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To Joshua Campbell; 
my little brother by choice, and best friend.   
You will always be missed and never forgotten.  
May the wind be ever at your back and may Elysium welcome you with open arms.











  
  
TRIGGER WARNING




The book you are about to start contains several sections and themes that could be triggering or difficult to read. We don’t want to accidentally cause a reader any discomfort, so please be aware of the following: 

NACL: Eye of the Storm contains graphic violence, gore, sex, and swearing. It also contains mentions of rape, including several evocative yet not graphically descriptive flashbacks. In addition, it deals with the topics of slavery, child abuse, forced impregnation, manipulation, psychological abuse, and medical experimentation on humans.

We did not want to write a story about these dark subjects that skirted around the horrifying reality of our own history. As such, we tried to explore the dark while clearly painting it as such. These acts of evil are never glorified, and the characters who suffer through them are given chances to rise beyond their trauma and get back at those who hurt them.

However, we accept and acknowledge that many people read to get away from the darkness around us or do not wish to explore these difficult and potentially triggering subjects, so please proceed with caution, and stay safe and healthy.   
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EXCERPT FROM GALENA CRYSTAL'S MEMOIRS

The Salt Spire is the source of all power for the Crystal Corporation. Yes, the University feeds us our soldiers, and yes, it also comes up with our scientific advancements, but the University would not be possible without the control and money the Spire grants us. 

The Spire is, without a doubt, the single most important part of our Reef. Without the salt it provides, our people would die of the Haze. Critics of our great Corporation say that no private entity should own the key to life itself, but to entrust such a critical resource to something as unstable as democracy is to embrace our doom. Without the Corporation’s steady guiding hand, our people would devolve into anarchist little monkeys incapable of planning for the long term.

Without the Corporation, our society would collapse.

Without the Spire, the Corporation would collapse.

As such, for the Crystal Corporation to survive, the Spire must survive. It must be under our control at all times, and any threat destroyed, even threats from within. In fact, I predict that the greatest threat we will face in the coming centuries is that of a slow liberal populist shift. The crawl of ‘progress’ will eat away at our control. That cannot be allowed, so the alternative is fear. Even we Crystals must fear the Company, and there is no better way to symbolize that than with fear of the Spire itself. 

They must fear it more than they hate us. 

They must fear it more than they hope for freedom.

So from today on, all dissidents who speak against the Corporation will be punished with embargos of Spire salt, and if they persist, no matter what their station, they will be sent to the Spire to work until they die.

The Company could survive without the Crystal family and society would continue to function as long as they live in fear. That is the gift we have given our world. The Spire is everything, and to protect it, we must fear it.










  
  

Prologue | Honorable Intentions


Vera — Six Years Earlier





“NaCl. Salt. No one can survive without it, but thanks to the Crystal Corporation, no one has to.” 

The voice coming out of the skimmer’s speakers was tinny and kept breaking up. Vera leaned her head against Torin’s shoulder as the small company boat raced across the open ocean. Still more than a mile away but already huge, the Salt Spire rose from crashing waves, its white peaks reflecting the midday sun. 

“For more than one thousand years, the Crystal Corporation has protected and mined the Salt Spire, providing the life-saving yet rare mineral sodium chloride to every man, woman, and child within the Reef,” the recorded introduction continued. Vera rolled her eyes and caught Torin mouthing along.

“Heard this before, I take it?” The captain asked, starting to slow the small, sleek boat. It was the first time Vera had seen him touch the control panel since leaving Kahana. She wasn’t even sure why they hadn’t just given her the keys. It wasn’t as though Vera and Torin weren’t both trained to steer a simple skiff.

“Ad nauseum. We’ve been stuck in Career Matchmaking for over a year now. Every time they shift us to a different department, we have to sit through the same boring orientation,” Vera answered.

Up ahead, the Seawall loomed several meters out of the waves. The massive metal structure extended in both directions as far as Vera could see, surrounding the entire Spire. On the other side of the wall, another sail-skimmer waited to pick them up. It was standard company practice, a precaution to keep salt pirates and smugglers from being able to sail right up to the mountain of salt and help themselves. 

“A year? That’s quite a while. What’s the holdup? You Marked or somethin’?” The grizzled old man asked, looking over at them. 

“Yup. I’m a Mender, Vee’s a Conflicter,” Torin said, patting Vera’s thigh over the large birthmark hidden beneath her uniform. His own Mark was barely visible above his collar, only hinting at the DNA strand design that ran down his spine. His corporate tattoo intersected it right below his short-cropped black hair, the thin pale line wrapping all the way around his throat like a necklace. Just above his collarbone, the two ends came together into a V, where Torin’s barcode was tattooed on his light brown skin. It signaled to the world that while he bore a Mark and could use magic, he had been raised and trained in the Crystal Corporation University and had passed all their stringent requirements. Vera had never understood why some people got weirded out by those tattoos.

“Hmm, Mender and Conflicter. That’s a nice combination. Bonded?”

Vera and Torin exchanged a smile. 

“Since we were children. I can’t even really remember the ceremony, to be honest,” Torin said, giving her leg another fond squeeze.

Vera grinned. “Torin keeps my more violent tendencies in check and patches me up when I get hurt, and I keep him from being a boring stick in the mud with his nose in a medical textbook.”

“Good, good.” The skimmer had slowed to a crawl, white solar sails furled down and pulled back into the mast as they maneuvered closer to the Seawall. “Now you two, be careful at the Spire. Marks go a little haywire in there, or so I hear. It’s all that salt. And careful with the workers. I’ve transported my fair share over the years. Some real bastards are locked up in there. Why, I hear that Sahima Parata herself is working the salt these days. Watch your step.”

“Will do.” Even as she said it, though, Vera’s smile turned to a frown, her nerves from the week before when they had been assigned this posting returning. It wasn’t the mention of the salt pirate who had plagued the ocean inside the Reef for centuries that did it. Though Rogue Marked rebels and pirates not trained from birth at the University did pop up to pester the Corporation from time to time, Vera had never worried too much about them. She was a Conflicter. Her body was a weapon crafted from the magic that burned in her Mark and honed by a lifetime of intensive study. Pirates didn’t scare her. Or at least not as much as she scared herself. 

*Do you think the salt will make it harder for me to avoid going Berserk? I’ve been on probation two times already. What if I snap again?*  she asked Torin psychically, glad as ever for the ability to communicate privately with him. All Marks could do it with each other to a point, but communication between Bonded was always so much more intimate. He would be able to feel her worry without Vera having to find words to express it.

*The Corporation wouldn’t have sent us here if they didn’t think you had your Mark under control. We’re through all the Cullings, Vee. You don’t have to worry so much anymore,*  Torin reminded her, gently. *You’re a good Conflicter, my love. Your Mark is a gift. Besides, when have you ever snapped so badly I couldn’t bring you back?*

He was right, of course. The Corporation controlled all but a handful of Rogue Marks. They were the experts in all thirteen varieties and the rarer quirks and combinations that sometimes popped up. She wasn’t the first person with a Conflict Mark born under a full moon and able to tap into the pure, unbridled essence of what it meant to be a Conflicter. If the University thought Vera was up for this challenge of working at the Spire even though she was a Berserker, who was she to question it?

Maybe at the Spire, filled as it was with violent criminals needing to be contained, her Mark would finally have an outlet and a purpose that would serve the Corporation and the people depending on it for survival.

The skimmer stopped, bobbing in place with the current. Corporate employees in the same white uniforms Vera and Torin sported lowered a ladder from the top of the Seawall. 

“Thanks for the ride over,” Torin said to the captain, as he helped Vera up. “Stay safe on the way back. I’ve heard pirates are worse than usual this year, with all the embargos. That true?”

The captain chuckled. “Oh yes. I expect I’ll be running trips often enough as we hunt them all down and put them to work. Serves them right, if you ask me. If they’re so gung-ho about getting salt to people, they might as well mine it for us. In fact, we should throw some of the protesters in, too. They all want free salt, right? They’d have all the salt they ever wanted, working the mines.” 

Torin chuckled. “You’re not wrong. Really, I don’t see why people aren’t lined up to work here. Salt is life. I mean, sure, it’s hard manual labor, but to be part of something so important… well, I, for one, am thrilled that the Company is considering permanently posting us here. What greater honor could there be than helping provide salt to the world?”
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SORROW & SONDER





~Lani, Moe, Salome, Vera~
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1 | Never Trust Moe


Lani — Day 1





"Fuuuuuuck. Fuck, fuck , flying fucking, FUCK!" Lani continued the string of expletives as she watched the white sails on the horizon getting larger and larger like strangely ominous clouds. "If I ever see you again, Moe, I'm going to fucking kill you. What the fuck!?"

With the sinking feeling that it didn't matter what she did at that point, Lani pulled the rope to unfurl the last of her sails and ran to the ship's wheel to hopefully steer into the wind. Unfortunately, there was little to none of that today because of course there would be no wind when she was being chased down by Corporate goons for getting too close to the Spire. If she was lucky–and when had Lani ever once been lucky?–they would be limited by the same lack of breeze, but they probably had electric motors and high-tech navigation software to back up the sails and would catch up to Lani within an hour. If that happened she'd be done for.

Two hundred years of avoiding Corporate slavery would be for nothing, and it was all because of fucking Moe and his stupid Precog powers. Lani should never have listened to him when he turned up and promised her life would get infinitely better if she went to these coordinates by the Spire. This was her own damn fault.

With a growl, she pushed a stray strand of curly black hair behind her ear and held steady as her sailboat turned into the breeze, picking up a little speed. She straightened out and locked the wheel in place, then ran for the door that led below deck. Still cursing up a storm, Lani started shoving the few possessions she wasn't willing to part with into a rucksack before tying it to an inflated buoy. Her small computer—not net-enabled since she’d never been tagged and therefore didn’t have an ID—got stripped of its hard drive, and Lani realized her hands were shaking as she went to her safe to retrieve what little money she still had. Damn it!

Why did this always happen to her? Was it too much to ask to just be left alone?

She shucked her shorts, leaving only the long-sleeved swimsuit she had worn under them. With a final curse, she picked up a glass bottle from a nearby bucket and smashed it violently against the floor. It shattered into hundreds of pieces, releasing the Infused liquid within that would erase any magical signature she might have left. At least it would if the Infuser who sold it to her hadn't ripped her off. It had taken two years to shake the last Tracker who had picked up her scent and Lani wasn't ready to go through that song and dance again. No thanks. Having all the blood in her body replaced had been a shit-soaked nightmare.

Fucking Moe!

Taking the steps two at a time, she scampered onto the deck and glanced back at the boats closing in. They were still following, which erased the last, fleeting hope that maybe they hadn't noticed her after all. So much for vain optimism.

Heading to the far side of the boat where they would be least likely to see her, Lani searched the horizon, eyes squinted against the setting sun. In one direction, the Spire rose out of the placid ocean, distant but still imposing. It was usually a sight that fascinated Lani, but now she turned away from it, looking the way. If she wasn't off from her coordinates, there should be some little islands scattered around near here.

Once she spotted one, Lani set her pack down and started moving about the deck of the ship, initiating the self-destruct sequence for the explosives placed at regular intervals along the rails. The charges had been standard on smuggler’s vessels for about fifty years, since it was well known that it was far better to go down to the Depths than end up at the Spire. Lani had hoped she would never have to use them since it had taken her decades to earn the money needed to buy this fucking boat. Now, nine years later, here she was getting ready to blow it up, her magical signature washed away from even the debris.

Each charge began blinking as Lani unscrewed the water-tight cap and pressed the red button—the ‘do not press unless this is an emergency’ button, as the woman who had sold them to her had described it—then went to retrieve the remote detonator.

Fuck Moe in the ass with prickly red coral!

There wasn't much more time. Lani picked up her pack, checked that all the water-tight seals were secure, and took one last look at the boat that had been her home for almost a decade. She tried not to think of all the pictures she was about to blow skyward, or the books she would likely never find again, but failed miserably at both. This boat had been her home. After today, she would be without the luxury of one.

With a splash, Lani and her bag hit the cool water. Dragging the floating buoy painted light blue to match the ocean, Lani set out towards the speck of yellow that marked the nearby islet until she was far enough away from the boat to be safe. Then, without looking back, she pressed the button.

The explosion was deafening. If that wasn’t bad enough, the wave that rocked into her a few seconds later left her with a mouthful of water and stinging eyes.

Here, so close to the Salt Spire, there was actual salt in the waves. The taste on her tongue and against her teeth was jarring. Oceans weren't supposed to be salty and the peculiar taste and feel were enough to momentarily distract Lani from the fact that most of her worldly possessions were currently on their way to the Depths. If only the distraction could have lasted longer.

Fifteen minutes of swimming later, her muscles were sore and the sting of salt in her eyes made them water. She didn't dare stop, though, not when she was sure the Crystal Corporation would still be heading towards the explosion. With any luck, they would be too focused on it and would mistake her for just another piece of debris floating away. The sandy shore of the tiny island was getting bigger, the current working in Lani's favor—first fucking thing today—as it dragged her towards the beach, giving her aching muscles a bit of a break.

By the time her feet struck the sandy bottom, the two ships had converged on the wreckage. Aware that her silhouette on the shore might draw someone's attention, she let herself float in the water, bobbing with the gentle waves as she carefully drew power from the Emotive Mark on her left calf.

Don't look towards the island. Don't indulge your curiosity.

Carefully, she dampened the curiosity of the people on board the Corporate skiffs, then inflamed their sense of fatigue and indifference.

Today, you're going to be lazy. Whoever was crewing the ship clearly went down with it. No-one sensible would try to swim for shore this far from a major island. Just write your report and go about your business.

Not for the first time, Lani wished the power of an Emotive could force a thought instead of just influencing emotions. At this far of a distance and without being able to see her targets, it was hard to be certain that her Mark was working at all, but she kept at it, quelling curiosity and heightening laziness for the whole area around the two ships. If there was another Emotive Mark on board who was more powerful than Lani, they would feel her messing with their emotions. Once, that would have given her pause, but how likely was it that the Corporation would have a Mark in their third century doing patrols, even around their oh-so-precious Spire? At least it was the winter, when her Emotive Mark was strongest, tied as it was to the three winter Lunar Cycles. This definitely wouldn’t have worked in the middle of summer.

The sun dipped below the horizon as Lani increased the push of her magic, focusing now on their hunger and exhaustion, heightening both in her targets. Channeling this much power was making her already tired body ache and her head throb. She didn’t stop. Better to collapse fighting than die because she wasn't willing to push herself.

At last, after what felt like hours, the ships began to pull away from the wreckage. Lani's breath caught, not releasing until both vessels turned, moving in the direction they had come from. Their floodlights skated over the water away from the tiny island, the sounds of their motors dwindling.

Thank the Depths.

Teeth chattering and skin wrinkled from too long in the water, Lani dragged herself to shore, hauling her heavy pack onto the sun-warmed sand before she flopped down. Every muscle and joint in her body felt as though it had been beaten and her stomach churned with hunger after using that much magic. Rifling through her bag, Lani found a packet of dried fish and tore it open. She selected a piece and started chewing the leathery meat as she looked around.

Not much to see. The beach was more of a shoal leading to a larger sandy island. It was small enough that Lani could see both ends, though the islet did have a little bit of high ground in the middle, with some foliage popping up here and there. A few trees nestled behind rocky formations along one ridge, but no habitation and likely no significant sources of food. Would there even be fresh water? What a weird question. Not being able to turn to the ocean to fill her water bottle made Lani's skin crawl.

Well, there was nothing for it. Nights got cold out here by the Spire in winter and the wind that had been non-existent earlier when she had needed it decided that now would be an appropriate time to remind her of what a traitorous bastard it was. She shivered as she stood, wrapping her arms around her chest. It did little good. Lani walked down the beach, her sodden and heavy pack sticking to her back, feet sinking into the wet sand with a squelch each time she stepped. She was so focused on the clump of rocks and trees that Lani was flying through the air before she realized she had tripped.

Coughing up a mouthful of sand and salty water, she rolled over, pulling her suddenly smarting foot into her lap before her eyes caught what she had tripped over.

In the dark, it was hard to make out what the thing was. It had been kind of squishy and was lying with one end in the lapping waves and the other on dry land. Lani poked it with her toe and then scuttled away fast on her hands and feet like a crab when it let out an audible and distinctly human groan.

"WHAT THE FUCK?!"

Yanking her pack from her shoulders, Lani ripped the small, waterproof flashlight from the side pocket and risked turning it on the lowest setting. She pointed it at the groaning driftwood.

Two things became obvious at once. The first was that the driftwood was certainly and unmistakably a person. A woman, one with short sodden black hair and limbs that were far too skinny, brownish-gold eyes visible for only a second before she snapped them closed. The second was the pale tattoo around her neck, ending in a barcode at her collarbone: the mark of a Crystal Corporation goon.

Lani turned off the flashlight and bolted to her feet. She was halfway down the beach, running hard, when she realized there were no footsteps following her. Slowing to a jog and then a walk, Lani risked a look back.

The distant shape was still lying where she had left it.

Maybe the woman was hurt?

It didn't matter. Crystal Corp goons always noticed when one of their own went missing, which meant someone would eventually come looking for this one. Maybe if Lani found a good hiding place, she could just wait until they did and use her power to keep them from snooping. She had done that before. It would all be fine.

One last look back and she continued down the beach. She got about half a mile before the nagging voice that sounded much too like a Mender acquaintance of hers whispered, She could be dying. You wouldn't let a woman die alone on a beach when you were right there to help, would you?

Why, yes. Yes, she would.

A few more steps and, How would you feel if you were hurt and someone who could help you just walked away? Besides, there might be a profit to be made.

Fuck Moe and fuck Torin too. Precogs and Menders could all drown. Neither had enough sense to boil an egg in, so why did her conscience sound like them?

She's all alone, just like you.

With an audible growl, Lani pivoted on the spot and started marching back toward the Corporate goon, pulling out the knife from her belt. When she got within ten feet she slowed, then stopped.

"If you try anything funny, I'll knife you."

Not that she would. Lani didn't kill people on purpose, but this woman didn't need to know that. 

There was no answer. 

Lani nudged the limp body with her foot. Nothing. Maybe already dead? Another nudge, harder this time, produced a groan.

Grumbling and cursing the men in her life, Lani knelt and pulled one of the goon's arms over her shoulders, hoisting her up to her feet. It was only then that she smelled the blood. The moon had risen, and looking down, Lani noticed how dark the sand under the woman was. Her whole right leg was caked in sand and blood, and the Emotive cursed as it smeared against her own flesh.

"Ew!"

The walk down the beach was interminably long. The injured woman was hardly conscious and couldn't put weight on her right leg at all. Lani had to half-carry, half-drag her along, and by the time they reached the shelter of the rocks, there was not an inch of Lani that wasn't screaming with exhaustion. She lowered the woman to the dry, warm sand with a huff then flopped down next to her, back against the rock.

Alright... Now what?

She was alone on a tiny island with an injured Crystal Corp minion, no Mender to fix her, no fresh water, very little food, and no boat.

Lani looked over to the woman beside her whose head was lolling to the side, chest rising and falling in shallow pants, and said, "I'm sorry to tell you, but I think we're kind of fucked."

There was a moment of almost perfect silence after that, broken only by the distant lapping of waves and the wind blowing through the beach grass.

A lonely insect, maybe a cricket, chirped and the wannabe-corpse next to her said, "...maybe. If you’re gonna eat me, though, just... hit my head first."

Lani jumped several inches into the air. “THE FUCK?!” She scampered away as fast as her arms and legs could take her. “Slow down there, driftwood. No one is eating anyone, ok?”

She could hardly see the injured Corporate minion in the dim light from the moon, but Lani thought she saw a reflection off a pair of open eyes. Then they closed again, and the voice replied, just as croaky and strained as the last time, “Was just sayin’… better to go quick. Don’t really care what happens after. Just wanted to see the… the stars again. It’s been far too long. You always loved the stars, Tor…”

Corporate and crazy. Great, that was just what Lani needed. Under the grumbling, though, the part of her that had spent two centuries mostly on her own, cynically pointed out that the driftwood sounded more dazed from injury than insane.

“Listen, I think you got torn up real bad in the water. Maybe a shark or something. Want me to look at it? I’m no Mender or anything but –”

"Course you are."

Lani wrinkled her nose. Fabulous, hallucinations as well. Maybe the driftwood had swallowed too much fucking saltwater. Lani had heard of salt-fat people doing that and going nuts before, hadn’t she? Or was that something Moe had made up? Either way, she inched back towards the injured woman, and when nothing happened, Lani pulled out the flashlight again and turned it on.

Pulling away the sodden material that was stuck to the injured leg, Lani grimaced as she tried to hold back a wave of nausea. There were three big gashes, all the way from the woman’s thigh down to her calf. It didn’t exactly look like a shark bite, but Lani couldn't think of anything else big enough to leave wounds that deep.

“Ok, this is bad. You need a Mender.” 

The cuts weren’t bleeding, not caked in sand the way they were, but the flesh gaped apart, and Lani could see muscle. This wasn’t the sort of wound one walked away from, not without serious medical help. That didn’t mean Lani wouldn’t give cleaning and bandaging it up her best shot, though. Maybe she could at least make it hurt a little less or give this woman a bit more time to find a Mender. The one she usually went to, Torin, was on an island not that far away. He was cranky and reclusive, but at least he didn’t go around turning in rogue Marks for the bounties. Not that Lani could afford to pay his extortionary rates for a stranger, even though it was the right thing to do, but still... Fortunately, that wasn’t an ethical dilemma she had to contemplate. Her boat was in pieces on the ocean floor, so going anywhere wasn’t exactly an option.

"M'not… doing the laps again. Won't…Too tired, Torin. You just… fix me up like you always do,” the woman mumbled, still delusional. The name caught her attention and made her eyes narrow.

"Torin? Did you just say Torin? You're a Corp goon, how the fuck do you know Torin?"

"He's… mine… Was gonna marry… Miss him. You think… he still loves me? I do. Really. Tell him? Please?"

Lani sucked in her breath, held it, then it exploded out of her chest as, "Fucking Moe!"

"...Moe? Moe water..." A giggle left the corpse’s lips. "Moe salt...Moe? More…Torin would like that word. Moe.” Her eyes opened again, and Lani could have sworn that this time they looked more focused.

"I think you're thinking about another Torin than the one I know. Common name. Why the fuck am I even doing this? I shouldn't be helping you. Gonna regret this. I just know it." That was a load of crap. Coincidences were never just that when Precognizants were involved. This must be who Moe had sent Lani to get, but what the fuck was she supposed to do? Besides, how was this mangled sack of fish food supposed to make her life better? Unless Moe’s definition of ‘better’ was ‘over,’ this was looking more and more like some sort sick joke meant to amuse the Precog and fuck Lani over.

"Prob'ly,” the driftwood answered. “Most people regret knowing me.”

Lani shook her head and decided that worrying about Moe wasn’t doing anything to improve their situation. Instead, she looked back down at the leg and pulled her bag open. There was a first aid kit in there, all the way at the bottom. While she dug, Lani spoke, "You just keep thinking about whoever the fuck you want. Just stay still, ok? This leg is bad. Like, really bad. I’m going to try to patch it up as best I can, but I’m not making any promises."

"... You should just… walk. Not much you can do. You're not my Torin. No Mender." Well, at least the Corporate idiot seemed to realize Lani wasn’t Torin. That was progress. The temptation to take the out she offered was strong, but Lani pulled the medkit open instead. "Few hours...can try…again. Get to the next isle. I'll… be fine. Promise."

“Nowhere to walk to right now, and if you try to swim again, you’ll just be shark bait. I don’t have anything strong for pain, but I can use my Mark to take some of it away for a little bit so you can sleep.”

Warning given, Lani pulled a little power from the Mark on her calf and began to work. She soothed away pain and fear, though it took effort after spending hours losing those Corp ships. Not that Lani would ever admit it, but she kind of liked using her Emotive Mark this way. It was rare that she was able to do good with it, to take away the bad and replace it with comfort and bliss instead of just blasting out indifference so that no one would look her way. It relaxed her as much as it relaxed her subject. That was good, since Lani had no bandages and had to shred her one spare shirt to bind the leg. Today was not a good day for her possessions.

She was just starting to clean and wrap the wound when the Corpse—a nickname Lani usually avoided when talking about Corporate people but this time felt appropriate—looked over her and said, “It’s not worth it. I’m going to die from this. Thank you for taking some of the pain, but you’d do better to just ship out and run."

Lani shook her head, tongue caught between her teeth as she wrapped the bandages. When the last of them was tied, she looked up into the woman’s face and said, "Trust me, if I had a ship I would leave your Corporate ass here to rot. Don't have a ship anymore and I really don't want to be shipwrecked on an island with a rotting body, so you better not fucking die on me."

That earned a weak laugh.

"Funny. Needed that. You’re very weird, you know. Shouldn’t go around saving people." the Corpse said.

"That wasn't a joke," Lani answered, crossing her arms over her chest.

"Weirdling… compared to the mines, that's a breath of hilarity."

It took Lani a second to process that, for the words to percolate and turn into information that made sense. Then she launched herself forward and yanked the neckline of the ragged shirt her companion wore. Lani pointed the flashlight right at the woman’s shoulder and sure enough there, below and to the left of the company tattoo around the woman’s neck, was a slave brand. It was something Lani had only ever seen in pictures.

Oh, fucking hell!

Lani scrambled off the woman as if she were on fire and shot a nasty glare at the leg, she had just finished bandaging. "Fuck. Those ships, they were looking for you, weren't they? I had to blow up my boat because of you? Seriously? You're lucky you're hurt, or I'd punch you in the face."

Another soft snort and laugh left the escapee as if she didn’t believe Lani could do it. Lani’s fist balled in the sand almost of its own volition.

"Weirdling, you'd probably make my face feel better if you punched it," the Corpse said, and Lani bared her teeth.

"That's a very bad case for me to hold my temper,” she replied. “You made me blow up my boat. Do you have any idea how long I had to save to get that? I had a year of supplies on board, too. A year of salt rations. Between that and dragging your ass all the way here, you better fucking live until you can buy me a new boat."

Another laugh. The fucking bitch leaned her head back and closed her eyes, casually replying, "I don't fucking care about a boat… or a year, or… anything really. Just wanted to get away. If you blew up your boat… that's on you."

Oh, how Lani wanted to fling a rock at the woman’s head, but then she might bleed more, and Lani had never done well with too much blood. She was already well past her limit. That large, deadly wound on the Corpse’s leg was enough to make her own skin and second Mark itch.

To relieve the tension in her body a little, Lani shifted in the sand and got to her knees before she said, "Yeah, well, I wouldn't have had to if Corp ships weren't swarming around these parts looking for you, now would I?”

Lani might have left it at that, had her companion not begun to slump sideways, forcing the Emotive to launch forward to catch the woman before she hit her head. Why Lani bothered was a mystery to her. The Mark on her calf gave her insight into the emotions of others, but it did nothing to shed light on Lani’s own motivations for half the shit she did. Lani should not help this piece of bleeding driftwood. It would be kinder to put the Corpse out of her misery or at least not prolong her suffering. Instead, Lani carefully guided the woman’s head to a cleared bit of sand and helped shift her body into a comfortable position. As she did, she tried to keep the woman engaged and conscious.

“Hey, don't pass out, ok? That would be a bad idea right now.” Flailing around for a topic that might keep the Corpse talking, Lani asked, “How the fuck did you escape the Salt Mines anyways? I've never heard of that happening."

There was some ragged breathing, then, "Killed three supervisors, eight guards… took a Shifter to the leg… jumped over the wall. Fun times… though I wouldn’t recommend that swim. It’s a bitch."

These were obviously hallucinations or delusions. No one escaped the mines, especially alone and injured. It was so improbable it bordered on the hilarious, but something deep inside Lani had to wonder if this didn’t stink just a bit too much like the work of a certain Precog she wanted to murder.

No. What was she thinking? No one escaped the mines. It was a fact.

"You're full of shit,” Lani declared. “You were probably just dumped overboard to shut you up because you're irritating, got mauled by a shark, and are hallucinating. Hell, maybe that brand is something you did to yourself because you’re nuts or you’re one of those prison inmates who takes a Corporate contract to avoid incarceration. Yeah, I'm going with that."

"Nah, they only give that option to the unMarked assholes who have never been to the Spire."

Lani scrambled away as fast as she could until her back hit her overturned pack. She yanked the gutting knife she had strapped to it out and then launched herself back toward the Corpse. With none of the care from before, Lani straddled the woman’s lap and pressed the knife right up against that pale tattoo along her throat.

"Are you a Tracker? Tell me you're not a fucking Tracker or Shifter trying to lull me into a false sense of security. Is that brand on your shoulder a fake? Are you working for Recruitment? What game are you playing?"

"Game?" Big brown eyes blinked up at Lani. "Who's bleeding out on the sand here, Weirdling? My 'game' is just dying in peace, away from that hell I’ve been trapped in for six years. I don't care if you believe me or not. Go the fuck away or cut my throat, I don’t care. Just make up your mind. My head hurts, I'm tired, and my self-control only goes so far."

Lani growled and pressed the blade in closer. She could feel the flesh begin to resist. It would take so little to slice through and end this threat. The sensible thing to do was kill her problem and walk away, but Lani’s hand trembled as she held it there.

"What Mark do you have? What are you?"

Lani had to know. She’d kill the woman if it was necessary. The thought of taking yet another life, even one tied to the Corporation and therefore with blood on its hand, made her heart ache, but she could do it if the Mark was a dangerous one.

"Conflicter,” the Corporate goon said, and Lani paled, the blood in her veins turning to ice. “Not that it's your business, Emotive. For all I know, you're keeping me worn down so that you can turn me in."

The blade trembled. Do it! Do it now! a voice inside Lani urged. Conflicters were as bad as Marks got, creatures born to kill and little more. Putting this one out of its misery was a kindness to the world. Yet, her wrist wouldn’t obey.

People say the same thing about you, Lani, another voice whispered. These injuries aren’t fake. She’s already dying. There is nothing right or good about taking out an enemy once she’s down.

They would probably be found or die of thirst within a few days. Would letting the Conflicter live really lower Lani’s chances of survival?

"Look...I'm really tired.” A hand fell on Lani’s wrist with surprising strength, startling her out of her ethical dilemma. At once she regretted her hesitation. A Conflicter, even an injured one, was a deadly threat. She tried in vain to press down on the knife, but it was pointless. That vice grip held fast as the woman continued. “Which means I’m not in the mood for killing. Could you just… not say stupid things for ten minutes?"

A strong push sent Lani flying across the sand like a ragdoll. She jumped to her feet as soon as the world stopped spinning, lunging for the knife that had fallen when she landed. Her eyes found those of the fucking Conflict Marked menace and Lani waved the knife in her directing. “Fine. Whatever. Just… stay there. I need to clear my head.”

With no shits given about getting a response, Lani turned on the spot, snatched the flashlight, and stormed off. For the next two hours, she stomped around the island in the dark, only turning on her flashlight when necessary. With every useless rock, her mood got worse and worse.

Stuck on a deserted island, with nothing useful on it, with a fucking Corporate Conflict Marked escaped slave, in the dark, within sight of the Spire. 

She was screwed.

That was the simple truth that sank in deeper with every minute that passed. Moe had decided to laugh it up and send her to her death for some reason that must have made sense to the idiotic Precog, and Lani had been stupid enough to go along with it. Moe had managed to make it sound so fucking promising when he had shown up on the deck of her ship dressed in his usual clashing bright colors with a bottle of rum and promised her an end to her miserable solitude.

Lani should never have trusted any plan that started with the words, “So, I have an idea, but first you need a drink.”

It must have been well after midnight when Lani’s temper started to dull under the weight of her exhaustion. Confident at last that there was nothing of use on the whole accursed island, Lani made her way back to the Conflicter. Now that her fear and anger had burned off, she just felt bad for threatening to slice the throat of a dying woman. Not bad enough to apologize, but a smidge. Corp goons were still people, and too many deaths already weighed on her conscience, thank you very much. Still, if this one was telling the truth, she really didn't deserve to get knifed when she had just made it to freedom. Not that Lani believed that even a Conflicter could escape the Salt Mines alone, but maybe she was just trying to protect other people. Lani lied too often and too well to judge others for the same.

That thought had her rubbing her chest, right over her heart, where her swimsuit covered the ever-expanding second Mark that no one, not even Moe, knew about.

At least in theory. She could never be sure with Moe.

Stepping around a boulder, Lani stopped at a safe distance from the Conflicter and passed the flashlight beam over the woman’s face. Her eyes were closed and for a minute, Lani thought that maybe the Corpse was dead. Then she noticed the rise and fall of the woman’s chest and sighed.

The sand and prickly beach grass crunched underfoot as she walked over to the Conflicter’s side. A poke to the ribs got no response, and neither did a "Hey you." Confident that she was passed out cold after poking her again in the leg wound this time, Lani set her pack with the knife in it well out of range and sat down next to the strange woman, her back up against the rock. The wind was only getting colder and neither of them was going to have a comfortable night. No reason not to make the best out of a horrible situation. With a grimace, Lani repositioned herself so the woman's head was cushioned on her shoulder, then let her own head rest against her companion's hair. They would both be warmer and more comfortable, which was the best Lani could ask for or offer.

She didn't honestly think she would sleep with a Conflicter nestled right up against her, but as soon as Lani closed her eyes, she did. 
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CODEX


Alright, while this patch installs, let’s get some information going. Query: Where am I?


SALT


You are on Fortune. 1,232,145,981 documents available on ‘Fortune.’


CODEX


I know what planet I’m on; what I meant is Query: What networks do I have access to?


SALT


Networks Online: Kahana University Servers, Merihem Crystal Servers, Parata Servers. Do you wish to dismiss Query: Where am I? Or access File 1 (Filename: Transcription from Holder Ecology 101: AKA How not to God badly. Location: Merihem Crystal Servers. Folder: Suck it Ira, I hacked you).


CODEX


You know what, actually, I want to see that. 




TRANSCRIPTION FROM HOLDER ECOLOGY 101: AKA HOW NOT TO GOD BADLY.

Irawaru: You have to understand that creating a World is not a sequential process. It happens all at once. You make the jump and suddenly every thought and feeling you have becomes reality to an entire solar system. If you happen to think about how much you love the flowers in your garden, they will pop up all over your planet. If you remember you hate mosquitoes, you might wipe them out of your evolutionary chain, which means that everything that eats mosquitoes will need a new food source. Every change creates a disturbance, and that ripple gets bigger and bigger and bigger. It will happen fast. Thousands, perhaps millions of years will pass in the blink of an eye and if you don't learn to calm your mind, you'll end up with a complete mess. 

Student 1 (Ximena Robles): Is that what happened with Fortune? Did it get away from you?

Irawaru: Yes and no. My sister Lakea and I were the first. We didn't understand what was happening. We thought it was a weird dream for most of the core building period. We figured it was just in our heads, so we tried to create the perfect world. We made chains of bountiful tropical islands, chose to make the oceans freshwater paradises of colorful fish and sprawling coral reefs like those that used to be found on Earth. We wanted everything to be beautiful, and since we thought it was a dream, we completely ignored function. It wasn't that we lost control: we simply didn't know what we were doing.

Student 2 (Lira Mackenzie) : So what happened? When did you realize the problem?

Irawaru: Instead of really evolving things, we just made them. That is a mistake you should never repeat. When you give lifeforms time to adapt, they generally will self-correct. Our folly was to expect that our human minds, even expanded by becoming gods, could account for every contingency and need. We created a perfect world; we made people in our image upon it and then watched as plants, animals, and people all started dying for a lack of salt. Those who survived were washed away by the storms our vast expanses of open ocean and lack of mountains allowed to run rampant over the planet. Our mistakes would have been their undoing.

Student 1 (Ximena Robles): So how did you fix it?

Irawaru: That's the thing, we still haven't. We've tried our best to mitigate the damage but without wiping the slate clean there is no real going back. We created Spires of salt in the middle of the ocean to salinate it and provide the resource without changing the tectonics of the planet too much. We hacked into the Marks and programmed them to spread the salt around, and we made reefs to keep the worst of the storms off each grouping of archipelagos. We've been fighting to keep Fortune viable for centuries of their time, and yet every fix we try just causes another problem. We attempted to create perfection. Instead, we almost killed off a planet's worth of people. If you learn nothing else in this course, learn this: there is no such thing as a perfect world. Never aim for perfection. Aim for survival. 












  
  

2 | Crystal Palace


Moe — Day 1





The wind was gusting off the sea, heavy with rain and the sweet smell of jasmine and gardenia. Moe stood on the balcony while the toughened glass of the storm dome slowly descended around the Corporate Palace. The last breath of fresh air glided under the glass and blew through Moe’s long black hair just before the dome sealed itself. The wind whispered of sunburnt skin and cool evenings floating on the waves. It smelled of a time when he was more innocent, of bare feet deep in warm sand, and the crunch of ripe rose apples. Moe idly wondered if the storm watchers misjudged the speed of the hurricane, or predicted it so exactly that they lowered the dome at the perfect moment. Water battered against the curved glass, running first in rivulets, then in waves down the sides. The wind was howling, but in the shelter of the dome, it sounded to Moe more like the muffled humming of a thousand bees than the screams of the sea. Thunder boomed and lightning flashed across the sky, casting the bay into sharp relief before plunging it back into darkness. 

Trees swayed in the howling gusts, bending and straining at their roots. The waves crashed into the docks and the boats that did not have a cove to shelter in thrashed like wild animals caught in a trap. The sky was a single mass of writhing clouds, gray fading into red where the sun was setting beyond the far horizon. This was a northern storm, a little one, a forerunner of the winter season. It wasn’t one of the Prismatic Storms with their myriad of colors and strange effects on Fertility Marks. One of those should be hitting the ocean near the Spire soon, but that was far away from the Corporate Palace.

Moe felt, more than heard, the hum of the power generators and air filters turning on, deep within the building at his back. His mind raced, numbers somersaulting into place as he calculated the astronomical expense of keeping this complex climate-controlled through a storm. His Precog Mark flared, but unlike on most Marked individuals, the edges did not glow as he drew power. They couldn’t, since by now his two Marks had spread to cover his whole body, making him look for all the world like nothing more than a slightly darker-skinned unMarked man. 

As power flowed through him, the numbers he was running changed. His eyes traveled across the glass dome, probabilities scrolling across his whole field of vision, calculating just how probable it was for each inch of glass to crack. As he considered different ways to do it, those numbers changed, spirals and threads of probability unwinding from each atom of glass. Moe did not focus on any one possibility, enjoying the majesty of the future without constraint. Throwing his attention further out, he watched a hundred—a thousand, a million—probability streams burst into existence and die as the storm raged. They shifted with each gust of wind to form a storm of their own, superimposed upon reality. 

“Are you going to stare at the storm all day, slowpoke, or are we finishing the job?” A high-pitched, girlish voice asked from beside him. Moe turned to Lizzie, his life-long companion and Bonded. She stood beside him on the balcony, her mousy brown hair pulled into two short pigtails around her youthful face. She wore the frock of a University student to better blend in at the Corporate Palace of the Crystal Corporation. Moe, too, wore an outfit that would draw no eyes: a pure white suit with a teal tie that matched the decor so well he was practically invisible. He hated it, but took solace from the fact that his socks were a mismatched neon purple and green.

“Oh, we were here for a job?” he asked, for the simple enjoyment of getting under Lizzie’s skin. She was already annoyed at being dressed up like the child she resembled instead of the centuries-old being she actually was. Moe couldn’t resist making her even grumpier. 

“I will bite you.”

“Promises, promises, Lizzie darling,” Moe drawled. He stared out at the storm for another breath, then pushed off the rail with a bounce to his step, and offered Lizzie a hand. “Off we go, then.” 

She took his hand, her eyes closing. Moe felt her own particular power wrapping around his like creeping kudzu vines on a building, focusing his overgrown Marks through their Bond. His awareness expanded, streams of probability bursting wider and wider. They shot across the waves, over the archipelagos, the ships upon the sea, the Spire, the Reef. But they didn’t stop there. The whole planet opened to Moe like a venus flytrap—beautiful, but dangerous to get too close to. At another time, Moe would have been delighted to dance with the danger, but this was not the time for it. With a regretful sigh, he let go of his Precog Mark and flared the other one, instead. 

Pop!

They disappeared from the balcony, leaving nothing but a ring of salt behind. They landed neatly on top of the glass roof of a lavish office. It was empty, as Moe had predicted. Zarine Crystal, CEO of the Crystal Corporation, was visiting the Spire to receive a debrief on the breakout of one Adavera of Keala. This room was shielded against anyone Porting straight inside—even a Porter as strong as Moe—but those shields were just as unimaginative as the rest of this Palace. Why, the building didn’t even have towers! Who built a Palace without pointy bits? This was all clean metal and shiny glass, like the rest of the skyscrapers on the Island of Kahana. Totally uninspired. Moe had walked into the Corporate Palace with the barcode he had carved out of the skin of a corporate underling. Getting into this office through the Shielded walls and ceiling would be equally doable, assuming he didn’t play by the rules.

“You’re doing it again,” Lizzie complained, poking Moe in the ribs.

“Doing what?”

“Daydreaming.” 

“Why live if not to daydream, my dear? Daydreaming is what makes me human,” Moe said, lifting the jaunty hat perched on his smooth black hair, and pulling a bag of salt from underneath it.

Casually, he upended the bag on the glass at his feet and watched the shield become briefly visible and flicker. He smirked. “Easy as arsenic pie.”

Lizzie pulled two more bags of salt from her pockets, adding them to the pile. With each granule, the protection over the glass glitched further. It didn’t fail—salt didn’t nullify Marked power, just made it act erratically—but holes started flickering in and out of existence, like static. 

That was all the opening Moe needed. He stepped away from the pile of salt, took Lizzie’s hand, and flared his Porting Mark, focusing on the room below.

Porting through the glitching shield felt like falling through ice. It pulled at his suit, trying to slow the incursion, but Moe was used to pushing through the uneven power surges created by salt. He didn’t try to force it, just kept Porting downward an inch or two at a time. Every time a failure in the shield lined up with his power working, he and Lizzie sank a bit further.

“This is so slow,” she complained, pulling a sleek Corporate tablet the size of her palm out of her pocket and bringing up a game. Lizzie liked her games. Considering Moe had never once seen her sleep, he had to assume that they were what she did in the long hours of the night when mortals rested. Today’s entertainment was a cute, childish survival game. As they sank lower and lower through the glass roof, Moe watched as Lizzie led her avatar into successively more gruesome ends, a cackle escaping her lips each time the dramatic death sequence played.

“You know, the point of that game is to stay alive,” he prodded, after the fourth death in a row—this one by killer bees.

“No it’s not. No one ever gets out alive.” The statement, in her high-pitched, girlish voice was creepy as fuck. Moe loved it. 

Pop!

The shield glitched once more, and this time it was for long enough that Moe and Lizzie slipped right through to the floor below. Moe let go of Lizzie’s hand and cracked his knuckles. “Alright, here we go. Time to wreak some mayhem.”

He strode over to the computer terminal on an expansive desk and sat down in the chair with a flourish. Putting his feet up on the desk, he pulled the wireless keyboard onto his lap. Moe tapped at random keys until a log-in screen appeared, asking for a passcode. From the inner pocket of his suit jacket, he pulled a small, beaten up notebook and flipped several pages. “When did I look up passwords, Liz?”

“Three years ago. We’re in timeline 4864-B. Did you bring the right notebook? I’m going to be so cross at you if you didn’t.”

“Oh thee of little faith. Of course I brought the right notebook.”

Even so, Moe flared his Precog power to find the right page, feeling like showing off. On the faded lined paper, he had written the passcode: T0121nS0nd2R.

“Easy peasy, see?” Moe said when the password was accepted. 

“Aha. Sure. Hurry up, will you? I’m sure the Shielder who put the wards up will already be on his way with every security goon they can find.”

“Always with the nagging. It’s almost like you don’t trust me,” Moe complained, making talking motions with one hand as he pulled up the database of all known Marks with the other. He hit print while looking up the name he was after. “Nag, nag, nag. Ah, here we go. Got the kid’s name. His first Culling is in just a few days, so you better hope our little group picks up the pace.”

“You already sent Lani to the Spire, right? How much prodding could they possibly need?” Lizzie asked, looking over his shoulder. 

Moe scribbled down the name he had just found into his notebook, then clicked open another search window. “People need to be micromanaged. The moment you look away, they catch a case of the stupids. It is well known. Why look, search parties are still only restricted to this local sea zone around the Spire. Let’s fix that, shall we?”

He typed for about a minute.

NEWS ALERT: ALL EYES, ALL CHANNELS

Precog Alert: A ship will be shanghaied by two Rogue Marks at 08:45. These women are a rabid Conflicter escaped from the Spire and a previously unknown Emotive. 

The Conflicter is one Adavera of Keala. Approximately six feet tall, with short black hair and dark skin. Her Conflict Mark takes up her right thigh, curling in intricate, geometric patterning. Reports claim that she was injured by a Shifter guard she attacked unprovoked, possibly leaving deep injuries on her left leg. Menders should keep their eyes open. The Conflicter is believed to be extremely dangerous. Any citizen who believes they have spotted the subject should immediately report the sighting to their local Corporate Officer and keep a safe distance. We repeat. Do not engage with this Conflicter; she is known to be unstable, extremely prone to violence, and adept at close combat.

The unknown Emotive has no clear features for us to report, but it is assumed that the two Marked women have some link or relationship. The Emotive may, in fact, have been the cause of the sudden instability of a previously honored member of the Corporation. 

“You’re making that part up,” Lizzie complained.

“Course I am.” Moe hit send, snatching the thick bundle of printed pages, then made to jump up. Lizzie’s hands on his shoulders kept him in his seat. “You’re not done here. Print the storm schedule for the season too. Plus, remember the most important bit?”

“Important bit?” Moe asked as he pulled up the proprietary Crystal Corp storm schedule. The one they never published, lest the salt pirates and embargoed islands get a heads up to plan around. Once he hit print for his own needs, he sent it straight to the anonymous drop site for the foremost pirate radio station. He didn’t need to, but when had Moe ever been able to resist the urge to say ‘fuck you’ to the Crystal Corporation? 

“Yes, the important bit. Remember? The fun bit.”

“Oh, right!” Moe grinned and opened a text document. In it, he typed:

Hey Crystals, do a pirate, an inventor, a doctor, a hermit, a killer, a child, and a madman have anything in common? 

Na! 

(Na = Sodium, Get it? Didn’t think so) 

Xoxo

Uncle Moe

He looked up at Lizzie, who had just smacked herself in the forehead. “Your sodium puns are terrible.”

“Lizzie, I’m In-salt-ed!”

“Now you’re just rubbing salt in the wound.” 

Moe grinned. “Don’t you know that you should take all my jokes with a grain of salt?”

Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Alright, you. We have the information we need. Let’s get out of here before a Conflicter or ten storms in here to give you a NaCl sandwich.” 
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EXCERPTS FROM THE JOURNAL OF HOLDER IRAWARU, AS COMPILED BY HOLDER HALL.

A week ago, we woke the first generation of humans. They were confused, as we expected, but are adjusting well to life on the islands. Our presence unsettles them, but after a few attempts at telling the truth, we found it simpler to call ourselves ‘Gods’ and tell them that we are omnipotent, than to try to explain the minutia of the truth. As far as they are concerned, we may as well actually be gods. With this in mind, they have not questioned their sudden existence on this planet. A curious feature that neither Lakea nor I intended are some strange marks on the skin of about one out of two hundred of them. So far we have identified twelve unique symbols and these people are exhibiting odd abilities. It was not part of our plan, so we have no clue what to tell them when they come to us for answers. 

It might point to a flaw in our creation, but until we know more I won't let Kea wipe out this batch of humans and try again. If it is some sort of operational virus, it will show itself in time, and given the limited technology we provided, the damage they can do to the environment is minimal. For now, we simply wait and observe. One of these Marked individuals has two, the only one I've yet seen to exhibit this abnormality. His name is Merihem, but already he insists that we call him Moe. He is the most talkative person I have ever met. Perhaps creating people as adults capable of speech and with minds already primed with all the information they would need to survive was a mistake. Still, it is an opportunity. I've been trying to find out everything I can about these Marks and what his feel like. He has described one as the ability to recognize patterns and predict future events, which to me feels less than believable, especially considering how prone this subject is to wild exaggeration. His second power, though, can be easily measured and is the ability to disappear in one place and reappear in another, almost like we do except with no awareness of the interdimensional space he is stepping through. I am fascinated; Kea less so. She's mostly just annoyed that everything is not going to plan.










  
  

3 | Boat Theft


Lani — Day 2





It wasn’t yet dawn when Lani woke to an elbow in the ribs and the whispered word, “Company.” 

Her eyes snapped open, but otherwise, Lani didn’t move, not even to ease the ache in her back from sleeping in such an awkward position. As she came to, Lani could hear the crunch of footsteps moving closer. There were at least two people and they were talking. 

"There's blood over here,” one said in a high, nasally voice.

"Please... please let that bitch have gotten pulled back out and eaten. She had to have passed out at some point, right?” said a second. “I don’t want to fight her.”"Maybe... Conflicters just keep going till you nail ‘em to the wall, though. I wouldn’t put it past her to be alive and hiding here with a rock, ready to bash our brains out."

Lani’s companion had, in fact, just picked up a rock. They exchanged a look and despite the horror of the situation and the fact that they were likely about to die, the Conflicter smirked and Lani found her own lips twitching up as well.

The pair of hunters moved closer, still talking.

“I say we just tell the office we saw her sink and call it a day. It’s not like she can do much damage out here without a boat. She’ll die of thirst or starve, so it won’t even be that much of a lie,” the same man continued, before his colleague interrupted him. 

“Yeah, and then we’ll end up mining instead of guarding miners when HQ sends an Emotive to investigate. No, we stay until we find a body. There was blood on the beach and a clear trail. Just keep your eyes open and think of the reward if we bring her back alive.”

It made Lani’s head spin to hear the woman’s story confirmed this way, but she didn’t have time to think about it. The much more urgent matter of survival took up the bulk of her thoughts. Beside her, the Conflicter was on all fours. Before she could spring out of hiding and get them both killed, Lani shot out a hand to grab the woman’s arm, then shook her head as their eyes met.

The Corpse’s eyebrows rose.

Lani pointed to the Mark on her own calf, then in the direction of the voices. It got a squint in reply. 

“Just stay put,” Lani mouthed, then focused inward. She could have tried to communicate psychically with the woman, but if either of their guests was Marked, there would be a chance they might pick it up. Psychic communication between Bonded could be private, or so Lani had heard. Otherwise, it was like they were talking aloud if other Marks were present. 

She was drained from yesterday, but even running on fumes, Lani’s Emotive Mark had strengthened enough to alter the emotions of two people at close range. The flow of power was wispy at first, as she hunted around for her targets. When she had them, Lani took stock of their emotional state. 

Worry was the predominant feeling in both, followed by irritation bordering on anger in one and panic in the other. Lani smiled. A gentle nudge lowered the curiosity and urgency in both of their minds. She was rewarded with, “I’ve gotta stop for a minute and drink some water. Why don’t we have a seat? A few minutes won’t hurt.”

The Conflicter poked Lani in the ribs. She cracked her eyes open and saw the woman walk two fingers in the air in a demonstration of sneaking, then mime bashing her rock into what Lani could only presume was the back of their pursuers’ heads.

“No,” Lani mouthed.

“You sure you got this, Weirdling?” the Corpse whispered.

“Shut up, I'm focusing. Just be ready to move, ok?”

Lani closed her eyes again and focused on the Corporate man feeling the most fear. Slow but steady, she fed power to that emotion, pushing a little at paranoia, self-hatred, and any other distracting tendencies she could find in his mind. 

“You know I’m screwed if we don’t find her, right? I’m already in trouble with Security for being late a couple times. What if he sent me on this assignment just to get rid of me?” He said to his colleague.

Lani turned her attention to the next one, pushing on his irritation, anger and impatience while dulling any compassion he might feel for his collegue.

“Why the fuck should I care; you dug your own grave. My record is just fine. In fact, if we fail I bet they blame it on your lack of discipline and I get off scot-free.”

Oh, that did not go over well. Lani tossed as much power as she safely could to get them furious at each other and their resulting yells were music to her ears. 

“You let me know when to take them. I got the big guy,” the Conflicter beside her whispered and this time when Lani opened her eyes it was with an eye roll. 

“No you're fucking not. Just stay still. This becomes ten times harder if they see you,” Lani warned then returned her attention to the two fighting and whispered as she worked "Alright, now look the other way. Pay attention to the fight, yes, up with focus but down with perception of your surroundings. Let’s just get rid of all that loyalty too and then, ah, perfect.” Their shouts were reverberating across the island and all she had to do was tweak a few things a little more before the sound of a fist striking flesh reached her ears.

“Nice job, Weirdling . . . now what?” the Conflicter asked as the argument between the two goons turned into a full-on fist fight. 

Lani smiled, took a deep breath, then said, “Now we steal their boat.”

For a moment there was silence but for the arguing guards, then her companion’s face broke into the most radiant smile Iolani had ever seen. Sure, it was a little scary, what with the way the woman’s eyes lit up bright in the dim morning. Words were not needed to convey that Lani’s plan wasn’t just good: it was fucking fantastic as far as the escaped slave was concerned. 

By unspoken consensus, the two women got to their feet. Lani offered the Conflicter her arm to help support her weight and together they hunched over and ran. It was hard not to make any noise in the sand and beach grass, but by then the soldiers weren’t paying attention. Lani made sure to keep feeding power into that rage and as soon as they were well and truly out of sight the two women straightened up and booked it just as fast as they could. Or at least that was the plan. It turned out, though, that standing wasn’t in the Corpse’s repertoire of current skills. Lani was all but dragging her and was half-tempted to just leave her rotting ass on the beach when the woman growled, “Slap me.”

“What?”

Her growl became louder. “I said slap me or punch me, or anything really, as long as it hurts. I’m a Conflicter. As soon as it’s a fight I won’t feel the pain.”

Never in her life had Lani been so happy to follow an order. Her hand swung back and crashed into the source of all her troubles with a smack. The sting in her palm was uncomfortable, but seeing the Conflicter’s head rock back was deliciously satisfying. 

A breath later, Lani regretted that moment of obedience when the woman who had been half-dead a second ago surged towards her with murder in her eyes. Lani let go of her, took a quick step back, then froze as her attacker did. 

Nothing moved. Lani didn’t even dare to breathe, and then the Conflicter just straightened up and shook her hands out, as if venting the tension present in her limbs. “Good. Much better. Now, let’s stop wasting time.”

Relief flooded Lani and she nodded; as one they picked up the pace. Lani spotted the boat as soon as they broke out onto the beach. It was a mere hundred yards away and no one was on deck or in sight. Of course, it was also about twenty yards out into the water but a rope ladder hung down the side. 

Perfect. 

Despite her injury, Lani’s partner in crime managed to keep up on land. As they neared the water, she slowed.

“You first, Weirdling. Better you get away.”

“You can't swim alone right now,” Lani pointed out. “Stop being stubborn and let me help you.”

That seemed like a struggle but at last the grip around Lani’s shoulders tightened and the Conflicter snapped, “Fine.”

They waded into the water together. The salt must have been horrifically painful on the open wounds, but other than a grunt the Conflicted didn’t make a sound. Lani took more and more of her weight as they waded in waist-deep, then chest-deep, the waves buffeting against their bodies. At last, though it felt like an eternity later, Lani grabbed hold of the ladder and glanced back.

FUCK!

“Climb. They've seen us.”

The ladder was much more of a struggle than the waves. By the time Lani dragged her companion onto the deck, the two rightful owners of this skiff were halfway down the beach and had weapons drawn, their guns shining in the morning light. Lani launched herself at the helm, running hunched over to be less of a target. 

The Conflicter did the same towards the anchor. As she did, she barked instructions in Lani’s direction. "Keys in the center compartment of the wheel. It opens up."  

It took Lani a second, in which the guards got off several shots, but then the motor roared to life and she crowed in victory. "Hold on tight and wave to them for me." 

Out of the corner of her eye, Lani saw the Conflicter flash a very rude gesture at the retreating shoreline as Lani gunned in towards the open sea. Water sprayed behind them, the boat rocked on the waves, and fuck did it feel good. They cleared the range of the guns in moments and Lani let out the breath she had been holding. She looked over at the other woman and smiled. “How long till they radio for help?”

“And tell them that they let us steal their skiff and get away? That takes more balls than even I have. We should have at least an hour’s head start. What's your name, Weirdling? I never caught it."

“It’s Iolani.”

“Iolani what?”

“Iolani none-of-your-fucking-business,” Lani replied. "What's yours?""Adavera of Keala, but you... you can call me Vera."

“Alright then, Vera. We’ll probably be dead by sunset, but in the meantime, you can call me Lani.”
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DATE: YEAR 1502, DAY 2

TroubleTwin:  Have you been paying attention?

Helper.Bro.Ira:  To what in particular?  The marine adaptations?

TroubleTwin:  No. To that fucking Corporate nightmare in Reef 3.

Helper.Bro.Ira: Not particularly,  why? 

TroubleTwin:  Because their panties are in a twist, and they're starting to move around like agitated ants with a purpose.

Helper.Bro.Ira:  ... Moe?

TroubleTwin: Of course it's Moe. 

Helper.Bro.Ira: You need to do something about him, Kea.... 

TroubleTwin: Why me? You're just as capable!

Helper.Bro.Ira: The second I show up, he poofs out. At least with you, you've got a shot at locking him down for a while.

TroubleTwin:  Sometimes I hate you, brother. Fine. I'll look into containment for Moe, but I'm telling you, it's only going to work for so long. He's slippery.

Helper.Bro.Ira:  Yeah, sure. Just make sure he doesn't screw you until he gets the key this time.

CODEX: Huh… Gods instant message each other. The more you know.








  
  

4 | Salt Pirate 


Salome — Day 4





“Captain, we’ve only got about ten more minutes.” 

“On it. Get a move on you lazy cracks!”  Salome Parata didn’t really need a reminder about the time. Whenever the Sahima’s Legacy made port at an embargoed island, her crew knew there was a timer. That timer was ingrained. The audible reminder was for the people they were helping, not for the pirates under Sal’s command.

These missions were only successful because these islanders covered for Salome and her crew of smugglers when the Corporation came after them. It was a complicated relationship and Sal wouldn’t give it up for the world—it just required everyone to be on the same page. When it came to thumbing one's nose at the Crystal Corporation, speed was king.

As usual, the audible reminder seemed to put some fire under the civilians' asses. The heavy cases of contraband salt weren’t easy to handle, especially for people suffering from the Haze. The Corporation called it hyponatremia, a simple and not usually lethal lack of salt. They rarely denied an embargoed island any salt, because they weren’t dumb and knew that a high death toll would be horrible PR, but Salome had learned early that the tiny allocation of salt wasn’t a mercy. It was torture. The first symptoms of salt withdrawal, colloquially known as the Haze, were subtle—dizziness, lethargy, confusion—then came the rest. Twitching muscles, cramps, stupor. If left untreated death would follow, but that was where the Corporation stepped in. 

Their ‘mercy’ salt packs, delivered one a day to every citizen of every island, including the embargoed ones, held just enough salt to stave off coma and death. It kept people alive to suffer another day.

Hazelings, after all, didn’t have the strength to fight back.

They said it was to make sure everyone had a fair share of the scarce, life-saving commodity. Salome knew exactly what a blatant lie that was. She had broken into too many warehouses piled to the ceiling with those precious white crystals to believe there was a scarcity.

The Corporation was sitting on a literal mountain of salt, and doling it out by the gram at exorbitant cost. People could either pay, or they could Haze out.

That was where Salome came in. Salt piracy was a risky business, but even selling at a fraction of the cost the Corporation charged there was good money in it. Better yet, it helped the people the Crystal family didn’t like and pissed the Corp off to no end.

That was worth the risk, in Salome Parata’s book.

With any luck, they’d get this whole load off the ship before she had to scoot her crew away from the island and draw off any Corporate goons that would inevitably come sniffing where they weren’t wanted.

There were just a few more crates on deck. A few more minutes and— 

Salome’s prosthetic arm started pinging only five minutes into their remaining time. “Depths damn those …”  She took a deep breath, cupped her hands around her mouth, and let out a deep bellow. “We have to go!”

Heads snapped up, all of them wearing expressions of dismay. 

Sal turned and clasped hands with the old woman that was her contact here, looking her square in the eye. “Addie, as soon as it is clear I will bring you the rest. May take a week or two though.”

“We know the drill. Run, Cap. Run.”

Crewmen dropped the crates safely to the ground where they were standing. Civilians raced forward to start dragging the salt off to their caches. As they did, Sal and her people raced back down the dock. Sahima’s Legacy was a good ship—and infamous for its escapes—but she didn’t want to cut it any closer than necessary. 

If she thought they had a chance in an open battle, she’d take it. Salome delighted in sinking as many Corporate vessels as possible. She was glad she hadn’t wasted time though. Her first mate and older brother looked a little grim as she made it to the helm. “How bad does it look Kuma?”

“Bad enough. They’re not after us, but we might get caught in the crossfire. They’re looking for someone specific, so they’re swarming,” Kumanu replied.

“Who?”

“I don’t have a name yet. But if this tap is correct, someone got out of the Spire.” He met her gaze. “It could be…”

Her blood tingled. No one, absolutely no one, got out of the Spire. If someone finally had, then the Corporation was going to go all out to… “Well damn.”

“Exactly. They’re going to gun for pirates, Sal. We’re the best bet for safety if someone got out.”

“Crank the engines as far as they can go, Kuma. We’ve got a goose chase to commit to.”

“Sal, you’re not going to go hunting this escapee are you?”

“Hell no. But I’m gonna act like we’ve got whoever they are on board. If that buys them time to hide away, great. “

“That’s my girl.”

“Shut it. Now get your ass on that console. I might need your tricks.”  Sal set her hands to the wheel and narrowed her eyes as the engines in the ship began to roar. There, at the corner of the isle to the left, were the first signs of white sails. “Ready?”

“If you take off like a bat out of—”

She gunned it, letting out a cackle as Kumanu cursed. The crew was used to this and were braced. Seven Corporate ships had appeared on the open ocean around the island. They hadn’t been there an hour ago, which meant that they had been Ported in—an extravagance the Corporation only indulged in when they had a bee in their bonnet. The small fleet was congregating at the mouth of the bay, blocking off her escape. 

Sal raced straight towards the obvious exit between two large galleons. The blockade tightened as the Legacy sped toward it at full tilt.

“We’re not going to make it through that hole,” Kuma warned. 

“We can if we turn broadside so we can go perpendicularly through that gap. Get ready to Phase Drift,” she shot back.

“You’re going to break my ship in half doing that.”

“It’s my ship, and no, I’m not. I have you.”

Sal didn’t entirely understand how his Mark worked, but she got the basics. Kuma was a Juicer—an Infuser born on the full moon, able not just to Infuse a few Marks, but all of them. He had spent years infusing the powers of other Marked individuals into the engines and batteries of Sahima’s Legacy. He could tap into those, using them to help the ship do the impossible. Sal was a good captain, but it was Kuma’s Mark that let her be amazing.

She waited until the last moment, counting under her breath before bellowing the order to release one of the back sails. Speed and wind made the sail billow open, allowing her to twist the helm. The sudden jolt swung the back end of the ship out towards the enemy, her bow remaining almost still for a moment as it performed a quick turn that would have shattered Corporate ships. The Infuser Mark on Kuma’s hands and forearms glowed against his console as he fed the engines.

The friction that should have cracked the ship in half popped and vanished like a soap bubble as Kuma used the power of a Phaser to go through the water as though it were not there.

They skimmed past the bow of the Corporate ambusher at an impossible sideways angle with only a few feet to spare. She let the ship drift through the water as she leisurely released the wheel once they were angled to get between two enemy ships. The agitated expressions of the crew on the other boats were clear—oh how she loved those looks of shock and dismay as her cannons fired, disabling the masts and sails of their enemies on both sides. Sal wiggled her fingers at one of the enemy captains, who was staring at her in dumbfounded confusion. 

“Two down.”

“FIVE to go!” 

Salome laughed. “They only sent seven?  I’m insulted. Let’s bloody their pride, boyos!”
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 Actually, SALT, before I keep reading about Gods and get distracted by something irrelevant, Query: When is now? List all current events in order of Corporate Threat Level.
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 The current time is 2:47AM on the 14th day of the Teleportation Lunar Cycle, or Day 81 according to your calendar. Top current event by Corporate Threat Level:






----EVACUATION ORDER LEVEL 5----

Threat Level 5: Attack on the Spire - 2:03AM - All available Conflict Marks assigned special Porting privileges to the Spire. Halt attack at all costs. Evac order:

Aheo;

We received a tip-off that there will be an attempt at the Spire within the next hour. Your ship, your crew, the projects that you can’t afford to lose, and YOU are to leave Spire waters and head to Rendezvous A.02.

This is not negotiable. Get yourself moving. Anything that you can’t bring with you is not worth your loss. Security will be handling the Spire Assault. All available Conflicters will be brought in. You are not needed. Be out of the line of fire. 

That is a direct order. Obey or be Terminated.

Crystal, Galena

----EVACUATION ORDER LEVEL 5---- 
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5 | Dead in the Water 


Vera — Day 4





The first day, Adavera slept. A lot. The second, too. There was something soothing about this boat's movements, about the familiarity of the Corporation's skiff, that made it easy to fall into a deep, dreamless sleep. Sure, the heat coming off the wound probably had something to do with that, but really it was the soothing rock of the boat’s motions that let her rest and drift into old memories, fooling her mind into believing that when she woke up Torin would be there to wrap his arms around her and... 

Vera sighed, looking out at the water. Torin was alive. She knew that much, because she hadn't felt the explosive grief of a severed Blood Bond yet. There was more comfort in that, really, than she expected her companion to understand. Not that she'd told Lani about Torin's Bond to her yet. 

She wasn't sure how to explain any of it, really. Over the last few days, they'd talked a little, though never about anything important. Iolani drove her a bit crazy with the odd way she had of doing things, but Vera bit her tongue more often than not. Who was she to complain about odd habits?  Lani could have tossed her overboard—or tried to anyways—at any point, but had instead gently, if obscenely muttering, helped her at every turn.

A breeze ruffled through Vera’s roughly cut short hair, drawing her eyes out to sea. No Spire anywhere in sight. She had watched it disappear, each mile washing away years of pain and anger from her soul, as though the stinging salt really had permeated to the very core of Adavera’s being.

From behind her at the wheel of the skiff, Lani started whistling. Vera turned to her, and the sound stopped, a glare replacing the brief hint of a smile. Weird creature.

"So why come out to the Spire's waters in the first place, Lani?  If I didn't think you crazy already, that would do it."  Vera shifted a little where she sat on the deck, back up against a bench. Awake and no longer pissed, the pain was a constant throbbing distraction. Maybe talking would help. At the very least, perhaps it would piss her off enough for her Conflict Mark to return Vera to the peaceful and painless bliss of fury.

"How is that any of your business?" Lani answered from her seat by the wheel, carefully steering the skiff around the mangroves at the edge of a large island where they had slept the night before and waited out the small storm of the type that often troubled the waters this close to the Reef. They were still too close to the Spire for much habitation, but the islands were getting more numerous and forming clusters. Soon, they would be nearing some of the outlying archipelagos, where ships were more common and less likely to draw suspicion. 

"It’s not my business," Vera snorted, stretching her good leg out, "but I'm probably gonna die within a few weeks anyway. Entertain a dying woman with a fantastical tale. Watching you twitch and wander about from island to island like the open ocean murdered your favorite pet is driving me batty."

Lani sighed but didn't turn to look at her. "Precog got me drunk and told me to go to coordinates near the Spire on a certain day. Promised it would be a life-changing and enriching journey. Gonna kill him next time I see him."

"Well that was dumb. But hey… if I'm still breathing when you do, I'll help. Can't say I liked having a woman point a knife at me while I'm minding my own business and dying in peace."  Vera snorted, then turned her head to look towards the horizon again. "Nothing like it, you know... the way the sky and sea meet. You forget how pretty it is till you can't see it anymore."

"Were you really in the Salt Mines? I keep expecting that brand to vanish and to end up on my ass in cuffs. I know it won't but," Lani shrugged, "once a paranoid asshole, always one, I guess. How long were you there?"

"What year is it?"  Vera blinked, turning her head towards Lani as it occurred to her that she really wasn't entirely sure of how long she had actually been 'gone'. She could remember the look that had been on Torin's face, the tone of his voice, the way her skin had bruised from the hard grip he'd tried to maintain when they had ripped her away—but honestly she couldn't recall how long she had been below.

“The year? 1502. First Lunar Cycle of winter.”

Vera shuddered. "Six years. They had me down there for six years. It felt... longer. Time loses meaning and..."  She frowned, turning her eyes back to the horizon. "There's no real light in the Mines, ya know?  It's crazy bright out here, and I love it, even if it hurts. The lights there are dim—meant to make sure you can get around, but not let you see a lot of detail. Guess the guards don't like to notice when someone's getting… hurt."

Lani made a disgusted face. "I hate cramped spaces where you can't see the sun. There was this cubby my parents used to put me in when the Corporation Recruiters would come by. I had to be quiet and not use any of my power. Still can't stand anything like it. I'd rather sleep outside in a storm than get stuck somewhere the stars don't shine."

Vera sighed, rubbing her fingers lightly over the burning skin by her wound as she considered the fucked up situation they were in. Her brows furrowed, eyes turning back towards Lani as she studied her. "So you're one of those hidden Mark kids?  I'd heard about that, but... they say that no one successfully pulls it off for very long. Then again,"  she snorted, "the Company says a lot. Like how kids taken by the Corp are supposed to be at the University and not in the Mines."

The Emotive at the wheel turned sharply to look at Vera, brows pulling together. "Wait, there are kids in there? In the Spire? What the actual fuck?" 

"Yeah. That's how I ended up there. Did a recruitment tour, cause... Ya know, us goons we get sent on tours to find out where we'll fit in. Anyways... I go to do a tour at the Spire, and I see this guard beating the ever living shit out of a kid. Couldn't have been more than twelve."  She shook her head. "I couldn't stand it. Told him to stop. He didn't. I intercepted one of his blows, and he started trying to hit me, so..."  

Vera frowned, looking down at her lap. It hadn't ended well, obviously. She could still remember the sheer joy she'd felt when she'd ripped him in half. She still thought it was the right thing to do. That kid, no matter what he'd done or what the University Precogs had seen of his future, hadn’t deserve being beaten to death.

None of those kids had.

"Let's just say that ripping a guard in half gets you thrown into the Spire mines pretty fucking quick,” Vera finished.

They were well out of the mangroves and maneuvering their way between two islands bursting with thick foliage when Lani finally replied, "That's fucked up. Glad I didn't kill you after all. Was the kid ok?"

"... for a while."  Vera didn't think that Lani actually wanted to know. Vera hadn't wanted to know. For years, she had bought into the propaganda. Now she couldn't get the images of what she had seen in the Mines out of her head. She wasn't going to make Lani try to picture it. Vera was capable of cruelty, but took no pleasure in inflicting it on people who had done nothing to deserve it. "The boy was still alive last I saw him, if that's what you're asking."

"Alive isn't always a good thing." Lani looked down at the instrument panel, fiddling with some dials. 

"True. It could have been worse, though. Torin, my Bonded, could have ended up there. I’m not sure I could have survived it, or escaped, if I didn’t know he was safe. I have no idea where he is, but sometimes I think I dream of him on an island. Then I remember he’s Corporate. There’s no way they would let him loose, and if I go looking for him, I'm gonna get caught." Vera grimaced and rubbed at her neck. Then she flinched, because there was no mistaking the feel of the thin band of scars around her neck from her Corporate tattoo. "Bah. Doesn't matter."

"Is your Torin an ornery asshole of a Mender with a scraggly beard who won't patch you up unless you pay him a fortune and makes horrible soup?" Lani asked.

"I mean... he does make pretty horrible soup."  Vera couldn't help the laugh. Torin could cook, he really could. But there was one soup he made that was absolutely awful, and it was how she'd always known when she'd messed up somehow. He always fed her that shit. Supposedly it was healthy, but Vera had never believed it. "My Torin though... he was always a stickler for grooming. I can't picture him with a scraggly beard."  She sighed. "Though... lately I have a hard time picturing him at all. If it weren't for the echo, I might think I dreamed him up."

"I've heard Blood Bonds described that way, like an echo, before. I've never had one. There aren't many Rogue Marks like me, and even fewer people willing to bind themselves to us. Most Rogues end up Corporate or dead." 

Vera blinked, looking at Lani a little more closely. "Shit, no wonder you're weird. I can’t imagine not having a Bonded."  She shook her head, smiling a bit. "If it weren't for Torin, I'd have been put down years ago."  She'd always slipped into anger too quickly to be trusted without a Blood Bond to anchor her. Her instructors had said she excelled at combat. They had tied her to Torin as a precaution—a way to keep her unpredictability in line. Pity it hadn’t been enough. "It's hard to describe. Torin always made me feel like I could surface when I fell beneath the waves. He was always able to pull me back if I went too far, and,” Vera closed her eyes, remembering his beautiful brown ones. "No one had eyes like Torin. I can't always see his face, but I always recall his voice and his eyes. I just want..."  She sighed. "Well, it doesn't matter. I hope he found someone else to Bond himself to, or..."

"He dies when you do. Probably. Lovely side effect, right? That's what got a friend of mine a couple decades back. Fell over dead one day with no warning because his Bonded had a stroke. No thanks. None of that for me. No offense, but I think all you Bonded are kind of nuts. How do you trust someone with your very life? Forever?" 

Vera couldn’t help but smile sadly as she watched Lani shudder during that question. "That's less likely to happen if you Bond to a few people. The more the better. And I can't tell you how often Torin got me through the worst of the darkness. I mean... we couldn't talk or anything—too much distance—but you can feel that you aren't alone. That means a lot."

Of course, trying to explain that to someone who had spent their whole life alone would be like trying to explain sunlight to one of the kids raised from birth in the Mines. 

Vera let her mind wander back to Torin. "He'd have been pissed at me for how I got out, I think. He never did like bloodshed. Always tried to find ways to avoid it, even if there really wasn't one. Drove me crazy."

Lani looked back at her again. "You know, I still don't believe that you got out on your own. I mean, no one I've ever heard of got out of the Spire. I saw your Conflicter Mark yesterday when you changed pants. You got what? Two Trials? Three before you burned out? I find it a little hard to believe, considering I know people who have been trying to get Sahima Parata herself out for years."

Vera didn't say anything for a few minutes as she mulled over how to answer. Every Marked person went through Trials—those strange and unpredictable times when their Marks flared uncontrollably—every few years. Vera’s first one had been at the age of fifteen, and she could still remember the way her Mark had burned and driven her to move, to kill. Each Trial was different. Pass it, survive it, learn to embrace the new depth of power it granted, and the Mark grew. Eventually, though, everyone failed. Vera’s third and final Trial had been spent in a cell, awaiting sentencing, and she had cracked. Her Mark would never grow again and the years, too, would now leave their mark. With how large the wave-like Emotive Mark on Lani’s calf was, Vera had to assume the girl was decades, if not centuries, older than her. Considering she looked younger than Vera did, it was also likely that she was still challenging Trials.

Would Lani understand the level of desperation that had driven Vera to flee despite her relatively small Mark? She let the horizon calm her heart, and did her best to forget the cry of an infant, or her screams as... No. She wasn't going to focus on those memories either.

"I failed my third Trial, but before that, when I was still in their good graces, I was good. Really good. So much so that I think they sabotaged my last Trial to make sure I wouldn’t become more of a threat. Escape wasn’t about my Mark, though. It required some thought, and some planning, but most of all a willingness to cut through as many bodies as I had to and not care if I died, as long as I got to die free. If that damned Shifter hadn't been there, I'd have gotten loose without mangling my leg."

Lani looked like she was about to respond, but the boat beneath them suddenly stopped thrumming with the roar of the motor. It sputtered, then stalled, the whole gurgle punctuated by Lani swearing. "OH COME ON! I checked the batteries an hour ago! There was plenty of juice."Vera yawned, stretching out as the boat shuddered. "Didn't check the engines did you? Corp always installs a kill switch on the engines, just in case."  She blinked a few times, then she snorted. "Or did you think we're the first ones to steal a boat? You need to go to the left engine. It’ll look like a weird ass wire bundle, that’s been Infused with a Telekinetic’s juice. It's on a timer set to scramble the engine to shreds if it isn't reset." Vera motioned at her leg. "I'd go, but... Uh... might not come up again if I do. I can keep an eye out for trouble while you go look, though."

Lani was glaring at Vera with a ferocity that would put a shark to shame. “And you didn’t think to tell me this?”

“Didn’t remember.” It had been a while since she'd been a crewmember on a Corporate vessel, and Vera had honestly forgotten that not everyone knew about those things. It wasn't as if she had ever expected to be teaming up with what was essentially a pirate.

“You really are about as useful as a Corpse, aren’t you? Do I have to do everything myself? Fuck.” Lani stomped her way to the hatch that led below deck, her swearing turning muffled.

Vera looked back out to sea. With her companion busy and nothing else to distract her, memories crept back in. Her hand settled on her belly, thumb trailing over the long-faded stretch marks—the only thing she had left of the child that had been torn from her, and whose existence had driven Vera to finally escape. Where was he? How long until his father used one of the many samples of Vera’s blood he had taken to come find her with his Tracker Mark? Hopefully long enough for Vera to die free. Once, she had hoped escape would include saving her son from being raised to be a Corporate loyalist. There was no way she would get to Kahana before dying, though. The Spire had taken even that last dream from her, in the end. 

Lani's curses getting louder heralded her return. "Well, we're fucked. It burned a hole right through the battery packs. Do you know if there's a backup propulsion system on these stupid, fucking skiffs?" Lani kicked the navigation panel to accentuate each word, then hopped twice, grabbing her foot. Vera couldn’t help but grin at the sight of Lani’s bleeding toe. The woman turned to glare at Vera. "Couldn't you have remembered this information an hour ago when we weren't floating in the middle of the ocean and were still on an island for the night? Is that really too much to ask?"Vera’s eyebrows rose. "Excuse me?  You want me to remember shit from six years ago as if it were yesterday?  I'm sorry there's more important stuff vying for my attention as far as memory goes. I barely remember crawling into the damned boat."  She snorted, rubbing at the back of her head. Was there an extra battery pack? She frowned, trying to think about it. "Er... there is actually a small backup. We won't hit top speed without the sails open though. Beneath the helm, there is a small panel you can peel up. It should be in there. Some sort of switch, if I'm remembering right. Or, you know, you could use the damn sail.” Vera pointed up at the mast, and the neatly folded white solar sail.

"When it comes to us staying alive yes, yes I do expect you to remember." Lani glared at Vera again. "And I'm not going to unfurl white sails where we're going, so let's hope this works." 

Lani went digging near the helm and let out a whoop when she found what she was looking for. It didn’t take too long for the boat to get going again, but Vera did notice that Lani kept looking around as if expecting something to come swooping out of the clear sky to get them.

"Calm down, Lani. If something's coming, we'll deal with it when it gets to us. If nothing's coming, you're riling yourself and me for no good damned reason."  Vera’s head tilted to the side, eyes narrowing a little as she watched the woman. Lani was an Emotive. All the Emotives Vera had ever met were cool, calculating, controlled assholes who meddled with the feelings of those around them without ever bothering to ask. Lani was jumpy, mercurial, and antisocial. Was this what a lack of University education looked like? Frankly, Vera was concerned about it. The Corporation was going to find them eventually. With the engine having gone down, there was going to be a fight. Vera was ready. She was always ready, even if the thought of having to fight in this condition made her injured leg throb. Would Lani be ready? She had avoided confronting the two Corporate goons on the little island. When the Corporation came and Emotive tricks ceased to work, would her new companion hold her own, or would she get herself killed? 

Probably the latter. 

"You should keep asking questions, Weirdling. Or yelling. Bottling it all up and letting your nerves play on your thoughts is just going to get us both in trouble,” Vera said, pushing away those troubling thoughts.

Lani snorted. "Don't judge me for my paranoia. It's what's kept me alive and free, unlike you."

Vera narrowed her eyes, her Mark flaring at the insult. "Better to do, than to hide."  She turned her face back towards the horizon. Far in the distance, colorful, swirling clouds and lightning danced over the sea. Vera frowned, leaning closer into the rail as she studied the Prismatic Storm. She hadn’t seen one of the strange, unpredictable hurricanes since being tossed in the Mines. Vera could have sworn it hadn't been there the last time she looked. Then again, that was always the way of Prismatic Storms. Only the best Corporate storm watchers could predict them. “Looks like we’re about to get some weather.”

Lani froze. All the color drained from her face and for a long moment she stood perfectly still. A gust of wind blew past them, carrying with it the scent of rain.The Emotive burst into motion, running for the hitherto ignored sails as though her life depended on them. "No. Nononono." 

A veritable wrecking ball of panic crashed into Vera, carrying with it the telltale otherness of emotions not her own. Looking down, she saw the Emotive Mark on Lani’s leg glowing bright. Gritting her teeth to keep from rising to the battle cry of the other woman’s panic, Vera raised her voice to try to catch her attention. "Lani. Lani, breathe. If you freak me out, we're in deeper shit."  Vera took a few deep breaths of her own before forcing herself to her feet, lurching her way towards the helm, careful not to put weight on her injured leg. She pulled out a few ropes, then worked on tying the knots that would make sure neither of them got tossed overboard when the storm hit. 

"C'mon... let's get tied in, then wait for it to reach us. At least we’ll get some wind.”

Lani jerked away from Vera as she neared. "No, don't touch me. Seriously, until the storm passes don't you fucking dare touch me." She backed up quickly, eyes wide. "Don't you see the colors in the clouds? That's not one of the normal storms. Fuck." 

"So?  Storm's a storm for almost everybody, Prismatic or not."  She frowned, lashing herself to the mast with enough slack to move, but not enough to go overboard. "You're going to need help sailing once it hits. With the engine out, you don't have as much oomph to resist the sway. If we lose the wind, we're gonna capsize and we'll both be fucked."

Not that she should have to lay that out for the woman. The blasted Emotive wasn't a child—but she sure did look spooked like one. After a breath, Vee forced herself to gentle her voice. "It'll be fine, Lani. If storms freak you out, I'll take care of it somehow. Go below."

Lani batted the offered rope away. "You're hurt and can hardly hobble. I'll be fine up here with the boat, I just can't be around people. Get the hell away from me and everything will be fine." 

This level of panic didn't make sense. It was a Prismatic Storm, sure, but those didn't affect either of them. The only Mark it could affect was a Fertility Mark. In fact, usually Prismatic Storms were a bit mellower than normal ones.

Still, who was she to argue with what was clearly trauma of some sort? Maybe Lani had lost someone to a Prismatic Storm. Whatever the reason, the panic coming off her Emotive Mark was making Vera’s self control wobble. "Fine. If you want to do this on your own, go right ahead, but if you get me dead because you freak out while sailing, I'm haunting your ass."

"You can get in line!" Lani shouted back with a wobble to her voice that made Vera deeply nervous.
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