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            EOS - DAWN OF THE ATLANTIS GRAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      A mysterious vigilante meets Scheherazade in high-tech Ancient Atlantis, set against the backdrop of an impending global apocalypse.

       

      On the last day of Atlantis,

      When it sank beneath the waters,

      Sons and Daughters of Atlantis

      Sailed their ships toward the stars.

      

      
        
        Earth, 10,504 B.C.E.

      

      

      

      
        
        A deadly asteroid sent by alien gods is about to strike Ancient Atlantis.

      

      

      
        
        In the high-tech Imperial capital, Poseidon, the decadent ruling elites rush to build ark-ships to flee to the stars, leaving the impoverished masses to perish when the Sky Rock hits—with one exception. The Imperial Kassiopei Dynasty and the noble Great Houses hold Service Competitions to pick those best qualified to serve them.

         

        Street-smart sixteen-year-old Semmi, fired from her night shift job at an industrial warehouse, witnesses a mysterious vigilante known as the Man in the Niktos Cloak and accidentally discovers his impossible secret identity.

         

        Powerful nobleman by day—deadly vigilante by night—and the anonymous star of the most popular and hottest adult drama on Atlantean video, Benaten Bisfuri is an irresistible man of many contradictions.

         

        To keep his secrets, and keep her quiet, Benaten must hire Semmi to work for him. Desperate for employment, and frightened for her family, she must accept the job. Soon, she’s embroiled in Imperial Court politics and a complex plot to save the people who will be left behind—all while competing in the brutal Service Competitions to earn a coveted spot on an ark-ship. She also finds her fate entwined with the uncanny Imperial Princess Arlenari who just might hold the key to everyone’s salvation.

         

        Before the Sky Rock strikes Earth—bringing about the Great Flood, reprising an Ice Age, and changing the face of the planet forever—Semmi must discover her own abilities to win a place for herself and her loved ones.

         

        A place on the Ark.

         

        EOS is book one of the series Dawn of the Atlantis Grail.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Don’t miss another book by Vera Nazarian!

         

        Subscribe to the mailing list to be notified when the next books by Vera Nazarian are available.

         

        We promise not to spam you or chit-chat, only make occasional book release and special news announcements.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Earth, 10,504 B.C.E.

        January / Month of Setaet, 14th Day.

        98 days until Impact.

      

      

      

      Before the world falls apart, before the gods send us death and destruction, it all begins quietly . . . with mushrooms.

      I chop mushrooms.

      I have only one accursed job, and it is dreary, monotonous, and without end.

      It’s not even dawn when my daily shift begins in the warehouse district of Poseidon—great City of Sacred Circles, Imperial Seat of all power of Atlantis—in one of the immense, climate-controlled kitchen pantries of Chiprahat Exquisite Foods.

      From the dismal darkness of fourth hour of Ra until noon, I stand leaning over a long work table. It is lined with industrial cutting boards, racks of cook knives of all sizes, and enormous wooden bowls filled with different fungi varieties.

      The mushrooms range from the cheapest, commonplace round buttons and many-headed wild bunches, to the ones with slim stalks and wide-brimmed hats, and everything in between.

      Some mushrooms are formed in elegant, tiled colonies. Others exhibit patterns of divine symmetry found in sacred temple architecture—so we’re told. And yet, it’s the most ugly and misshapen ones, resembling earthy lumps, that are priceless. And my duty is to handle all of them accordingly, in their own particular ways.

      On both sides of me are other workers, mostly women, girls, and underage boys. And we constantly elbow each other by accident, since we’re packed together like locusts, with little room to move. Minor accidents happen but, because we deal with sharp knives, everyone soon learns to handle their cutters with skill.

      You either learn precision and dexterity or lose this job. That’s because the workroom is sterile (something akin to being thoroughly cleansed by the gods) and there are strict rules. Cool, moist air, of a precise temperature conducive to mushroom well-being (and fortunately, ours) is pumped into the room. We all have to be cleansed at the entrance and wear uniform aprons and hair caps of strange, fancy linen.

      Anyone who cuts themselves enough to draw blood has to abandon their cutting board and contaminated batch of mushrooms, leave the shift, and lose the remaining day’s pay. Yes, you can come back the next day with a proper sterile bandage, but you’ve just earned your first reprimand. Each worker only gets three before they’re dismissed permanently.

      The pantry is brightly lit with overhead orb lights. A few hovering orbs can be called at need to provide focused, bright illumination during particularly delicate tasks. However, they are annoying, since they tend to float near your face and bump the top of your head like low-hanging fruit, so I don’t bother.

      The thick smell of loamy, pungent earth, rich with mycelium spores, fills my nostrils every time I enter the pantry. Overseers stroll through the room every so often, observing us work, and needlessly reminding us to pick up the speed, to meet our quotas.

      Upon the hour, every hour (announced loudly by the overseers), delivery workers arrive from the specialty mushroom farms and grow-houses with fresh new containers to refill the dwindling contents of our bowls. They remove our finished chopped batches.

      Accursed, never-ending mountains of mushrooms. . . . Bastet, forgive me for thinking ill of my blessed source of livelihood.

      Blessed mushrooms. (Is that better, Holy Bast?)

      Once sorted, a few remain here on the storage shelves for aging and drying. The rest are taken away from the facility. Some will go to the local exclusive, high-end eateries to be prepared into artisanal delicacies for the wealthy restaurant and grocery patrons. Others end up in the industrial kitchens next door for the mass production stage. Of their final fates, I am not quite certain. . . .

      By the end of my shift, not only are my wrists and fingers in pain, my back aching, but my lungs are choked with the pungent mushroom miasma which fills the room. Why don’t they use automated machinery to cut these precious and accursed things, one wonders? Because human labor is cheaper than the proper upkeep of industrial tech.

      And so, the girls and women around me moan with weariness as we clean up for the day, put away our knives, and prepare the work surfaces for the second shift that will arrive here at first hour of Khe and stay until the night darkness of ninth hour.

      That darkness is inevitable. Whichever shift you get, you either arrive with it or depart into it. Often, we curse our fates that we must work the darkness shifts, just as much as we thank the gods for giving us free employment in an air-conditioned room, as opposed to serfdom or slavery.

      In addition, many of us curse the enforcement of the new Rules of Humane Consumption that require the whole of Poseidon’s Sacred Circles and indeed, the whole mortal world, to only consume plants—fruits and vegetables, fungi, legumes, grains, and the seeds of the earth.

      Humanity is no longer permitted to eat meat.

      Hence, the mushrooms, a rich source of flavorful protein to substitute the flesh of beasts and cover our nutritional needs. What is “protein?” What are “nutritional needs?” Supposedly, it’s what alleviates hunger and keeps us alive.

      I know little about it, only what we’ve been told by the learned ones—the singing voice techs who run all the machines and technology of Atlantida on behalf of the noble elites and the Imperial Kassiopei Dynasty. I often wish I knew more, but then, as Grandmother says, with most things in this world, I would probably end up knowing just enough to regret it. Besides, schools are not for the likes of us.

      And neither are mushrooms.

      

      Everything started just a few years ago when they arrived—the gods.

      And by “gods” I don’t mean our current divine rulers, the Imperial Kassiopei (may their ancient Dynasty Name be Eternally Blessed, as far back and forward as it goes, unto the Ages), but the others.

      From the sky. . . .

      These nameless others, golden gods made of pure light, dropped from the vault of Ra’s heaven like flaming stars and taught us the true ways—the standards of goodness and virtue.

      “Taught” is the wrong word. They forcefully insisted we make the changes in our lives and return to infinite clarity (whatever that means), upon pain of punishment and destruction. Which they swiftly demonstrated when anyone disobeyed.

      Explosions . . . screams of agony . . . people incinerated . . . buildings turned to dust. . . .

      Even our divine Imperial rulers had to pay heed to them, since they too are only mortal men like the rest of us, regardless of what the priests teach.

      Holy Bast, was it only four years ago?

      Feels like it’s been a lifetime since the last time I ate a proper bite of goat meat stew or skewered and charred pieces of lamb. Not even rabbit or rodent flesh is allowed. No fish from the ocean, no insects, nothing that moves of its own accord or visibly suffers when killed or harvested. And least of all, bulls or cows. Those were already half-sacred, and the occasional partaking of their flesh was reserved for the rich and noble, even before the golden gods upturned our world.

      Amurabia, my Grandmother, insists it has indeed been one fourth of my lifetime since the golden gods came. I can only count on my fingers and toes, so I’m not quite sure what that means as far as my own age.

      I might be seventeen winters but only sixteen summers, because I was born soon after harvest time, at the end of the month of Hekaet—which, according to Amurabia, makes me sixteen years old (ten fingers and six toes; that much is certain).

      All I know is that I may already be of an age to marry, which sickens me. I dread the thought of leaving our poor but familiar home. I would be leaving Amurabia and little Urumer, my seven-year-old baby brother, and the stupid, useless Guzum, our misfortunate Father whose name I prefer to say as few times as possible.

      As a married woman, I would be going with some smelly goat of a man to live in a strange hovel with his family and clean up his filth after him . . . in addition to letting him rut inside me and fill me with pitiful children.

      So instead, I choose to chop (and carve, and grate, and eviscerate) mushrooms—for which I thank Bast and praise Bast (and occasionally misuse her name during cursing; forgive me, Holy Bastet, Thou Whose Glory Shines Brightly).

      And I remind myself of my fortune every time I wake up in the abysmal pre-morning darkness and hurry through the treacherous streets in the outermost Circles of Poseidon, traveling inward to Circle Eight and the sprawling Chiprahat building. The alternative to chopping mushrooms would be a much darker fate.

      I know it will catch up with me at some point. Yes, I will be sold to a smelly man-goat or boy-goat . . . but not just yet.

      Amurabia is still mam-ra, still the mistress of our household, no matter that it’s tiny and impoverished, and my pathetic Father must listen to her or be denied the sharing of our home.

      Since my Mother, Eigeti, became deathly ill and boarded the Depet of Eternity during last year’s great plague, he has no claims left upon us. As a provider he is sadly lacking, and his random work in the markets is as unreliable as the weather outside Poseidon’s outer Circle boundary. We’re lucky if he brings in a single metal coin every three days.

      Amurabia would have to choose to sell me herself, and she would not do so, I’m certain, since she cherishes us dearly. My little brother and myself are all that remains of Eigeti—beloved Eige, her departed daughter.

      And besides, both Urumer and I work well, and we bring in metal coins every day. I do the mushrooms while Uru runs errands around the marketplace districts on foot or using his cheap hoverboard. Amurabia would be an old fool to dismiss either of us for a one-time lump sum. And if she is gone, and it remains up to my no-good Father, he might still choose to rely on my steady earnings.

      Why do I dwell on all this? Am I worried? Not in the least . . . at least for now. I trust the secure household of my Grandmother (may she live longer than the Imperator—Holy Bastet, hear me; I spit three times upon the ground to distract the evil sha eye). And I am confident of the solid meal we have every day as a family.

      All things considered, the mushroom work is tolerable. Admittedly, at some point, I hope to actually taste for myself the miraculous mushroom meat they make for the noble and rich. Sadly, I’ve never eaten mushrooms, despite knowing every fungus variety and precisely how to handle each kind.

      Furthermore, I’ve never stolen a single mushroom, even though some girls who work my shift have done so, I’m certain (such as Jigudin or the shameless Labaat who has a hidden pouch sewn in her skirt) because I cannot risk this job. And because . . . I don’t steal. It’s a matter of pride in my family; Grandmother taught me and Uru well. We may be poor, but we never stoop to the dishonor.

      Thus, our own protein needs are met by commonplace beans, peas, lentils, and grains. And our honor remains intact.

      Until today.

      Today is when everything changes.

      And it’s all my fault.

      

      Actually, the fault lies in my propensity to daydream and make up stupid stories in my head, even as I work, which distracts me.

      I’m conscientious and quick with my fingers, but the monotony of moving the knife puts me in a stupid daze.

      Luckily, the knife motions have become second-nature, and I’ve never cut myself. But I spend most of my shift chopping in a dream.

      Such as now. . . .

      Sometimes, I pretend I’m a skilled warrior, going to battle with supernatural enemies whose flesh is formed of mushrooms, so I can defeat them with a few carefully placed slices. I focus on each mushroom I’m handling and visualize each as a tiny soldier in miniature armies.

      Die, you filthy, mangy minion of shaitunaat!

      The many-headed, tiny mushroom clusters become military divisions of hovering chariots out of ancient legend. Carefully, I chop off each limb, separating them from the great mycelium network that connects them all beneath the earth. And that’s how I defeat the monstrous sha from the underworld.

      Die, you who are most foul, with the unholy breath of jackals!

      These pieces I arrange in funeral pyres (storage containers), and pretend they must face the death gods in the subterranean infernos (kitchens).

      And when I work with the precious and expensive misshapen lumps of the black turufili mushrooms, I imagine frightful and yet sorrowful nefi giants who once walked the earth, and how they are turned into running sand by my all-powerful hand (turufili must be finely grated, not chopped).

      It’s what I’m doing right now, this very heartbeat: story-dreaming while awake, barely an hour into my work shift. . . .

      Suddenly, I start.

      I am pulled out from my nonsense reveries.

      My name is being called.

      “Semmi!”

      I blink and look up, but don’t stop moving the turufili chunk back and forth against the blade of the grater.

      “Semmi, you’re bleeding!”

      The loud whisperer is Odira, the older woman working directly to my right, whose deep brown skin is several shades darker than my own light brown.

      At once I pause. I stare at my fingers, examine the black lump of fungus (which is worth more than our entire house), the sharp grating surface. “Huh? No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are,” Odira continues whispering. She motions with her head to my back.

      “Huh? What?” I frown.

      “Your moon flow! Check the back of your garments!”

      “My what? Oh. . . .” At once I twist my waist, turning around in my cramped spot, and glare at the part of my skirt behind me. I see a small red spot forming in the old sackcloth fabric.

      Ah, Bast! No, no, not now!

      My body has chosen to enact its female function, and somehow I didn’t even feel it starting. . . . (In fact, I still don’t feel it—what is happening, Bast?) At what time during this ungodly morning did I even have time to sit down long enough to stain the skirt? Was it when I gulped water and stuffed dried chunks of yesterday’s lentil pottage in my mouth?

      Regardless, I forgot to note the moon cycle days (because I can’t count properly and, to be honest, I can’t be bothered to) and haven’t worn the bunched rags between my legs as I normally would. What a sorry mess I made! Bastet!

      Just then, I hear the voice of the shift overseer approaching. “You!” he says. “Stop all work! You are contaminated! Go home and come back next week when the moon flow is over.”

      “But—” I begin to retort.

      This particular overseer is a small, hard-faced man, with a shadow of a sneer around his mouth as he speaks. He’s definitely not one of my favorites, and not someone to argue with.

      “You are fortunate that we allow common, unskilled girls such as yourself to work here,” he reminds me. “You now have one reprimand—your first, as I recall the work records. Remember your great fortune to be employed in this establishment, and go home. If I have to repeat myself, I will give you a second reprimand.”

      Silently I nod, lower my gaze, and step away from the work table, while the women on both sides give me pitying stares. I’ve just lost a week’s worth of pay due to my own carelessness, and exposed myself to disdain. Women’s flow time is considered an unclean time, and any opportunity to remind the men of its existence does not serve any of us well.

      Disdain I can live with, but lack of coins?

      Ah, Bastet help me!

      

      I leave my industrial apron and hair covering at the doors and exit the sprawling building into the pre-dawn darkness. I spit several times at the dust on the ground of the industrial street, to ward off any evil sha spirits that might have decided to attach themselves to me since I’m bleeding.

      A cool night wind blows in my face and tugs at my tight curls of hair. Soon, Ra’s sacred disk will breach the horizon with light, but the orb lights and occasional live torches still glow—the former with artificial gold, and the latter with living orange flame—in the posts lining the street.

      Other large buildings and warehouses make up this lonely industrial row on the outer edge of Sacred Circle Eight, and now I must walk in the dawn twilight, all the way home. No one is out, not even the hovering billboards that begin making their slow sailing passes through the City streets at dawn. For the most part, this area is not on their automated itineraries.

      The cheap transport carts don’t show up in this district until next hour, and I can’t afford fare for a fancy hovering bus without getting paid at the end of my shift. I don’t often bother with public transportation, since coins don’t come easy. Besides, I love brisk walking, even though it’s a long way, and I have to cross a residential Circle and two canal bridges to get to the outskirts where we live—Sacred Circle Ten, also known as Denwen’s Pit. We locals refer to our portion of the Circle as the Armpit. (There’s also the Crotch, located directly on the opposite side, but we don’t talk about it).

      Amurabia is going to be so disappointed in me today.

      Not as much as I am with myself.

      

      I hurry along the mostly lonely street. It’s almost dawn now, sometime between shifts, and those who work in this district are either already at their worksites, or else they haven’t begun to arrive yet. Fortunately, it’s not too dangerous to be out and about here and besides, I can run like the wind, and I dare anyone to catch me.

      As I’m about to pass one alley, however, I hear uncommon noise up ahead. It’s particularly dark here, midway between two distant light posts illuminating this street. And there it comes—a sharp cry, then several voices raised, and the sounds of a rough struggle.

      “Let go of me!” A young boy or a girl yells.

      “Not until the old man pays!” An older male voice sounds in reply.

      I slow down my fast pace. Then I freeze, considering my next course of action. . . . Whatever filthy transaction is happening in that alley, it is none of my business. Not that I would attempt to intervene or help anyone; no, that would be insanity. I’ll leave that to the City Guard—though they rarely patrol here, and won’t bother to show up promptly unless called by warehouse management.

      Instead, I focus on what would be my best way of going around this unfortunate incident without being noticed. Bast help me!

      If I back-track halfway between these two buildings, I can try diving into that other alley I just passed earlier. Or maybe I can just cross the street here, and then creep along the perimeter of the buildings and run across this alley, but on the opposite side? If a hard crime is being committed, they might still see me, and naturally they can’t have a witness. . . .

      Just as all manner of violent images fill my stupid head, I see a dark streak flying past me down the street, in the same direction as I’m going. The hover-rider, cloak flapping behind him, turns directly into the alley. I barely see a flash of orichalcum metal along the long edge of the board . . . a form-fitting suit of iridescent, glimmering black . . . the streamlined shape of the rider almost lying flat, parallel to the board’s length, controlling it skillfully with the lower body. The man or boy leans sharply into the corner, one foot anchored in the hoverboard stirrup, as he disappears down the alley.

      Three heartbeats later I hear fighting noises—men landing blows, objects striking—possibly fighting sticks, sounds of a tussle, more yells. Then I see a small, wiry boy and two girls come pounding out of the alley, closely followed by an older man who has a bloodied face and what looks to be a broken nose. I don’t think he was the one threatening a child; rather, he must be with them, the one who was referred to as “old man.” Their father, maybe?

      All I know is, these people are running like all the underworld’s shaitunaat is after them, while I remain frozen a few steps away, and the fighting is still going on in the alley. No one else is on this stretch of street with us, no one to offer additional help.

      I tell myself, no, Semmi, no. I’m prudent enough not to interfere even now. . . . And yet, curiosity pulls at me. And so, I sneak the few steps forward and plaster myself against the limestone wall of the building at the corner. Very carefully I peek inside the alley. . . .

      And observe an amazing sight. The man in shimmering black (or boy, or sha in human form) on the hoverboard, straddling it with practiced, military ease, is single-handedly fighting five people.

      A mix of men and boys, rough and dirty, strike at him with sticks and long knives, even as he maneuvers easily out of the way, making short whistling tones to direct his hoverboard a few feet off the ground. And then he lashes out at them with his black-gloved hands and a three-tiered short metal staff that he spins before him, around him, over and under—so fast that it blurs in motion, like a wind farm propeller.

      It occurs to me that his sparkling black cloak should get in his way at some point, as it sweeps around him in dramatic fashion. But then I see that it also hovers, acting like an armor layer of sorts, an additional barrier between him and the opponents. Must be lined on the underside with orichalcum fabric.

      Whoever this person is, they must be rich. I stare, mesmerized, at the hover-rider’s fluid movements, deadly and skilled in combat. Why does this individual seem so familiar? Where have I seen this type of sleek black outfit—dark as niktos, yet alive with the sparkle of stars—and that shoulder-length mane of equally dark hair?

      No, it can’t be. . . .

      I’ve seen him on the video screen. On our old media-box. To be precise, there’s this popular story-feed drama that Amurabia and her neighbor women friends, and even Uru, love to watch mid-week, or on replay every Ra-Day evening.

      The Love Life of the Man in the Niktos Cloak.

      That’s the ridiculous title of the rogue, network-independent show that half of Poseidon raves over, now in its third season. And the popularity is only growing. Supposedly it’s some anonymous individual funding the whole thing out of his own money bag, as he himself plays the romantic hero, with a very small cast of play-actors, in a short, weekly episode.

      Normally I avoid it because of the stupidity of the premise—it’s always the Man in the Niktos Cloak caught in bed with a new woman or man every night, and he has to fend off the husband or wife, or other lover without ever getting out of bed to do it.

      Yes, that’s the gimmick. I roll my eyes violently, trying not to wrench them from my sockets, just thinking about it.

      The Man in the Niktos Cloak never quite shows his full face to the camera. But apparently, he is young and quite handsome, judging from the brief flash-glimpses of his beautiful features that the audience gets every week. Trying to get a new glimpse of his face when he is not masked—even just a new angle on his features—is part of the challenge and appeal of this show. That, and the passionate lovemaking in the first portion of each episode, during which there are frequent glimpses of his perfectly chiseled abs and chest, his toned shoulders, muscular arms, and so much more. . . .

      Ah, the moans, the steamy sighs, the barely-stifled cries of desire—and that’s just the women in our living room, watching the hot action.

      In all that, the Man in the Niktos Cloak always wears clothing made of the same shimmery, reflective, black fabric, while the garment itself changes slightly. . . . Even if he disrobes, there’s always his elegant, black cloak. It is cast aside nearby, so that he appears completely unclothed under the silken sheets, with nothing but his lustrous black hair to cover him and his lover of the moment (usually a new female play-actor in every episode).

      Amurabia and the women adore him—his mysterious looks, his cleverness, his honey-smooth, low voice. . . . In fact, I’m quite certain that the voice alone makes up the bulk of the attraction. It definitely makes all of them melt, as they stare and whisper and giggle when he utters sweet and very dirty words to his partner.

      I have to endure this nonsense every week, under my own roof, for a quarter of an hour. . . . Ugh. Why must we be among the few in this part of hovel town with a working media-box and screen? Amurabia is far too indulgent of our neighbors; she should be charging them per viewing, I tell her often. Or they can go watch the newer and better media-box unit, three hovels down, over at Bayadi’s place.

      And then, there’s the other thing. A much more interesting thing.

      The Man in the Niktos Cloak fights. He always pulls out some incredible, clever weapon and uses it to vanquish or beat off the jealous attacker who comes to interrupt his love tryst.

      From his bed. Without getting up.

      I admit, I turn to watch those final few moments, when the rutting ends and the fighting happens—just for the clever moves, just to see what he would do and how he would escape possible death, or at least a whole lot of pain and a beating.

      When it’s all over, and the enemy has either fled or lies knocked-out nearby, the Man in the Niktos Cloak kisses his amazed (and duly impressed) lover farewell, then summons an expensive hoverboard to the bedside. We never see him actually get on it, because the screen darkens as the episode ends. It is followed by some stupid commercial from that week’s sponsor.

      And that’s The Love Life of the Man in the Niktos Cloak, summed up.

      That same exact hoverboard, that garment fabric, those martial arts moves—I recognize all of it now, as I find myself peeking inside the alley. . . .

      No, I’ve not gone mad.

      This is happening. This is real.

      

      With a pounding pulse, tense and ready to flee in a heartbeat, I watch the action in the alley. Just a few intense moments pass, and the hover-rider in black dispatches all five of his opponents. Two of the biggest men lie motionless on the ground, while the other three, younger boys, take off running and scatter deeper into the alley.

      The hover-rider whistles a tone sequence, and his hoverboard obeys, turning him around smoothly and tilting him nearly upright. Simultaneously, he flips and folds his tri-segment weapon in on itself, using just one hand, and hides it in the folds of his clothing.

      He then flies in my direction, one foot in the stirrup, cloak flapping behind him.

      Immediately, I shrink back against the wall of the corner building, trying to make myself small, coiled like a spring in anticipation of running. If I’m lucky, he might just pass by without noticing me at all, so if I don’t run it might be better. . . .

      But no, too late; he’s seen me.

      The hover-rider reaches the mouth of the alley and turns his head to look directly at me. He wears no mask, and his features are visible in their entirety—lucky me (I offer up an eyeroll heavenward to any deities who might be watching). Not sure what I expected, but I see the lean face of an undeniably good-looking young man, framed by longish, dark hair.

      His sharp gaze strikes me with a focused scrutiny. In the near-darkness, far from the streetlights, I barely catch the liquid flash and color of his eyes. They’re neither black, nor brown, nor blue. Some kind of lighter shade, possibly tawny-green, possibly off-grey—hard to tell in the pre-dawn dusk. Whatever it is, these eyes are not the kind I expect to forget. . . . And not only because of their color.

      Arrogant, supremely confident, mocking. . . .

      “Nefero eos, you saw nothing,” he tells me in passing, even as I stare like a dumb-struck fool. “You should get lost, before the Guard arrives.” And he flashes me a grin full of healthy white teeth.

      Ah, Bastet, that voice! Now I recognize it without a doubt. Yes, it’s him . . . he is the Man in the Niktos Cloak, the play-actor, play-idiot, whoever—he has to be.

      “Nefero eos,” I reply stupidly.

      But the Man in the Niktos Cloak is already many paces away and leaning into the wind, as his hoverboard now rises above street level. In moments he disappears out of sight into the rosy dawn-lightening sky.

      I stand gawking in his wake.

      Then I head home.

      Grandmother is not going to believe this!
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      When I finally turn at my narrow street in our dirt-packed slum, lined with squat, ugly hovels of baked clay and limestone, and arrive at the fifth hovel on the left, it is full morning.

      The sky is bright blue and Ra’s disk is beginning its vaulted journey toward noon’s zenith. Probably a mild day is coming, since it’s Setaet, the first month, after all, and the winter is almost behind us. Here, on the outskirts of Poseidon—great and glorious Capital of Imperial Atlantida, Eternal Atlantis, greatest empire on earth, so on and so forth (Bast forgive me if I begin to gag at the usual accolades when so little of the bounty actually falls upon us)—the effects of weather control are less noticeable than in the City center. So yes, we get more chills in the winter and more heat in the summer than the far more fortunate residents of the inner Circles, especially the elites at the Imperial Heart of All Things.

      I pause briefly outside the wooden door of our crumbling home, and wave to a neighbor woman who is hanging up laundry on her roof.

      “Aren’t you back early today?” she yells down at me, snapping and flapping some ragged linen sheets.

      “Yes, they made me go home,” I yell back. “Moon flow.”

      “Ah,” the woman says with immediate sympathy. “May the gods take pity and may it end soon.”

      “Chuvu, Babi,” I say, nodding. “From your mouth to divine ears. Hope you’re right. I need the coins.”

      “Don’t we all,” Babi finishes, and goes back to drying her laundry.

      I start to fiddle with the door latch when I hear Amurabia’s ringing voice from indoors.

      “Semmi? Is that you, girl?”

      “Yes, Mei-Ma!” I holler back, fighting with the stuck latch. Old junk metal has rusted and is also bent; we need to get it fixed. “It’s me, I’m coming in!”

      But Amurabia is hard of hearing, so she yells again. “Semmi? Uru? Who is it? Who’s at the door, I’m coming now! I have a poker stick, straight from the coals!”

      “Mei-Ma, it’s Semmi!” I cry, rattling the door now.

      “Who is it?”

      “Ah, crap of a goat, Mei-Ma! Come to the door and help me open this thing! It’s Semmi! Semirameos, your granddaughter! Did you latch the door again from the inside?”

      At this point I am yelling at the top of my lungs, and I can hear the neighbor laughing on the roof.

      Seriously, how many times do I have to tell Grandmother not to latch the door from the inside before noon? Both Uru and I need it to be open since we come and go at all hours, especially Uru.

      Finally, the door opens, and Amurabia—old, skinny, and short, with dark brown, wrinkled skin and a rag kerchief around her gray head of frizzy hair—looks up at me with startled reproach.

      “Oh—Semmi. . . . Why aren’t you at work?”

      I walk past her inside our murky living room, and then twist and lift the fabric at the back of my skirt to show her the red spot.

      Amurabia squints and shakes her head. “Did you wear a linen sheath under that?” she asks curtly.

      I frown with annoyance. “Of course. I always wear the underskirt, just in case. I just forgot the rags.”

      But Amurabia shakes her head again. “Let me see.” She leans closer, lifts up my coarse skirt fabric, and sure enough, I have my linen liner shift underneath.

      “No blood,” she says. “No moon flow.”

      My mouth falls open. “But⁠—”

      “Child. You’ve been made a fool,” my sharp-thinking grandmother says, raising her warm brown eyes at me with pity. “Someone used your skirt as a towel. The outer skirt. Probably cut themselves, then quickly covered it up, but first had to clean up in a hurry.”

      “Bastet!” I curse loudly. “No wonder I didn’t feel anything! Must be one of the whore-bitches who work next to me, wonder which one⁠—”

      “Don’t invoke Bast’s holy name in vain,” Amurabia tells me patiently and not for the first time, since I tend to run hot, with a foul mouth. “And don’t insult hard-working whores. Their job is harder than yours and mine.”

      “I lost a week of pay because of some lying, mangy, she-goat!” I continue. “I’m going back there, I will tell the overseer, have him check all the bitches’ fingers! Those on both sides of me, and the ones next to them too!”

      Amurabia nods. “You do that. But, tomorrow. It’s too late now—by the time you return to Chiprahat, the shift will be over. But you go in early tomorrow and explain.”

      “I bet it’s Odira,” I continue fuming. “She’s the one who pointed it out to me, told me I’m bleeding. Or it could be that green-haired red-ass baboon Labaat, or Jigudin. . . .”

      “Don’t waste your breath,” Amurabia says, patting my arm. “Come, girl, I’ll find something for you to do here, you can help me wind the yarn.”

      Grandmother is a skilled seamstress and works from home, so her work room corner is always overflowing with fabrics and hemp yarn from neighborhood clients.

      I nod and we go through the front living room into the smaller of the two rooms in the back, where Amurabia works and sleeps. Our house only has three rooms. The low-ceilinged living room is the largest, with the long sitting bench from which we watch the story-feeds (and where our Father sleeps at night), the infamous media-box on the opposite wall, and the table in the corner. The other two rooms are Amurabia’s tiny bedroom and workroom, and my and Uru’s bedroom.

      Behind the house, under an overhang, we have our outdoor kitchen with a fire pit and an ancient blackened grill grate that Amurabia inherited from her own mother’s household. Beyond it, our small enclosed yard is crammed with tiers and rows of growing pots filled with earth and vegetables. No mushrooms, of course, since that requires a permit and a specialty grower’s license—not to mention, we don’t have the proper soil or the humidity-controlled enclosure.

      Meanwhile, our roof is a large flat area which has even more planters full of growing herbs and more vegetables, and can be used as an additional open-air room when the weather permits. Up there’s also a narrow, enclosed cabin stall where we shower under running water, wash our laundry, and use the drain as an elimination latrine.

      The water is a true luxury here in the slum, piped by means of an old high-tech pump from the common well that reaches this blessed row of hovels. Not everyone is near a well, especially equipped with a pump. The long drain pipe runs down from the roof into the ground underneath the house and then ends up in the public sewer that serves our street. An additional sewer drain is in the corner of the yard on ground level, with a hollow toilet seat on top.

      To get up onto the roof, we use a ladder from the back yard. It’s secured between the small apricot tree and the wall, for safety. We have a second fruit tree, but it grows sour lemons, so it might as well be a useless shrub, as far as I’m concerned. I yell at it often as I walk past its useless trunk. Why couldn’t it be an olive or a fig? Thank Bast we have the apricot, at least. . . .

      Just as Amurabia and I disappear into her workroom, we hear the front door rattle once again. Then, Uru’s boyish voice calls out.

      “Mei-Ma! Mei-Ma, are you home?” my young brother Urumer yells urgently. There’s a world of excitement in his voice.

      Amurabia pauses her slightly limping walk and gathers a deep breath. She then hollers past me, loud enough to blow my ears off. “Since when am I not home at this hour? Open the door, boy! It’s open! It’s open, I said!”

      “He heard you, Mei-Ma,” I say, tapping her on the shoulder.

      Moments later, Urumer rattles the door open, slams it behind him, and rushes into the workroom, panting and out of breath. My little brother Uru is annoying and adorable at the same time, with his wild, curly waves of dark brown hair that he always forgets to tie up in a proper tail, his big brown eyes, perfect falcon-wing brows, and pretty, long lashes. He still has a long way to grow before he comes close to my height (yes, I’m a little taller than the average girl, Bast be praised—I can reach tall shelves). But at some point, he will pass me, and then the girls will start swooning after him.

      Thankfully, that’s a long way off, and he is still a skinny, wiry child who can run very fast and who likes to climb everything—trees, ladders, rooftops, City posts.

      Uru also likes to bring everyone the latest news (which makes sense for his job as messenger and courier) and is often the first to spread gossip all over the street.

      Such as now.

      “Semmi—how come you’re home?” he mumbles, noticing me, then immediately forgets and turns to Amurabia. “Mei-Ma! I have big news! So bad, so bad!”

      “What is it, child? What’s so bad?” Amurabia asks blandly, humoring him, as she turns away and begins to open her fabric boxes on the work table.

      But Uru glances from me to her, with wide eyes. He begins to tug my shirt in excitement, then rattles off: “Just came back from the Old Fish Market, and there was this huge digital billboard flying in. Big as a wall! Looked like it came from the Circle Interior, from some rich Circles, not our kind. It stopped in the middle clearing . . . and then it turned on to an Imperial channel, I’m talking full Announcement mode!”

      Amurabia briefly glances at him. “Is that so?”

      “Go on,” I add.

      “It started to play the Imperial Hymn, so loud that everyone in the market shut up and stopped what they were doing. Even Makar’s pie stall got quiet, you know that’s crazy, right, anyway⁠—”

      I shake my head slightly and chuckle. “Yes, go on.”

      “Yeah . . . and so,” Uru stumbles and picks up his story. “So then, there was Blessed Churu. His face, big as a wall, his crown shining, with all the gold around him. And he said that the other gods are angry at us. Four years ago, they warned us to obey, and now they are coming back to punish us because we didn’t. They are sending a giant Sky Rock ahead of them. The Sky Rock is going to fall on us and there will be death and pain and tears—so many tears that they will turn to rivers and the rivers will turn to mountains, and flood us⁠—”

      “All right, what nonsense now, child?” Amurabia interrupts. “I really doubt the Blessed Imperator said anything of the sort. What was the real message? And before you exaggerate, think what I told you about making up pointless lies⁠—”

      But Uru’s face gets a hurt look, and he wails, “No, Mei-Ma! He really said that, mountains of tears and big water like a mountain! And—and⁠—”

      “Come on, Uru,” I speak up. “Okay, whatever. What else did he say?”

      My little brother scrunches up his face and frowns, quieting stubbornly.

      “Urumer!” Grandmother says loudly. “Enough! If the Imperator chose to speak to us in the marketplace in the middle of day, then it must’ve been important. So now, out with it! What did he actually say?”

      “You don’t believe me, just turn on the box and watch!” Uru says sullenly, pointing to our media-box.

      “Urumer!” This time Grandmother yells his name like she means business. We both know she wouldn’t waste precious digital energy to run the box this early in the day. She even yells at our Father if she sees him watching before our evening mealtime.

      “All right, you don’t believe me,” Uru resumes talking. “But Churu did speak about the Sky Rock and the water, and how everyone will die—except the few fortunate ones here in Poseidon and a rare few from outside. He said they will be choosing among us.”

      “Choosing how? They who?” Amurabia asks with guarded weariness.

      “They, the Kassiopei gods, not the golden sky gods,” Uru elaborates. “And the nobles. They will be choosing among us—picking the best people in Poseidon to serve them, as they escape the death and the Sky Rock and the water.”

      “Escape? Where? How do they escape all this supposed misfortune?” I ask, to humor him.

      “They’re building ships. The kind that fly. But not just ordinary ones that can only rise over rooftops or go over a mountain. These ships will fly so high up into the sky that they reach the stars! And the Kassiopei, together with the nobles, will go inside these great flying star ships, and escape! And if we get picked, we escape too!”

      “Oh, Bast . . .” I mutter, rubbing my forehead and nose, even as I shake my head at Uru’s crazy story. “You are being useless right now, Uru. This is shar-ta-haak nonsense. If even a tiny grain of this is real, it’s bad. And it can’t be that bad.”

      “Yes, it can! I tell you, it’s real, and really bad.” Uru nods. “Also, there’s more . . . bad.”

      He pauses slightly, narrows his eyes in fearful anticipation, then rattles off: “You know that data pole on our corner? The one that’s hard to see when you’re coming from the other street? Okay, on the way back here, I was thinking so hard about the bad news that I forgot and crashed into it with my hoverboard. Leveled it flat.”

      Both Amurabia and I exclaim simultaneously. “Again? Oh no, not again, Uru!”

      “Crap of a goat,” I add angrily. “So much babbling, when you should’ve led with that!”
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      “My hoverboard is okay,” my idiot brother tells us with a tiny smile, as if that will excuse everything. “Not even a dent. I’m okay too. Didn’t fall off this time, I jumped, and saw it coming at the last moment⁠—”

      “Wait, you saw it and still crashed?” I interrupt, advancing threateningly to loom over him. “Or you didn’t see—which is it? How could you be such a hoohvak?”

      The traffic and data pole on our street corner is not a joke. It’s a public utility, used by the City to transmit our media feeds, and all the information to all the tech in the area, in addition to setting traffic patterns and other important comms stuff. If it goes down, we all lose reception and lose half of our tech. And the City Guard will come and make arrests!

      “Well, never mind, it doesn’t matter,” Amurabia says loudly, interrupting both of us. “Is the pole still down? Right now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ah, gods preserve us!” With determination, Amurabia heads back to the living room and then the outside door. On the way she grabs her cane, adjusts her kerchief, and motions to both of us to follow.

      I’m already right behind her, allowing her to hobble forward quickly, while Uru lags after us with a guilty expression. I notice the offending hoverboard of his is leaning against the wall where he dragged it in and left it, right near the door.

      The moment we’re outside in the morning sunshine, Amurabia begins to yell in her mightiest voice. “Ei, ei, ei, we need help! Help! Pedros! Someone get Pedros!”

      She looks around, sees our neighbor Babi with her laundry on her roof.

      Babi pauses her work and stares down at our Grandmother.

      “Stop gawking, Babi!” Amurabia yells at her, shielding her eyes from the sun with her palm. “Come help, the data pole is down again! The blasted child ran into it, and we need to raise it up right now! Quickly now, call everyone you can see!”

      “Oh, no, Uru! What did you do?” Babi calls down at my brother. And then she puts her hands together over her mouth to amplify her voice, and starts yelling too.

      “Pedros! Come help! Gaitahat! Maitu, call your husband here! Maitu-u-u-u!”

      “Pedros, wake up! Pedros, son of Faduia!” Amurabia yells even louder, and uses her cane to strike the ground, as if that would help. Maybe the shaitunaat underground need to know our business too.

      One by one, the neighbors around us come out—those who are home, that is, since this is a workday. Doors open, and a few old women or old men peek outside.

      “The pole is down! Come help us raise it up!” I call out also.

      We all begin walking quickly down the street, and people start joining us. Babi gets down from her roof, and a big man called Pedros finally shows up. Pedros works the night shift, so we woke him up, unfortunately.

      By the time we get to the corner with its downed pole, we’re a small crowd.

      The pole is not too thick, the girth of a young tree. But it has a metal core, and it is sufficiently tall—two people stacked on top of each other, that’s how tall (like when Pedros’s wife climbs on his shoulders to reach the upper branches of their fig)—so it requires at least three people to even move it. Together, fifteen people manage to hold it up immediately and lower it back into its proper hole.

      “Are the City Guard coming?” people ask nervously as we work.

      “No, not yet! Quickly now, quickly!”

      We pile earth at the base of the pole, stomp it down, someone slaps it with a shovel, someone else hauls clay bricks to pile around it for reinforcement, in a retaining circle.

      “Amurabia, you need to whip that boy!” a neighbor woman says angrily, and gives an incinerating look to my poor, fool brother.

      “Thank you, Chiuga, yes, I’ll handle him,” Amurabia says with a grim expression, observing from the sidelines, while big Pedros grunts and moves the pole yet again a tiny bit, to make sure it’s at a perfect vertical alignment.

      “Make sure this doesn’t happen again,” another man says, holding a tech gadget to the pole, as he calibrates the computer inside. “It’s working now, all okay. But next time it falls, we may not be able to reset. The inner circuitry can fry and we won’t be able to avoid a visit from the authorities. They can still show up today⁠—”

      “They won’t.” Amurabia exhales a tense breath. “For once I praise Bast, and Denwen, and all the gods of Atlantida, that we live in Denwen’s Pit. Thank you, all of you, sen-i-senet for your blessed assistance!”

      “Yes, the Armpit takes care of its own,” Babi adds.

      

      After all that excitement, Amurabia promises the neighbors some of her delicious eos pies, next time the apricots ripen on our tree. And then we all head back to our respective hovels.

      “Anyone know anything about some big Sky Rock sent by the golden gods to drop on our heads?” Amurabia asks people in general as we walk.

      The neighbors all plead ignorance, and some offer very confused replies.

      “You’re the one with the media-box,” Maitu, wife of Pedros, says to Amurabia.

      “I will turn it on in the evening,” Grandmother replies firmly. “Just wondering if anyone heard anything, or if my boy-child here is just spreading more nonsense gossip. City is full of it.”

      “Well, he has been all over, as usual,” remarks Pedros thoughtfully, following with a huge yawn. “Gods alone know the truth of all things. If the Imperator spoke in the marketplace, it must be important.”

      “Get back to sleep, Pedros,” we tell him, since the man is now yawning profusely, and has a whole work night shift ahead of him.

      “I suppose if it matters, we will all find out,” a different neighbor concludes wisely, waving to us before heading for her own door.

      And on that note, we part.

      Once back in our home, Amurabia turns to Uru and gives him a harangue. “I really need to pull your ears and slap your backside for all this trouble you’ve caused.” She sets her cane against the wall and then lowers herself tiredly on our long bench.

      “I’m sorry, Mei-Ma, I won’t do it again, I promise, please don’t hurt me,” Uru whines, knowing full well that she would do nothing of the sort. Grandmother almost never raises her hand at us, and all her threats are verbal.

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Urumer, son of my daughter. At least don’t do it again for a long time, child.”

      “It’s almost noon, should I boil some hot tea?” I say mildly.

      “I could use some tea,” Amurabia says after a long breath, forgetting her aggravation.

      And so, I make us all some tea from the dried herbs we have in the back of the house. And while the fire pit boils the pot outside, I tell Amurabia and Uru about what happened to me on the way home, how I saw the Man in the Niktos Cloak.

      “No, you didn’t!” Uru exclaims in minor awe.

      “Yes, hoohvak, I did. Who’s the one who doesn’t believe me now? It was the Man in the Niktos Cloak, in his shiny suit and on his hoverboard, and he was fighting, except this time it was in a dark alley full of murderous chazufs, and he saved all these people⁠—”

      “How do you know it was him, and not some strange guy dressed up like him?” Uru persists.

      “I just do. Too many familiar details to be a coincidence. I know how he fights.”

      “You know his naked backside, you mean!” Uru giggles.

      I snort. “Naked backsides are all alike. But fighting styles are unique.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says I.”

      “Hah!” Uru slaps his leg. “You don’t even know how to fight, Semmi-moo!”

      I shrug. “I know enough.”

      “Both my mei-saai are making up all kinds of stories today,” Amurabia says with a martyr-like glance to the ceiling (where the gods dwell supposedly; why is it always the ceiling or sky?), but there’s a smile on her lips as she sips tea from her clay grail.

      “You may not believe me,” I say, with a similar little smile, taking a seat on the bench next to her, “but I saw his face. I saw the face of the Man in the Niktos Cloak.”

      Amurabia lifts one brow and her relaxed, sleepy-eyed expression perks up. “Is that so, girl? And was this supposed Man in the Niktos Cloak as handsome as we all think he is?”

      I pause for a moment, thinking how to reply, and for some reason feel a little wave of heat in my neck. I really hate it when Grandmother pushes these uncomfortable subjects with me. But what can I do now? I did begin to tell them this story, so now I must finish it, and expect the natural questions. “I guess he is,” I reply. “Handsome enough, I guess.”

      “Ooh, you guess, you guess!” Uru exclaims. “So he really must be, since you never admit that anyone is handsome!”

      “Hush, Urumer!” I say sternly. “Few people are truly handsome. I only say it like it is.”

      “Interesting.” Amurabia offers up her empty grail for a refill of tea. “I rather think most people are very handsome, even the ones sometimes called ugly. It’s all about the expression in their eyes, not the features. Features are an empty framework granted us by the gods. Meanwhile, the way we permit our eyes to express our soul’s true visage in its sacred three parts, is all our doing.”

      “Maybe.” I pour myself another cup also. “Anyway, I think the Man in the Niktos Cloak is a wealthy fool, actually—handsome or not. That story-feed on the media-box is proof enough. Either he’s a vain hoohvak who likes to show himself off, or he is doing it for even more money from the show sponsors. Besides, what’s he doing, flying around before dawn in an industrial area?”

      “Sounds like he’s saving people.” Uru taps my arm for his own tea refill.

      “If you truly saw him,” Amurabia ponders with a light smile of appreciation, “what a wonder it must be!”

      I say nothing and stick my nose deeper in my cup to smell the pungent herbal steam full of honey clover and citrus (all right, the lemons do have some use after all).

      “Hey, maybe you can try to see him again tomorrow, and then find out who he is! If you could find out, we can make the social news all over the Windnet, and even make some good coins—” Uru starts to babble, and I shake my head.

      Pondering the true identity of the Man in the Niktos Cloak is the most pointless thing of all.

      So, who is he? There are infinite speculations. There is also plentiful betting, and coins exchange hands, all around the City, as my brother just reminded us.

      First, everyone concurs that the Man in the Niktos Cloak must be independently wealthy to be able to fund the show—hence, he’s a powerful merchant or landowner’s son, in the very least. His chiseled body is perfection. Therefore, he must be the product of noble breeding, the son of a Great Family. He fights like the sha, so there’s military training—or else he’s a murderous criminal rogue who’s living on stolen riches. . . .

      Some fools even wonder if he’s related to the divine Imperial Kassiopei Dynasty, and is secretly one of the Princes of Atlantida or a bastard son of Blessed Churu Himself. So many hoohvak rumors, one more stupid than the other.

      My annoyed thoughts are interrupted by the sound at the door. It opens, and in comes Guzum, our Father, walking unsteadily because as usual he is likely semi-drunk and in need of a shave. Our Father is a thin man, with medium-brown hair consisting of very fine strands, and somewhat lighter skin than the rest of us, light tan instead of light brown. He has a permanent dazed look on his face, and under his thick eyebrows, his hazel eyes are heavy-lidded from need of sleep.

      What’s he doing here? it immediately occurs to me. It’s only noon, and he isn’t even attempting to work today.

      Before Amurabia can make her own reprimand, Father lifts one hand to us, with one finger pointing up.

      And then he says, “Don’t . . . don’t say nothing, Amurabia. . . . There’s a Sky Rock. Up there . . . with the gods. . . . It’s coming for us, and we’re all going to die.”
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      “Nefero dea, Guzum,” Grandmother says after a very long pause. “So, it’s true?”

      My Father slowly pulls up his eyebrows and stares at all of us. “Hm . . . I see you’ve heard already.” And then he continues into the living room and plops down on the other side of the bench next to her, while Uru makes room and slides over to sit on the very end.

      There’s another long pause as we all stare at Father.

      “So, what exactly is this Sky Rock business?” Amurabia asks. “Your son tried to explain what was said in the market but he made very little sense. Are you sober enough to do a better job?”

      “I could use some of that.” Father points to the pot of tea.

      I stand up and get his old wooden mug from the shelf in the corner, then fill it from the clay pot. Watching the steam rise from the tea, I carry it to my Father who receives it with somewhat unsteady fingers.

      “Drink, then talk,” Amurabia commands.

      Father buries his face in the mug and takes deep gulps, while we wait.

      And then he tells us a truly startling story.

      Apparently, Uru was mostly accurate in what he managed to convey to us. The Imperator did make a serious Announcement in the middle of the marketplace. The golden gods are angry at what little progress we have made over the past four years since they taught us the true sacred ways. They are returning, and this time they will punish us. They are indeed sending a giant flying Sky Rock, the size of a mountain, that will crash into the heart of Atlantida—in other words, right here, in Poseidon.

      And it will make a hole in the earth, in the very same place where this City stands. Fires will come pouring from the underworld, while great waters from the ocean will rise into great waves, and will wash away all that’s left.

      “In short, we will be dead before summer,” Father concludes wearily. “The technicians who examine the sky for such things as falling rocks are still determining the exact day it will strike, but it is within about three months, no more. Either the month of Osiriet or Thotaet.”

      Amurabia lets out a held breath. “If we travel far enough away, maybe across this land to the other side in the north, or even across the ocean, can we escape it?”

      “Not according to the Imperator,” Father replies.

      “Those underground fires, that great wave, how bad can it be? Can we climb tall trees? It can wash over us, and if we borrow a boat, such as the one that glides from the canals to the ocean and carries cargo⁠—?”

      At that, Guzum shakes his head and laughs tiredly. “Amurabia, have you ever been in an ocean storm? No? Well, this is supposed to bring waves that are like mountains, greater than any storm. Greater than actual mountains.”

      Grandmother’s expression is strained to the utmost. Her wrinkles are stretched tight across her forehead, and it’s as if she is trying to comprehend. . . . And failing.

      “No,” she says finally, shaking her head. “I don’t believe it. That kind of wave, it would destroy all living things, all of us, the animals, the world itself!”

      Our Father bites his lip and nods. “Exactly so.”

      “Stop scaring the child!” Amurabia says gruffly, noticing Uru’s frightened expression.

      The irony is, Uru was the one who first spread this news to us, likely without any true understanding. And now it is starting to sink in.

      We’re all going to die.

      “There has to be something that can be done!” Grandmother persists. “Not for me—I’m too old and bear no grudge against the gods if they choose to send my soul onward onboard the Depet of Eternity. But the children, even you, Guzum. There’s still much life to be lived for all of you. . . .”

      A long pause.

      Then, Father clears his throat loudly with a harsh rasping noise. “Speak truly. I’m not worth much in this life,” he says. “But the boy and the girl, they should live.”

      “So then, what can be done?” she asks.

      “The Blessed Imperator spoke of preparations being made for an escape up into the skies and to the stars.” Father says after another long pause. “Not very clear what it means, but they will be choosing among the general population. Ordinary people to serve the nobles and the Imperial Family in their journey.”

      “What manner of skills do they want?”

      Father shrugs. “They’re going to tell us in the coming days, I suppose. Not much more was said during this Announcement.”

      “Guzum!” Amurabia says harshly. “Use your head, what exactly did Blessed Churu say?”

      “Using my head or not using my head, it’s all he said. Why don’t we turn on the feeds and see what’s on the news?”

      “What time is it?” Grandmother glances at the distant lit timepiece on the wall which is embedded in the frame of the media-box. It’s showing three long lines and one shorter, partial one, which I know means “after third hour of Khe.” It’s the only thing using constant energy day and night that she allows in our house. “Not sixth hour yet, so no feeds!”

      “Ah, in the name of Khonsu and Ra!” Father mutters. “Make an exception this once, will you, woman? With only a few months remaining to us, the energy bill will not matter.”

      “It will matter to me!” our very stubborn Grandmother retorts. “Even as I’m gurgling my last breath underwater, I will go with a clear conscience that I’ve not accumulated debts that will further burden the Scales that weigh my mortal soul!”

      “Ei. . . .” Father waves his hand at her and makes a sound of disgust.

      

      And so, we wait, nervously, and not very patiently. Only a few hours to go before evening and the time of media-box usage.

      Amurabia busies herself with getting our meal going in the back yard, and I go to help her, while Uru runs outside, claiming he can collect more news. Our Father, meanwhile, stretches out on the bench, puts his feet up, and closes his eyes. Soon, those of us in the kitchen outside can hear his rasping snores.

      Our meal today (as it happens to be nearly every day) is roasted vegetables over bulghur grain pottage. The type of grains varies depending on what was found cheap in the marketplace this week, and the vegetables vary depending on what’s ripe in our yard and ready to harvest.

      While Amurabia stirs the large pot filled with grains and water, I go around the yard and look at the various grow pots, both on the ground and on the roof, to see what’s come up. Looks like we have a few carrots, onions, turnips, leeks, garlic, and cabbage, plus a multitude of herbs: coriander, rosemary, dill, tarragon.

      I dig up the vegetables and rinse them in a large wooden bowl, then help with the flatbread that’s popping on the hot stones. Then I return and start cutting up the produce with our one and only, less-than-effective, always-dull old knife. No matter how many times I sharpen it, it never reaches the sharpness of the ones I use at my workplace. But since this is the one thing I’m really good at, the task falls to me to cut and chop.

      “Sorry that it’s more of your usual work, girl,” Grandmother says guiltily, as she does every day, looking up from her other meal prep tasks. “But you do it so much better than any one of us.”

      “I know, Mei-Ma, I know,” I mutter, shaking my head slightly, but not displeased at this regular compliment to my skills. And it’s true, I cut quickly and precisely, even with this lousy knife, finishing the job in half the time it would take the old woman or anyone else on our street.

      As the bulghur softens and cooks, we start tossing in some of the vegetables and herbs, while others we coat in olive oil and set out on the metal grill for a nice char.

      I also add beans to a second pot of water to soak overnight for tomorrow’s meal or another one later in the week. Uru comes running back in the yard just then, says “Poot, poot!” at the beans, and makes a farting noise, then runs off again.

      I shake my head at him, but cannot help holding back a giggle at the little chazuf. Amurabia simply raises her wooden stirrer and brandishes it in his wake. She keeps her wrinkled mouth in a very straight line, and yet a tiny smile is straining to break out at the boy’s antics.

      By now, a delicious aroma wafts from the grill and the pot, filling the air with mouth-watering spice and pungency. Soon our neighbors will smell our supper, while we in turn will smell theirs, drifting on the breeze from all around hovel town. Another hour, and it will be overwhelming—the smells, the smoke, the voices, and the living noise of laborers returning from work, or simply coming outside to cook.

      In other words, the best time of the day is almost here.

      

      When the western sky starts turning warm peach colors, and Ra’s golden boat skims the horizon, our meal is ready. We fill four wooden bowls, carry them and the basket with the loaves of flatbread indoors, and set everything on the table near the wall. Then Amurabia raises the beer jug on a rope from inside a deep storage hole in the ground that keeps things cold.

      Everyone gets one mug of the pale, watery beer to have with supper, and back down the jug goes. Father is forbidden to retrieve it on his own, as are we. Although Amurabia covers the hole with a wide plank of wood and sets something heavy on top, I know for a fact that it doesn’t always prevent our Father from getting to it in the darkness of night.

      But now, it’s time to eat, and not a moment late. The media-box timepiece shows six long lines (I think of all fingers on my one hand, plus one finger on the other hand, which constitutes six), so evening is officially here, and with it, our digital entertainment.

      With our bowls and bread, we take our seats on the long bench and Amurabia does the honors. She sings a few carefully memorized and now very familiar notes in a slightly shaking voice, and the media-box comes alive. It unfurls from the wall, taking on a larger screen configuration, and it lights up to show a selection of smaller windows, each one with a different video feed. The networks take turns every day to get premier placement on this starting board, but the main choices are usually the same.

      Not sure why I feel a sudden hard twist of nerves in my gut when I first glance at the feeds. . . . Actually, I’m sure. I know exactly why—it’s the anticipation of the grim news from the Imperator, the news gnawing in the back of our minds all day.

      Sky Rock. . . . We’re all going to die.

      Even though my Father and Uru both confirmed the details of the deadly misfortune coming to us, my mind refuses to grasp it even now. I need the hard evidence of this new reality to be shown to me; I need to hear it for myself.

      All of it. Everything.

      Uru gets up from his spot on the bench and looks at us. “Which window?”

      “Go, touch the Imperial channel,” Grandmother replies, pointing to the central feed.

      My brother runs up to the screen and taps the central window with his fingers, then returns to his place. The window immediately takes up the entirety of the screen, and the broadcast noise hits us at high volume.

      A glorious image of the Center Circle of Poseidon fills the screen. The Center Circle is a lush garden island containing the Imperial Palace and the grand temples of all the greater gods. In the heart of the Circle is the new Kassiopeion, the Temple of the Imperial Dynasty, erected only a few years before the coming of the golden gods, by Imperial Decree, in place where the old Kassiopeion temple stood (ordinary and boring, in comparison).

      The new Kassiopeion is a truly strange building that always makes me wonder how in Bast’s name is it even standing. A transparent glass dome sits on top of four grand columns, and within it is another structure, made of gold and shaped like a four-point star, the sacred astroctadra shape.

      The bottom point of the star shape touches the ground, and the top point touches the center of the dome like the tip of a pyramid. And within the astroctadra is yet another sphere—a great orb of pure energy which contains the blazing power of Atlantis, full of moving rainbow light.

      Often, jets of plasma are ejected from the orb in bursts of iridescent brilliance, and supposedly they are living creatures, beasts from another world or universe coming into our own. Our singing techs can harness them and use them for all kinds of unspeakable wonders. The name for them is pegasei, and they are truly prized by the elites.

      Right now, I can see at least two such pegasei energy forms burst forth and escape the orb, then immediately get captured by the surrounding circle of priests who guard the sanctum. Meanwhile the grandiose voice of the news announcer narrates that preparations are being made by the divine Imperial Family for the “ordeals that await all of us.”

      In just moments, we’re told, the Imperator’s address to the nation this morning will be replayed. Meanwhile, rows of squiggles that are hieroglyphics and letters scroll by the frame of the screen on all four sides, going around in an endless loop, but none of us can read them, of course, so we must rely on the spoken words of the announcers.

      “Aha!” Amurabia says, raising her hand for silence. “Finally, we will hear it for ourselves.”

      Just as the screen changes to the Imperial Palace Throne Chamber and the magnificent figure of the Imperator, we hear polite but insistent knocking from outside our house.

      Grandmother makes a sound of frustration, and points at Uru, who immediately jumps up to open the front door.

      At least six of our neighbors are here, peeking in at the entrance to be let in to watch our media-box. Babi, Maitu, and Gaitahat are among them, with their children.

      “Atlantida! Attend me—to what I must relate to all of you, my people,” Churu Kassiopei speaks, as the camera moves in closer, enlarging his glorious, stern features.

      Amurabia gestures quickly with her hand, and the neighbors crowd tight into our small living room, surrounding our bench, perching everywhere. Two little girls pull themselves up, and end up on my lap, while I make a face at them and tell them to hush.

      And so, we listen.

      

      The Imperator speaks slowly in general terms, using big words. He describes the Sky Rock—its deadly velocity, its mountainous dimensions, the explosive contact it will make with the ground—in impersonal terms, as if it were an ordinary weather pattern. His divine voice is deep and resonant as usual, echoing in the grand room, and pouring into our tiny room with sufficient force to send chills up and down my spine. He does not attempt to explain or excuse the golden gods and their motives. Instead, there is a hint of contained anger in his carefully measured tone.

      “ . . . the Sky Rock is intended as punishment. It is the retaliation for our rejection of their impossible mandates,” Churu says. “Atlantida has made every effort to follow the strict . . . ‘guidelines’ set by them. And now, we are told, it is not sufficient. We have strayed. We have been found lacking—according to their unspeakable standards. And we are to pay for it, to forfeit our lives. I will not have our ancient Dynasty end due to alien mandates from alien gods. We are Atlantida. We are Forever!”

      In uttering that sentence full of disdain, his voice rings with such power that all of us, so far away, huddled in our distant City Circle Ten, shiver and cringe and pull ourselves closer to one another.

      One of the little girls on my lap digs her skinny fingers into my arm and starts to wail without knowing the meaning of the Imperator’s words, only their dire sound, their living crawling power.

      “We shall not perish,” Churu continues. “We shall depart, and we shall continue elsewhere. Kassiopei blood will persist onward unto the ages, and those of you who serve us will be graced by our protection. I hereby give my Imperial Word to that effect.”

      “That’s great,” my Father mumbles softly. “But what about the rest of us?”

      Neighbors sigh and shake their heads.

      The Imperator finally gets to the specifics. “Even now, work has started on the preparations. A great Imperial ship is being built, and many lesser ships, to take as many of those who serve us as possible—in the time frame presented to us. We shall rise up to Ra’s heavens and we shall continue even higher into the dark Vastness of Eternity that lies beyond.

      “To be permitted on board the Vastness ships, you must have the abilities and spirit required. I would take all of you—all those who serve me and the noble families loyally, all of you, ancient Poseidon, great City, and the surrounding regions and provinces—but there is only so much room on the vessels and only so much time and labor allotted for our departure. You will learn what you must do to qualify for Imperial service. Remain ready and listen carefully, for these requirements and categories of skills will be given to you later today and in the days following. And we shall choose amongst you for the best and most worthy.”

      He pauses, and the camera moves even closer to focus on his eyes.

      “As for the rest of you—I weep for you, my Atlantida. My blood is divine, and yet not even my Kassiopei power can protect all of you from what is coming. Stay strong and do not give up your soul’s triumvirate to the encroaching dark. Live until your last moment with honor, and die bravely, as befitting the greatest people of this earth.”

      When the recorded speech of the Imperator ends, the network announcers begin reading a list of initial broad categories of service eligible for the Imperial service—and hence, for rescue.

      The people in our living room grow even quieter and listen.

      “Military service category,” reads the announcer, and squiggles appear on the screen. “Domestic service category. Technical service category. Food and resources category. Artisan skills and crafts category. Medical category. Entertainment category. Education, training, and knowledge preservation category. Legal and priestly category. Hard labor category. More details will be given soon, including the process of how to apply for this special service. . . . And now, we present to you the hymnal prayer for the infinite souls of Atlantida⁠—”

      The scene switches to a different familiar temple structure, and the sound of a stringed zaurhi and drums, while acolytes dressed in white robes trimmed with golden lace begin to sing in pure young voices—and everyone here in our room seems to exhale a held breath. The familiar song and prayer service will be long and no need to pay much attention to it.

      “Well,” Amurabia breaks the silence, turning to the neighbors. “Gives us something to consider now. It’s better than nothing, see? We have skills here, all of us. So there is a solid chance we can work our way onto those sky ships. For example, you, Maitu, you’ve a way with making those little wooden beads and painting them so pretty with the flowers⁠—”

      Oh, Mei-Ma, if only. Poor people’s beadmaking is not the fancy skill the Imperator is looking for, I think sadly.

      But the neighbors seem reassured by my Grandmother’s positivity.

      “That’s right,” Maitu says, nodding. “I can cook better than most, do all manner of domestic work. And Pedros can lift four sacks at once! They can use a strong man on the ships, can’t they?”

      “Sure, they can!”

      “And you, Amurabia, can mend linen with the tiniest fine threads,” Gaitahat adds. “While your girl there can chop those fancy mushrooms! While I make the best hair braids and twists and can do a fine lady’s hair in half the time those lazy servants of theirs can manage⁠—”

      As they continue dwelling on their various talents with enthusiasm, I turn my attention to the muffled sound behind me, and see that one of the neighbor women is weeping.

      “Oh . . . Jahai,” I say her name awkwardly. Many of us turn to look at this older woman with a bad leg who leans against the wall, tears running down her thin, weathered face.

      “I—I don’t have the strength to do anything,” she says softly to us, between breaths. “Never learned fine skills. And now . . . I’m too ill to do solid work, not even to scrub, or even carry a sack, and can only manage simple cooking. The house of whores around these parts won’t take me, unless it’s for cleaning work—I’ve tried—and as for cleaning, I can’t bend easily these days. . . .”

      Jahai pauses, and in the new silence, she looks around at us. “I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

      “No, no, no. . . . No one’s dying,” Amurabia rushes to speak, in her most stubborn, convincing tone.

      But for once, underneath all her usual mannerisms, I hear a subtle, dissonant note of uncertainty in her voice.

      And I feel a profound stab of fear.
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      Eventually, we all tire of our own chatter, of watching the various feeds where wildly uncertain information is being ridiculously analyzed and gossiped over by panels of experts and entertainers. Without more facts from the Imperial channel, there’s no point in speculation. That will come tomorrow and in the coming days, no one has any doubt. . . .

      But the nerves remain. Everyone is now worried, afraid, confused.

      The new reality is so overwhelming that it’s almost too much to grasp.

      It’s getting late, much later than everyone’s usual bedtime, and the conversation in our living room peters out into yawns. The neighbors leave one by one, while Amurabia nods to each and gives an encouraging smile.

      “Go on, Babi,” Grandmother says to the last of them, our immediate next-door neighbor. “Rest and worry tomorrow. For now, we must all sleep.”

      “Maybe in dreams we’ll see something useful,” I mumble.

      “I hope so. Nefero niktos,” says Babi, giving me a tired look as she pushes her little boy out the door and closes it behind them.

      Amurabia clears her throat and sings the media-box to shut down for the night. Immediately our living room is plunged into darkness, since the screen serves as the main source of light for our evening activities. Only the timepiece display on the frame remains on—showing five, and another five, and one short partial line, indicating tenth hour of Khe—and its faint amber glow is hardly enough to illuminate anything.

      I light a small, squat beeswax candle that we always use for brief moments at night, and by its flickering light start cleaning up after our meal. I carry the dirty bowls outside in the back, to soak them overnight in a bucket of washing water. Meanwhile Grandmother and Uru move the big covered pot filled with leftovers from the fire pit outside to a corner indoors, so that no wild critters get to our food. We take turns using the backyard latrine—but first checking the wooden seat for any crawling insects which come out in the dark . . . ugh, I always hate that part.

      Time to get ready for bed. Uru goes to lock the front door, while I bolt the back one leading into the yard. The night wind sweeps my face just then in strong gusts before I shut us in (as always, spitting three times into the ground for protection, to prevent the evil sha eye), and I briefly glimpse the thick, familiar darkness of hovel town all around, and the glitter of stars overhead, filling the niktos sky.

      When I return, Father has already retrieved his blanket from the storage chest underneath the media-box and is now stretched out on the long bench. He’s been more quiet than usual for most of the evening, and has his eyes closed, ignoring everyone, indicating sleep. But since he’s not drunken-snoring, I know he is unable to sleep also, so he must be thinking about everything.

      Amurabia nods to me and hobbles to her own room in the back, pushing Uru into the other tiny room where our two cots stand against the walls.

      And now, I too have to get some rest. All of us have tarried too long this night because of the bad news. Yes, my mind is racing, but I absolutely must lie down in my own bed and attempt to sleep, if I am to get up in the middle of the pre-dawn darkness in time for my usual work shift. I recall my plan to attempt to convince the overseer that I’m clean enough to work and the whole thing with the blood stain was a big misunderstanding.

      Ah . . . such minor problems of the normal times, before all this befell us.

      Before we learned about the Sky Rock.

      Before we learned that⁠—

      I force my racing thoughts to stop, and quickly blow out the candle. It smokes, fading, but gives me one last glimpse of the room, just enough to orient me in the darkness. I quietly step into my bedroom, feeling along the wall. Uru is already in his bed because I can hear his quiet sniffling as he shifts in the cot.

      I find my own cot by feel, remove my outer clothing, and lower myself, pulling the thin blanket over me, and resting my head on the thin-as-flatbread, under-stuffed pillow.

      Sleep absolutely must come. Bast, help me, I pray, exhaling a tired breath, letting myself relax.

      At some point, the needed peace finds me.

      

      I wake up much too soon, not trusting my body to be up in time, and hence not sleeping properly. I get dressed quickly, moving softly so as not to wake the household as I stumble around in the pitch black and pull on my clothing and walking sandals, then comb my curling hair into a semblance of decency. In the living room, I move past the sleeping form of my Father and glance at the faintly glowing timepiece on the media-box to see two long lines and an almost fully formed third, to indicate the last moments of second hour of Ra.

      Blessed Bast, I did it, just barely!

      Normally I have to be ready and out of the house by third hour of Ra to make the hour-long journey on foot. It’s just enough time for me to get out of hovel town and make it all the way to Circle Eight in time for my shift. I tiptoe outside into a moonless, star-lit night, close the front door behind me, and then start running.

      By the time I arrive at Chiprahat Exquisite Foods, I’m more out of breath than usual, my blood pounding in my temples. Keeping my head down, I get in line with the other workers who are filing in at the main warehouse entrance in the rear where we must pass a sterilization booth and then receive our aprons and headgear. I hear more anxious line talk than usual, as the sleepy women whisper about the Imperial Announcement from yesterday. Phrases such as “the end of the world” and “divine punishment” move in hushed waves down the long queue.

      When it’s my turn at the front of the line, the uniformed guard at the doors watches indifferently as I place my hand over the fingerprint scanning device. Bracing myself with anxiety, I sing my identification tone and touch the smooth surface. Just as expected, instead of the usual blue color light to admit me, the scanner pulses a sickly yellow.

      Ah, crap of a goat. Yesterday’s overseer, the accursed chazuf, recorded me as unfit for duty. “Yellow” means I am temporarily restricted.

      The guard comes partially alive and puts up his hand before me to prevent me from coming any closer.

      I open my mouth, ready for the confrontation, prepared to argue my way in. “I can explain. I must talk to the overseer,” I say firmly.

      “You, no,” the guard says in a dull voice. “Return another day. Now, stand aside, and let the others in line approach. Next!”

      I take a deep breath and raise my voice. “I need to speak with the supervising overseer right now!”

      “I said, step aside,” the guard says.

      I note that the women in line behind me start to grumble, and give me dirty looks, since I’m making them late. Meanwhile, the ones already admitted within and dealing with the sterilization booth, are glancing back at me with curiosity and disapproval.

      It’s not customary to argue with the guard. “Yellow” means what it means—come back another day. It could be worse, could be “red,” which means no admittance due to termination of employment—or otherwise unauthorized.

      But I’m in a particularly foul mood—lack of sleep exacerbating the injustice of what happened to me yesterday.

      . . . and the shadow of what’s hanging over our heads. . . .

      “All right, listen to me,” I say, taking a step forward and feeling my pulse start to race yet again. “I was falsely dismissed yesterday. There was blood on my clothing—it was not my own. Someone else wiped their hands on my skirt!”

      “I don’t care,” the guard says. “Begone, girl. You don’t want me to escort you off the property.”

      With one rational part of my brain, I’m fully aware that the guard is being polite right now. He could very easily give me a hard shove and physically lift and carry me out of here. He’s a brute, more than a head taller than me, and while I’m tall and strong for a girl, my muscles are no match for this hoohvak.

      But there’s a stubborn mule inside me. There’s always been one and, not sure which of the blessed gods put it there, but I feel that mule stir regularly, so I feed it and allow it to come out.

      Such as now.

      “The overseer,” I say, my voice becoming very hard . . . bright and resonant. “Call the overseer right now. I know my employee rights. I invoke my employee rights!”

      “Ah, come on,” a woman speaks up behind me. “Give it up, fool, just go home. We’re all going to be late!”

      I ignore her, and stare at the guard, looking up directly into his black eyes, never blinking my own.

      A long pause. And then the guard makes a snort of disgust. He lifts his wrist to his mouth and speaks into the communication unit encircling his thick limb. “This is entry one. I need supervisor assistance at the gate,” he says in a bored tone. And then he adds to me: “Now, step aside, while the overseer arrives.”

      “Thank you,” I reply in a stilted but now polite manner, and move to stand next to him, while the line of workers resumes moving. Women pass me and give varying looks—irritation, disgust, curiosity, pity, even outright approval.

      “Gods give you luck,” one of them whispers with a smile.

      It doesn’t take too long for the supervising overseer to approach us. It’s not the same man as yesterday, but I know him. Unfortunately, he is even less pleasant than the chazuf who sent me home the previous morning. And he also happens to be the head overseer of all the shifts, a thick man with a fancy wig and excessive kohl around his eyes, as if he aspires to nobility. . . . Right now, as he walks swiftly toward us, his deep mahogany-colored upper management robe flapping over his uniform trousers, he appears highly irritated, and carries his scheduling tablet in his hand.

      Ah! Bastet . . . Not a good sign. . . .

      I stand firm, closing my fingers over the folds of my skirt and grasping the fabric for inner strength.

      “What’s the problem here?” the head overseer asks the guard in a condescending tone.

      The guard merely points at me.

      The overseer gives me a cold, scathing look. “Name?” he asks, swiping his tablet.

      “Semirameos,” I say, “Circle Ten, Denwen’s Pit.”

      “Put out your hand. First finger and thumb.”

      I comply.

      He passes the tablet underneath my fingers to scan, then reads my employment record. “It says here, you were dismissed yesterday for bleeding, and to return next week. Why are you here now?”

      I explain, the words rushing out of me in an emotional river. “It wasn’t my blood!” I conclude. “Someone else wiped their hands on me and made it look like it was mine, but it’s not! I can prove it! Check my body if you have to, check the hands and fingers of those others who work right next to me in my row! It was most likely Odira, or Jigudin, or Labaat, check them⁠—”

      But the head overseer’s expression is hard and merciless as he cuts me off. “Silence, girl. Chiprahat doesn’t have time to check filthy bodies of all of you who make such claims. I see that you have one reprimand on your record. I give you a second reprimand for wasting my valuable time. Now, get out of here, and don’t come back until the first day of next week.”

      And he starts to turn around, dismissing me with his gaze.

      My jaw falls open. “But—” I say. “This is—this is absolutely unfair! All because of some lying bitch who set me up! Please, I need the work! Listen to me, please! I really need this shift, I can’t go half a week without coins⁠—”

      The overseer pauses. His corpulent face tightens in thought, and his features twitch with what has to be pure malice. He lifts his tablet again, and looks at me with an incinerating expression of finality. “Third reprimand,” he says with a sneer, and marks the tablet.

      “What?” A gasp comes out of my mouth before I can control myself.

      Shut your mouth, Semmi, just shut your mouth, girl. . . . my thoughts race, even as I force myself to not say another word.

      But it’s too late.

      At my outburst, the overseer smiles, showing his sha teeth, almost gleefully. “What was that you said?” And with a hard swipe he marks the tablet yet again. “You are now permanently dismissed.”

      And with a motion to the guard, the overseer says, “We have a trespasser. Have her removed from the Chiprahat property at once.”

      Out of nowhere—no, out of the depths of my soul—a sudden swell of anger at the injustice rises in my blood, making it boil . . . rises to set me on fire. My head and neck, my chest—all of me—I am burning.

      “You—you terminated me?” I exclaim, a song of a thousand stomping mules singing in my temples. “You are letting me go for nothing? I’ve done nothing wrong! Nothing to deserve this! What kind of evil, heartless chazuf are you? I’m a first-rate worker, I chop faster than anyone in my row! Check my record for months! I’ve never cut myself, never bled on the job! Never stolen anything, never complained! I’ve worked with all my heart for the prosperity of Chiprahat Exquisite Foods, the ungrateful bakris lot of you—"Exquisite Foods” my ass! You are not even fit for goats, you and your accursed shar-ta-haak mushrooms⁠—”

      As my voice rises to the level of yelling, workers nearby pause to watch in a kind of fascinated horror, and there are mutterings in the line.

      The head overseer stares at me in genuine shock. His own jaw has dropped in outrage, and he lifts one trembling finger to the guard. “Out!” he yells in a high voice. “Get her out of here!”

      The guard grunts, almost with regret at having to bestir himself and do his job. Suddenly I feel his thick muscular arms lifting me off my feet.

      Did I mention, in addition to mules, I have other beastly things living inside me? The gods chose to fill me with a herd of horned bulls and rabid monkeys, several herons and wild geese, ducks and roosters, slippery water snakes . . . and deep inside there’s probably at least one monstrous crocodile. . . .

      I begin to struggle like a pack of sha. As the guard attempts to carry me, I squirm and kick and punch him with both my fists, flailing around and landing blows—not only on the brute carrying me but at everyone and everything within reach.

      The women all around us start to scream, while the head overseer screams also, his high voice going even higher still, as he calls for reinforcements.

      “You have no power to hold me! Now that I no longer work for Chiprahat and your hairy baboon-ass, I can speak my mind! You think you took away my job? What does anything matter anyway? The Sky Rock is coming to smash us, and we’re all going to die, and that includes you and your rotten mushrooms!” I yell, kicking and scratching, and hear the guard cry out in pain—I must’ve twisted precisely right and landed my knee directly in his privates.

      Serves the shar-ta-haak right! He was starting to choke me, close to cracking my ribs in his brutal hold.

      “I request correctional assistance!” the overseer yells into the tablet. “I request City Guard at Chiprahat Exquisite Foods immediately! We have a madwoman assaulting me and my employees!”

      Before he finishes, I strike out in his direction. Twisting wildly, I squirm like a snake, both my legs kicking upward, and the balls of my feet somehow end up in his face.

      There is a crunch . . . and there’s a gush of blood and undoubtedly a broken nose.

      As the head overseer of all shifts at Chiprahat Exquisite Foods drops his tablet and wails in agony, holding his bloodied face, my mind starts to spin out. The profound realization of what just happened sinks in, and with it the cold, implacable reality.

      What have I done?

      Everything has become so sharp, rendered in such intense focus. . . . The night sky overhead is full of stars, and the artificial light orbs cast a golden glow and shadows at the warehouse building all around.

      Just then, the guard gives me a hard blow on the head which stuns me enough to make me stop moving. And now as I hang limp, I feel like I’m floating, a disembodied entity watching myself peacefully from a remote, safe distance.

      Except, now I hear the screeching sirens of the approaching City Guard.

      Grandmother, forgive me . . .

      Bast, most Holy, o Bastet, Thou Whose Glory Shines Brightly . . . what have I done?
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      By the time the City Guard arrives—in not one but three polished metal hover cars, apparently dispatched to overcome not merely one scrawny girl but an entire warehouse uprising—I’ve stopped struggling and have fallen into a stupor. There are several painful bruises on my neck and head from the guard’s meaty fists. My ribs ache, and I can barely breathe while I continue to hang limp in his merciless hold. It’s amazing that my worn sandals are somehow still attached to my feet, their rope ties cutting into my ankles.

      The shift overseer waits for the City Guard, even as he’s being cared for by several warehouse med techs right outside. As soon as the officers emerge from the cars, wearing their distinctive gray uniforms, he eagerly points me out to them.

      “Take her! Take this crazy sha away and lock her up!” he cries thickly, while a medic works on resetting his nose. “She deserves to lose a limb or worse!”

      The Chiprahat guard transfers me over to the CG custody. I feel the new rough and impersonal hold of their gloved hands, the cold metal of the vice restraints placed around my wrists. Then, I’m dragged by my arms, two men walking on both sides of me. Their impassive faces are partially obscured by helmeted visors.

      They push me inside, deep into the back of one hover car, and I am plunged in windowless darkness and absolute silence as the door shuts on me. I sprawl on the floor since there’s no seat, only floor, ceiling, and walls of this movable holding cell. There’s a musty, disgusting smell of vomit and alcohol and human body rot and filth. Add to that a salty, metallic tang of blood. No one apparently cleans the back area of this hover car. It could be intentional.

      I am going to prison.

      And that’s just the beginning. I will be charged with multiple crimes. I might be mutilated. I might even be sold into indentured labor to pay off the damage and injuries I’ve caused.

      

      The hover car jerks once, reorients smoothly, and then starts moving. Desperate thoughts swirl inside me as I sit with my feet awkwardly stretched out on the filthy floor, with my wrists bound in front of me. I must let Grandmother know what happened. Somehow, I must let her know.

      As I shift and stretch out my legs again, there’s something that feels like a sack on the other side of the holding cell. A lump against the soles of my sandals. And then I hear moans. . . .

      Gods help me, I’m not alone.

      I try not to move any more, because whoever it is, they could be more dangerous—genuinely dangerous, unlike me. Or it could just be a pitiful drunk the CG picked up on their rounds.

      At once, thoughts of my Father come to me, and I try to imagine what Amurabia and he will do, now that I’m gone (because I’m not coming back from this incident, I am well and done). They’ll just have to manage somehow. . . . Uru will continue to run errands, maybe double up on his time in the markets and work late afternoons and well into the evenings. . . .

      . . . Until the Sky Rock comes and brings death and destruction to all.

      My biggest regret now is, I won’t be with my family when it happens. I’ve hoped to be with them at the end⁠—

      

      A quarter of an hour passes and the hover car stops with another jolt. Then the door opens, and bright light shines in my eyes, making me squint and blink.

      An officer reaches in and pulls me up on my feet, while another one goes to pull out the sack-like human behind me. I see it’s a filthy older man in torn clothing, with filmy, dazed eyes—just as I thought, some kind of pitiful homeless or drunk. Whatever he’s done, it’s most likely desperate—petty theft or trespassing. Poor chazuf.

      Without any explanation, we are shoved forward and made to walk along a featureless walkway between two tall buildings and past a gate into a fortified jail yard, artificially illuminated by orb light and surrounded by tall walls of mauve and black stone. There are sharp metallic lance points bristling with spikes embedded all along the top of the walls to deter escape. The sky is starting to lighten slightly, with a faint blue at the eastern horizon.

      Despite my mental haze, I now recognize this place. I’ve seen those imposing walls on the news feeds and crime show feeds. This is the Poseidon Municipal Correctional in Circle Six.

      The largest prison complex in the City.

      I’ve never been near it, but then, I’ve never had any business in Circle Six. Indeed, I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve ventured this far into the heart of the City.

      Why am I here? Why not some small local jail in Circle Eight? How much trouble am I in?

      The dull stupor of despair rises in my gut. My freedom is gone. The one and only thing I’ve had going for me as a free-born resident of this greatest City of Atlantida.

      I’ve lost it, all of it now. I’m never coming out of here, except to be sold as an indentured laborer or even slave. . . . And the best-case scenario is, they let me keep my limbs so that I can perform the work. An indentured laborer is no good without hands or feet.

      Think positive, Semmi. . . . Imagine what Grandmother would tell you to think under the circumstances.

      Ah, my Grandmother. I’m so sorry, Mei-Ma! So sorry. . . .

      A gushing flood of guilt and remorse comes over me. I mentally scream at myself, rant in my vast echoing head at my own stupidity and hotheadedness.

      We arrive inside the building, stepping past the imposing entrance into the compact admittance chamber. Beyond it is a large area behind transparent, clear material that I know is marvelous, reinforced glass. So much of it, all in one place! The guards communicate with their wrist bands to the clerks and officers in the brightly lit chamber on the other side, and then the glass is parted via floor-to-ceiling sliding doors.

      “Book her for primary assault, bodily injury, and trespassing,” the arresting officer pushing me tells the seated officers. “Chiprahat Exquisite Foods warehouse in Eight called it in. And this one—” He points to the stumbling, tattered man behind me. “This one just needs to be locked up overnight. Let him out tomorrow, this time. Dump him back in Ten, Denwen’s Pit; don’t want him wandering here in restricted, clean areas.”

      I’m then directed to step into what looks like a large sterilization booth, and the man is pushed in right behind me. I know how this works, so I close my eyes as the sharp stinging spray of antiseptic mist fills the chamber, and try to hold my breath and ignore the pain in my various bruises and open wounds. Meanwhile, the poor drunk has no idea how to act. I hear his pitiful moans and cries of pain as he gets his eyes full of the cleansing spray, then stumbles, nearly falling on me.

      Next, we are released through heavy, secure doors into another large room with long benches circling each of the four walls and a large upraised desk in the center, behind more reinforced glass. Two scribe clerks occupy the desk enclosure. Meanwhile, a number of bedraggled, grim, scary, or otherwise despair-filled men, women—and quite a few children—fill the benches around the perimeter. Everyone’s hands are restrained in metal cuffs before them, just as my own are, and some have additional ankle cuffs with thick chains.

      Sticking out among them, like garish roses among weeds, are three extremely well-dressed youths—two young men and a young girl, all of them my age or slightly older. They appear noble, rich, privileged.

      The two young men wear their shining black and brown hair long and loose, over fine embroidered fabric jackets and pants in warm earthy colors of the latest style seen on the feeds. The female’s braided human hair wig is painted niktos blue, garlanded in pearls. Her flowing black tunic spills like the evening sky over layered pants of diaphanous, sheer gold mesh fabric with a velvety plum underlayer, while her high platform shoes are trimmed in gold. All three have exquisite kohl around their eyes, and rich color gloss on their lips, and are laden with expensive jewelry. They could be newly arrived from an elite house party. . . .

      And although their hands are similarly restrained with metal cuffs, these three are lounging casually on the bench, whispering among themselves—entirely unlike the rest of the pitiful denizens of this chamber. There are even occasional stifled sounds of laughter.

      The officers at the enclosed desk are apparently resolved to pay little attention to them, but occasionally cast stern glances in their direction when the giggling becomes too loud. The other detainees in the chamber, however, ogle them with varying degrees of curiosity and resentment. Especially their jewelry.

      I am directed to approach one of the clerks at the desk, while the pitiful drunk behind me is merely told to sit down—which he does, staggering and landing hard in a small free spot on the bench between two other arrestees who barely glance at him, their expressions equally dull.

      “Your name,” the officer clerk, a pale, dark-haired woman, asks me, barely looking up from her small screen.

      “Semirameos,” I say, without adding anything else. The less said to the City Guard, the better. Or, so popular wisdom goes.

      “Show your hands—palms down, on this spot.”

      I lift my bound hands and awkwardly place them on the small flat surface near the glass, marked by an outline of two human hands.

      As the device scans me, the officer checks the screen. She then looks up and gives me a withering look. “Violent assault of a superior at Chiprahat, resulting in significant injury. Disruptive behavior, trespassing. Surprisingly, no priors. Hard to believe such a skinny thing as you can cause so much trouble.”

      “I was unjustly dismissed from my job, for absolutely nothing,” I respond suddenly, without thinking.

      The officer’s unblinking gaze is fixed upon me. “And what was your job?”

      “Same as everyone else,” I say. “Chopping mushrooms.”

      At that, there’s a stifled burst of laughter behind me. I turn around and see the well-dressed trio watching me. The girl holds her restrained hands over her mouth, and is rocking back and forth, her jewelry tinkling with motion, while the black-haired youth spits out a choking sound, and the brown-haired one has his head down and is shaking in hilarity.

      “Quiet, all of you!” the officer states loudly. “Another outburst and your bail price doubles.”

      She then turns back to me. “Based on your multiple serious charges, this magistrate office determines you will be confined to this prison until further punishment is ruled by the court and your final sentence is issued to you.”

      “Confined . . . for how long?” I look her in the eyes as I speak.

      The officer makes a sarcastic sound. “You dare to ask? Three weeks until court, then you get ten years at a minimum, with additional labor to work off the price of the injuries incurred upon Chiprahat’s management. Specifics to be requested by their arbiter, later in the proceeding. For now, sit down over there and wait to be processed for incarceration.”

      Ten years!

      “May I—may I send a message to my family?” I ask. “My Grandmother—she’ll be worried, and my Father⁠—”

      “Sit down.” The officer replies, her voice slamming into me.

      I comply, and cast my gaze around the room to find the nearest empty seat along the bench. There’s one near the corner, next to a man who appears to be asleep against the wall, and I head for it, passing the three well-dressed detainees who whisper and stifle laughter once again as I move past them and their expensive footwear.

      I sit on the hard bench and exhale. Moments later, I begin to tremble.

      

      At least an hour passes, maybe longer. The room is poorly ventilated and is starting to feel airless and hot. It’s mostly quiet, with low whispers and periodic creepy stares or sneers from hardened faces. The officers at the desk continue to work, ignoring us, and process occasional newcomers who are told to sit on the overcrowded benches.

      Boredom, anxiety, and despair. . . . A dire mix of dissonant emotions boils inside me. The chazuf next to me, seemingly asleep or passed out at the wall, does not move. For all I know, he could be dead.

      Officers come and go, and some of the detainees are removed from the room and taken elsewhere in the facility through a different set of doors. No doubt, taken to be incarcerated.

      To be incarcerated, I think. Any moment, someone will come for me, to take me away.

      And I will disappear for a minimum of ten years . . . but, in reality, for the rest of my life.

      At some point, the officers at the desk receive a call that, for whatever reason, causes them to become more alert and animated. I look up from my neurotic fidgeting; cease clutching my skirt and tapping my fingers over my thigh to keep the trembling down. And I watch the heavy entrance doors opened solicitously by two officers. An elegant man enters after them.

      He is definitely not a detainee.

      The officers hold the doors and bow before him, and the two at the glass enclosure rise from their desk seats.

      The newcomer is a young man. He is on the tall side, of a lean but sufficiently muscular build. He has long black hair that falls behind him, loose and unfettered, over a dark olive outfit—an expensive jacket trimmed with fine gold mesh and similar pants, fine suede boots with sharp, fashionable toes. Long-fingered, strong hands clad with glittering rings, catch the light.

      His skin is golden tan, lighter than mine. A coldly handsome face.

      Underneath dark, proudly arched brows, eyelids highlighted with kohl, his eyes are a murky, indeterminate color. . . .

      Oh, no. . . . Crap of a goat.

      I know those eyes. Yes, the illumination here is wrong, but now the details are brought into focus, made clear in this bright, artificial light.

      Once again, impossibly, it’s the Man in the Niktos Cloak.

      Stunned, doubting myself for an instant, I freeze.

      “Welcome, Ter Bisfuri,” the woman officer at the glass enclosure says with a nod that is almost a bow. “It is a profound honor. You grace us with your⁠—”

      “Where are they?” he interrupts bluntly in a deep, rich voice (it serves as a confirmation; I recognize it immediately). And he looks around the room.

      “Regrettably, they are here, ready for you—” the second officer at the desk begins to speak, and points in the direction of the three young nobles on the bench.

      But the Man in the Niktos Cloak, who has been addressed with the gentleman honorific Ter, has already seen them.

      Bisfuri, Bisfuri, my mind races, as I try to recall what noble Family that is, Bisfuri. . . . Compared to most people, I know so little about the elites, only what we’re shown on the social feeds—which I tend to ignore.

      At the same time, the blue-wigged girl exclaims, “Benaten! Thank the gods, there you are!”

      She attempts to wave cheerfully with her shackled hands, then starts to get up. But the brown-haired young man pulls her back down by the arm, with a meaningful look at the officers in the enclosure.

      The Man in the Niktos Cloak, Ter Bisfuri . . . Benaten.

      Slowly he saunters toward the three. And he stops over them, ignoring the girl and staring directly at the young man with black hair. Black hair that’s very similar to his own.

      For that matter, it occurs to me, there is additional resemblance between the seated youth and this Ter. Something in their lean, well-formed features. The seated young man’s face is slightly more rounded, softer, younger.

      A relative, maybe?

      “Took you a while, Aten,” the youth says, looking up with a bland expression.

      Benaten, Ter Bisfuri merely stands over him, saying nothing. Several excruciating moments pass. Everyone in the chamber is staring—detainees, officers.

      “I took my time,” he replies at last, in a hard tone. “What stupidity did you do now? What am I paying for?”

      “Nothing,” the seated one says carefully, after the tiniest pause. “Nothing—much.”

      “We were just driving around, looking for some late-night fun, no harm intended,” the brown-haired youth inserts. “Sorry that it got out of hand. Something’s wrong with my hover car, so we took Eham’s⁠—”

      Ter Bisfuri looks around at the officers. “What’s the damage?” he asks loudly.

      The officers glance down at their screens. “Im Ter, there are three crashed vehicles, two ruined storefronts, a smashed temple delivery cart, various merchandize petty damages, removal fee for vehicles structurally embedded in an upper floor, a minor injury to one of the drivers⁠—”

      “And who is being charged in the incident?”

      “It’s regrettable to say, once again, it is your brother. Behamenut Bisfuri is the primary perpetrator, driving the vehicle at fault,” one officer recites. “The Taq—the female perpetrator, Shebaat Eliafu, gets secondary charges, for throwing objects from the upper floors and vandalism of property after the initial air collision. Finally, third to be charged is Naviur Danai⁠—”

      “All right,” Ter Bisfuri, says coldly, stepping away from his brother and beginning to pace. “What is their bail amount, plus all . . . incurred consequences?”

      “For all three of them? Just a moment, Im Ter, allow us to tally. Unless you’d prefer to simply cover the bail amount now and, for your convenience, receive a bill at your residence for the final settlements at a later date?”

      “No bill,” he says. “We settle it all here and be done with it, on behalf of all three hoohvaks. None of the Families are to be informed.”

      “Of course, Im Ter, understood. A few moments, then.”

      Still frozen, hardly breathing, I watch as Ter Bisfuri waits, pacing a few steps away from me—not looking at his brother or his friends, but glancing instead around the room. Underneath the bright lights overhead, his long, glossy black hair is slightly wavy at the ends, with a ruddy-violet sheen. I watch it cascade down his strong back, stirring with each step. Images of him fighting suddenly come to me . . . muscular limbs moving very, very fast in the darkness of the street. . . .

      At some point his wandering gaze falls upon me.

      The moment is fleeting as he glances at me, does not stop, does not seem to remember or recognize me.

      Nor should he, I think. We interacted only for a few brief moments yesterday, in the dark, and so far away from here. There is no context for him to place me. Besides, my face is now bruised and ugly with dirt and some blood smeared in my hair where the Chiprahat guard mauled me; I could be developing a black eye. . . .

      “How much longer?” he asks eventually, stopping to look at the desk officers.

      “Almost done, Im Ter, just working on the third perpetrator’s tally.”

      Bisfuri shakes his head slightly and resumes pacing. This time I see him cast a very dark look at his brother.

      “Just another few moments, Ter Bisfuri, our apologies,” the male officer says hastily, a few heartbeats later. He continues doing something on his screen, then calls the female officer to look at it.

      “No,” she explains in a hissing whisper. “That’s the departmental total. You need to add these: bail plus charges, then round down, and subtract from the booking room total—see this big, auto-generated number here is the room—just run that routine against the offense code⁠—”

      “Enough,” Bisfuri says suddenly, in a cutting voice. He stops and motions with one hand, palm up. “How much for the room?”

      The two clerk officers look up. “Begging pardon, Ter?” one of them asks.

      “The room,” Bisfuri repeats with a shadow of sarcasm. “The ‘auto-generated number.’ What’s the bail for everyone in this room?”

      There is stunned silence.

      My breath catches. In my temples the pulse starts to race. . . . Everyone else around me also seems to stop breathing as we all freeze and stare.

      What is happening?

      The officers’ expressions are incoherent. “What?” the female asks.

      “Do you mean, Ter Bisfuri,” the male clerk echoes stupidly, “that is, are you saying you want to pay the bail for everyone in this room? You can’t mean⁠—”

      “Yes,” Ter Bisfuri replies, looking directly at the speaker. “That is what I’m saying. What is the total?”

      The officer’s jaw has dropped. The detainees in the room begin stirring, life coming to deadened eyes.

      Even the three young nobles are impressed, watching Bisfuri with amused surprise. The female, Shebaat, snorts and giggles without restraint, and opens her mouth wide to share an expression of disbelief with brown-haired Naviur who wiggles his eyebrows.

      Meanwhile, the brother, Behamenut, runs one hand through his silky dark hair and shakes his head, then sucks in a deep breath.

      “Ter Bisfuri! It is impossibly generous of you,” the woman officer intones. “If you are very certain, then—the total bail for the present detainees is—” and she reads off a number that I literally cannot even comprehend.

      Bisfuri doesn’t even blink. “Very well,” he says, and approaches the glass enclosure, reaching out with his wrist which has a bracelet device. Then he stops and says, “Hold it—what about the rest of the settlement charges for the room? Whatever else—name the amount enough to cover the court expenditures and projected labor debt for all the convicts. Let’s go ahead and double that. It should cover their unencumbered freedom.”

      “What? Ter Bisfuri!” both the officers exclaim. “Your generosity towards Poseidon Municipal Correctional continues to be astounding! We will inform the Warden immediately, and there will be a new wing named after the Family Bisfuri, in addition to the South Wing structure which was so kindly donated by your esteemed Father, the Lord Bisfuri⁠—”

      “Aten . . . seriously? Are you sure?” Behamenut speaks up just then. “That’s crazy even for you. You’re gonna pay for all these dirty bakris?”

      His brother barely glances in his direction. “Shut your bakris mouth, Eham,” he says coldly. “I’ll deal with you later.” And turning back to the officers, he taps on his wrist with one long finger and says, “Scan it.”

      My mind is reeling. I’m going to be free!

      And my second thought is, just how much insane money does this Bisfuri have?

      Bastet knows, it’s a sorry fact that no one ever pays their bail. Most of the arrested detainees don’t have anywhere near the funds required to cover their release. Except for the wealthy, the outrageous bail fee is a legal formality. Instead, everyone just goes to prison and does time—usually for most of the rest of their lives.

      And yet, somehow, Bastet the Holy and Merciful heard my unworthy pleas—all our pleas—and a miracle has occurred!

      The detainees in the chamber start making noise. People are getting up, clutching each other in case of families, disbelief and joy and life coming to some faces, hard suspicion flickering in others.

      As the officer scans Bisfuri’s wrist device, she adds quietly, “Now, Ter Bisfuri, are you certain you want the worst of the criminals to be released? Most of the rabble is relatively harmless but there are also murderers here, rapists⁠—”

      Bisfuri pauses for an instant, then nods with a cruel smirk. “Why not?” he says in his deep, dark voice, as his piercing gaze scans the room. “Let them all out. You know that in about three months from now, none of it will matter? Not for any of them—or you.”

      “Oh—yes, the Sky Rock,” the female officer says with new anxiety.

      “Divine retribution.” Ter Bisfuri nods at the room. “They won’t have time to do much of anything in the coming days, and some of the better souls will even spend it with their families. I’d say that’s more amusing in the greater scheme of things than having another building named after us.”

      His immense monetary transaction is completed, and now additional officers arrive in the room. They start going around and removing restraining cuffs and shackles, beginning with the three nobles.

      As they move about the chamber, people come alive. “Go, thank the generous Ter,” the officers say to each, as cuffs are removed. “Get out of here! But first, go thank him for your worthless lives and your freedom—it’s a miracle granted to you by the gods!”

      And the arrested detainees all surge toward the man who just gave them their freedom. There are gestures of gratitude from some, exclamations and even weeping; simple curt nods of respect from others. Only a few sullen ones show no reaction at all, simply hurry out of the room through the now wide-open doors.

      When it’s my turn and the handcuffs are removed, I spring up from my seat and start to move toward Bisfuri, my heart beating so hard that it’s ready to jump out of my chest.

      But by the time I make it past the pressing line of others, he and his liberated brother and companions have moved away and exited the holding room.

      I follow.

      To maintain a semblance of order in the unexpected chaos, the CG officer guards vaguely enact crowd control in the exterior chamber. I see Benaten Bisfuri’s striking profile as he negligently nods to the poor, bedraggled men and women pushing and shoving all around him—barely acknowledging their flood of thanks, it seems. He then walks quickly, with the young nobles following close at his side and chatting lightheartedly.

      When I reach the main exit outside, they are still visible in the distance, and then they’re gone.

      Meanwhile, the freed detainees rush the walkway between prison buildings, a sea of humanity, and I am pushed along with them into the bright sunshine and cool air of full morning.

      Outside the mauve-and-black stone prison walls, I pause, flexing my painfully bruised wrists. For a heartbeat I stand like a hoohvak, my fingers tugging uselessly at the folds of my skirt. . . . I wipe my forehead, my nose, squint my eyes from the sun, as the wind fills my face with curling wisps of my dirty, messy hair.

      Where is this? Where am I? Ah, yes, somewhere in the middle of Circle Six. Beyond the sterile and imposing stretch of the prison complex lie manicured streets and high-tech industrial facilities, judging by the level of airborne traffic glittering with colorful metal against the blue sky.

      I didn’t get the chance to thank him.

      And yet, unbelievably . . . I’m free.
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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