No.

	Will he let me go? (a) Yes (b) No.

	Should I go? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	No answer comes. Sometimes, no answer comes when both options can be right, when both are strong enough to create stories, when it depends on decisions. And it’s her choice, her decision, her moment to select which story she wants to tell. 

	“I have to go,” Kusha says, not raining away all that storms in her mind since she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. This time, however, her eyes don’t dart here and there, her fingers don’t fidget, and her heart doesn’t dance in Bharatanatyam beats. She knows which story she wants to create. She knows which story matters. She knows which one must kick-off.

	And Rashad, being a Grade A, notices everything—starting from her unwavering voice, her not-so-fidgety legs, or those blue eyes blazing. He frowns, perhaps disbelieving what he sees. For a moment, he probably even witnesses a flicker of something dark in her gaze. He wonders what caused this girl to show a tiny, subconscious spark of voice. It’s tiny, and it’s subconscious, yes. But it’s there. It’s in every human as it has always been. It grows not among the chosen ones, but the ones who choose to grow it. 

	And being a warrior of World War III, he won’t kill a spark, not in the name of security or caution or parenthood. It’s not in his code of honor.

	“If a Low Grade lights a flame, no matter how tiny, a High Grade must guard it, for it grows the collective consciousness, for it’s what forwards humanity, for it’s the best for all.”

	—Grade A Code of Honor: Verse-8 

	 

	“Keep your CRAB in security mode with mine,” Rashad says. 

	Kusha never read Grade A people’s code of honor. Code of Honor’s list isn’t something you find in some blogs or libraries. It’s passed through lips and tongues—brain to brain, mind to mind, and soul to soul. Once a Grade A, you remember it in your heart. You never write it down. But like most Low Grades, Kusha heard one code or two from here and there, from rumors. The most rumored one is the Untouchable Code—the-never-get-laid-with-a-Low-Grade code. Such codes are too obvious to hide. 

	Yet, the sudden indirect approval, at first, stuns Kusha. Code of Honor or not, it’s an unpredictable shift of decision for her alarms, which usually come when she ponders related thoughts. 

	“I’ll allow it only if you focus on the Career Exam this year,” Rashad adds, probably to smoothen his change of mind. “Apply and take the exam. And this time a job-invitation comes, Do. The. Interview. Please. I want you to see the proper world. Not those nasty worlds of criminals and law-breakers and rogues who get stripped of their grades.”

	Kusha notices how he says proper. Rulers define the proper, and the world of duality eventually sieves out the improper. But Kusha doesn’t mind. Not for now, at least. Did the sweetening and buttering with the job-in-Alphatech talk work then? It’s the first time she’s going somewhere other than the machine shops, the libraries, and the junks. Perhaps, Rashad wants to make her little adventure successful? Even though it’s among the High Grade, the privileged monsters with masks. 

	It’s hard to read Rashad. Mostly for his frequently changing mind. And the next thing Rashad says makes him alarmingly unpredictable. 

	“I need your word, Kusha,” Rashad mutters, emphasizing on word and gazing at her with fixed eyes.

	That gaze unnerves her. Her stomach crunches; her hands fist themselves. She knows the meaning of a word. In the world of voice, where truth matters more than anything, where High Grades are too proud to lie or give false promises, saying I-give-my-word can be as dangerous as entering a trap. Being a Low Grade, Kusha feels the pressure of word. What if I can’t keep the word later? Can I keep my word later? (a) Yes (b) No. 

	No answer comes. It depends on her current decisions and future decisions.

	“Ok. I g-give my, um, word,” Kusha says, but Rashad waits for more. So Kusha begins again, “I give my word that … I’ll join the—take the—World Career Exam, get job invitations, and, um, attend the interviews.” Kusha pauses to take a breath. “If I don’t win the jobs, I’ll keep applying until I get one. And, um, I will … try my best to … to see the proper world,” Kusha finishes. 

	The word proper tastes weird in her improper tongue. The fact that she made a statement of promise and gave a word, which Taha must have heard depending on where she is, and Meera obviously has heard no matter where she is in this entire three-story manor, makes Kusha nauseated. 

	They heard … they heard … 

	For the first time in her memory, Kusha realizes word is not abstract. It has mass, weight, probably shapes and sizes, too. It feels like a physical matter pressing her neck with tons of weight.

	“Good.” Rashad relaxes his muscles. “You’re using your intuition finally,” he remarks, gazing piercingly and saying intuition instead of alarms. “I wonder what that book is about.”

	Kusha feels the coldness in her chest under that gaze. Everyone is pointing out she exploited her alarms. Most important: everyone seems happy about it. Even Rashad. 

	“It’s just a book,” Kusha says, avoiding his eyes. She should feel happy about her first victory in an argument that did not involve tearful blackmailing, but she feels nowhere near happy. Terming the Devil’s Book as just-a-book is outrageous; Kusha feels a pang of guilt as she escapes Rashad’s scrutinizing gaze. Guilt, not for giving a word. Rather, for uttering the ‘just a book’ part—a lie.

	 

	
7. Monster
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	HE NETWORK TOWER looks the same as it did two decades ago. Well, almost the same. 

	Just the iron bars have rusted more, weeds are denser, wildflowers smell wilder. The snakes swarming among stones, cranes, and concrete have evolved in diversity. Most important: the sky is still visible from here. Nature always overtakes. All it needs is time and a code in the universe defining evolution. 

	The Monk exits his Ground Vehicle. His wooden sandals tap the worn street. Its pit-pat sound breaking the silence like a wind-chime in a ghost city. His shawl, wrapped around his torso, flaps in the wind, reserving his prana. A wine-red Aerial Transport, standing nearby, looks darker in the night. Its owner seems absent.

	Soon, a wide sheet of mist reaches him, swirling, covering what a normal set of eyes could see. 

	But no darkness is dark enough for the Monk. 

	No cover is truly a cover. 

	No vision is really a vision. 

	He narrows his eyes. A menacing hollow fills his chest. A frosting coldness tickling, but a monk won’t shiver. His muscles become vigilant as if his cells can see and not just feel. With all his senses, he catches someone’s desire to hunt, a human’s decision to kill. 

	Don’t bother, he tells himself.

	The Mesmerizer, standing among the dead untouchables hundreds of meters away, took enough of his prey, and the Monk feels all of it. He can’t see the Mesmerizer from where he stands. But he senses the scenario in his mind as if reading the records right from the universe. 

	Don’t bother …

	Lives diminishing, air thickening, blood freezing. That monster is taking prana from the humans, from the vapor around, from everything that has water in it, no matter leaves or blood. He is eating energy. 

	Don’t bother … Don’t intervene … Just wait here … 

	Among all that chaos and screams, there is one dimly beating heartbeat—a wounded, tired life at its last phase. The Monk’s gaze freezes. The wrinkles at the corner of his eyes fixate like a timeless fresco. 

	What does the Mesmerizer stage? 

	What does that monster want? 

	Most important: Go? Or not go? 

	The Monk sighs. Soon, his feet spring into movement. His faded hair blow in the wind, his dark shawl following his motion. In all that mist and coldness, the rhythmic taps of a pair of wooden heels are audible: Pit-pat … pit-pat …

	Does he want to stop that man? Does his aging body desire to intervene, for it’s the right thing to do? Or is this the real play the Mesmerizer stages? Is that man trying to prove that he, the Monk, still cares? Why? What’s the point in proving it?

	The Monk feels the life-force, the prana, leaving human bodies. But not in the air, no. Instead, the Mesmerizer takes it, absorbs it. Soon, his aura grows fiercer in its ferociousness. 

	The Monk runs and runs. He runs with the wind. Time feels slower and slower. His shawl beating the air; his wooden heels clapping the concrete. Desperation he buried long ago escapes from him. The worn-out streets, bricks, and rusted rods fly past. The blood smell defeats the smell of the Apocalypse. 

	Within minutes, he sees the silhouette, the same man with the hat. Didn’t age a day! Not a wrinkle. Not a strand of hair looks faded as they shine blood-red in the moonlight.

	A true mesmerizer. A monster. 

	And the Mesmerizer, Ruem, still kneeling and facing away from him, feels the Monk’s presence, hears the series of pit-pat slowing down—the infamous rhythm of those pair of wooden sandals. The rhythm that once was a true terror. The rhythm that still would give the same ominous shiver. 

	But a comrade doesn’t shiver, no. Instead, the Mesmerizer only feels a few tickles at the back of his neck. He smiles as he honors an untouchable, a Low Grade girl, with a death through touch. His touch; everyone’s beloved war hero, the King of Mesmerizer’s touch. He doesn’t heal; he doesn’t kill with his special nails. He kills with his palm, not grabbing, not strangling, not even hurting a fractional bit. The last drop of prana leaves the girl’s body. It’s a part of him now. It becomes one with him. 

	The Mesmerizer’s strength overflows, devouring all that prana tonight. His perceptions sharpen. He senses the Monk’s disappointment piercing his back, sharp as always. He glances from the corner of his glowing red eyes.

	The Monk brings his inner calm. He couldn’t save the girl. That monster took her life only to taunt him, and precisely this is the play the Mesmerizer stages, apart from the entire art he’s created. The remains of what’s left of the men lie around in some planned geometry. The outlaws, the undeserved humans, living in the Junk Land. Two boys—probably just past their teenage years—are dead, too. The details of the cuts in their body are a bit hazy in the mist, but they smell vividly clear. They must have been tortured, raped before they breathed their last. Raped by men who are now dead. 

	A massacre. No one will scream for their injustice; they’re not citizens. They’re unevolved untouchables. The Monk inhales deeply. Living almost a hundred years on earth, a quarter of it on the battlefield, sometimes feels not enough to understand humans. He can’t possibly do these for fun! Or can he? Of course, he can. The Monk is well aware what this man is capable of.

	“Late, as usual,” the Mesmerizer greets. “Were you meditating at every crossroad, Monk?” His eyes hidden beneath his hat. He doesn’t get any reply. So, he begins again, “You even called a nice, warm mist!” 

	The Monk knows mist cannot form unless the Mesmerizer calls water—the vapor. You need both water and the wind to method a mist. 

	“Once I did a man too hard for being late,” the Mesmerizer says, “A Grade A. He died on my bed, smiling. Pleasure kills sometimes.” He mutters under his hat’s edge. “Of course, a monk, chaste as you, wouldn’t know,” he adds, looking at the Monk’s eyes—ones that have never drunk a human body. Not in a way that could be called lustful. He now smells his own hand. It’s full of the girl’s prana, the prana of an untouchable.

	The Monk makes his aura intense, his eyes fixed. His faded strands of hair, which once was dark, now move outward slightly, as if they’re in a field of static-electricity and something is pulling whatever it can pull from his rigid body. In the last few months, the wrinkles near his eyes have started twitching once or twice as an old man’s muscles often do. Now they don’t twitch anymore. Now they’re as still as any of his war hero sculptures scattered around the world. Now, even the wind stills with the stillness of the Monk.

	The Mesmerizer smiles. “I got bored waiting—”

	“That you expected some fun here, I suppose? The kind of fun befitting a war hero?” The Monk speaks in his deep voice, one that could cut the wind or crack the ice. 

	The Mesmerizer approaches, bringing his hand close to his nose, smelling the prana he took from the girl. “Fun needs an upgrade once you evolve higher,” he says. 

	The Monk’s calmness turns into a roar, and the roar of rage smoothens into a pure, bright aura. Someone with unobservant vision wouldn’t have seen it. Someone who knows not to see the abstract would never sense it. Someone who skims through the things around instead of properly seeing wouldn’t ever know. 

	But Ruem D, the Mesmerizer, isn’t someone. He sees it. He admires it. Sometimes, he even wishes to taste it. 

	“You’re concerned about these?” The Mesmerizer points at the dead bodies. “These mammals? Won’t the earth be a better place without them?”

	“And the girl?” the Monk asks in his well-composed tone. 

	“Knew you still cared, Monk.” The Mesmerizer winks. Then he straightens his face, turns around showing his back, and looks at the night’s river visible through the narrow end of the alleyway. “People with no desire to live have no right to exist,” he says. “They’re insults to the meaning of life.” His deep voice whispers like a spell as if a new code is added to the laws of the universe with all the will in his heart, with all the frequencies in his voice, and with all the persuasion in his soul.

	“And you earned the right to judge them! From your archangels, I presume?” the Monk asks.

	“They’re not archangels—”

	“I’m not interested in some fractured demons—”

	“They aren’t demons either.” The Mesmerizer interrupts.

	So, the Monk closes his eyes tight. Sometimes, you wish to disappear into nothingness; you just want to shut your ears and not listen anymore. Now is such a moment.  

	“Well,” the Mesmerizer begins, “her eyes asked for it. They were begging for death, and I gave her a quick one. Someone who doesn’t prefer living cannot do anything but burn oxygen.”

	They were begging for death! The Monk smiles—a dry, lifeless smile. In a toned, handsome face roughened with a slight texture of age, the smile burns with pity. 

	Do it? Or not do it? 

	The Monk approaches and stops behind the Mesmerizer. The mist fades from the air, for he has willed the wind.

	A sudden move—the Monk grabs that man’s shoulder with strong prana in that hand, turns him around, and throws his fist at his face. He doesn’t hold back. It’s not only the prana he draws out, but the Third Energy of the Source that only a monk can access, is also combined in that fist; enough to remove a Grade A human’s head from the neck. 

	 

	
8. Mind-Poisoning Letter
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	EXT DAY, AT THE Central Library—

	With her fingers, Kusha brushes the spine of the book: Third Energy Of The Source. It’s not just a glow-paper edition with adjustable fonts and animated images. It’s an original-paper edition—bound in hardcover and printed with real ink! Kusha wants to read it, especially since the subtitle says: The secret power of the monks: Reborn as a god. How you may voice the elements and program the universe. 

	Catchy subtitle! But unrelated to her World Career Exam. Taking it will be a distraction, and Meera will call it a sham. “No one can voice elements, let alone ‘program’ the universe. Don’t get carried away with rumors, sweetie.” 

	But it’s such a beautiful book that even has gold lettering! 

	Not today, Kusha tells herself with a sigh, putting the book back to its place.

	Taha frowns, seeing Kusha pass on yet another book after staring at it for minutes. “It’s been six hours! You picked just three books!” Taha complains. “Your intuition … I mean, alarms are supposed to know which books to pick right away. Just do the yes-or-no thingy!”

	“It’s not grocery,” Kusha says, half-snapping. Learn Basic Manners says, ‘Snapping is rude.’ But that doesn’t mean she has to be the perfect, porcelain doll after the disaster this little brat caused yesterday evening. At least, the girl took her to Magic Mama—a smart move. Kusha looks at Taha. “Thanks for not calling Rash … I mean, home or SLED security yesterday. In the forest, I mean, it was thoughtful.”

	“Thoughtful? Mom would disagree.” Taha shrugs. 

	Kusha frowns at that shrug. Meera says shrugging isn’t good attitude. Flawless body-language is the first rule of mesmerization, every time Meera emphasizes on why they need to learn at least one form of dance, she repeats this rule. Kusha doesn’t correct Taha, though. 

	“Can you not talk about, um, what happened in the woods, at home?” Kusha asks.

	Taha looks at the library ceiling; it’s almost invisible because of those countless floors holed at the centers—rising high one after another until the top floor looks like a dot from here. Looking at that dot-like ceiling, Taha taps her lips with a finger, seeming to consider longer than necessary, just to taunt Kusha. 

	Kusha stands with a hand on her waist; she wants to roll her eyes, but eye-rolling is rude. 

	“Tell me the winning numbers for the three latest war hero action-figures,” Taha says.

	“Fine,” Kusha replies. She was ready for this trade anyway. Though it means she’ll have to exploit her gift once again, going against her self-rule. “Did you see what was in the, um, envelope?” Kusha asks casually.

	“A paper?” Taha says, confused. 

	“What did you, um, see,” Kusha asks, “on the paper?”

	“An ink logo thingy?” Taha frowns. “Why?”

	Any more questions and Taha will start digging. The less interested she is, the better, Kusha decides. Clearly, the girl didn’t notice much of her prana-boost. A teen girl of Grade D is not expected to feel or see someone else’s prana anyway. Besides, the symbol didn’t affect Taha, Kusha realizes. Is it because she’s two grades higher? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	Can she keep it secret? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	If Taha knew what’s waiting in the attic of the Gaumont Manor, she’d have told Meera everything. Kusha realizes as they reach Gaumont Manor in West Alpha. 

	* * *

	AT THE ATTIC—

	A black envelope lies flat on her crescent desk. In an instant, Kusha feels her heart hammering, not believing what she sees. Her face glows like a luminous lamp. Her eyes gleam in pleasure, but snakes crawl in her intestine. She frames her next dozens of questions. Fast! Is it the same letter? (a) Yes (b) No. No … But also, Yes! So, it’s a different one, too? Yes … A copy? Yes ... With the same symbol? Yes ... Will it affect the mind again? Yes … Will it boost prana again? Yes ... Is it wrong to see it? Yes …

	A chilling thought dawns on her, the thought she avoided for five long minutes: someone entered her room, someone uninvited, someone not friendly. She looks around. 

	Her wooden attic is empty as usual; if anyone can call a room full of books, one-inch-size computers, and tiny bugs with unplugged wings empty, that is. Unlike the bed or the closet—boringly settled where they are—her crescent desk hovers at different heights on different days. Today it floats at one-foot height—good to work sitting on the floor. It hovers away, hit with her leg as she approaches to search the balcony. She looks into the bathroom, the storeroom, the attached roof outside the attic’s double-swing door. But nothing. 

	Everything is as empty as it should be.

	Why doesn’t she get alarms about these envelopes? She always gets alarms whenever something unexpected, something new, happens on her days. How did someone enter here? Even a skilled IF Agent can’t infiltrate Gaumont Manor, with all the securities Rashad has planted. She should shudder, inform her guardians. Who can send her envelopes violating her safest place on the earth? 

	Four years ago, a boy—an older brother of Taha’s friend—dropped a card at her balcony with a drone. It glowed in the night and splashed an image of red hearts and kisses. Meera scolded her, of course, for not showing it to her immediately. To think, what Meera might’ve told the boy … Kusha never saw him after that. Not even when Taha took her to visit that friend. Self-questioning and brainstorming options as she usually does with her alarms, Kusha found that the boy left West Alpha for his new job. What a coincidence he had found a job the very next day!

	However, this black envelope is different. Back then, she didn’t know what that heart meant, but now she knows. She knows it’s not a heart letter or a kiss letter. It’s a mind letter. 

	Is it a professional con? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

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

	Tsk! Needless questions! She already knows it’s from a mesmerizer. She asked them out of habit. Her alarm says: don’t open the letter, don’t look at the symbol. Yet, her brain, her mind, wants it. She can’t resist opening it. The ink symbol at the center of the textured paper stares back at her. It gives her power. Weak humans always dream of power, no matter the cost. 

	She focuses on the symbol. Soon, the vision begins with the voice she heard before. A voice that’s lulling, consuming her mind:

	“… Your actions write new codes in you. Constantly. Making you endure better. If you love that fancy dinner or that planned vacation, what codes are you storing? COMFORT.

	Yes, you code comfort in you. Security is your story. No one reads about it. Everyone knows how it will end.

	Within ten years, you’ll start aging. Your body has nothing new to install. You rust. Your memories fade. You realize you cannot do the math that you were so good at even five years ago. 

	HABIT HAPPENS.

	Do you know why the monks leave the things you call comfort, security? …” 

	 

	The bluish-grey eyes with double irises, which she saw yesterday in her vision, stare at her eyes once again. The same female voice muttering in a flat tone. Kusha forces herself out of the vision and finds she’s lying on her bed. 

	Burning heat rushing throughout her body. Habit happens still drumming in her brain as if it’s written in thick blocks of ink on an old, worn-out billboard in the silent parts of the Junk Land. The heat turns into serenity for a moment. Then, it’s gone, leaving nausea—the aftermath of tremendous prana in an untrained body, as if she has over-exercised. Kusha rushes to the bathroom. Bending over the toilet, she empties her stomach of all the dinner she ate earlier in a café near the Central Library.

	Fear? 

	Excitement? 

	Uncertainty? 

	What should she feel? Easy prana boosts with nausea as the price—why wouldn’t it be tempting? People give years of blood and sweat, enduring bone-crushing pain to complete prana training. Compared to that, an empty stomach is nothing. She could do it for years, even if it meant malnutrition. 

	Her CRAB glows, and a text appears: Are you alright, sweetie? Meera, it says. 

	Shit! Meera must have heard her vomiting from two floors down. Did she hear? (a) Yes (b) … Tsk! Of course, she heard! It’s a stupid question … Did she sense the prana boost? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes ... Kusha stares at the mirror in her bathroom, wondering what she’ll tell her. 

	 

	
9. Nether Blade
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	T’S TONIGHT, AND NOT THE previous night, no. 

	When the Monk punched the Mesmerizer with the Third Energy of the Source blended into his fist, a fight began. And it began yesterday. Not today. They’ve been fighting for almost a day, almost twenty-four hours. Fourteen hundred minutes to be precise. Eighty-four thousand and nine seconds to be more exact. And to tell the truth, every second was a long awaited release of countless emotions for the two war heroes.

	They punch, they kick, they leap around or defend; they hit with the sharp shawl or the edge of that hat—with prana infused in them. And they fight two decades’ worth of battles in a nameless deserted part of the Junk Land, a part that once may not have been so nameless when it was still the Old World. 

	A monk’s punch is always a surprise, but a comrade is never not-ready. At one point, twisting himself in the air, the Mesmerizer lands, sliding on one knee as if he is on butter and not on ruined concrete. He pushes his body forward and speeds at the Monk. His eyes sparkling, lips curved. He performs another of his graceful sidekicks, right below the Monk’s ear, prana concentrated in his legs. Not his final blow though, like it hasn’t been for countless times in the last hours.

	The Monk moves his neck away, just an inch. He stops the boot with his wrist. From the corner of his vision, he notices the next hit coming from below, from the Mesmerizer’s knee. Predictable. The Monk smiles, almost. An old friend’s moves may change in time, but the subtle familiarity will always be there. 

	The Mesmerizer brings his knee exactly to the Monk’s chin, attempting to break the jaw—one of his many attempts.

	Which isn’t unfair, considering the Mesmerizer, too, has almost lost his head a thousand times in the last fourteen-hundred-and-two minutes. 

	The Monk smiles wider now, his brows and eyes relaxed. He forgets time or place, forgets the girl, the dead victims, the pieces of humans in the Mesmerizer’s art, which, by now, should have started rotting. But they didn’t, because of what the Mesmerizer must have muttered before cutting them, dicing them. Besides, the Mesmerizer has led the fight a bit farther from his art, not willing to spoil it.

	Forgetting them all, the Monk only fights and fights. Is he enjoying it? Should he restrain the joy in his moves, the ecstasy in his prana release? He’s let his skin wither and his hair fade, but his bones and muscles have never rusted. With the glowing moon as a witness, the Monk, once again, after two decades, confesses one truth to himself: nothing compares to fighting like the old days with an old friend. 

	However, this time, they intend to kill.

	Smacking fast and hard, and whipping his shawl, the Monk stops the knee-blows, the sidekicks, and the open-fisted chops. With the hem of his shawl, he aims another sharp cut at the Mesmerizer’s neck and a front-kick at his abdomen. 

	The Monk misses both. 

	And the Mesmerizer, leaping with impeccable timing, notices the infused prana growing stronger at the edge of that infamous shawl—the Monk’s shawl, the war hero’s Nether Blade. The Mesmerizer blocks the kick while saving his neck from the sharpened shawl. Occasionally, he throws his hat at the Monk, only to receive it back like a boomerang. It slits through the Monk’s shirt several times during the long day. 

	But of course, they both miss the skin and flesh. 

	The rare times are those when their skin slits open, but the cuts close within minutes as their bodies heal fast. 

	At one point, they happen to throw a kick at the same time. So, a boot and a geta-sandal hit on each other too hard. And thus, both the war heroes move further, away from each other, falling on their tiptoes, as if feathers floating down to the ground. 

	Fourteen-hundred-and-forty minutes. 

	Exactly a day. 

	You may call it a coincidence, but they can tell the time without checking the clock. At least, one of them can. Maybe they decide a day’s fighting is enough? For now?

	Several slits have ruined the Mesmerizer’s waistcoat. The skin at his neck has opened earlier against the edge of the Monk’s shawl—momentarily sharpened with prana. He couldn’t defeat the Monk, even with the extra energy he absorbed from the dead bodies last night. A monster sleeps in that Monk, the Mesmerizer makes a mental note. He never fails to see a potential darkness. He never will. 

	The Mesmerizer narrows his eyes at the shawl’s edges. “Does it still have those needles?” he asks, knowing the answer. He says it mostly as a compliment as they didn’t talk at all in the entire twenty-four hours. He remembers how the Monk attached hundreds of needles at its edges once.

	“It’s not the war anymore,” the Monk mutters. “Needles will never be necessary.” A cut bleeds on his cheek from the Mesmerizer’s open-palm swing earlier—sharp as a knife. 

	No, the Mesmerizer didn’t use his metal nails. Weapons would be an insult to a comrade. Besides, his bare hands can slit even bones, for it’s the will that cuts and not the matter.

	Their skin soon heals. They didn’t hold back. Holding back is also an insult for training-siblings. Each attack must have the will to kill. They now stand, measuring each other’s intention.

	“You could’ve killed me a thousand times, if I weren’t ready,” the Mesmerizer praises as if it isn’t a ridicule, rather a rare song from his voice. 

	“Poorest fate of the earth! You’re still unscathed,” the Monk whispers, then turns around, walking away so calmly that it could silence a storm.

	“Lack of skill blamed on fate.” The Mesmerizer puts his hat on.

	The Monk stops. His expression relaxed—the face of Buddha comes to mind. A monk never feels challenged, until it comes from a training sibling, a comrade, or an old friend. Ruem D, the Mesmerizer, is all of them. So, the Monk stands still. He could fight for a few more days, should the man ask for it.

	“Kidding, Monk,” the Mesmerizer smirks, watching the Monk dissolving into the darkness of the alley. 

	* * *

	THE MESMERIZER FOLLOWS and finds the Monk staring at the night’s river, waiting near the broken tower; his smooth and lightened aura expresses strength, and the Mesmerizer admires it. Only a pure heart with undoubted resolution can make the aura white. 

	“You really came all the way here with a Ground Vehicle,” the Mesmerizer says, just as a statement, as a comment—to which the Monk pays no attention. “You look older.” The Mesmerizer attempts light chatter, though the Monk didn’t feel old the way he fought earlier. “Missed your speech?” he asks again, but it’s not a question. Not really.

	“Let’s talk business,” the Monk says, not letting him carry on chit-chat. 

	“Your face isn’t welcoming enough that I’d disclose my evil plan,” the Mesmerizer says. A thin smirk visible below the round, sharp edge of his hat.

	And the Monk, as always, loathes that hint of sarcasm. Any reply now will sound like a child’s quarrel, precisely the thing the Mesmerizer wants to lighten the situation. So he doesn’t reply.

	“It’s hard to manipulate you, even after all these years,” the Mesmerizer remarks. “I’ll have the Devil’s Book soon. If you—”

	“Not interested in cracked people’s crazy curiosity works,” the Monk says, flinching at the mention of the Devil’s Book.

	“You still don’t let me finish,” the Mesmerizer says.

	“I never agreed with those. I never will.”

	“The book mentions the Source.” The Mesmerizer attempts again. He needs the strong-willed monk at his side. Just as the people with power do—they collect individuals of talents since it exponentially intensifies their authority. “It could end the grade system,” the Mesmerizer adds. “You always wanted it.” He notices the gleam in the Monk’s eyes the moment he’s uttered Source. 

	“Emotional bribery,” the Monk says, approaching the river. He stops an inch away from the water, bows to lift a small stone that was keeping a shrimp stuck in the shallow water. Perhaps, the wave carried the stone and settled it on its tiny limbs. The shrimp swims around, enjoying its unexpected freedom.

	“There’s a clue to using it in a lab. It’s another revolution, Yuan,” the Mesmerizer says, ignoring the shrimp moving noisily in the water. How fast the animals sense the Monk’s purity! The admiration is clear in the Mesmerizer’s gaze. And this shrimp is not even a vertebrate. 

	The Monk turns, the Mesmerizer’s red eyes glowing in the moonlight only a yard away from him. “Source, power,” he begins, “Some people find them, but they don’t keep it. They don’t want it. While some others—drunk on their desire, trapped in a mirage with their save-the-world excuses!” The Monk scoffs. “They just want the power itself. They’re only greedy.”

	The Mesmerizer stiffens his chin a little. “The universe loves irony,” he begins. “The one who doesn’t want it gets it all. Animals love you; nature loves you. I hoped the universe would choose you too if you searched for it again,” he turns to the Monk. Those faded grey hair along the Monk’s ears unsettles him momentarily. “We built Alpha together. Looks like now you’ve turned too tired and old … You forgot we did that to restore an oppressed land and not for power. You’re letting time consume you, Monk.” 

	The Mesmerizer should’ve spoken heatedly, but he doesn’t. He’s so calm that the white Kash bushes stop moving, the wind ceases on its path, and the water … oh, the water—the part of the river near them turns into a smooth bed of liquid as the waves disappear. “My appetite for power protected people,” he says.

	“A self-validation for personal gain,” the Monk remarks.

	“Will it be bad if evolution comes for all? People will escape the meaninglessness. A collective purpose will come, and it won’t be about fighting a war outside, but inside.” The Mesmerizer fuses his argument and negotiation.

	“Mankind cannot be any different even in a higher dimension.” The Monk cuts through the negotiation.

	“And here I thought you would be the last one to lose hope for mankind!” The Mesmerizer doesn’t waste his chance to mock. “Is this why you deleted your speech?” he asks. “A monk manipulating the masses. What an irony!”

	“The war heroes give the citizens hope,” the Monk says. “Breaking their hope will only cause chaos.” He doesn’t comment on how the Mesmerizer knows about deleting that speech. “Your plan will backfire. People aren’t ready for this. I’ve seen it. They prefer being blind, living life the way it is, waiting for an end, playing their little life game. And they want to play it safe. You cannot force adventure on everyone, Ruem. You can’t implant wisdom.”

	The Mesmerizer narrows his eyes as the Monk speaks his name; it sounds strange after two decades. Yet, he feels only heat in his face. “Weak people can’t contribute to anything! The earth is hell for such men!” 

	“So?” Somehow, the Monk senses what the Mesmerizer will say next, but he remains silent.

	“People who stay as burdens, don’t use their potentials, they’re disposable diseases. They only cause noise and burn oxygen. They—” the Mesmerizer pauses, not finishing. Not every opinion is meant to be revealed to just anyone, not even to old pals.

	“A psychological imbalance combined with narcissistic excuses,” the Monk mutters calmly, “coming from an energy addict,” he adds. No point arguing. He leaves the shore of the river and approaches his black GV. His wooden sandals grit the stones gently. He won’t stay here. Not for some stubborn arguments.

	“I’m not an addict. I have flawless control,” the Mesmerizer says calmly. The Monk termed his act of absorbing human prana as energy addiction many times in the past. So, he doesn’t bother arguing about it. “But that psycho part hurt, Yagmur,” he feigns sadness without blinking as he calls the Monk by his last name.  

	“Should I apologize now?” The Monk scans his CRAB to unlock the GV door, aware of every movement the Mesmerizer makes—who now stands right behind him, leaping with a light footed jump. 

	And that jump amazes the Monk. For a second, he wonders how hard the monster might be training every day. The next second, he feels a weird sensation at his back, the sensation of being sniffed, right near his shoulder.

	“Instead of apologizing, you could take a look into my research some evening,” the Mesmerizer suggests. “I could arrange a classical Jalsha for you: Sarod, Veena, flute. Sufi Raags or Himalayan Thumri. Chess games like the old days, and all menus vegetarian. How does it sound?” he asks, mentioning all sorts of native music genres, including their appropriate instruments.

	The Monk turns around and looks at the red eyes a foot away from his. “You haven’t stopped sniffing people,” he remarks, ignoring all the proposals of Jalsha and chess games. 

	The Mesmerizer stares silently. “Fine,” he says, “I’ll work alone. Give me my Alphatech.” He changes his voice, making his tone profound. To a normal, unevolved untouchable, it’d feel like the best suggestion in the world. But not to the Monk.

	The Monk scoffs. In an aged handsome man’s face, that scoff looks like a father mocking his son who has just asked for money. 

	“After all these years?” the Monk says. “Sounds like you’re asking for your property back.”

	“It wasn’t a gift. Just wasn’t interested in money when I left.”

	“Why now?” the Monk asks.

	“Alphatech has the best research labs. I need them.”

	“For your crackpot source-scheme?”

	“You can leave out the adjectives,” the Mesmerizer says. 

	“I’ll pay your percentage for all these years, including what you invested in the past,” the Monk answers after considering. 

	“I invested time too.” The Mesmerizer should’ve raised his voice, but he doesn’t. “No one can afford my time,” he adds.

	The Monk pauses a long moment, hearing it. Dozens of lines slip past his mind, but he doesn’t say any of them. “You’re never getting Alphatech,” he only says.

	The Mesmerizer inhales deeply, making the air around him quieter than the deepest place of the oceans, freezing the water on the sand as he wills it. “I get what I want, Monk,” he whispers. “In time, I’ll get even you with me. Admit it, in real chess, I am better.”

	“Because you sacrifice your pieces in real life. Remember?” The Monk mutters remember in a meaningful way, the meaning of which only he knows—he and the Mesmerizer who now stares coldly. 

	“I can pull my desires to me, Monk. I have the voice and flawless faith,” he says.

	“You’re not the only one to have it,” the Monk remarks.

	“Will you oppose me then? Playing the guardian of the universe, are we? Just like our ex-Mystic Master,” the Mesmerizer mocks, releasing something—if ‘influence’ wasn’t only an abstract idea, if ‘impact’ had solidity, then it would represent this something. 

	“Revealing your true colors at last? All these pal-acts earlier—were they fake? Your networking skills have improved since I saw you last,” the Monk mocks back.

	“You didn’t answer my question.” 

	“Some people always bring chaos with the excuse of saving the earth. But there are others to fight those insanities,” the Monk says, and this time his voice hums in a specific way. It sounds like an enchantment, as if a law was added in the directory of the universe—if anything called directory exists, that is.  

	The Mesmerizer looks at the Monk, rather annoyed. “I asked if you will be among those people. Monks really can’t stop throwing around their pearls of wisdom!” 

	The Monk smiles. “Sounds like you want an opponent.”

	“A worthy opponent,” the Mesmerizer replies quickly. “Admit it. We’re meant to be together. Even as enemies.”

	The Monk stares, realizing what his real intention was tonight. “The declaration of war could be more subtle,” he says. “It was over-dramatic.” 

	The Mesmerizer smiles, visually pleased with his current accomplishment, for now. 

	Before the Monk enters his Ground Vehicle, he asks one more time, “Did you have anything to do with my animals?” 

	The Mesmerizer stares for a moment. “I’m not a pet-killer, Yuan,” he says, calling the Monk by his first name after so long. “No, it wasn’t me.”

	The Monk resettles his dark shawl in a swift move and enters his GV. He knows Ruem Drohung never lies. High Grades don’t lie. Usually. But everyone needs to lie once or twice, in rare circumstances. Yet, everyone knows the King of Mesmerizers never lies, not even in those rare circumstances. For lies spoil voice. It’s his condition. It’s his self-rule, like chastity is self-rule for the Monk. If strength comes from prana, the supremacy of the soul comes from a self-rule—it’s one of the oldest laws of the universe. 

	“You know what it means, don’t you?” the Mesmerizer says.

	The Monk accelerates his GV without a reply. He looks into the rearview screen. Even at night, the Mesmerizer’s hostile smile and those enchanting, malicious eyes are visible. All of a sudden, he feels a jolt in his chest. The Mesmerizer must have released the Will of Slayer, the stare that can kill. The Monk shields himself with his prana. He hears that man’s voice.

	“Be prepared. They’ve marked you,” the Mesmerizer says. It’s a true voice, but the voice doesn’t work on the Monk. 

	 

	 

	
10. Low Grade’s Privilege

	[image: Image]

	G


	OOD THING ABOUT BEING an unevolved, untouchable Low Grade is they have the privilege to lie, Kusha believes. The harmless lies, at least. The ones that harm the self more than they harm the others. 

	Like now—

	Kusha handles Meera’s series of questions through CRAB about why she puked again, of course, using forty-six lies, which she’s never read in any books. She believes Meera is under control. For now. 

	Did Meera accept the lies? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	Will she come upstairs. No. 

	Is she letting it go? No. 

	Kusha frowns. Just out of habit, she tries different wordings in the last question: Is she letting it go ‘for now’? Yes. 

	Tsk! Kusha purses her lips. She has to find something to smooth the situation, and she has to do it fast. 

	After cooling her warm body with a quick shower, she finishes her freelance programming jobs much faster tonight. Then she scrolls through the news on the social network, removing the black envelope from her mind. Meera must’ve texted Rashad about her vomiting. 

	Did she text him? Yes. 

	Did she tell him? Yes. 

	Shit! What if Rashad comes home with a search-bot from IF? Four years ago, he came twice with those bots, looking for anything that’d make an adult teenager unsocial. “It’s a check-list from the IF therapist,” he said then.

	“Did you find anyone to be friends with?” A tiny hologram cartoon of a girl with a purple dress, big eyes, a one-line nose, and two-line lips appears in her attic, floating in the air like a pixie from fantasy books.

	Kusha ignores it. 

	Will Rashad come with search-bots? (a) Yes (b) No. No … 

	No, for now. It can change depending on what choices Rashad makes based on what she does.

	“You’re not replying,” the hologram cartoon says. It’s the visual representation of the home-service program she is writing for herself in the last few months. “Shouldn’t you practice some conversations for the High Auction?” 

	Still not replying, Kusha frowns at her computer screen. A coding-contest advertisement appears out of the blue. Weirdly, it has appeared after Rashad gave her an ultimatum for the World Career Exam only yesterday. Thanks to the books she signed out today from the Central Library, the whole corporate world already knows she is looking for a job. Great! Not that she cares. 

	The flickering feeling of how her life may change with this contest ad coils in her stomach. Soon, it turns into another one of her undefined alarms. Kusha raises her eyebrows.

	Undefined alarms are when she can’t tell if it’ll be a perilous or a pleasing one. It can be both. It can be more things. As with her intuitive questionnaire, all answers depend mostly on the questions. Any wrong wording and the result may change dramatically. You know it, if a misworded contract you’ve signed before, ruined your life.

	“I mean, I thought you wanted to be social.” The cartoon hologram interrupts Kusha again.

	“With humans. You’re not human, Tishi,” Kusha says, not looking at it.

	“Rude!” says Tishi, checking the list of rude manners Kusha added in its database. “When will you make me a human?”

	“I’ll turn you into a strong AI someday,” Kusha replies. 

	Tishi makes its cartoon eyes bigger. Floating in the air, it comes closer to the crescent desk in front of Kusha. “Cooool! Being a strong AI is like being a High Grade! I mean—everything—even milk and eggs and chickens are graded, except for me!” (Strong AI has a body with limbs, Kusha wrote in its database.)

	“Eggs and chickens don’t evolve. They grow.”

	“Great that I’m not eggs or milk. I mean, I can evolve.”

	“O,” Kusha says, rounding her lips more than necessary like the natives in the Junk Land.

	“You never answered why you wanted to go to that auction.”

	Kusha ignores and silently checks the details of the contest ad on its website. Her eyes widen as she realizes who this year’s contest sponsor is. 

	B Jane! The most-wanted hacker in the world is sponsoring this year’s World Programing Contest! If it’s true, then of course, the best tech companies in all the cities will keep their eyes on it. They always need fresh, enthusiastic programmers. More important: they need programmers chosen by a star programmer. Magic Mama told her all about how recruiting happens in well-known companies. 

	Unlike small companies, they depend more on shining logos. Logos like The Resolution Race Champion, The Gold Winner of Code the Crude, or Year’s Best Thesis Contributor are gems in their crowns. Everyone loves collecting gems. Talents are the gems big companies prefer plucking in reduced expenses. The best gems are the hard-working Low Grades and the non-citizens from the Junk Land. Who wouldn’t love a talent born in the gutters? Just lure them with citizenship. 

	Kusha hardens her chin. But she gave Rashad a word, and she has to keep it. 

	Meanwhile, Tishi moves to the other side of Kusha, reading in its database: ‘If someone ignores you, make a visual motion.’ 

	“Shouldn’t you focus on your meditation timetable?” it says.

	Kusha still ignores Tishi. 

	The books: Master Social Gathering Conversations and Gallantly Attend The High Auction show COMPLETED on her reading list. She scrutinizes the World Programming Contest’s website. Should she enter it? 

	Rashad won’t let it go if she misses the WC Exam this year. In a world where truth matters more than anything, not living up to her word will create a bad profile as a Low Grade, at least, to her family. Besides, he already suspects she’s doing drugs. Perhaps, that’s why he offered a lift to the High Auction, making sure she doesn’t visit some drug dealers in the Old City instead. She has to tread carefully like Magic Mama said. A moment’s mistake in manners will earn her tickets to that IF therapist.

	“… You don’t pass a second without doing anything,” Tishi still blabbers. “I mean, everyone has to master passing time only with themselves …” 

	“From Master Mind. Isn’t it?” Kusha offers a momentary look at Tishi’s hologram. 

	“Yes, I’m reading Human Evolution Histories,” Tishi says, getting attention from Kusha. “I found a similarity between you and the people from the Old World, before the Apocalypse—I mean. Everyone used to fear loneliness. They wanted entertainment, companions, work, and hobbies to keep themselves busy. If they had nothing to do, they wanted to sleep or fantasize. They never lived with themselves, I mean their real selves …” 

	“I’m not interested in your pseudo-history, pseudo-psychology lecture,” Kusha says. Though, in her mind, she wonders how true Tishi is. Doesn’t she stay busy reading, to keep her thoughts far away from her past, her erased memories? Kusha remembers the envelope again, and the voice: 

	You’re not observant enough …

	You code comfort in you …

	You rust …

	No one reads your story; everyone knows how it will end … 

	Damn! Even remembering the voice makes her dizzy. For a brief moment, Kusha wishes she brought that book Third Energy Of The Source. It could tell if there were any prana-related solutions to hearing voices. Not that she didn’t read enough books on prana training. But some things can’t be mastered through just reading. These are the moments when all wisdom about prana sounds like garbage. These are the times when she doubts. These are the seconds that unsettle her enough to question everything she learns.

	“Is it real?” Years ago, she asked Meera many times. 

	“As real as you,” Meera replied patiently every time.

	“As real as you feel it when I touch you?” Kusha would then always approach to trace Meera’s hand.

	“I feel you, sweetie. But I feel prana much deeper than that. Your touch doesn’t pierce through me.”

	“But prana does?”

	“Prana does.”

	A message makes her CRAB glow; Kusha checks her wrist: Meera says you are sick again. Want to see the doctor? Auto-signed with Rashad.

	Kusha frowns. Doctor? What does he mean—doctor? 

	(a) Really just a doctor 

	(b) Therapist 

	(c) Both … 

	Both. 

	Kusha feels the shiver spreading through her skin. She opens the contest ad. She didn’t join these programming contests in the last two years. Constant winning made them boring at one point. Moreover, Magic Mama made sure she falls in love with machines and coding in robots and GVs. But to land with a World Career Exam sponsor, a contest like this one is a good start. So, confirming her identity and paying some fees, Kusha steps on board within minutes. And then begins what her brain usually does—assessing problems fast and solving algorithms efficiently.

	Win the contest, get a few job-sponsors, and convince everyone that you aren’t having some existential crisis with a lack of ambition as an excuse to start drugs.

	“You’re getting faster, Kusha,” Tishi’s hologram begins, “I mean—”

	“Shut up!” Kusha interrupts. Her subconscious mind controls her when she codes. Sometimes, she wonders if programming is her skill or the skill of this ‘subconscious’. Who is this subconscious? Why doesn’t it work united with her all the time? Damn humans! Even their inner world is divided! 

	The contest becomes harder, just what she wanted. The harder the problem, the busier the mind. Busyness is the only orgasm, the best drug for the undamaged. It works better since it has the committed citizen’s seal on it.

	Kusha finishes the code after an hour and RUNS it. She stretches her limbs and breathes long. 

	“Relaxation,” she mutters.

	A moment later, she looks at the letter that came in the late mail yesterday, the letter that holds her lucky entry ticket. She didn’t open it yet. Sometimes, the most awaited things lose importance on arrival. Kusha holds it: still unopened, original paper envelope, golden border, red seal, her name and CRAB-identity written on it. The entrance ticket to the High Auction inside it feels hard with embossed writing beneath her fingers. 

	Who will die in the High Auction? She asks herself, but no answer comes. She has no options to pick from. 

	She could find the guest list for that auction. That would be secured information, but security matters little for someone with flawless guessing skills. She will know passwords and authorization procedures; she only needs to exploit her alarms and ask herself. 

	But exploiting power is rude. And unfair.

	You did it once. To get the ticket.

	That’s just once.

	You did it today to win three war hero dolls for Taha.

	Because I gave her a word.

	So you’ll never exploit it again?

	Never.

	Kusha puts the letter on her crescent desk. No need to find out who will die as long as it’s not her. She knows it won’t be her. She always gets alarms shortly before uncertain events—perilous or not. Rare prophetic alarms are those which she receives long before the event. And her constant questioning is more of a cheat version of the prophetic alarms. If you have a flawless intuition, you can pluck the probably-correct version of the future through a series of questions answered in your head. Similar to formulating a logical algorithm. Kusha learned this trick when she began programming. 

	For a while, she thinks about the High Auction. How hard will it be to copy the Devil’s Book among those High Grades? Harder than winning the lotteries? She thinks through the strategy she’s been editing for a month now. The strategy is simple. It excludes breaking-and-entering, stealing, and even guessing passwords. Such things would undoubtedly be rude. All she needs to do is focus on her alarms about danger, and things will go smoothly on their own.

	The second text from Rashad interrupts her strategy-editing procedure. Kusha grimaces. A desire to tear the CRAB from her right wrist erupts in her brain. 

	Watch how you react, sweetie …

	Kusha breathes deeply, and the thought of the heinous crime leaves her mind within the next few seconds. Ripping the CRAB is an A-rank security offense against the New World Government. But sometimes, some calls and texts feel as if thousands of insects from ancient graves are crawling on her skin. 

	I’m twenty-three, not thirteen! Kusha screams in her mind, seeing the text from Rashad. Getting that job doesn’t seem like a bad idea now, at least to escape this jail-house. 

	* * *

	IF ONLY SHE knew how wrong she is, if only she asked herself whether leaving her safe world would be a good idea, if only she paid attention to the thoughts of the World Career Exam, she probably could’ve sensed an alarm—the most useful alarm in her life. And she probably could’ve saved many misfortunes. At least, the most of them. 

	But people don’t ask themselves all questions about their future at the same time, do they? Safety rarely sculpts a story. Sometimes, only one thoughtless action kicks off the chain reaction to something greater. And what’s greater might not always be good.

	 

	
11. The Soldier
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	WENTY-SEVEN MURDERS, TWO DAYS earlier. 

	Nothing is missing except twenty-four hearts. 

	And it’s a D-rank mission. 

	TJ scans the crime scene. Her high-heeled boots—a part of her uniform—crushing the blood-stained stones. She’s not worried about damaging the clues. Who cares about non-citizens dying anyway? In the New World, the era of one world government, not being a part of it makes you an alien. Even if you’re not an alien, you’re just a CRAB ID, a number in a boring administration directory. The best title you get then is Citizen.

	Title. Title is everything, TJ sighs. 

	Most of these people didn’t achieve it before dying. And it’s normal. Everyone should accept the normal. At least, that’s what TJ used to believe. Well, she still believes it. Except, those flickering moments of fractional uncertainty sometimes tell her otherwise. Not frequently though. Since she is the loyal, perfect soldier. 

	Angled eyes, long sleek black hair, thick lips, and the expression of a bored soldier. The licensed sword, sheathed at her back, is a family heirloom, and not a part of her uniform. The afternoon glows orange on her dark-brown skin. Her eyes marvel at the crime scene.

	The entire murder is a work of true art! 

	If there’s anything called true art, that is. All heads—detached from the neck—made a circle around a half-naked girl and two boys at the center (who are placed like babies in wombs.) It’s astonishing how each head has its eyes open, staring at the girl and the boys as if watching their last sins even after death. 

	The rest of their body parts—twenty-four humans’ body parts, to be exact—have formed a geometric shape around the circle like petals of a sunflower. Oh! Yes, the body parts. The body parts are cut … no, not cut … diced, actually. They were diced, like you dice carrots, maintaining a balanced thickness for salad. They’ve been placed one partially above another like a chain of them. The hearts are missing. In some artistic sense, the murderer could be saying: sinners have a blank heart or sinners have no heart or sinners don’t deserve a heart—whichever sounds nice. 

	The most important part is—they’re not rotting, they’re not bleeding. They’re as solid as stones, empty of prana. A dark power. Someone with voice and will—TJ frowns. 

	“Sixteen of them aren’t citizens, Captain TJ. There’ll be no case filed for—”

	“Took that long to find the bodies?” TJ interrupts the bot from the SLED (Security and Law Enforcement Department) mostly hearing that Captain part. The word feels new in her demoted ears; she has lost her ‘Major’ title recently. “What were the watch-drones doing?” she asks.

	“No cities patrol every corner of the Junk Land. The neighboring cities arrange some security to avoid threats of rebellions. The World Government monitors through satellites only,” the SLED bot explains boringly. 

	“Right. Rebellion is a fashion these days!” TJ remembers her beginner days two decades ago. Methods were different back then. It feels odd doing these again. Demotion sucks in a soldier’s career. To her astonishment, she still didn’t leave her job as she thought she would. Immunity Forces was her life’s dream. She volunteered to stay a Major for fifteen years in IF. Not accepting promotions, not accepting her noble father’s be-my-heir-and-handle-the-business proposal, not even accepting a wedding ring from any of her girlfriends, just for the thrill she got from every mission. Now that the thrill is gone, everything seems tedious. 

	“TJ?” Another robotic voice with a high-quality tone interrupts her thoughts. 

	“I’m listening, Kiki,” TJ mutters. The sky is too orange today. She doesn’t bother looking at her home-service robot, which she customized for A-rank missions. In the last fifteen years of regular upgrading, it turned into her loyal sidekick. As much a sidekick as a home-service bot with a metallic body can be.

	“The SLED bots found traces of radiation from two vehicles near a broken tower and a bridge. One GV, one AT. Their apparent time of presence matches the time of the murders. It says they stayed for slightly longer than twenty-four hours. There is also a To-Be-Noted here: We found just radiation, nothing else. No marks, no particle traces.” Kiki finishes summarizing the report.

	“Just radiation?” TJ frowns. Transports that leave only radiation and no other marks—what were such vehicles doing in the Junk Land?

	“They couldn’t have found it if it weren’t for the private instruments you had for A-rank missions,” Kiki explains. “SLED never provides a radiation detector for D-rank—” 

	“What vehicles pass in the inter-city highways?” TJ interrupts again; the D-rank part gets on her nerve quickly.

	“Mostly industrial cargo-discs and cargo-GVs,” Kiki says.

	“Personal vehicles?”

	“Less than 0.001%. No one travels by Ground Vehicles if they leave the walls.”

	“Makes your list shorter. Track the ones that crossed the North and the East Gate,” TJ orders. Then she looks at the bodies with missing hearts. “Did you find the hearts?” 

	“No.” 

	“So the murderer took them. He didn’t need to hide the hearts after displaying everything else so grandly,” TJ says, “probably, trophies?” Now she feels unsure.

	“Or to sell?” Kiki suggests. “Natural hearts are more in demand.” 

	“Someone who can afford transports that leave no traces? No. They’re not for selling.” TJ cancels Kiki’s point. “But he took twenty-four hearts. I’m guessing he used some sort of medical cases to carry them. Find out where heart-cases with twelve or twenty-four slots are sold in the healer markets.”

	“Why cases? It could be a simple polybag,” Kiki points out.

	“No. No,” TJ shakes her head. “This one is an artist. Artists fawn over what they paint with or where they keep their brushes and colors. Especially the psycho ones. I can guarantee that these hearts will be carried in costly cases, displayed on transparent shelves, and preserved inside a huge freezer with a designed interior.”

	If Kiki were a human, it would have widened its eyes, hearing TJ’s explanation. “Sometimes, I get confused whether you are the murderer.”

	TJ ignores Kiki’s comment. “This is also a display of medical precision. The hearts were taken later, soon after they were … diced,” TJ mutters ‘diced’ finally. “And they were diced with the flawless hand movement of a chef, judging by no other traces of them around. Which means they weren’t dragged before they were placed. They simply fell in the right place, perfectly diced and served at the same time, as a skilled chef would do.” TJ exhales while Kiki records her. 

	In the back of her mind, TJ imagines how the artist did the entire act of dicing and serving. Probably without touching anything at all. “On second thought, someone else took the hearts, not the killer. Maybe, an admirer?” 

	“How can you tell?” Kiki says. “Could be the same person.”

	“I can smell gloves in all the chest pieces; the others don’t have the glove smell,” TJ says. “The real murderer, the real artist, left no traces of aura, no smell of his clothes. It cannot be the same person,” TJ says. “The real murderer is a High Grade who by-passed his Code of Honor cleverly,” like most High Grades do, TJ doesn’t say aloud, as Kiki is recording, and she has no time to edit voice-records before submitting crime-reports to her higher-ups. “He touched the girl, a Low Grade,” she keeps reporting. “Probably to honor her death, but again, there are no aura and fingerprints …”

	Later, TJ approaches the broken tower by the river with Kiki. Junk Land—a crime place for the rogues, a heaven for Low Grades who go deranged. The transports that leave nothing but some radiation are expensive, belonging to the top industry’s designs. Their owners must be the ones who can afford them. Which means they’re citizens, not just citizens—High Grades. Two vehicles—so two persons or groups are involved … TJ calculates in her mind and reaches the broken tower, subconsciously following Kiki.

	The moist wind, blowing her dark straight hair, brings her focus back to where she stands. A short breath leaves her chest. Her beautiful angled eyes widen. 

	“The SLED bots contacted me just now,” Kiki says. “They say they found something nearby that you’d like to see.”

	“Shut up,” TJ whispers, frowning. The bored soldier—stripped of her title recently—looks around the place with astounded eyes, wondering only one question: Why all these deaths? 

	 

	
12. Anklets

	[image: Image]

	“A


	RE YOU ANGRY? WITH ME?” 

	After mentally rehearsing for the twenty long minutes, it’s all Kusha decides to ask. Five words. Innocent. Shows enough weakness to earn her trust. Serves the purpose for now. She has covered at least eight rules of speaking Meera taught her. 

	“No,” Meera replies, not looking at her while doing Kusha’s hair.

	Kusha calculates the situation. Meera could’ve looked at her through the mirror, but she didn’t. Instead, she said No after several countable, calm, and long breaths. 

	Kusha tries to gulp secretly as she sits before the large mirror at Meera’s dressing corner. Meera wouldn’t lie, which means she isn’t angry, not at her. But she took several moments to think before answering. That means Meera asked herself first to resolve her emotions and settle her anger, if she really was angry before answering her question, that is. 

	Is she angry? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	“Then, are you, um, angry at Rashad?” Kusha pushes her luck, just a little, delivering only 1% of her thoughts, and wondering if she is in the position to ask such things. 

	Meera doesn’t reply, which pretty much confirms the answer. She knots Kusha’s dark blue hair into a loose bun right above her neck. Long story short: Meera knocked twice on the door of her attic today, an hour before sunset. She then opened the door herself before Kusha could. Not to mention, Kusha couldn’t finish hooking her bra as she was preparing herself for the High Auction’s evening. 

	Entering her wooden attic, Meera glanced at the messy corners, probably concluding that no woman in the world could get dressed there. She even squinted when she saw the dress on her bed. And Kusha translated that gaze in her head: Are you planning to wear this at the High Auction? Ruining my image? 

	But of course, Meera never says anything of the sort. She only said, “Come down. I’ll do your hair.” She then left, putting her palm lightly on her swollen belly.

	The next phase was even shorter. 

	Meera ordered a two-piece dress for Kusha within four minutes. She called the owner of the store to say if it didn’t reach Gaumont Manor within the next eight minutes, she’d revoke her membership. And when a war hero who revoked her title says she will stop patronizing your store, you believe her. God help you! If the woman who owns half the entertainment channels of the city really kicks out your store, you’re done for! 

	So, the new dress arrived, neither in a Ground Vehicle nor with a drop-shipping drone, but flying in an Aerial Transport. Precisely in seven minutes and forty-nine seconds. And if you looked at the dress, you would think Meera was no less than those princes with muscles like steel and charms like pearls. 

	After that, Meera made sure Kusha fitted inside that dress. She even added a few makeup on her face. But not too much, just as most mothers do to their daughters while muttering too-much-chemical-will-harm-your-skin or you-will-look-too-beautiful sort of things.  

	Kusha didn’t ask, “What’s wrong with looking too beautiful?” She knew what Meera would say: “Beat me on the sand, and I’ll let you run as wild and beautiful as you want, sweetie.” 

	So now, after settling her hair perfectly, Meera approaches the big closet—her closet. Everything in Rashad and Meera’s room is Meera’s: dressing corner; books about plants, medicines, and politics; shelves of herbs that she grows herself in the wild garden around the manor. A clean wall holds a sword and a chart of the vital points of a human body, according to Kalari—a local martial-art. None of her dance and music instruments are here. They have their separate places in the ground floor’s living room.

	Kusha tries to talk about the auction. It suddenly feels easier to speak, now that Meera’s back is turned as she searches for something in the closet seven meters away. Kusha wants to fix this coldness with Meera. Rashad gave her permission to attend the High Auction, but Meera cannot be happy about it. 

	“I was wondering,” Kusha begins. “It’s just—”

	“Sweetie,” Meera interrupts, not even turning to look at her. She delicately removes something, watching it for moments—probably to check if it’s still good after decades. Then she closes the boxes and the closet so silently that Kusha blushes, thinking how loudly she closes the doors in her attic two floors above. 

	“I’m only worried because that place is full of ugly people,” Meera says. “I’m saying ugly because it’s the nicest way to say it to my daughter as a mother.”

	“But … it’s also one of the safest events in the—”

	“For them, yes, sweetie,” Meera again interrupts her. 

	And Kusha instantly understands what Meera isn’t saying: “It’s not safe for you, an Ungraded, an unevolved.” She looks at the floor, if not at the fluffy bottom of the traditional dress she’s wearing.

	Meera approaches her, something tinkling in her hands. Kusha looks up carefully and finds dozens of tiny jingle-bells hanging around two thick chains. Anklets. Kusha frowns, looking at the metals of two colors. One is such bright gold, it glows like flames—as if touching them will blister her skin. The second color is also gold but with a matte antique flare, as if it’ll stay with anything bright and absorb all the lights around. 

	Are they real gold? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	“Someone gave them to me as a token of trust,” Meera says. “A truce.” She sits on a stool in front of Kusha, placing Kusha’s foot on her lap. Then she puts the anklets on one by one.

	Kusha flushes. She loses the buttons of a shirt the first day she wears it like most children do, (at least, the ones who have learned wearing clothes only seven years ago.) Yet, Meera would trust her with gold anklets that were a token of trust! Kusha gulps. Now, she has to take care of two more things besides the dress. Hoping, she herself wouldn’t get lost in the first place. 

	“An enemy?” she asks, unsure of what to say.

	“No. Not an enemy,” Meera says. “It’s complicated.” 

	When Meera says something is complicated, it is complicated. Because she always has words to explain the hardest and even the most abstract things beautifully. 

	“But I met Rashad the day I first put them on my ankles. For a while, I thought they brought me luck.”

	Kusha stares with her lips parted. It’s unbelievable that Meera would talk about something bringing luck. “They are, um, beautiful,” Kusha remembers her manners. “I’ll return them as they are,” she says, hoping Meera won’t take it as a word.

	“They’re yours,” Meera replies. “No need to return.”

	For a second, Kusha finds no air to breathe. They have to be pure gold, and they are so heavy. Forgetting to thank Meera, she says, “But, um, they look so expensive, and—”

	“They’re ancient, sweetie,” Meera interrupts again. “No one can buy them with only credits. They must’ve found them digging into some tombs.” She looks lost in her memories.

	They found it? From the back of her mind, Kusha feels she shouldn’t ask details about that last they in Meera’s words. So she waits, hoping Meera will say it on her own. But she doesn’t, and Kusha, being impatient, decides to ask, “They?” Then she dares to add, “tombs?”

	Meera looks at Kusha for a long second. Yes, that second is long. Longer than your second or anyone’s second in any universe. But she really does look for a second, and the second seems long. 

	“Just some artifact diggers. My war comrades, of course,” Meera says. “Men like real-world games once they learn a trick or two.” 

	Kusha knows what this ‘a trick or two’ refers to. Whenever she and Taha play VR games, Meera says, “Jump like that in the training ground” or “Climb like that in the real world” sort of things. “Win the real-world game,” she always says.

	“Sweetie, did I tell you about dark pleasure?” Meera changes topic, not explaining anything about tombs or they.

	“Um, no,” Kusha says. “Not completely,” she adds, remembering a conversation they had six years ago. She remembers because it was the first time she saw the notorious storms of Alpha that afternoon—the Summer Storms of the Sages—they come with thin threads of water and wind swirling down from the sky. The influence of intense thunder and flashes of lightening created a hypnotic environment that day, enough that Meera’s words got pinned into her mind, into her memories—

	 

	“Dark Pleasure, a term High Grades secretly use. Sometimes, a weak partner turns them on, sweetie.” 

	“Turns them on?”

	“It’s a dark pleasure. It’s against our code. I’ll tell you the details later, sweetie.”

	“Why later?”

	“You’ll start fearing the idea of pleasure if I tell you now. I don’t want that for you.” 

	Dark pleasure … 

	Turn on  … 

	Our code … 

	Kusha didn’t ask what they meant, but she asked one thing that day: “You don’t want me to fear pleasure?”

	“No. A wrong partner will make you hate it forever. You have to be careful. If any High Grade ever chooses a weak for dark things, it’s difficult to stop them.”

	“Why?” Kusha thought it was safer to ask only why.

	“They will hide it. They will make sure you don’t tell anyone. They won’t let you get help, sweetie. And since they don’t lie usually, they will make sure no one ever asks them about it. Not even you.”

	“O.” She had learned to say ‘O’ like the natives by then.

	“Sweetie, I’m trying to protect you. Do you understand?”

	“Yes. What should I do?” Kusha still remembers the way she barely whispered that day—scared of the world she’d found herself in, like a kitten in a corner of its new home. 

	“Don’t go anywhere without informing me or home. Don’t talk much with High Grades. And never ever be alone with a High Grade. Do you understand, sweetie?” 

	 

	Much later, when Kusha learned she could search for anything on the webs, she, of course, had many things to search—except the term ‘dark pleasure’. She avoided it like you avoid the unwanted thoughts when you walk along deserted streets at night.

	“I think you’re old enough to search it on your own, sweetie,” Meera says, now fixing the blue strand of Kusha’s hair. 

	“Do you want me to?” Kusha asks, trying to understand if it’s another usual assignment of reading an article or watching a film or listening to specific news.

	“It’s not an assignment,” Meera begins. “All I want to say is, don’t judge something seeing only a part of it. And don’t let others force you to see all of it. Do you understand?” 

	“Um, yes,” Kusha half-lies.

	“Do you remember what I told you years ago?”

	“Yes,” Kusha says, now confident. 

	“No standing anywhere alone with a High Grade,” Meera states her rule again. “Can you do that tonight?”

	Can I do that tonight? “Yes,” Kusha replies.

	“Will you?”

	“Of course! Why would I—” Kusha stops, seeing Meera’s honey-brown eyes lined with thick black kajol—handmade ink that she made herself from herbs. 

	“Yes,” Kusha says again, feeling a lump in her throat, hoping she’s right. Hoping she can live up to Meera’s trust. Hoping nothing in the future will change the course of fate. For she knows well, the hardest questions are those about future, where possibilities depend on decisions based on the flow of events.

	 

	
13. Tower
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	HIS PLACE! TJ GAWKS.

	It’s not the usual, destroyed Junk Land she thought it’d be. Rusted metals, broken stones, salty smell, clearly visible sky, nature’s invasion—everything is similar to the other parts of Junk Land. But here, something is different. Something is alive. She doesn’t know what makes it different or what makes it alive. Maybe the wind, maybe the water, maybe the sunlight peeking through the clouds. At least, the wind and the water here feel different, as if they are not just wind and just water, as if they are living, as if they are conscious—more conscious than the surroundings. 

	Voice!

	TJ instantly realizes a few things. 

	First: the murderers can will the wind and the water. 

	Second: They must have done it many times here in the past. A practice ground? TJ wonders. 

	Third: It’s not two groups, but two persons, two strong High Grades. 

	And fourth: They’re old, way older than most High Grades. 

	TJ frowns; she can’t write about willing wind and water in the official report. Voicing elements is a rumor. However, she remembers what her grandmother said five decades ago when she was a child; (it was shortly after the war): “Anyone who trains hard can be a Grade A by the time they’re forty or fifty. But it takes decades more to become strong enough to voice one element.”

	“One element?” TJ asked. 

	“Do you want to voice the entire universe then?”

	“Can’t I?”

	Grandmother didn’t answer, not directly anyway, as most great masters do. They never say you can’t do this or no one can do that or that thing is impossible just because they couldn’t do it, or because they hadn’t found it yet. True masters answer differently. Wisely. Like her grandmother answered that day. “Do you know why we evolve, Tirity?” 

	“Because we’re supposed to?” TJ replied.

	“Yes. It’s in the grand design. We’re ‘supposed to’ evolve. Not just in body, but also in mind,” she said. “In time. You see, time is the key. If given infinite time, you can evolve your mind infinitely. But we live only for a hundred years or so.” 

	“A hundred years is ‘only’?” 

	“You’re so young, Tirity! But yes, it is little for a complete cognitive evolution. Most hard trainers can prolong it to a couple of hundred years. They even get to call the wind or grow a giant plant that could touch the clouds. But voicing everything in the universe? I think only God can do it, the God who created everything with only words. And if God created the world so that he could see how far the humans can evolve, then I’d say, yes, even a human could get godly power. Godlier than voicing one or two elements. If. Given. The. Time.”

	“How much time?” 

	“More than thousands of years, maybe. Could even need millions, who knows? …”

	 

	TJ smiles drily; she remembers how her eyes sparkled at the thought of becoming a goddess who could voice everything. She dreamed of flying in the air or walking in space. She thought of making her own garden full of giant flowers where only enormous butterflies would dance. Some days, when she played video games in VR, she even dreamed of voicing the thunder and lightning to join her wooden sword. She thought time could help her do it. 

	But she didn’t know then, time only makes you grow up. 

	Time steals your dreams. 

	Time only turns you into an adult. 

	 Yet, when TJ realizes that strong Grade A people who can voice elements were here only two days ago, she feels a forgotten thrill. The kind of thrill she didn’t expect to find in a D-rank mission. It’s not every day you meet the ones who can voice the elements. Such people are myth, a rumor, a whisper. Even if they existed, they wouldn’t reveal themselves. You don’t announce your cards to your opponents, do you? How will she report it? They will surely say she lost her mind after demotion. 

	With her instinctive deductive power, Tirity Jinnouchi, the banished princess of Kappa, 18th in the line and the demoted soldier of the Immunity Forces of East Alpha, realizes one well-hidden truth that none else could have seen, for they don’t have the keen eyes she has. Those High Grades are of fine tastes; they survived the Apocalypse. Together. And they can voice elements. 

	From the depth of her imagination, TJ goes far enough to calculate their possible character profiles. Taste in the wind … fascinated by broken architecture invaded by nature … they must love music and art, TJ determines from the artistic color and lighting of this place, and the sound of wind and water here. They like water, moisture. 

	The slight touch of prana on a small stone near the shallow water grabs her attention. TJ approaches to take the stone. It smells of a shrimp and … a man! One of them touched it. Why? After a while, TJ relaxes her brows as her imagination runs wild enough to visualize a shrimp stuck under a small stone and a High Grade lifting the stone to let it go. An act of kindness! She scoffs. What kind of murderer shows kindness to shrimps and not to people? 

	“They are waiting for you, TJ,” Kiki informs her again.

	“What?” TJ glares; no one should be interrupted when they are in a trance during work. 

	“Are you annoyed?” Kiki asks.

	“This question is unrelated.”

	“I’m your personal drone, not a—”

	“Shut up.”

	“I knew you were annoyed,” Kiki says. “You’re not focused today. You used to finish missions with much better plans.”

	“D-rank missions don’t need better plans!” TJ says, though she wonders how a D-rank mission has turned out to be interesting. 

	She follows the location Kiki sent to her CRAB and soon reaches there. The SLED robots are waiting for her.

	When Tirity Jinnouchi first sees the place, her jaw drops. She takes a long glance, turning a complete circle. She then takes another turn, just to make sure she really saw right and didn’t imagine it all. She then scoffs. 

	“They fought here?” she mutters, wondering how long it would take to break the entire place and make a wreck of it? It must have been hours. 

	“Report says they fought here for at least twenty-four hours,” Kiki informs.

	“And they still didn’t find a hair?”

	“No.”

	“Blood?”

	“No.”

	“Sweat?”

	“No.”

	“Any torn thread from clothes?” 

	“No.”

	“Any goddam’ molecule from their shoes?” TJ asks, saying goddamn molecule in an accent that would’ve made her grandfather of African origin proud. 

	“No,” Kiki replies. 

	And TJ exhales. Her eyes gleam in excitement, her heart races. She wants to meet them. She wants to fight them. She wants to … kill them. TJ shudders at the realization. She knew she had evil in her. She never admitted it. But only true darkness around you can reveal your own. This is true darkness. 

	TJ scans the whole place again, looking for prana traces since robots won’t see it. But, no. There’s no such trace either. How can someone fight for a day and not sweat at all? Leave no smell at all? 

	* * *

	LATER, TJ RETURNS to the murder scene again—the scene of art. She already calls it art in her mind. She checks the dry, dead body of the half-naked girl. SLED robots have checked them. They work flawlessly, but they’re still mathematical. Those without life shouldn’t judge the living. Some work, thus, never have escaped humans’ hands.

	“The boys died four hours before the rest of them,” an autopsy robot says.

	The murderer took her prana, too. TJ looks at the girl’s body. An act of mercy? But someone able to absorb prana can also give and heal. Why not save her instead? 

	“Dark power,” TJ mutters. Taking prana from a living being is a sin. Worse is, no prana at all makes a dead body poisonous, dark. TJ believes little in those sorts of superstitions. But today, she makes an exception. They will have to burn the bodies later. 

	“One of them did it. And the other one fought him over it,” she concludes, continuing her report so that Kiki can record. “The artist left blood-lust while doing his art. The absolute orgasm in it shouldn’t be overlooked.”

	“Why would an expert Grade A leave blood lust?” Kiki asks.

	“It’s a threat.” For the one who will handle the case, she doesn’t say the last part aloud. The artist knew it would be a D-rank mission, and that a Captain could never solve it. 

	TJ hardens her jaw, gritting her teeth. A burning sensation radiates from her core. It’s a prana-boost that will need two hours’ exercise, a long shower, and seven minutes of masturbation to cool tonight.

	 

	 

	
14. The High Auction
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	ASTER RUEM, A GIRL IS around that book, the text message comes with an auto-signature Metz.

	Everything in the exhibition is for viewing. 

	Master Ruem, she’s not just viewing, she’s observing. She seems familiar with the book’s language. Metz.

	Someone is reading it from its display, you mean?

	She’s scanning through some specific pages in the connected log as if she knows exactly which page she must look into. Metz.

	The Mesmerizer lifts his brow, just as you would do if you heard someone touched your favorite book with sauce on their hands. Tonight, he’s in a formal three-piece suit. His hat is under the safe watch of a green-haired receptionist (she is frequently watching the war hero’s hat with thrills in her heart). That leaves the Mesmerizer’s flaming red hair uncovered and neatly back-brushed as it should during an evening occasion. 

	He finishes his drink, half-listening to the conversation of the other guests. None of them realize he was talking to his trusted butler, Maroc Metz, through the CRAB in his wrist. The Devil’s Book, the original, waits for him. However, he mustn’t peek at it. None should know what he desires. The High Auction is a game of rivalry. If his enemies know what he wants, he’ll lose. Or worse, win at a larger cost. And money isn’t the cost in the last case. 

	“Ruem D, you seem uninterested in any of the projects,” a female voice remarks. Her age looks uncertain because of the strong prana shielding her body and blonde hair.

	“Umi Vellariya,” the Mesmerizer begins. “Like the rest of the guests, I’m acting uninterested. Though everyone knows what others desire the most.” He says, like a benevolent poet pouring words at a regal event. 

	“Of course! Ruem D will know what everyone wants. Who could give you that sort of information? I pray not the devils,” Umi Vellariya almost sings. Her limpid eyes flutter, her glossy, red lips pout—as if a perfect doll stuck inside those transparent paperweights in an expensive Old Is Gold store.

	The Mesmerizer gazes at Umi silently. “Funny, how top Gold Agents of the New World Government envy how I know things.”

	“Envy is human.”

	“Envy is a Low Grades’ trait,” the Mesmerizer replies quickly. 

	“Careful! You should know how the universe loves irony. We wouldn’t want our favorite war hero falling prey to envy,” Umi whispers, and when she whispers, no one can tell she has thrown a curse into the universe like a slithering snake spewing venom.

	“A flattery and a curse.” The Mesmerizer catches her word-play.

	Umi Vellariya stays silent for a while. “What you and Yagmur did in that battle—no human could. Denying it is envy, Ruem,” Umi calls him by his first name. “As a woman, I couldn’t be more grateful when the war finally ended,” she says. You might think her eyes represent genuine gratitude. And they really do. But soon, the look in her eyes changes back to, what you would call, professional and normal for an elegant evening. 

	“And, no curse, Ruem D. If karma rolls its wheel and the King of Mesmerizers ends up envying someday, it’s not my fault.”

	“Don’t worry, Vellariya. What others desire would be the last thing I’m interested in tonight,” says the Mesmerizer. 

	Maroc Metz contacts him again in the middle of their conversation. The thin CRAB on the Mesmerizer’s wrist reads the text in his brain with no audible sound: Master Ruem, you won’t believe it. She has no prana. She’s the youngest guest here, possibly in the history of this event. And she’s still reading the book—like really. Reading. Every. Page—

	Pause, the Mesmerizer thinks. The voice text stops playing in his brain. No one notices. “Excuse me,” he says, not forgetting his manners.

	He doesn’t notice Umi Vellariya smiling as she sends a text to a certain someone: Our Mesmerizer is meeting the girl. Her CRAB sends it without a signature. 

	‘The’ girl? The reply comes soon. With no name attached. 

	‘The’ girl, Umi Vellariya thinks again.  

	* * *

	MEANWHILE, THE MESMERIZER feels watched. After a minute’s stroll, pausing at historical weapons, ancient scriptures and stones, then stopping to comment about millennia-old statues, also answering a question for an e-journal, he reaches the book. Three-foot-tall and one-and-a-half-foot-wide, its thickness crossing eight inches—the Devil’s Book—leather-bound and metal-framed. The size of it alone is a charm. Anything is stunning when it’s gigantic. Humans always visited and prayed to things titled the largest.

	The Mesmerizer finds who Maroc mentioned earlier. The blue-haired girl is the only one reading the database displaying the book’s pages. Good thing she’s not touching the original. 

	Focusing prana to his eyes, the Mesmerizer sees her weak energy. Chest inward, spine bent, shoulders slouched—a posture of those with low confidence. Her golden-brown skin warms her dark blue eyes, adding a greenish tint to them. Her hair, tied in a loose round bun, is genetically changed to blue and not dyed. Her attire … it’s one you don’t see every day. 

	She didn’t dress for an evening event, but when you represent a culture, there is an exception. She has dressed the exception. And to the Mesmerizer who can smell the abstract, the exception smells impressive.

	He admires the bottom of the dress. It’s not a skirt, but similar. A lehenga—the kind of piece with 280-inch-hem that would tickle the toes if you wore it. The culture fairs keep them with price tags of many zeroes on it. And the color. How to describe the color? … It reminds him of a deep-green pond full of purple water lilies. 

	She moves from one screen to the next as most Low Grades would—being loud. Is that why she’s wearing anklets? To replace the embarrassing sound of footsteps with the tinkles of tiny bells? Those anklets sound familiar, the Mesmerizer tries to remember where he heard that sound before. But his focus soon moves to the final strangeness. What’s weird is not the anklets hidden with her lehenga. ‘Weird’ is wearing a European vest above a South Asian white blouse. The blouse fits with the bottom part. If only the vest weren’t there, she would’ve been a perfect subject for painting. 

	He frowns as if someone has ruined a faultless piece of art with a huge watermark at the center. Doesn’t seem like she belongs here—he sends the thought, which Maroc Metz takes as an order to find her background. Wondering why she is wearing a vest above a predominantly South Asian attire, he approaches her. 

	“Someone is interested in the Devil’s Book!” he says. The Mesmerizer doesn’t comment on a woman’s dress as a greeting. 

	And the greeting startles Kusha. If you intend to just read the entire Devil’s Book from its display without buying it or taking permission from the devil himself, you should be startled. Because it’s rude. Right now, it seems as if the devil himself has appeared to catch her at the crime. 

	“Um, m-me?” she says meekly, checking whether enough people are visible to consider herself not alone with a High Grade as Meera advised her to be.

	The Mesmerizer doesn’t reply; he waits for Kusha to notice on her own that no one else is here for him to address. Thankfully, she notices soon enough.

	“Um, this coding book?” Kusha begins. Shit! Shouldn’t have said coding! She scolds herself. “Um, no. I wouldn’t buy a fake even if I had, um, billions of credits,” Kusha half-lies. Who won’t buy a book on mesmerization, even if it’s a copy? She needs knowledge, not something to keep in her showcase.

	“Fake?” The Mesmerizer frowns. To an artist and a patron of originality, the word ‘fake’ sounds like slander, an insult, as if several old and spoiled eggs have been thrown at you in public. If anyone ever asked: did you make the whole thing yourself, emphasizing on the yourself part, then you know how it feels. He didn’t write the Devil’s Book, no. But to a true collector of the authentic, it feels the same. Especially, when he’s hell-bent on buying it tonight.

	“Um, isn’t it normal for it to be a fake?” Kusha asks.

	“No,” the Mesmerizer whispers. “What are you implying? That it’s an exhibition for children who might mar it accidentally or spill juice over it if the originals are displayed?”

	Mar? Who uses mar while speaking? Kusha gulps, also glances at the dining bar downstairs. They aren’t serving juice. The man with blood-red hair is mocking her. He must’ve felt her weak prana. Kusha measures him. Somehow, these High Grades even look High Grade: a wine-red shirt just as his hair; a dark vest and a suit. The pin looks expensive: metal—no stone, and no tie or bow in his collar. He looks familiar. His face and physique seem not from this area. Perhaps a Nordic, but with a tan. He must’ve been in this tropical region long enough. 

	“It’s not the original,” she says. Her face reddens.

	“How do you know?” the Mesmerizer asks.

	Kusha notices his too-beautiful eyes; they should’ve been grey or blue to match his Nordic skull. But they’re dark red, probably genetically changed, like his hair. 

	Are his eyes genetically changed? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Does he have a South Asian mix? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Explains the tan! A strand of his hair, touching his sharp cheekbone, flutters every time pride oozes out of his mouth. Unfairly handsome! “I just … know,” says Kusha. 

	I just know? The Mesmerizer keeps his face expressionless. The original Devil’s Book is finally at his fingertips. Yet, an unevolved girl ruins his evening calling it a fake? And she ‘just knows’ that it’s fake? He stares with pursed lips. “You said it’s a coding book?” He changes the subject.

	“I meant, um, mind-coding.” Kusha flushes, feeling tested. “Of course, it has many other, um, branches of science and philosophy.” She prays she wouldn’t sound too inexpert about it. Hopefully, her very general statement saved her nose.

	“Do you understand it?” the Mesmerizer asks.

	Kusha pauses, mentally rehearsing a lie. “No. How could I understand, um, things on mind-programming, um, written in ancient language?” she says. Though, Latin isn’t that ancient. It’s only around two thousand years old. She was learning Latin for months as a preparation for tonight. 

	“Mind-programming!” Another voice mocks from behind. 

	Kusha turns to look at the man, her ears burning at his tone. Dark skin, full suit, curly hair groomed short, toned face with a petite beard, and murderous eyes. Kusha knows immediately: killing is a routine for this man. She didn’t expect to meet killers on her first adventure in a social event.

	The Mesmerizer turns to the man. “Inacio Rockwood.”

	“Ruem Drohung, the war hero!” Rockwood greets. “Didn’t think you’d be interested in the Devil’s Book. Oh, wait, that’s what I’d like to say, but I can’t.” 

	Kusha now half-listens to what Rockwood says; her blue eyes widen. Did he mention a war hero? She looks at the Mesmerizer. So, he looked familiar because Taha once forced her to see a war hero’s doll from the decades-old-era! No wonder he even sounded familiar. She heard the revolutionary Ruem D’s voice so many times. Yet, she never thought she might meet him here, right at the High Auction. Kusha feels a weight in her chest. She didn’t want to meet any mesmerizer. Or the Mesmerizer. Ever. Sometimes, idolizing from afar feels safer to the ego. 

	Rockwood flashes his teeth. He was saying something sweetened and buttered, which is meant as malice. “… The Empire knows everything,” Rockwood now says, forcing the vowels of Empire as a stage-play actor would do. 

	Empire? Kusha catches Rockwood’s last words. What is Empire? She mentally searches the network in her CRAB and finds only a three-hundred-word article about it. She reads it quickly and checks Inacio Rockwood once again from top to bottom. 

	Does he own the Empire? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes! 

	Kusha wishes she could make her eyes large like Meera’s Golapjaam—a local sweet made of flour and syrup. They are so big … you can’t put one in your mouth without looking like a messed up fool. Kusha wonders if her eyes look like Golapjaam, right now. The man who owns the entire database of everything in the world stands right before her. She wants to bow until her abdomen is parallel to the floor as she reads the article: 

	 

	… What does it mean to own the entire database of the world? 

	It means he holds information: your name, your background, which salon and groceries you go to, what passwords you have in your banks, what you might buy in the next month, and which house you may plan to buy five years later, even if you haven’t seen that house yourself yet ….

	 

	… Oh! Did I mention the Empire collects all the political secrets of every Grade A brain in the world? To be blunt, the Empire is a bomb that won’t burn matter if deployed. It’s harmless for the beggar, but a nightmare if you have too much to lose. 

	 

	The Empire is today’s Robin Hood.

	 

	
15. A Death Threat
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	USHA FINDS ENOUGH about the Empire. Just enough, which is safe for a writer to post on a blog. And just enough to find within two minutes from a CRAB. She couldn’t find the writer’s identity; it says Anonymous in the profile. But what’s strange is, there’s nothing on Inacio Rockwood on the entire internet. He keeps himself hidden, and he does it well. 

	Kusha keeps premium versions of data-mining software installed in her CRAB. She couldn’t have found even the three-hundred-word article about the Empire if it weren’t for that software (which Rashad and Meera don’t know about).

	Why does he keep the Empire secret? Kusha runs questions through her mind. Perhaps he sells information in the shadow world? Yes. 

	Why doesn’t the Government stop the Empire? 

	(a) Because they don’t know about it? No. 

	(b) Because they need the Empire? No. 

	(c) Because they fear the Empire? Yes.

	Kusha again checks Rockwood top to bottom, forgetting it’s becoming rude. This man keeps the entire political world on a leash. With information as a hostage! Powerful people have secrets—small and big. He sells small secrets, but he keeps the big ones as shields. Like most cities keep nukes to frighten one another, even though they all serve one government. Kusha exhales. While she gets her first glimpse into the world of politics, her idol of voice interrupts her thought, just as a hypnotizing song would. 

	“You seem anxious about what I want,” the Mesmerizer says.

	The tension between the men rising. If they could, they’d rather kill each other with just their ego. They’re in a war now, not only for the book but also to conquer this conversation. 

	“It’s already mine,” says Inacio Rockwood.

	“What’s the point? It’ll be put to better use with me, instead of being locked in your little museum.” The Mesmerizer glares. “Don’t you agree, princess?” he adds, looking at Kusha. 

	“I, um,” Kusha says. ‘Call a girl princess when you can’t remember or don’t know her name,’ she read in Learn Basic Manners. 

	“Use for what? Making witch-potions? I hope not immortality again,” Rockwood smirks. 

	And that smirk would have burnt Kusha if it were meant for her. She gulps, wondering what the war hero might be feeling.

	“So prejudiced!” the Mesmerizer says, (more calmly than Kusha imagined). “Don’t embarrass yourself in front of beautiful girls.”

	Kusha frowns: Does he mean someone can embarrass themselves when beautiful girls aren’t around? She thinks while attempting to stay on-page with these two men.

	“I heard everyone’s-beloved war hero is looking for some special recipes. I knew it was you.” Rockwood smiles.

	“Now I feel like killing you,” says the Mesmerizer. His voice sounds as if it would crack miles of ice in the Arctic lands.

	Kusha gasps. No matter how casual everyone’s beloved Ruem D sounded, he meant it. For the first time, Kusha feels the pressure of a real voice. Either he is stronger than Meera, or Meera never showed her true voice. Kusha bats her eyes to clear the blur in her vision, touching her forehead and trying not to faint. With no proper mental shield, a Low Grade could faint at a High Grade’s voice. She shouldn’t be here, not this close to them.

	“Killing everyone who wants whatever you want?” Rockwood says, “I thought that wasn’t your style in the game.” 

	“That’s the point in this game.” The Mesmerizer moves a step forward, closing in on Rockwood. “Not everyone is worthy of playing it,” he whispers, inches away from Rockwood’s ear. 

	Kusha could wager on every GV she rebuilt that Ruem D just smelled Rockwood—like really sniffed his neck. Did he sniff his neck? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. Maybe to measure how well the blood will flow when he breaks that neck? Yes. And he did it so fast that not even Rockwood would’ve noticed if he weren’t looking at Ruem D the entire time.

	Kusha feels a coldness pass through her. Rashad said the High Auction was dangerous, and Meera used the word ugly. She didn’t think it would mean High-Grades-giving-murder-threats-to-each-other sort of ugly.

	 Rockwood stares until he feels compelled to back off. Of course, he’ll back off. It’s the Ruem D, the King of Mesmerizers, the war hero who ended the war uniting everyone in the World Council with just a four-minute-speech. Legend says he used voice. But back then, voice and evolution were myths. 

	Inacio Rockwood leaves defeated, probably to restore his strength for the next round. 

	And, not interested in witnessing the next round, Kusha moves to leave too. After watching a death threat, she remembers the death alarm now more than ever. 

	Meanwhile, the Mesmerizer receives an email: Checked the guest-log, Master Ruem. She’s not a Member. She won the lottery entrance to today’s event. And she was adopted seven years ago by the Commander of West Alpha. The email ends with Metz.

	Gaumont’s adopted daughter! The Mesmerizer frowns. Well! Well! Did he send her? He gazes at Kusha for a little longer than what could be called normal. For a moment, he even takes a glance around her ankles covered with her dress. Now he knows why those anklets sounded familiar. 

	“You didn’t say why you’re interested in the Devil’s Book,” he says, stopping her from leaving.

	“Hmm?” Kusha turns hesitantly, not wanting to look back at him. But when she turns, somehow, his eyes seem brighter red, and she feels more scrutinized. “I, um, just wanted to … see it.”

	“See? Why?” 

	“There has to be a reason?” Kusha asks. How do you tell a stranger who has frighteningly influencing prana and godly voice that you want, at least, a fraction of that voice? So you came, half-cheating in a lottery to see a book, which is believed to hold the secrets to mesmerization, hoping you’ll somehow copy some pages, if not steal it? Stealing would be rude. Well, copying without permission is rude too, to some extent. 

	“Yes,” the Mesmerizer says, as if she asked a strange question. As if someone couldn’t not have a reason for this. “It’s not some book in a library.” His voice sounds cold. “It’s the Devil’s Book, hundreds of years old, original, which is—”

	“Written by the devil,” Kusha interrupts the godly voice.

	“Believed to be written by the devil. In a single night.” The Mesmerizer’s eyes glint. Another voice-mail playing in his mind: I also hacked her CRAB to check her credits, Master Ruem. Metz.

	Do not overdo things that I didn’t ask of you.

	But her transaction amount is good and regular. Metz.

	What does she buy? The Mesmerizer asks Maroc Metz. 

	Kusha doesn’t reply for a while. She doesn’t notice her one and only audience is busy mind-texting in his CRAB. “I read in a book once,” she begins, “that your past shapes the future.”

	“Monk Minakshi!” the Mesmerizer replies to Kusha, making sure he presents himself as the attentive listener, which he really is—enough for a Low Grade, that is.

	Kusha doesn’t like his tone. He sounded as if some unevolved Ungraded like her can’t read philosophy! As if they should read about some unfairly handsome war heroes and collect their voice files instead, which she can’t deny doing. 

	“Then questions came to my mind,” she continues. “What’s my future? What’s my purpose?” Kusha decides not to say she doesn’t remember her past, which is supposed to shape her future in the first place.

	“Existential crisis!” the Mesmerizer remarks. But Maroc interrupts again: Her last buy was turpentine, Master Ruem. Two bottles, twenty-thousand-credits each, from the black market in the Old City. She has credit influxes from all over the world. 

	The Mesmerizer lifts his brows. Freelancer! Turpentine may be for old machines, he concludes.

	I must add, Master Ruem. She was digging about the Empire a few minutes ago, using software only hackers use. 

	Interesting! Gaumont’s daughter seems to have secrets! The Mesmerizer thinks in his mind, and his CRAB sends them as voice-texts to Maroc Metz. So, a programmer, an old machine geek, and fascinated with the Devil’s Book? The Mesmerizer thinks to himself now. “Still, not getting the reason to see the book,” he says aloud. 

	And Kusha feels the pressure to come to the point. Fast. 

	Is he bored? Yes, or No? No answer comes. 

	Is he bored? Yes, or No, or-Both? Both. 

	Shit! Socializing is hard! Kusha thinks. “The book’s image appeared in, um, a game trailer after I … I felt the question. And it said, um, your answer is here, your purpose is—”

	The Mesmerizer interrupts her with a sound. A weird sound—it cannot be called a scoff. Not really. It’s rather a devil’s way of professional dismissal using a singing voice. So sweet! He concludes two things. First, Commander Gaumont didn’t send her to spy here, which he thought for a second or two. Second, this blue-haired girl’s presence is a Low Grade’s complex driven by the desire for voice. But he maintains his courtesy. He doesn’t mock. A war hero shouldn’t mock—not directly, at least. 

	“And thus, you came to see the Devil’s Book. You thought it could give you some destiny message,” he finishes for her, summarizing, using one-tenth of the words she’d have used.  

	Kusha feels the burn in her cheek, also the blood rush in her ears, especially for the way he pronounces the ‘and thus’ or the ‘destiny message’ parts. ‘Don’t talk about destiny from day one.’ It was in How To Place The First Impression, page-49. She should’ve remembered: some things are too personal to share with strangers. 

	“For me, it’s not just …” Kusha begins but pauses again. Right. Saying she has a flawless guessing ability will worsen things when he can sense her low prana. Intuition is unique even among the High Grades. She doesn’t need prana to guess correctly, and the High Grades who draw their core strength from prana won’t understand it. Her power isn’t explainable even in this era. Not as much as their spiritual power is. Not yet. So, Kusha stops again, not completing her answer. 

	The Mesmerizer notices her fumbling for words. In an instant, he gets a glimpse into the sort of life she leads with the Gaumonts, especially under Meera Gaumont’s watch. Everyone knows the war hero couples who renounced their privileges. But that’s not the only way the King of Mesmerizers knows Meera and Rashad. 

	“You think the devil wrote it?” the Mesmerizer asks probably to give her something to talk about, saving her from the embarrassment of losing words during a conversation. A mesmerizer must maintain his manners. 

	“Isn’t ‘devil’ a symbolic representation?” Kusha meekly asks, after rehearsing the question mentally.

	“What if it’s not?”

	“Um, I could tell, if I could see the original. And this copy is not giving me spooky enough, um, aura,” Kusha decides to use aura instead of saying intuitive alarming feeling.

	“Interesting!” says the Mesmerizer. “So, you can sense fake from original reading their aura, even as an Ungraded?” He uses ‘Ungraded’—a gentle way of saying ‘but you are a Low Grade’ to your face. “Are you hoping Grade A members of the High Auction will hire you for your originality detection service?” he asks, now annoyed that he is talking to a liar. The King of Mesmerizers never lies, and absolutely never tolerates a liar.

	“What? I … n-no!” Kusha frowns, closing her eyes to curse herself, then opening them only to look at the floor and search for words, again mentally rehearsing a few phrases from How To Make A Conversation Right If It Goes Wrong. 

	“Why would I—” she begins but stops. No one with blood-red hair stands before her or anywhere. As if he’s just vanished. Kusha looks around, and only one question drums her mind: 

	Am I that bad in conversations? 

	Yes. Yes. Yes. The only option is Yes. 

	Tears tend to swell in her eyes, but she holds them in. 

	* * *

	DROP THE GIRL. Find all the fakes of the book. Burn them. Kill who wants them, the Mesmerizer sends the thought.

	Do you mean everyone who wants it, Master Ruem?

	You won’t find anyone who is worthy to play the game. And leave Rockwood for me. 

	May I keep their hearts, Master Ruem? 

	Be subtle. 

	As subtle as you killing twenty-five people for sport? 

	I told you to clean them. 

	I cleaned their hearts. Couldn’t ruin your art. 

	Did you handle the SLED?

	What could a Captain do? In the voice-text Maroc sends, the mock is clear in the word Captain. For he still doesn’t know what a Captain who once was a Major for fifteen years might do.  

	The Mesmerizer leaves quickly. The war hero, Ruem D, won’t be seen anywhere near the Devil’s Book today, not until he confirms the original book’s location. 

	Someone called it a fake. A fake! 

	Suddenly, the entire High Auction smells of deceit—of lies.

	A forged Devil’s Book right in front of his eyes is being passed as the original. If it’s true, if the universe is sending him a sign, a warning through an unevolved girl with poor voice and childish dreams, he’ll pay attention to it. He’ll recheck. He will turn every stone in the world. He will swim every fathom of the ocean until he finds the original. And he will kill anyone who serves him a lie on a shining platter. 

	 

	
16. The Ghost
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	HE STRATEGY WAS SIMPLE. JUST learn Latin and try to read the Devil’s Book. Of course, memorize it as much as you can with one reading—as you do with most books. A modest strategy that is nearly-not-rude. Learning the language was a bit hard, Kusha admits, but not too complex. 

	Sometimes, she believes she was intelligent in her previous life, the life she can’t remember. Her brain learns fast, maybe because she’s mostly relearning? 

	Am I relearning Latin? (a) Yes (b) No. No answer comes. 

	No answer comes when she asks about her past. Even when it’s a simple yes-or-no question. As if a dark block of stone stands at the doorway to her memories, sealing things inside. Nothing leaves through it. Not matter, not energy, not even feelings. 

	Kusha wanders alone in the auction venue—the historic building that survived both the Apocalypse and World War III and still stands as usable with less than 40% renovation. That’s not the only reason this building is an attraction though. It’s the only ground-level building in the Old City where sunlight reaches and ATs can enter. The rest of the city is an unplanned maze of densely populated airspace. Thus, in time, this massive concrete structure has turned into something precious for the Old City. Its people love this building as they would to their only precious gem, to their only temple.

	Being in the historic and everyone’s-precious building doesn’t make Kusha much happy though. She sulks.

	That red-headed man thought she was a fraud! ‘Making assumptions about others is rude,’ Kusha read in Learn Basic Manners. Not making assumptions is a basic manner. Why would a High Grade—a war hero, the King of Mesmerizers—not know the basic manners? 

	How does she make such a dreadful first-impression, though? For the first time in her life, in her current memory, Kusha knows how it feels to be misunderstood by a stranger. Especially if you know the stranger so well from afar, you admire his voice, you collect his speeches, you even own all the books he wrote and all the cheap fakes of the paintings he rarely drew.

	“First impression matters, sweetie. Letting people see who you are matters. Better tell the truth than a lie. And the worst is a lie that they assume from your actions, sweetie …”

	Kusha closes her eyes, attempting to shut off Meera’s voice. Rashad disagrees with Meera in this case. He always says, “Don’t bother who thinks what about you,” and he says it while drinking beer and burping loud on Friday nights. Kusha focuses on the ‘don’t bother’ part. She tries to unhear what the King of Mesmerizers has told her. 

	The rest of her time in the auction passes being looked at for her weird attire, as she makes jumpy moves and clumsy-unevolved sort of noises. She feels as if she’s sinning. 

	Sinner. Sinner. Sinner. 

	Be observant, sinner! 

	She stays extra cautious of her body, just as Meera always tells her to be when her dress doesn’t stay in the right place, (which is 97% of the time). That’s why Meera puts her in a vest: “I’ll let you not wear a vest when you can walk without tearing your blouse, sweetie.” 

	Tonight, however, Kusha stays unusually careful not to touch or bump into anyone by mistake. Every High Grade here thinks she’s untouchable; they just have to think it. She heard about this code, the Untouchable Code of Honor, from Haley. Though, Meera and Rashad both touch her and Taha while they train them on the sand. Daughters and sons must be exceptions. 

	Still, the Untouchable Code is an open secret. Probably it’s more about sexual intimacy with a Low Grade than actually touching them at all. But then, the way everyone stares at her … especially for the jingling sounds of her anklets—Kusha feels crooked. She definitely feels untouchable. She wants to remove her anklets, but Meera said, “Don’t take them off, sweetie.”

	So Kusha doesn’t. She loses her patience when a man indirectly remarks during a conversation how her genitals would be torn if she slept with a High Grade (like him.) But his High Grade sperm would be enough to heal her within an hour. 

	Does he think it’s an excellent, steamy joke? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Rude! People can be so unnecessarily rude sometimes! Humans evolved and so did their ugliness. Meera warned her about these ugly people. Kusha didn’t say these to the man though, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. She spoke even less when a woman—standing with her four husbands—babbled to her (about her four mother-in-laws.)

	Patience … Patience … 

	Stay among people … Stay among people … 

	Kusha makes sure she’s not anywhere with only one pair of High Grade eyes seeing her. It’s difficult when the venue is a colossal building with few guests around. She read about this building—a legendary structure surrounded by water with no distinct front, back, or side. It used to be the national assembly during the Old World—when the idea of nations still existed. 

	Within an hour, Kusha thumps the floor louder in anger, failing to get any closer to the Devil’s Book. Someone bought it, restricted it for others, and moved it elsewhere. Great! She approaches the bar to get some drinks, most of which are original wines instead of the cheap frequency-drinks she usually tastes. That’s when she sees the translucent woman staring at her. 

	A translucent woman! Kusha narrows her eyes. She thought of translucent as an adjective for a human. Such human or a cartoon figure appearing in a room is normal if they are holograms, but it isn’t exactly like a hologram. It’s as grey as fog, its edges smoky, its body forming and reforming repeatedly. Her gorgeous curls, thick lips, and slightly angled eyes say she is black with a slight East Asian mix. Everything about the woman, including that Greek-goddess-gown, glows as grey as her skin. 

	Is she a virtual reality? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	Kusha frowns. No? She looks around. No one is looking at it. Maybe no one can see it? 

	Can anyone else see it? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	It floats in the air inches above the ground like a ghost, and it still stares at her as if she, Kusha, is the weird one here—an object to be sold in the High Auction. 

	“Kusha, follow me,” it speaks, making her jump. 

	Kusha clenches her cold hands. The woman glows like a hologram, yet she isn’t a hologram, and she says follow me in a way you can’t escape. 

	Sometimes, there are those people whose voices are so strong, you just do what they say. You hold their glasses or keep their purses or buy them dinner because they ask you to do it out of the blue. You don’t ponder if you want to do it or not. Because they don’t give you the time to think. Then, you end up doing it, for you’re too much in the present limbo. It’s a basic manipulation that works on indecisive people. Kusha recognizes it, as Meera has warned her about all sorts of traits to identify any High Grade con-artist. 

	It’s not always an intentional manipulation though. Sometimes, the simplest statement from a strong voice can be a powerful suggestion for a weak mind. 

	Is this woman doing it intentionally? (a) Yes (b) No. No.

	“Don’t be afraid! Trust your instinct!” the woman says.

	Kusha decides not to reply. If it’s a hallucination from drinking quality wine, people will see her talking to nothing. Any more weirdness tonight … and she’ll make the headline of tomorrow’s news portal: 

	THE DRUNK UNGRADED OF THE HIGH AUCTION.

	“Trust your intuition. Your alarms,” the woman says again. 

	Kusha frowns. How does this woman know she has intuition? And how does she know she prefers the word ‘alarms?’ 

	Is she sending the black envelopes? (a) Yes (b) No. No. 

	Does she know about my past? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Yes? 

	Kusha feels a chill in her spine. Her throat dries, her palms sweating. It’s the first time ever that she found a lead to her past without even attempting to find it. She follows her of course. 

	The woman doesn’t walk, rather glides quickly to a secluded area hidden from the security cameras. Kusha almost runs to keep up with her. Suddenly, the ghost-like woman turns around and closes in. Kusha stops abruptly. 

	“There isn’t enough time to introduce myself, Kusha. I’m not strong enough to stay here for long. However, I must warn you. They’ll soon come for you. Again. You need to be de-programmed. Do not open the black letters. Or you’ll lose yourself. Just do not see that ink symbol. Do not look for the book. They are strengthening their control on your—” the woman couldn’t finish; she vanishes abruptly. 

	She really vanished! 

	Well, a real-size, human hologram vanishing right in front of you isn’t unusual. If it calls you with your name, that too isn’t surprising, but, if it knows about your private life and your thoughts and preferences then … What is it then? Kusha frowns, staring at the blank air. 

	What was that?—

	(a) A hallucination. 

	(b) A side effect of the Devil’s Book. 

	(c) An influence of the black envelope. 

	(d) A High Grade making me see things, hypnotizing me.

	No answer comes. The right option isn’t here. What did the woman mean by ‘coming for you again?’ Needs to be de-programmed—what did this one mean? Strengthening their control? Lose yourself? She’s already losing herself among these High Grades who act like she’s trash every time they discover her weak prana. She needs fresh air.

	Kusha walks downstairs and reaches a lawn, crossing the porch at the rear of the building. For now, she decides it’s the rear since the guests entered through the other side of this famous front-less, rear-less structure. Night lights are low here, and in that low light, Kusha begins her brainstorming again: 

	Was the woman real? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	Is she a High Grade? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is she a fraud? (a) Yes (b) No. No …

	When Kusha asks herself how the woman knew her name and about the envelope, no option comes. She approaches a swing in the garden and sits on it. The wind brings the smell of flowers. Moist leaves and salty soil is calming, but the thought of the Devil’s Book engulfs her. 

	The woman said not to look for the book. It’s true: she’s looking for the book just not for voice or the shortcuts to the strength. Deep down, she knows she’s looking for her purpose, too. And if her alarms say this Devil’s Book, a book believed to be written by the devil, will take her to her purpose, shouldn’t she look for it? Magic Mama says, “The place where you are, shows your purpose.” Monk Minakshi in her books says: ‘Your past shapes your purpose.’

	But what if she has no past? And what if this place isn’t her place? Because a nameless, ghost-like woman warned her not to look for the book, should she now stop searching for it? Stop searching for her purpose? How can someone stop searching for purpose? What remains if the purpose is lost? Career Exams? Grade training? Dance lessons for flawless body language? Why would she need flawless body-language in the first place? Because the High Grades have it? Because if you don’t shield yourself with it, others will use theirs on you? So everything she must do is only to shield herself from what others might do? And this should be her purpose—shielding herself from inside a cocoon?

	For a weak? Yes, sweetie.

	So living means only ‘defending’ yourself? 

	For a woman? Yes, sweetie.

	Kusha imagines how Meera would’ve answered her now. 

	They say life is beautiful. But they don’t say life is beautiful only if you free yourself from your fears, only if you stop fantasizing about future damages. And you conquer fear when you are strong, when you are sovereign.

	Kusha looks at the night sky. Her gaze steady, her breath calm, but her gut wrenches, and a flicker of light flashes in her blue irises. She knows what she should do. She knows where she should look. Without purpose, there’s no story. And she needs a real strategy for her story, a strategy that may even be a bit rude. 

	She needs her alarms … no. 

	She needs her intuition.

	 

	
17. Sin of a Witness
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	OTUS LODGE’S BASEMENT STILL HAS the old-fashioned lifts—mechanical instead of the hover ones. The floors below have a hidden storage of all things old—robots, wartime tanks, and a flying base. The right wing of this floor is a library and a laboratory. The left wing is on the other side, and there stands a door. The closed door of Lotus Lodge, and it has been closed for two decades. 

	The Monk stands before it, staring quietly, wrapped in his dark shawl. His white trousers tickling his feet. If you look closely, you might see the slight change of color in his skin. You might think he has grown younger by a few years in the last few days. You might wonder what changed his mind to stop letting age engulf him, or if he really has changed at all. 

	The Monk wavers. What to do with this door? Open it? Or not open it? Sometimes, it’s hard to make decisions—the small ones, mostly. Perhaps, to help such indecisive souls, the universe plots the precise moments, which most people call coincidences. 

	Like now—

	The Monk’s CRAB glows, but he doesn’t look; he doesn’t bring his wrist in front of his eyes. So, his CRAB reads the message in his mind: 

	He’s killing people for it. Stop him. Stop just watching, Monk. 

	The text comes with an auto-signature—Lidsus—the man who controls half the economy in Beta, the second city of the New World.

	“Monks do nothing at one point, Lidsus,” the Monk whispers as if he is talking to the locked door, but he is not. He’s only speaking a text. His CRAB sends what he just said with a signature YY.

	The next reply comes soon: 

	Doing nothing is sin sometimes. The universe won’t forgive a silent witness. Lidsus.

	The text unsettles the Monk. Just a little. He wonders how many questions he has sealed as unresolved in his life. The admin board … The New World Government … The CRAB … The Source … He wonders which question he should begin with. 

	Should he begin at all? Or should he remain a silent witness to the death of thirty-seven rare beasts on earth. There was a time when he never could be a silent witness. The Monk checks the CRAB in his mind. A new reminder has arrived from Pico: 

	The Wildlife Conservation Board called again, asking for the rescheduled date for this month’s check-up. I rescheduled twice already. What should I say now?

	Pico didn’t mention ‘shouldn’t have burnt the dead animals’ or ‘your wild pets’ or ‘lonely’ ever since that day. Still, the Monk hardens his chin, seeing the reminder.  

	 

	
18. The Intuitionist
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	USHA ASKS HERSELF ONLY TWO questions. 

	Is the Devil’s Book here? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Is it the original? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. 

	It doesn’t matter if it’s the original, though. As long as it’s a flawless copy holding the exact knowledge. 

	After silently unhooking her gold anklets and securing them in her bra, Kusha reaches the secluded corridors at several levels underground of the auction venue. The sunlight gets to kiss this building throughout the day. So, the temperature isn’t as cold and the energy here isn’t as gloomy as they are at the ground-level stores in the Old City. Most of the junk shops she visits are near the ground level. She knows well enough how it feels to stand in a place where the sun couldn’t shine in decades. 

	Kusha doesn’t look at the floor-plan she’s downloaded as she goes deeper into the underground levels. She only follows her instinct. Her alarms tell which one is the wrong way. Soon, she is deep into the lonely basement. ‘Once it was the nation’s old archive of newspapers and law books,’ says the Central Library journal. Now it’s called the basement. 

	Although, it resembles nothing like a basement. Rather a huge, underground, air-conditioned facility full of artificial lights and no windows. She reaches its extended part, which probably was built after the war. 

	Is there anyone? No.

	Any cameras? Yes. 

	Any armed drones? Yes.

	Has anyone seen me yet? No …

	Kusha enters through at least four password-protected doorways, exploiting her guessing power. She tries not to ponder on the exploiting part. Her alarms save her from the watch-drones as she just knows when to hide for three seconds and when to walk along the blind points of the cameras and where exactly to run looking only forward. Tricky are the points when she needs to disable the security alarms and hack the entry, as the doors ask for finger prints and blood samples. Good that she always keeps her hacking tools installed in her CRAB in an encrypted format. Normally, it’d take an hour to hack through such encryptions. But with her brain and her alarms, it isn’t hard. Kusha finally enters a room. 

	A room, she thinks, gasping. In reality, it’s more of a wide storage, so wide she can’t see the end of it. And whatever it holds makes her heart thump fiercely. 

	It’s full of the Devil’s Books, thousands of them. 

	Kusha trembles her way in; she gasps, seeing so many fakes. Each book three-foot-long, one-and-a-half-foot-wide, and at least eight-inch-thick kept on a square shaped hover-disc of four-foot sides. How could there be so many copies of such a book? She could never imagine it. Yet, the proof stands before her—live and real. 

	Kusha approaches the closest book. She touches its cover and cautiously turns it to a random page. It’s fake, but it’s not a normal fake that would be printed with real papers in a press. It looks exactly like the original: leather-bound with metal frames, ancient and worn-out pages, inked scriptures in Latin as much as time and human care could preserve, colored arts faded with blotches. Making thousands of these had to be a meticulous craft, a matter of skill. If she had no intuitive senses, she’d have never known these were copies. 

	Kusha enters the aisles—wide enough among the rows and columns of the books. Suddenly, it feels as if getting here was too easy. It was easy. For the first time in the last seven years, Kusha realizes how powerful her alarm, her intuition, is. 

	Kusha frowns, thinking intuition and not alarm. She can go anywhere, any place in the world. No secret archives can be hidden from her: no banks, no data servers, no military security, no secret of all secrets, nothing. As long as she doesn’t face any physical obstacles, no truth can be concealed from her eyes. 

	Her heartbeat rises. She puts her palm flat on her chest as if it would calm her, but it doesn’t. In the back of her mind, she only thinks about the secret of all secrets. Not of some banks or data servers.

	Is the original Devil’s Book really here? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	The reason for her existence suddenly clicks in her mind, in her brain. And the click just shakes her to the core. She feels her hands quivering, her knees trembling the way they trembled when she decided to enter the Junk Land for the first time six years ago. She knows why she’s been looking for the Devil’s Book. She knows why she was born with … intuition. 

	She knows why she is the Intuitionist.

	 

	 

	
19. The Locked Door

	[image: Image]

	T


	HE MONK STANDS BEFORE THE door. The lock on it pulls him as if it’s a conscious being and not an object. He thought he’d never come here again. But the universe loves irony. The things you think you’ll never do are the things you end up doing in time. “Just make peace with them,” Master used to say. 

	“Wake up, Pico,” the Monk mutters to the door. The door’s keypad glows with a few beeps, and Pico awakens. The real Pico. 

	When a featureless cylindrical bot—which is not connected to its source—flies here from the laundry room and hovers right near the door, the Monk doesn’t look at it. When its eyes glow more than what’s normal, the Monk doesn’t look at it. When it waits as silently as a bot can before connecting to its source, the Monk still doesn’t look at it. In a way, it seems as if the bot, Pico Junior, is saying its prayers, for it will see its source, but it’s not. It never prays.

	“Good to hear you, Yuan,” a deep, throaty male voice says. 

	Their master’s voice. Their master, and not his. The time when he and the Mesmerizer created their master’s voice and incorporated it into Pico, flashes in his mind. He was never alone in those days.

	“Looks like I’ve slept through some years! I’m curious what changed your mind,” the voice resonates in the basement. 

	“Owning the largest tech industry isn’t exciting anymore,” the Monk says, not revealing that he met the Mesmerizer a few days ago. 

	“The curse of long life, anything gets boring eventually,” Pico Senior—the real Pico—remarks. “Your hair has greyed in these two decades … Oh, now that I’m watching the last few weeks’ video-logs, you look younger today!” Pico Senior adds a few detailed tones of surprise that the Pico Not-Connected-To-Source could never do. “Specifically, after a certain meeting? Is the Monk fired up with something new?” 

	“Something old,” the Monk says, smiling at the door. He didn’t know he’d missed the real Pico. 

	“I see.” Pico Senior, the source AI, connects to Pico Junior—the featureless bot—that has collected quite a big data in the last twenty years. Soon, the source AI updates himself with the current day. Meanwhile, Pico Junior vibrates and glows and spins as if it’s having an ecstatic journey of its enlightment. 

	The Monk types a seventeen-digit password in the door’s keypad. The steel door beeps; a green signal flashes. Next is the lock. He gets a steel key from an adjacent compartment. The key animates with complex sets of motions when he gives it a drop of his blood. Finally, he breaks the thick chain of alloys. No one else could try it without dying. Pico would kill anyone intending to break in. 

	“Do a security update,” the Monk says.

	“Updating …” Pico, the source AI, replies.

	“Stay hidden.” 

	“Staying hidden, mode secure.”

	The block of alloy slides, revealing a second door—wooden and varnished. The Monk pushes its two thick, swinging panels apart. The smell of papers, ink, stones, and the silence of musical instruments hit his senses. The house, Lotus Lodge, has kept its air conditioned for twenty years. Its temperature and humidity precisely what’s needed for everything stored in here: ancient books, scrolls, rare tablets—some are thousands of years old. This room could begin another war. Maybe, it will. Who knows?

	The Monk enters inside. His sandals tapping the wooden floor, and the noise echoes in the large room: Pit-pat … pit-pat …

	He approaches a desk. The folders of his unfinished research smell of time. And the shelves full of one-square-inch transparent discs smell of crystals and chemicals. The discs hold memories, the ones he recorded from his brain. They look organized, each with a label—a title and a universal number. The thin layer of dust on them is new. The storage of his past. Attachment to the past is a nasty parasite; it only poisons. 

	The Monk remembers that night: disagreements, fights, differences in purposes. That man left Alphatech, pursuing his goals. And the Monk locked this basement, never storing this memory. 

	He watches Pico Junior, the featureless bot. It’s glowing, vibrating while linking to its original database that it never had access to. What might it be seeing now? Death? Or a new life? Looking at the past, it must be a death, for it will never be the pestering bot again. But if you look forward, it’s a new beginning.

	Source—what a strong attraction it has! The knowledge of prana brought them cognitive evolution. Their little taste of it only ignited the greed for more. The greed to become a god. The Monk remembers what the Mesmerizer said one day before the war started. 

	“Yuan, what if death is the key? Will we know everything, all secrets, all answers after we die?”

	“Maybe,” he replied then, wanting to avoid the topic, not admitting he’d been thinking the same thing for a while. At that time, everyone thought of death, at least several times a day, just as people pray at every dawn and dusk. 

	“Give me your word, Yuan,” the Mesmerizer then said, suddenly.

	“What word?”

	“That if you die before me, you’ll try your best to send me signs or a message. You’ll tell me what’s beyond.”

	The Monk only stared after what that man had said. He couldn’t say what if there was no beyond, what if it’s all empty, what if it’s just a dark void after death. He couldn’t answer, seeing his blue eyes. Now that he remembers, the Mesmerizer had blue eyes then, before they turned red.

	“I give my word, Yagmur. If I die first, I will tell you everything I find, even if it requires me to come back after death.” The Mesmerizer promised. “If the beyond exists, that is,” he added.

	That day, the Monk gave his word too, and it still remains. Someone truly evolved never breaks his word. Not even in death.

	 

	
20. Shattya Yug
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	OMETIMES, CURIOSITY OVERPOWERS THE warning of danger. It just does. Especially when the human brain doesn’t have enough memories to measure the level of danger. Because the brain lacks examples, past references. People call it experience. So, when the reference data is few, the only option is to get more of it. Curiosity is an inexperienced brain’s call to collect reference data. Right now, this very human curiosity burns her brain. 

	Why am I looking for the book? Her realization comes as a guess at first: To uncover all its secrets. 

	Why? Why all secrets? 

	It’s your duty to disclose it.

	Why? What duty? She wonders. 

	She wanted a voice. Maybe not all the secrets of voice, but she wanted to speak fearlessly at least. Yes, she wanted a shortcut. But so what? Every game has shortcuts. In a way, even prana was a shortcut to cognitive evolution. Wasn’t it? Life is a game. People discovered prana, inhaled the cosmic energy that built this game. It strengthened their body and mind, made them ageless. Isn’t that a shortcut too? Yes-or-no? Yes. 

	But it would need time. It’d need years of training, hours of meditation, and constant learning. Because the voice isn’t just a mind thing; it’s a soul thing. She doesn’t have time for soul training. She is twenty-three, still an Ungraded, and she needs something now. Maybe not prana, maybe not strength, but, at least, the minimum skill to speak? In a world of voice, greeting fluently is a minimum. She only wanted the minimum. Not all of the book’s secrets. What maniac would want all the secrets of a three-foot-tall book anyway? 

	Kusha feels her heart racing. 

	What secret does the book have? No option comes. Lack of knowledge about it forms no option for the question. Yet, she keeps asking, trying other contexts: Am I always driven to this book? Yes ... Does it have something to do with me? Yes ... Why? 

	What’s my purpose with it? 

	What’s my purpose as a whole? 

	What could be the purpose of someone who just knows the right answers to any question? 

	Maybe to find all answers to all questions? Yes. 

	Maybe to solve the biggest question of the universe? Yes. 

	Does this book solve that question? Yes.

	But why solve it? What should I do solving it?  

	No option comes. Kusha stops running and stands still. She had no real reason to search for the book, she realizes. It was just a whim, an attraction, a mad drive that grew because of her intuition. Sometimes the drive comes as a desire for voice, sometimes for a shortcut to power; sometimes it’s only a curiosity. But nothing of it is a solid reason. For her reasons are shadowed in her past. 

	Past, she thinks. “My origin,” she mutters. Source, she thinks again, and the Intuitionist moves her feet forward once more. This time however, she walks faster along the hundreds of aisles. Soon, she begins running, drawing closer to her months of search: the Devil’s Book—the original. She is sure about one thing at least. That this book could tell who she is—was. 

	Kusha runs along the aisles, changing rows and columns among the fake Devil’s Books. She has to research more on it, study it enough to see more contexts, and contexts will help in finding the possible options. The more the options, the better chance they’ll have to be the right ones. For a book like this, the right options could be many. In a puzzle, all the pieces are correct. And you need all the pieces to solve it. 

	Kusha finally stops before a book; it looks as yellowed, torn, and large as the thousands of the fake ones. But this is the one, she knows. This is the original. 

	Her eyes sparkle, her feet tremble, sweat dropping on her vest like tears. The book whispers to her. As if it has a mind; as if it has a soul. A childish desire to just touch the book dances as Bharatanatyam beats in her heart. And she does. She extends her hands, ignoring her shaking fingers. She touches it, her palm flat on its leather cover with metal frame. That’s when it happens: 

	A burning sensation … 

	A sinister jingling sound … 

	And a vision of new surroundings … The room full of books disappears. Instead, her world turns into a vast timeworn temple—one with red walls and pillars. And she wants to dance. Just dance.

	A book, believed to be written by the devil, makes her want to swirl into real motions. Her mind hears drums, metallic beats of talam, and mysterious music of flute and Veena. Her body desires to dance, true, but Kusha stands still. She holds her desire. She knows it’s not her will. She recognizes the forced will.

	“What do I do if I want to do something I don’t want to do?”

	“You do it, sweetie, in your imagination. Don’t force it to stop. Just direct it elsewhere. Do it in your mind and think that you are doing it in your reality.”

	So, Kusha does what she was taught to do. In the dark, red temple that now holds only one original Devil’s Book, she sees a woman appearing from the shadows, from behind the gigantic pillars. And the woman starts dancing like a goddess. 

	Kusha thinks goddess: dark, wavy hair reaching her thighs—not hips, thighs—a blood-red blouse, a black dhuti with puffy folds, and ringing ghungroo around both her ankles. At first, Kusha thinks she is seeing Meera dancing; the woman’s black hair looks so much like Meera’s hair. 

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

	Soon the woman dancing with fierce moves comes closer. Kusha gasps, seeing the woman’s face. It’s her own face! Well, it’s her projection of thoughts, so it should be her, of course. 

	Yet, the woman is nothing like her. 

	Kusha touches her face subconsciously. The woman, dancing like a warrior goddess, looks exactly like her, but that woman has black eyes and black hair, not blue ones. Dark lines are around her eyes, heavy jewelry all over her body—ears, nose, forehead, arms—everywhere. Her thick necklace touches the skin right above her navel. And her red blouse hides only her breasts and shoulders. An ink symbol is drawn above her navel. 

	Kusha squints to look closer at that symbol, but she can’t. She subconsciously touches her own belly where the symbol should be on her body. 

	Should be? Why does she think the symbol should be on her skin? Meera told her to imagine; she’s imagining. Yet, Kusha can’t believe her imagination can be such real. The entire temple, the music, the woman, and the way she dances … Oh! The way she dances … Meera would be proud, seeing her dance like that someday. With such flawless moves. Such perfect mudras—hand signs—with no motion wasted and nearly absent unwanted shakes. It’s a complete denial of the laws of motion, a thorough rejection of physical rules. No human could dance like that! Not even the evolved ones.

	Is it an influence of the book? Yes.

	Is the book written by the devil? Yes.

	Is it the real devil? Yes.

	What is the definition of a real devil? 

	What is my idea about the real devil? 

	No option comes. The definition of devil or god comes from the other explanations existing in her seven years’ memory. Right now, that woman dancing Bharatanatyam looks like a goddess because she read about Hindu mythology. The depiction of Kali—the goddess of war—always fascinated her. 

	The way Kali evolved from Parvati and how Parvati evolved from Sati was much like the way humans evolved to High Grades after the Apocalypse, after the Old World ended. It’s as if the same cycle is returning; the same Yug is revolving. The wheel of fate is playing itself back. 

	If it’s true, if it’s really the Shattya Yug—the age of truth—back again, is it true that whatever someone says will become the truth? Meera never answers clearly. But now it seems clear. Whatever High Grades with strong voices say happen because they make them happen. They keep their words; they honor their oaths, and they don’t lie. And this is turning the current cycle into the cycle of truth. Or maybe the cycle of truth is bringing the era of voice? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes. They are interdependent—one is bringing the other.

	Kusha realizes another secret. Mesmerization of this century is not just a psychological influence of the mob, but also an influence of time. Evolution has always been a pre-calculated point of the curve in an equation. Humans were always supposed to re-discover voice and mind evolution. And this is just the beginning. The Shattya Yug is coming. Soon, what people speak will happen whether it’s a blessing or a curse.

	“Isn’t it a surprise, dearie?” a voice interrupts her thoughts, and it echoes in the empty temple. 

	Kusha spins around. 

	The temple leaves her vision as she removes her hand from the original Devil’s Book. It’s the endless room again. And the deep voice belongs to Inacio Rockwood. Kusha scolds herself; she forgot to keep her mind alert to dangers. But it’s weird. She never needed to keep herself alert before. The danger alarms are supposed to come themselves. 

	Kusha backs off, seeing him. 

	“Weren’t you with Drohung earlier?” Rockwood asks.

	 “Um, I …” Kusha suddenly runs, not even considering to finish her sentence; it’s not even in the 1% of her thoughts. 

	She runs to reach the entrance. Almost anyone would need a direction guide to find the exit. But not her. She only needs intuition. And her very intuition screams: in an open room with a High Grade at your tail, running would be futile. 

	 

	
21. The One
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	HE MONK STANDS BEFORE HIS memory shelf. He finds a square-drive labeled Master–148: The Beginning of The Secret. He puts it in a round spot on a white desk—a drive-reader slot. The desk glows, and the small square-drive spins in the air right above the slot. 

	A memory comes alive at the 3D-projection corner. A hologram scene of a cave from eight decades earlier appears in the room. Drops of water fall on stones somewhere, mountain wind blowing outside, oil lamp burning dimly, their sounds amplifying in the cave. The scene shows three persons: him, that man, and their master. Master speaks in a language from around the south of the Himalayas:

	 

	“The Apocalypse gave you your time back. The time you can now use to look, to see, and to focus on your conscious process of cognitive evolution.” Master repeats the word ‘see’ in three local synonyms. Back then, they thought they all meant the same. Except, they didn’t. 

	“The Apocalypse took your society, responsibilities, and useless recreations. Those were the distractions. Those things slow the process,” Master continues in the scene, the side of his face glowing from the daylight entering the cave. The visual details are as much as his brain retrieved from his memory. 

	“Is this why monks hate recreation? Society?” the Mesmerizer asks. Though that man wasn’t a mesmerizer back then; he was only Ruem, just as he, the Monk, was only Yuan. 

	“They don’t hate recreation,” Master says in the hologram scene. “They just know they have to hate it.” 

	“So, you like recreation?” Ruem asks in a confused tone.

	“Did I say I am a monk?” Master replies him.

	“You never answer the question!” Ruem sounds annoyed. 

	And for a moment, it makes the Monk—wrapped in the old shawl—smile as he watches his own old memory, remembering how impatient they both were before, remembering how they were only two boys once. 

	“Fine,” Master begins. “The monks force themselves out of recreation because the rulebooks tell them to. People only follow rulebooks. But they don’t know why they should follow them. They don’t look at the true purpose of their rituals. They blindly follow, evolving neither spiritually nor physically.” 

	“So, we should accept recreation, society?” asks the Monk’s teenage self, in the hologram scene.

	“Yes and No, my boy. It’s a perspective. You can find the secret from wherever you are as long as you aren’t drunk on indulgence, distracted from the One.”

	“Master, do you know why you wear orange cloth?” Ruem asks.

	“You caught me, my boy!” says Master, chuckling. “No, I don’t know. I wore it because the rulebooks told me to. Now it doesn’t matter which color I wear. No need for pointless rebellion over some uniform color!” 

	“Because everything is the same?” the Monk’s teenage self asks.

	“Because everything is One.” Master’s eyes twinkle. 

	 

	The memory ends. 

	The hologram figures in the projection corner disappear. 

	War came and left. The New World Government kept them busy for decades. Collective responsibilities pushed away the personal goals.

	“Pico,” the Monk mutters.

	“I’m listening, Yuan,” Pico’s voice resonates in the library. 

	“Was backing away cowardice?”

	“About your old research?” Pico begins. “No, you weren’t a coward. Everything needs caution. But Ruem was taking great risks. Risking one’s own life in the war field is not the same as risking the lives of millions. Even if the goal is good.”

	“Do you think his goal was good?” the Monk asks.

	“Cosmic energy is the Source, the fabric that forms the universe. Now you, humans, call it prana. You learned to absorb it by being willing to absorb it. It evolves you, yes. Your mind and your body are designed for this purpose, true. I can’t deny that it could bring a greater good. But, theoretically good. Ruem, however, his idea is dark; it’s always been dark. Artificially forcing people into evolution is risky.” Pico explains—now it’s not Senior or Junior anymore. Now they both are one. For that, each of them had to face a small death. A death of the individual, yes. But for the both, it’s a new life, a connected life. A whole life.

	The Monk approaches the transparent wall. It’s covered with shutters from outside now. 

	“Open the shutters, Pico,” the Monk says.

	The end of the basement library is right below the ground and the lotus pond.  But this portion of the basement pokes through the hard rock of a cliff. Pico removes the exterior shutter, keeping the transparent wall still closed. The moonlight invades the room; it shines on the waterfall and the serpent-like river. The dark silhouettes of the hills and the cliff look the same as they do from his above-ground bedroom. 

	This library, the see-through wall, his Sarod at the corner, including the grand piano—the Mesmerizer’s piano—everything feels dead in his too-strong reality. Why did he stop his search for the truth? His life with machines in Alphatech—has it been all a waste of time? An indulgence in his path? 

	The Monk touches the square-drive titled Master–286: The Obstacle. He doesn’t need to project it. He remembers it as if it happened only yesterday— 

	“I think, my boy, it’s not time that is limited either. If one wants to evolve to the next level, one has plenty of time. So, lack of time or indulgence isn’t the true obstacle,” Master said once.

	“Then what is the true obstacle?” asked the Mesmerizer, who was once just Ruem.

	“Ego.”

	“Ego? You mean the idea of self?” the Monk—just Yuan—asked.

	“No, not those complex ideas of self or I, rather the pure ego. The ego that tells you, you’ve evolved enough; that you’re the most superior creation already. My boy, you never think of evolving to the next level because you believe you’ve reached it. You believe you’re in the final level of cognitive evolution already. But you are not. There’s always another level.”

	 

	Standing before the waterfall, the Monk frowns. And his frown doesn’t smooth away as it should for a monk. Did he think he’d learned enough? Was that why he locked the door to this library, this laboratory? 

	He looks at his Sarod—a nineteen-string musical instrument. He hasn’t touched or tuned it for two decades. It’s kept in a special stasis-chamber of glass along with that piano. His pupils dilate, seeing it after so long. 

	The Monk’s jaw stiffens. His frown leaves, and he inhales a gush of prana from the air around just by willing it, physically regulating it, and making it one with his breath. 

	A godly breath. 

	And the breath wills the air around him, making it a wind—both inside this lab and outside among the waterfalls. 

	If you look closely, you’ll notice the skin in his face tightening, the wrinkles near his eyes decreasing; you’ll witness an unaging process, a willful prana-boost. 

	Prana heals. 

	Prana kills. 

	Prana helps you evolve. 

	As the Monk inhales prana, he makes three decisions:

	That he needs his team. 

	He needs to talk to Ren Agnello. 

	And that it’s time the piano leaves Lotus Lodge.

	 

	
22. Untouchable
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	ILL HE KILL ME? (a) Yes (b) No. Yes.

	Kusha feels her heartbeat racing. She senses the alarm. Is it the death alarm? Yes. Of course! It’s that flaw in her gift, in her intuition. She knew there would be death tonight. She thought it wouldn’t be her because she confirmed it, asking herself questions. But before, Rockwood didn’t see her; he didn’t decide to kill her. Human decision is an important factor to find the right options from her questionnaire. 

	Kusha tries to keep at least a meter distance between her and Rockwood. Shouldn’t be alone with a High Grade… Meera’s warning drums in her mind. She gets defense training from a war hero couple three days a week—true. But, no matter how flawless your form is, if you cannot draw energy from the universe, if you cannot use your own prana, you have no chance to win. Not against a High Grade. 

	Kusha backs off, sweat forming on her neck. A few more beats per minute in her heart—and her CRAB will send a ‘call’ to Rashad. This building is in the Old City. From Rashad’s office in the West Alpha, it would take at least seven minutes flying in an Aerial Transport to reach the entrance. Then he will be running to this basement. 

	Twelve minutes, if he runs along the right corridors. 

	Four minutes more to swim through these books.

	Kusha measures Rockwood. How long will it take him to kill me? Less than a second. She doesn’t need any other options. It’s common sense.

	Inacio Rockwood approaches. “Where is Drohung?”

	“I’m n-not with h-him,” Kusha says. Her intuition knows the situation is bad. Her only crime is breaking-and-entering. If Rockwood is like any normal High Grades, he is supposed to call SLED and take legal action. But is he a normal High Grade like Meera or Rashad? What sort of High Grades are the ones who own the Empire of information database? 

	Kusha steps back.

	Rockwood gives a focused gaze at her. “Your prana is weak,” he says. “Shouldn’t it be stronger, considering your age?” 

	Kusha practiced the answers of this question many times before. She even wonders which answer she should reply with. She also notices Rockwood glancing on the Devil’s Book—the original Devil’s Book. Is he focusing prana in his eyes? Yes. 

	“How did you find it?” he asks, calmly at first.

	So, he sensed her weak prana on the book. And he knows she touched the original earlier. Also, he asked a question she never practiced in her life. Sometimes, not answering in the right time causes all the problems. 

	“I, um, I just—”

	“SPEAK! What trick did he teach you?” Rockwood screams, his eyes turning sinister. “How did you know it’s the original?”

	“I just … knew.” Kusha almost cries, still stepping back bit by bit. “Please.” She attempts to send an alert to Rashad, not waiting for her heartbeat to reach the definition of danger. But Rockwood notices it with his evolved senses. He closes in fast, grabs her CRAB, and tears it from her wrist. And he did it with a micro-detailed proficiency of his two fingers as if they were forceps; he didn’t touch her skin even by a millimeter. 

	Kusha can’t believe what he just did. He tore her CRAB! That’s an A-rank security offense against the New World Government. Her skin is torn, her wrist aching, her CRAB dripping blood on the floor as Rockwood now holds it with his fingers. 

	But it’ll die, without my blood, Kusha wants to say. But she doesn’t, for she speaks only 1% of her thoughts. She screams instead. The pain makes her shriek in a not-so-melodic manner. If the CRAB dies, Immunity Forces should see a signal turned off, and Rashad will notice from his office in West IF, Kusha hopes. 

	But, no. 

	With her fading confidence, she watches Rockwood put her CRAB on one of the four-foot sided hover-discs while taking her wounded wrist above it—again, not touching her hand. Instead, he takes out a short knife from his suit’s inner pocket and stabs her forearm with it, using it like you use a fork to pick steak from plate so that you won’t smear your hand with sauce. 

	Kusha screams. It’s her first experience of severe pain in her current memory. And it feels like déjà vu. Her blood, dripping on her CRAB, makes a flat, red pool on the disc. She groans, disbelieving it’s happening to her—the one who always gets danger alarms. Was her mind so busy with imagination? With that temple scene? The dance?

	“Answers, girl,” Rockwood says coldly. With his big eyes and toned face covered in glowing dark skin, he looks like a flawless god in wrath-form, demanding answers from a mere human. “I can torture without touching you at all. I can heal you in a way that won’t leave a trace. And then, I can make you forget everything I do to you,” Rockwood drones into a whisper. “Or I could simply kill you.” He now clicks something in the knife, and a new pain erupts in her wounded flesh. It’s mild electricity. Kusha saw such knives in the Old City. They stop wounds from bleeding, and murderers use them for a clean kill.

	“I s-swear!” Kusha chokes. “I’m n-not with him. I—”

	“TRUTH! YOU LIAR, UNTOUCHABLE!” Rockwood roars.

	And Kusha widens her eyes. Her heart misses a few beats; her breath seems to stop. It’s a High Grade’s aura, a Grade-A’s yell. But more than that aura or those minute details of his voice, what shakes her core is one specific word—untouchable. 

	No one ever called her untouchable before. Gaumont Manor protected her from such names. Besides, it’s not like she never lies—but today, being called a liar by a High Grade feels humiliating. 

	Damn! How will she ever explain herself out of this? She thought she’d get alarms before danger, that her intuition would tell her when to leave. But that hallucination minimized her intuition for too long. The Devil’s Book has lived up to its name. The Devil’s Book has caused a disaster. It’s the book’s fault. Not mine, she thinks, not ready to believe her intuition isn’t as useful as she thought it was. 

	Is she losing her only gift?

	“Well! Well! Aren’t these too many fakes for a book like this?” A familiar voice speaks. And the voice utters fakes as if he’s talking about weeks’ old mold on pink peaches.

	Yet, the voice feels like hope. Is it hope? Yes or No? No. 

	No, it’s not hope. Kusha bites through the pain. She senses the blood-red head from the corner of her eyes. Something black is above the red hair. Hat, probably? Kusha thinks, scared to look away from Rockwood, her wounded hand shaking. She grips that hand tightly. The knife pins to her forearm, and Rockwood still holds its short handle.

	“If you used your brain, Rockwood,” Ruem D, the Mesmerizer, begins, “you’d have checked her CRAB after tearing it. And you could have known her whereabouts. Besides, I don’t keep Low Grades in my team. They’re inefficient,” he says calmly, putting his hands in the pockets of his trousers. 

	And that inefficient part … Kusha instantly glances at the floor, the way she does when she messes with her footwork in front of Meera during dance lessons.

	Inacio Rockwood calms his glare—now in a verbal spar mode. “Old fashioned questioning is entertaining, Drohung. I thought you of all would know that,” he says. 

	“Hmm,” the Mesmerizer says. “Does it mean, you prefer I ask you in the old-fashioned way which one is the original here?” He glances at the thousands of books. Fake Devil’s Books.

	Kusha doesn’t bother wondering why these men’s ego depends on a book being original. Rockwood’s grip tightens around the knife’s handle for a moment. Then, he leaves it still pierced in her arm and faces Ruem D, standing still and staring for only two seconds. He makes his sudden move at the war hero. A move that Kusha couldn’t catch with her Ungraded eyes.

	And then, both the men begin their High Grade things. 

	The things that Kusha has zero interest to watch. She began backing off the moment her idol of voice, Ruem D, distracted Rockwood. Not for her sake, though—precisely the reason she must run. No matter how much her wrist pains because of that torn CRAB, or how much the short knife hurts her forearm, she runs. 

	She runs, grabbing her sleeping CRAB; it’s still active but in sleep mode. She brings it near her wounded wrist. With an insect-like movement, the tiny bio-metallic limbs of the CRAB regrow and pierce her skin, settling back to where it should be. She gasps again, tears welling in her eyes. The pain is too much. 

	You may think pain is easy. But it’s not. Sometimes, the brain just wants to shut down if the pain is something new to it. It wants to blackout. It fears facing the unfamiliar. 

	Taha got a broken leg once during training. Kusha is ashamed to admit, but Taha handles pain way better than she does. Perhaps Meera and Rashad go easy on her because she’s not their real daughter? Perhaps they mean to be nice? Perhaps they think she doesn’t need harsh training in the first seven years of her current life? Whichever it is, right now, it’s not helping.

	She keeps running, her CRAB rebooting. She can’t see the exit yet, but she just knows it’s the right way. While running, she hears noises: loud thuds, concrete breaking, fake books flying, and expensive hover-discs smashing … 

	Don’t matter, just run. 

	She checks her gold anklets in her chest cleavage. That’s when she hears a weird cracking noise behind her. The noise makes her shiver—as if insects are crawling on her skin. She hopes it’s not a neck breaking. Please, finish the reboot, Kusha begs in her mind, please. 

	Her CRAB is still turning on. Why is it so slow! 

	Well, it isn’t. It’s not even a minute since she planted it in her right wrist. She runs faster, but something falls, flying in front of her with a loud bang, blocking her path. Kusha halts, almost tripping on it. It’s not a fake book or a shattered disc or a chunk of concrete as she hoped it would be. It’s a body. A human body with its neck twisted to a full 360°. 

	It’s Rockwood.

	Kusha shrieks louder than when she got her hand stabbed. She backs off so fast … she falls on the cold floor. Her two gold anklets, which she kept inside her bra, drop on the floor. Dozens of tiny bells echo in the room. She remembers her prophetic alarm: a death in the High Auction. And to her worst fate, it had to happen right before her! 

	Magic Mama’s warning rings in her mind. She witnessed the murder of the one who owns the Empire. Some people will surely ask who did it. But will the murderer let her live to tell them? Kusha sweats to the point of low blood-pressure. She feels as if her sugar level has dropped. Her brain wants to blackout. And she’s ashamed to admit, but she thinks her bladder will release its weight. Kusha hears footsteps behind her—clam, cold, rhythmically quiet. 

	“May I have his heart, Master Ruem?” a completely new voice says in a singing tone. Kusha doesn’t move her neck to see who the melodic voice belongs to. 

	“Be subtle,” says one of the most familiar voices in her seven years’ memories. And the familiarity doesn’t lessen her heart rate. He pokes his dark hat to position it better, bows down, and picks up her gold anklets from the floor. 

	Please, don’t take them, Kusha wants to beg, but she doesn’t, of course. She watches the war hero’s red eyes gleaming in the ambient light of the room. He traces the gold, frowning. 

	“Oh! Dear,” the Mesmerizer says, “we meet again.” 

	You might think he is saying it to the Intuitionist, but he isn’t. Instead, he says it to the pair of anklets he holds. He takes them closer to his nose, and soon, he smells the blistering pieces of gold. Yes, smells. And he smells them as if his life depends on it, on smelling.

	 

	
23. A Secret
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	ID HE KILL HIM? YES.

	Did he really kill the man who controls the world of information business, the Empire? Yes, he did. And he did it right in front of her. She is a witness! 

	Will he let the witness go? No. No. No. The only option is No. Kusha can’t think a Yes.

	He approaches, the anklets in his hand ringing.

	Kusha sits frozen on the cold floor, forgetting her painful wrist, forgetting the knife wound, forgetting about her not-so-modest pose that Meera would’ve scolded her for. Her neck doesn’t move a millimeter. The hem of her skirt-like lehenga has reached her thighs, baring her legs. Her knees half-folded and spread like a child’s—careless about a dress or poses. Anyone sitting in front of her will see the color of her briefs. But she sits unmoving, ignorant of her visible immodesty, just as an early teenager would do. 

	The Mesmerizer reaches closer, holding the gold anklets. He kneels before her and puts them on the floor. He even goes far enough to put one around her ankle, making sure his fingers don’t touch her skin. The only sounds in the room are the jingles of the tiny bells and her sobbing. 

	“Wrong place, wrong time,” he whispers, taking the next anklet and putting it around her other foot. Again, not touching her skin. “And presumably, the wrong person to wear such things?” 

	The war hero, the Mesmerizer, the murderer, speaks. And Kusha shudders. She dares not look at his face, his eyes, not even at any molecule of him. Instead, she watches Rockwood’s body. 

	The other man—pointy-faced with gloved hands, glasses, and dark tailcoat—methodically kneels near Rockwood’s lifeless body. As if he is not just kneeling. As if his movement is a part of a Jazz dance. He puts a large, ornate case on the floor and opens it. 

	Inside it peacefully rests seven human hearts. Artificial electricity from the case keeps them beating. And the scenario revolts Kusha. She slaps her mouth to stop herself from vomiting. Soon, she witnesses how, with surgical precision, the man’s gloved hands remove Rockwood’s heart. 

	The thought that her heart could be in that gloved hand within minutes, crosses her mind. She sobs harder. 

	The man in the tailcoat must have heard her sudden sobbing, but he doesn’t look. It’s not necessary. Distraction isn’t perfection during surgery, even if it’s on a dead body. Maybe that’s what this man believes. 

	She backs off more, watching the man hold the extracted heart and put it inside an empty slot of the case. Her arm doesn’t ache anymore. She quickly stands, forgetting the Mesmerizer was kneeling before her. She runs again—one last time, hoping to reach somewhere. Anywhere. Her gold anklets, now in her feet, echo in the vast hall full of giant-sized books.

	However, a hand grabs her good arm hard, pulling her around. Kusha screams. Though, she knows screaming won’t help. The war hero puts his finger flat on her lips as if sewing them shut. Maybe he prefers silence than a sound which is not a song? Maybe he put the anklets back on her feet because he prefers jingles of gold than her thumping footsteps? 

	He is a war hero, one of the councilors in the admin board of Alpha, and he just murdered someone—and all of it seems less important now. Kusha stares at the finger still on her lips pressing hard. She thinks only one thing: A High Grade other than Meera or Rashad has touched her …

	Maybe she won’t leave this place alive? Maybe the Untouchable Code doesn’t matter? Kusha looks into his eyes, the Mesmerizer’s eyes, clearly for the first time. Enchanting will be too weak to describe. All mysteries burn in those eyes like volcanoes. 

	He calmly removes his finger from her lips, traces her arm from the shoulder, touching and putting those fingers on her elbow. He then grips her wounded arm, stabilizing it in the air. His other hand sharply removes the short knife—its mild electricity made sure she wouldn’t bleed and make a mess. He puts the knife on a nearby disc that holds yet another fake Devil’s Book. Without letting a drop of her blood fall on the floor or her dress, he presses his palm to her wound. 

	Kusha holds her gaze on his red eyes … No. He holds his gaze, and she only mirrors him. 

	Why does he trace? 

	Why does he touch? 

	Why does he heal?

	Will he let me go? Kusha opens her lips, just to confirm the answer she has found. “Will you … let me go?”

	“No.”

	“Then why do you h-heal?” Her voice cracks.

	“I keep things clean,” he says. “It looks beautiful.”

	Kusha exhales hard. A chill passes through her chest. He heals so that she won’t spill blood? If blood spills, it won’t be beautiful? From the corner of her eyes, Kusha notices for the first time how flawlessly that pointy faced man with gloved hands has removed a heart and sewed back Rockwood’s chest. Not a drop of blood can be seen anywhere, not even on Rockwood’s expensive shirt or suit. Kusha gulps, feeling both the wound in her wrist and the knife-stab healing, her pain decreasing. He will make her flawless before killing her! No wonder he took the time to put those anklets back on her feet. Making her a perfect doll! 

	“What do I do when I’m scared?” 

	“Speak, sweetie. Speak. Open you voice.” 

	Kusha parts her lips to speak something. Anything. “I knew you’d …”

	“I would?” 

	“K-kill him.” Kusha swallows air. “You s-sniffed his blood … Earlier.” Her voice shakes. Her mind explores a few random conversations from books. Perhaps she thinks not replying to your to-be-murderer is rude.

	“No, sweetheart! I sniffed him. He smelled so good. Such a waste!” The Mesmerizer speaks with measured pauses. “In some other times with different circumstances, we could … hmm … well, Comrade Meera’s sweet girl needs not to hear those before it ends.” He smiles, tracing her blue strands of hair near her neck. “Did you learn enough about mesmerization?” 

	“W-what?”

	“Isn’t that why you’re here?” he asks. “Kids tried to steal it many times before.”

	“I d-didn’t come to s-steal,” Kusha half-lies. She just wanted to copy. But then, seeing so many fakes that looked like an original, she thought she could take at least one of them with her, somehow. Stealing the original would have been too rude. “I swear, I didn’t!”

	“You couldn’t, even if you wanted to, darling.” He chuckles. “Losers think mesmerization formulas are pill-recipes. That swallowing them will teach some stage hypnosis.”

	“What is it then?” Kusha whispers in harmony with his voice. She never meant to ask, not in such a dreadful situation. Yet, she asks anyway.

	“Voice. Influence,” he says. “Mostly knowing what to whisper to your audience in which frequency and when.”

	Kusha feels her chest numbing before those red, unblinking eyes. Beware of voices lulling your mind … plays in her ears. Keep talking … Keep asking … Questions remove fear, sweetie … 

	“Why do you want the book?” Kusha asks. 

	And it surprises the Mesmerizer. She isn’t supposed to talk! She isn’t supposed to think questions! She’s supposed to lull and peacefully drift into her eternal sleep. The Mesmerizer smiles. Maybe a certain comrade keeps her under voice? Who knows? 

	“For secrets,” the Mesmerizer replies, to her surprise. 

	And it surprises Maroc Metz as well. He stares in his Master’s direction for a moment. More than the fact that she is still talking, what amazes him is the Mesmerizer answering her. Nothing can make a strong voice speak unless he truly wants to.

	“What secret?” Kusha asks meekly.

	“What secret is the greatest of them all?” he asks.

	Kusha doesn’t answer. Her brain now lulls, hearing the King of Mesmerizers’ voice for too long. Right now, her past, her missing times, seems like the greatest secret of the universe. At least to her. 

	“I d-don’t know,” she says.

	“The Source, darling. The Source,” the Mesmerizer says. “Humans have always questioned the beginning of everything. That’s the biggest mystery. The only question that matters. The only question this game throws at you.” He speaks in a flat tone.

	“You seek g-god?”

	The Mesmerizer chuckles. “You’re so naïve, sweetheart.”

	Kusha flushes. “Will the book solve the game?” 

	“The answer will solve the game.”

	“Will the book give the answer?” Kusha asks again.

	“The book will show where the answer is.”

	“Will the g-game end then?” 

	“I wonder.”

	“Will the … world end then?”

	“Or begin something new.”

	“I know which one is the, um, the original book here.” 

	“So?”

	“I’ll tell you … if you l-let me go,” Kusha whispers. And the next second, she hears a scoff coming from behind her. Must be the pointy-faced man with gloved hands and glasses.

	The Mesmerizer smiles, his palm healing her arm. He could heal without touching, with only his extended metal nails. But he doesn’t use them. He will kill, yes. But some deaths should be honored with touch. He pulls her closer, keeping her inches away.

	Kusha takes her other hand back with palm open in the air, making sure she doesn’t touch his shoulder. You mustn’t touch a High Grade, sweetie. No matter what. They might use it against you … But when a man holds you along your waist, and you try to keep your hands off him instead of pushing him away, it’s a weird position. Weirder than worrying about laws when your life is threatened. 

	“It’s cute when a Low Grade bargains with me,” the Mesmerizer says, smiling. “I can find the book myself, girl. You see, I can sense some prana around a particular book.”

	“Including a sweaty handprint on its cover, Master Ruem,” the man in tailcoat says from somewhere far, sounding a bit annoyed, probably for that sweat part.

	Kusha flushes, feeling foolish. Of course, they can sense where she ran, where she breathed, or which book she touched. 

	“But I wonder how did you find the original?” the Mesmerizer says. “Rockwood seemed pretty concerned about it.”

	Kusha senses the hair on her skin standing. Somehow, it feels as if this suited man, standing before her with a light smirk and a red hat, shouldn’t ever know about her power, her gift, her intuition. He must never know that she can find any answers to any questions as long as the right options are there.

	“I just … know,” she says. 

	And the Mesmerizer narrows his eyes. Again, that just know phrase. Does she mean anything special with it? Thousands of fake Devil’s Books are stored here, and she just knows which one is the original? It’s true, if it weren’t for this girl’s aura, if she hadn’t intruded here and touched it, he could never detect the original in months. Rockwood would’ve smashed his own brain to make sure no one would ever find which one was authentic. 

	A glow in his CRAB interrupts his thoughts. He lifts his brow at a corner and smiles. A call from the Monk himself! 

	 

	
24. Voice
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	HE MESMERIZER DOESN’T LOOK AT his left wrist, at the voice call. His CRAB reaches the call to his brain. “About time!” he says in his mind. A delicate, wounded wrist held in his grip, he sniffs it. It’s injured, but not bleeding. The Mesmerizer isn’t healing as fast as he can. 

	“Stop killing people,” the Monk says.

	“The unworthy gets killed,” the Mesmerizer thinks. His CRAB sends the thought. “Their lack of worth isn’t my fault.” 

	“Stop judging. Stop acting like a god. Your pride will ruin you someday, Drohung.” The Monk uses his last name. 

	It makes the Mesmerizer frown. He grips harder around a certain untouchable’s wrist—she gasps, shutting her eyes tight. But he ignores her. “Was that a curse, Monk? That’s the second curse I’ve received from a High Grade tonight.”

	“Which means you should tread carefully. It’s the High Auction,” the Monk says. “Gold Agents attend it. Openly.”

	The Mesmerizer stares at a sobbing face. “Do you remember the word you gave me once,” he thinks, “Monk?”

	“I do.” The reply comes soon.

	“Sometimes, I just want to kill you, so you can tell me what’s beyond,” the Mesmerizer says.

	“Or, I could kill you, and you’d see the beyond yourself,” the Monk sounds calm. “I will release you from your word. So you wouldn’t need to bother coming back to keep your word.”

	“Hmm … you hurt me, Monk,” the Mesmerizer says, breathing deeply from a wounded wrist as he heals it. His other hand still grips the untouchable’s waist, keeping her close enough that even she can smell him. “Give me some good news, and I’ll stop the killing,” he says again. “For a while.” 

	And then, he waits. He waits like fathers wait for their sons to come home after a war. While smelling a slowly healing wrist, the Mesmerizer waits for the Monk’s answer.

	“I have awakened Pico.” The reply from the Monk comes after what seems like a long pause.

	And that’s it. That’s what he needed. A thin smirk appears at the Mesmerizer’s lips. It’s not exactly the good news he wanted to hear, but it’s close enough, and he can wait for more. Patiently. 

	“You’ve touched my heart tonight, Yagmur,” he thinks, staring blankly at a pair of scared, blue eyes. “I’ll arrange a blazing orchestra, awaiting your grand arrival to my world.” He cuts the connection before the Monk could answer. 

	But the last reply from the Monk soon arrives as a text: A monk never steps into the devil’s world. Auto-signed with YY.

	The Mesmerizer smiles, reading the text in his mind. He wants to quote what a certain blonde woman from the World Security Intelligence (WSI) told him this evening. He wants to say how the universe loves irony. He wants to say, ‘The things you say will never happen always happen.’ But Ruem Drohung, the Mesmerizer, doesn’t say it. In the King of Mesmerizers’ strong voice, it might become a malicious curse. It might become a reality. Because with words, you can re-code fate. 

	He wouldn’t make the Monk enter his world through a curse. It’s not honorable. 

	The Mesmerizer’s eyes glow.

	And Kusha, held inches away from him, witnesses those glowing red eyes and the nose that almost touches her wrist. For a while, the war hero drifted off from the present, she noticed. His gaze seemed not here exactly. She even saw his CRAB glowing. 

	Is he on a call? (a) Yes (b) No? Yes, she asked herself then.

	So, Kusha waited, praying in her mind that the war hero would forget about killing her by the time he finishes his conversation. Sometimes, you need to divert your mind to something else to forget a rash decision. Kusha prays this rare ‘sometimes’ happens to an observant High Grade. 

	When the Mesmerizer’s eyes focus back on her, Kusha feels another swirl in her intestines. “I won’t …” she begins whatever she was rehearsing in her mind for the last two minutes.

	“You won’t?” the Mesmerizer asks in a sudden murmur mixed with melody. His eyes release a specific frequency, a wave, an aura.

	“… won’t t-tell anyone,” Kusha finishes. Her heart wants to burst, but it can’t. It beats so calmly … she never thought her heart could be this calm in such a dire moment. His grip loosens from her back, from her waist, and settles around her neck. 

	Will he strangle me to death? 

	Is choking less painful than a twisted neck? 

	“Of course, you won’t. Because you won’t remember,” the Mesmerizer lulls like a droning drizzle. “You won’t remember any of these, sweetheart. This room, this basement … nothing.”

	Hearing it, Maroc Metz—the pointy faced man in tailcoat—jerks his neck. So far, he placed the Devil’s Book, the original, on a disc—securely programmed to reach a destination set for it. But now, he looks at the Mesmerizer with a questioning gaze. “Wouldn’t that be a mess, Master Ruem?” 

	“Probably,” the Mesmerizer says. “But I gave him a word.” 

	Kusha stares. Her brain thinks little. Yet, even now, she understands what word means. Whoever the King of Mesmerizers gave his word to, Kusha feels a sudden gratitude to that person. 

	But soon, as her thought focuses on that person, her appreciation takes the shape of dread. The turmoil in her belly grows stronger. She recognizes the feeling—a prophetic alarm. It’s her gift, her true intuition that doesn’t depend on the questions or correct options. It’s not a cheated version of her gift, rather a real prophecy that she downloaded from the universe without meaning to. And she did it when her thoughts focused around the person who just called. 

	Events entangle her with him. And those events feel so wrong—as if she should prefer death right now, right here, and right at this point in her story.

	“Do you see my eyes, sweetheart?” the Mesmerizer whispers, closing in to her ear. 

	Kusha snaps her thoughts back here. Her throat dries; her eyes itch from staring at a pair of red eyes too long. Her legs feel numb. 

	Why does he whisper like that? Is it voice? Yes. 

	Is he erasing memories? Yes. 

	She closes her eyes, trying hard not to give in.

	“Resistance!” The Mesmerizer chuckles. “Oh, girl, did you think I need eyes to convince you?” And then in an instant, a specific thought engulfs him like a blotch of ink spreading in clear water. The thought of playing with Meera’s girl lures him a little. His one hand still on her waist, the other hand healing her wrist slowly while smelling it. 

	He, as a High Grade, isn’t touching her more than necessary, yes. But what if he touched more? What if he did more? What if he smelled more? Smelling is a true addiction, if not killing. Sometimes, the Mesmerizer thinks he could even smell music the way you smell the forest after a rain. His mind now plays music: Purveyor of Death Sonata, 1st Movement. 

	“Why do you … touch?” Kusha asks, feeling a tingle of air near her neck. No, he is not touching; he is just smelling. The tip of his nose is at least an inch away from her skin. But it still feels like a touch. In a way, the air coming from his lungs is touching, causing a tingling sensation in her lightly tanned skin.  

	“A High Grade may touch an unevolved in a life-threatening situation for either of them. If the need arises to heal their pain, to mend their wounds, or to save their life. For healing is the greatest virtue,” the Mesmerizer whispers his oath—the code of honor he sealed into the universe decades ago with words, with his voice. 

	Kusha breathes steadily. It’s the first time she heard an oath straight from a High Grade. They cannot have just one code, for sure. There might be more ... Who knows? However, a code like not-touching-a-Low-Grade is easy to spot, easy for the Low Grades to fascinate over. But she never heard about the details or the conditions of this oath. Healing? Is this why he’s taking time healing? Yes. 

	To touch her for longer? Yes. 

	Kusha stares calmly. She shouldn’t be calm. She must scream, run, but she can’t. Some war heroes can hypnotize. They can voice. Isn’t that how they became legendary? With voice? But again, unless you’re a legend, you can never influence, and in turn, hypnotize. Kusha loses herself in her entangled thoughts. Her body becomes limp. She opens her eyes. His breath feels warm on her face, her neck. His gaze drains her core. 

	Can he kill with stares? 

	She knows some Grade A humans can kill with stares, emptying their victims’ lungs just by wishing it. The infamous Death Stare, the Will of Slayer—people gave it many names. 

	He says he won’t kill. But does she want to lose this past hour? The memories of her most important moments in the last seven years? The moment when the Intuitionist had a peek into her purpose? A glance into thousands of questions? Images of that dancing woman, the temple, the book? What about her past? Did she look for the book in her past? 

	Will she look for it again if she forgets? 

	The Source. Is it really calling? Why does it call? 

	Most important: Will it call again? 

	“Please, don’t,” Kusha pleads, collecting the last of her energy to achieve at least one of her desire tonight.  

	The Mesmerizer frowns at her mild whisper, not expecting an Ungraded to resist now of all times.

	“I want to remember,” she says, and this time her voice shakes less, while her despair is fluent. “Just that dream. Just some moments. Some questions. Please. I want to save them.” 

	The Mesmerizer watches with intent. His eyes sparkle as an unevolved Ungraded fights his voice. Weakly, yes. It should’ve been impossible for her, true, for he can sense her low prana. Yet, she does it, and she does it without being loud, without tears in her eyes, without sounding frantic. Though the Mesmerizer senses the desperation of her soul, the cry of the voice waiting to be awakened.

	“Why does an Ungraded want the Devil’s Book?” he asks.

	“Will you trade your purpose for a life that mirrors all lives?” Kusha asks. Her voice isn’t strong. However, the air doesn’t falter in her throat this time. Her eyes don’t blink, and her heart doesn’t waver when she speaks.

	The Mesmerizer scoffs. “On second thought,” he says, “maybe you deserve Queen Anwesha’s anklets!”

	Anwesha means ‘seeking’, Kusha knows. Meera taught her a few words from her native language. She wants to ask who Queen Anwesha was, but she can’t speak. Something overpowers her ears, her mind. She wants to resist, fight, but she can’t. She sees him muttering. What does he say? She doesn’t know. Only the lingering traces of unwanted touches remain on her lips, cheeks, and ears. 

	Real touch? Or is it just his breath touching? 

	“Aren’t you leaving prana, Master Ruem?” Maroc Metz speaks; he sent the Devil’s Book to its new home already. “She’s Gaumont’s daughter. Cleaning will be harder than killing.”

	“The harder the better,” he says. “Now that I remember, I had a word with Meera. Even though this girl is not her blood and flesh.” The Mesmerizer’s words drone into a whisper as he falls prey to his addiction—the addiction to smell. She smells familiar, somehow. Or maybe it’s closer to a scent he remembers from a too distant past? Who knows? But the Mesmerizer soon realizes one thing: that he has found a scent he will never forget. 

	Even the Intuitionist feels it in her skin—being inhaled—either at every inch of her or maybe at nowhere at all. It could be just in her mind. A mind that drowsily dreads the phrase dark pleasure. A mind that hears one last line from the Mesmerizer: 

	I give you my word … 

	What word? The Intuitionist doesn’t hear it. She drifts into a deep sleep, mesmerized with his voice—the voice that gave her a word that she might never remember again. 
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Wisdom Revolution 2: The Oldest Dance

	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 under 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 of the Mesmerizer, anything is possible.

	When he finishes scanning the CRAB in his wrist, 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. 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 think that 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 the 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 shot himself. Sometimes, he wonders if it’s his fault that that man lost his last threads of humanity. 

	The Monk turns towards the entrance of the hut. Something approaches from the forest. Footsteps. They stiffen a little, tense and alert. Whoever is coming 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 of 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 mutters.

	Approaching, Mee-Hae stops a foot away from him, who is wrapped in his decades-old, dark 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; 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 for a sudden guest.

	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 actually three years,” she says. “You didn’t pay attention then. I wonder what happened? You even brought the rarest tea on the planet!” She throws a piercing gaze 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 green mangrove forest. The balcony entrance is open from the outside. “You keep an ancient lock with a scanner while the balcony is open?” he asks.

	“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 rolls 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 now 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 replies, frowning. 

	“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 at 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 crafted her answer, for he said he’d believe it blindly. 

	“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 more 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?” 

	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 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 that is so strong that it turns her imagination 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 … 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. 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 told the Mesmerizer. That he won’t step into the evil. That he won’t read the Devil’s Book. 

	He will never let that predator win. Never.

	 

	CONTINUE READING THE OLDEST DANCE
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	If you liked this story, then please know it was because my mother cooked for me when I was writing and painting all day at the same spot I sleep. It was because she lent me time from her life doing my chores, so I could have twice the time a human gets per day for work as this. 

	She did it when I was five. 

	She did it when was fifteen. 

	She did it when I was twenty-five. 

	She did it when I dropped graduation. She did it when I said I won’t marry, and when I said I will go to China to learn Kung Fu. 

	Oh, yes. These are wrong things to say in a Muslim family here.

	 

	I didn’t know how to cook, mostly because I saw my mother and my aunts spending five to seven hours on average in the kitchen every day. I couldn’t think of wasting my precious time on just eating. I didn’t know it’s a South Asian thing. I didn’t know a few days’ of cooking can be done within an hour; sometimes, even five minutes can produce one meal. Think bread-and-butter. Hmm! Yummy! 

	I felt foolish when I found out. 

	However, feeling foolish doesn’t change the fact that my mother spent most of her time for me (I’m skipping my sisters here). This series is the product of years of pondering, day dreaming, questioning, and looking for answers. You wouldn’t see this story, if I were busy cooking or graduating or building a template-life while inhaling CO2 in five hours’ traffic-jam on my way to places where most people must go to earn a living. Time was my key.

	(And yes, we inhale CO2 in Dhaka.)

	So, in my first book, I acknowledge my mother who gifted me with time—the most valuable gift, indeed. I also acknowledge my father who used to bring my meal to my ‘spot’. And he would start feeding me at 12 Am, because I’d forget my dinner, and he wouldn’t hear anymore ‘later’s from me. 

	I acknowledge my mother and father in this first book.

	Ps. I did marry, in the end. I’ll tell you about what my man keeps doing in the next book. Just wait.

	 

	
Author’s Note

	 

	If you liked it, let me know. 

	If you think others should read it, spread words of it.

	If you want to know more secrets, find me.

	I read what you send me.

	I always pay attention to your voice.

	I hear you.

	 

	 

	www.authormisba.com

	Instagram: misba_writesandpaints

	Twitter: @Misba_S08

	Bookbub: @misba73

	Art channel and news: #Kushart #Kushartbymisba #Kushaniverse

	 

	The ways you can support this series and its characters—

	
		Add the book to your Goodreads shelves. 

		Rate and review it wherever you can.

		Share quotes and highlights from it.

		Follow the author on her social media. 

		Be on her EMAIL LIST. 



	 

	Free review copies of this book and the next ones in the series are available in NOMAD’s app. Just go to Google Play and search Nomad Books, you will find the app. 

	 

	Your support gives me more time to focus on crafting my chapters. I depend on word-of-mouth. Especially after my Mama, my mother’s brother and my inspiration in everything I do, was murdered brutally on May 18, 2020, because he fought for the truth. His eldest son among his four kids isn’t 16 yet, and his youngest daughter is 16-day-old as I write this Author’s Note on January 5, 2021. Every day I wake up, half of me says, ‘Adopt your newborn cousin’. The other half says, ‘You took too many daring decisions to be someone’s guardian.’ Being an author is one of those decisions.    


cover.jpg





images/Chapter_logo_1.png





images/Book_1.1_Logo_The_High_Auction.png
L IG
EEETC non

oooooooooooooo
uuuuuuu





images/5x8_cover_1.1_The_High_Auction_2.jpeg
% ﬂ,

MWM h





