















[image: ]

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

To some people, I’m also mad.

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

—Magic Mama
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Dedication


For my mother—

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



.













A Quote


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

We have the knowledge of all things.



—Quran 21:81





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

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


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

From what, you ask? It’s a surprise.

Enter without scanning if you want to find out.

—Mee-Hae Ra



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nice hair, Ra,” the Monk greets.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ten years doesn’t sound temporary.”

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

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

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

The Monk smiles in response.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Because he never hides knowledge?”

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

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

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

“Who else?” Mee-Hae asks.

“You first.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I have to stop him,” the Monk says.

“Am I the bait?” Mee-Hae asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Their master, and not his.

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

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

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

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

And he will never let that predator win. Never.





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

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

Well, nearly flawless.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Tracing?” Meera asks, frowning.

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

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

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

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

“What would’ve happened?” Kusha asks.

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

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

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


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



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

Dream Youth For The Low Grades.

Alternate Longevity.

A Secret Pleasurable Way To Youth.

Get Your Dream Citizenship With A Pleasing Pleasure Contract.

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

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

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

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

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

“What happened, my girl?” Rashad asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Where is the Devil’s Book?

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

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

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

A prayer that’s not working.

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

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

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

Another new routine. Another prayer.

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

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

Beep-beep.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

An alarm. It’s intuition.

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

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

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

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

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

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

When Kusha translates the code, it chills her skin.

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

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

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

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

“Did you say useless?” Taha protests.

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





3. Sins of Three Kinds

[image: ]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Will of Slayer!

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

Like now—

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

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

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

Someone is here.

Someone unwanted.

Someone, not a guest.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Mesmerizer glances at the intruder.

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

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

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

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

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

“You missed the Rulers part.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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