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For Pam, one of my first storytellers.

May we one day see each other again in the Guided Lands. 
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Prologue

Five years before the War of Ideals 

Date: 773rd year of devotion, 2nd Monday of the luna month. 

 

I have done it, finally done it. I have taken the very essence of nature and distilled it into this... this compound. The snow white, iridescent powder that lies before me now is the proof I have been seeking. It proves that there is a law and order to this physical world, which cannot be defined by the current teachings. This discovery will surely change the world. People will finally be able to open their eyes to the truth I have been revealing for years. With this discovery, I foresee unimaginable advancement for our society, eliminating needless suffering and poverty. 

I have tested the powder in a number of different experiments with astonishing results. The powder burns magnitudes brighter and longer than any other fuel I have tested so far, and gives off no harmful smokes or smells. I have further mixed and refined it with other compounds into a tea, which is showing remarkable promise in improving the vitality and strength of my test subjects. An accidental application of the powder onto a burn on my skin, after a failed test went explosive, showed me that it may even have some medical applications. Astonishing! 

As noted, this compound is derived from the lifeforce of the world itself. It is hard to explain its origins and method of extraction, and I will not go into detail in this journal. However, I believe this to be pure, refined stardust. A compound the likes of which has never been seen before. 

The idea of this compound’s existence first came to me when, as a young boy, I witnessed a falling star come down from the beyond to our land below. Like everyone, I was a devotee to The Guide above us and believed he had sent down a blessing for us. The way the light streaked across the sky with such power awed me so much, I had to run across the field from my father’s farmhouse to witness its landing. The light sprayed and spread out as it came close to the land, covering the ground in tiny droplets of light, like fireflies finding mates on a cool spring evening. These lights swayed and danced with the plants and trees in a way that seemed so natural, like they were old friends seeing each other after a long period of absence. I was obsessed. I collected all the dust and pebbles I could find, scraping them into a small leather sack on my belt. 

Excited by my discovery, I ran to my father, who was praying in our town’s Abbey at the time. I recounted my experience to the Monks and my father, expecting to be praised for receiving a gift from The Guide above. Instead, they were suspicious of my story, calling me a blaspheming liar because The Guide wouldn’t communicate with a boy barely old enough to say his prayers, when there was an Abbey full of devoted Monks nearby. I was punished severely by the Monks for what I said and was only saved by my father, who insisted I was too young to know any better. Later, as I nursed my bruises in bed, my father explained to me that I must’ve been mistaken about what I had seen. The Guide did not create lights, or nature, or the world we live in. He was simply there to show us how to live our lives through his teachings, which he communicated to us through his Monks. Our ability to follow these teachings determined whether we would be able to reach him in the Guided Lands beyond.

I pretended to accept this at the time, as I lay wrapped around my rough pillow in bed, trying to hide the tears the Monks’ anger had caused. But I would not be deterred. What I felt watching the Dust settle on the ground was so natural, so primordial, it had called to the very essence of my soul, and I was driven to explore it further. I would hug my small dust-filled sack to my chest as I slept, dreaming of possibilities and unlocking the secrets of the world through research and experimentation. As I grew, my traditional ideals around The Guide waned. I couldn't accept that what I had experienced was blasphemous, for it was so natural. I therefore considered the possibility that The Guide was a false prophet, and that understanding and logic could explain the world around us, through study. For this theory, I was shunned and eventually driven from the town, labelled as a heretic. 

But now the people will see!

As my knowledge grew, I invented machines that let me explore life beyond what the human eye could perceive. I discovered that living organisms were made up of thousands of microscopic structures, far more complex than what we can see with the naked eye. I called these structures, atoms. At their core, all of nature was made of only a few different types of atoms, and most interestingly, the core elements that made up the living things in our world, were identical to the samples I took from the falling star. And now, I have figured out how to extract these elements in their purest form.

This discovery proves what I have long thought, and longed to prove. That we, the land around us, everything in our world, is made up of stardust. The ancient dust of dead stars has flown through the beyond since the beginning of time, until different atoms and particles of the Dust finally combined into structures, forming and shaping the world around us. Everything is made up of this Dust and it is the substance that gives us energy, powering our lifeforce from our first breath until our last. And after we are gone, it enters the earth, ready to breathe new life into the world again. 

And now that I have discovered a way to distil the raw stardust from the trees and plants around us, there will be a dawning of a new age. My followers and I will harness the raw energy the Dust provides us. We will advance society. And we will show those heathens that learning, research and logic is the true way to advance our world, not made up stories, not beliefs, and definitely not Monks.

 

Lubal

-The first founder

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 1

Krul

Krul woke to the scraping of metal. He forced his eyes open, breaking the grimy crust that had formed between his lids as he’d slept. As he slowly adjusted to the light filtering into his room through the crack in the door that had just been forced open, he felt the familiar pang of disappointment that he was alive, and he’d have to suffer living through another day. 

‘Rent’s due, pretty boy,’ came the familiar voice of Vergo from where she had pushed the heavy door ajar. It was not a pretty voice, nor a pleasant one. It was a voice that wholeheartedly suited the person that it came from. It was cold, raspy and grimy to its core, and not much more could be said about Vergo. 

Krul shifted on the concrete floor, his mind becoming acutely aware of all the aches and pains in his body from sleeping on the hard surface. He shook his head, trying to shake some of the night’s grogginess away, as he slowly pushed himself to a seated position against the hard wall in the far corner of the room. Vergo slinked over, dragging a battered length of wood along the rough concrete ground behind her. She looked Krul up and down with an intense look of satisfaction and hunger in her eyes, like one would imagine a snake has, immediately before lunging at its prey. 

Krul almost summoned the energy to say something to the woman approaching him, to try to stop what he inevitably knew was about to happen, but then he looked around and knew that it would be pointless. He was a sad, broken man, in a sad, broken situation. Words and bargaining were not his friends here. No, it was better to do what he had learnt at a young age, growing up in the Abbey, when the others had beaten him for being too smart, or too favoured by the Monks. Just like he had done in the last months and years of being in this torturous hellhole, it was time to lie back and take his medicine. 

A broad, disgusting smile split Vergo’s face as she noticed the change in Krul’s demeanour and the look of acceptance in his eyes. ‘Good,’ she sneered, dropping the crude length of wood. ‘I do like it when you’re all happy to see me and I don’t have to smash your pretty little face to pieces.’

Vergo’s eyes crept over Krul’s face, taking in his image. He was a tall man, taller by a hand than most, with long, lanky limbs and a thin, malnourished body. His greasy black shoulder-length hair was slicked back over his head and was in desperate need of a wash. His once-soft features and gentle smile had been battered away by the harsh, dry sun, leaving his face with the deep creases you would expect on someone five years his senior. Vergo’s gaze lingered on the fresh scars and bruises marking him, seeming enticed by the marks of violence. Admittedly, she had caused very little of those scars, but it wouldn’t be worth adding more to the collection by denying her today, Krul thought. 

Vergo spat a thick gob of yellow phlegm into her hand and reached up her ragged skirt between her legs. Krul unbuckled his pants as Vergo walked over, crouching down to straddle him. Although she was silhouetted by the sun coming through the door, Krul could see all the harshness and filth of Vergo. Her teeth, well the remaining ones, were rotting out of her face, giving her an almost comical look as she smiled at him, just inches from his face. Her hair was matted with all kinds of dirt and shit, and was pulled back into a tight bun, making her gaunt face look ghoulish. Vergo gave a long, moaning rasp as she slid him inside her. Krul struggled not to choke on the putrid smell of rotting teeth, dried blood and foul sweat. He pushed the thought aside and stared out the door to his room, as Vergo started rocking back and forth atop him. 

The sun was starting to rise, and Krul focused his stare at the fiery light creeping in through his open door. This was a trick the Abbey had taught him. Staring at the sun, Krul let the light fill the entirety of his vision. The light spread through his eyes and deep into his mind. The light blinded his senses to the outside world, and Krul was able to retreat his mind to float in the vastness of that light. Within this light’s expanse, his mind was able to wander to better times. Times with friends, dining in alehouses in different cities during his pilgrimage. Times of honour as he was promoted through the ranks of the Abbey. And occasionally, if he could muster the energy, to memories of times spent with beloved family that he had now left behind. It was in this meditative state that Krul had been able to ‘pay his rent’ to Vergo in the years since arriving on the island. 

A siren sounded, breaking Krul’s focus and bringing him back to the real world. With his eyes still stinging and confused, he instinctively tried to get to his feet, forgetting Vergo was still astride him. 

‘Uuuff.’ Vergo hit the ground hard, landing on her back with the wind being forced out of her. She rolled onto her side gasping, trying to refill her lungs with the air they had lost. She quickly snatched up her rod and whipped her head around to face Krul in a crouched position. 

‘You stupid little rat!’ she spat. ‘I’ve got half a mind to beat you senseless and let the Starved in to come pick at your bones.’ 

Krul looked away, hoping to appear apologetic and pathetic. Even though Krul could fight her off, he knew what power Vergo had over him, and knew that she could make his life a whole lot worse if she wanted to. 

‘I cannot believe the disrespect you continue to show me after everything I’ve done for you,’ she continued. 

Another siren sounded in the distance and Vergo looked in its direction, body tense from the shove she had just received. After a few seconds, she pushed herself onto her feet and started heading towards the door. When she reached the room’s entrance, she turned to look back at Krul. Her eyes were so fierce, Krul felt a pain in his head just from making eye contact. It was as though she was projecting her entire force and fury into his brain through her stare. Krul looked away and curled into a ball against the wall.

‘Rent’s gone up,’ Vergo said coolly. ‘You’re not as pretty and full of life as you once were, and it’s getting harder to suck any pleasure from you. Better start looking for something else to offer, or you’ll be out on your arse with nothing but the Starved to look after you.’ She laughed at this thought, a deep, cackling laugh, then spat some more phlegm into the corner of the room. ‘See you next month.’ The door slammed shut. 

Krul remained curled against the wall of his room, suffering the pain and shame that had come to be his life. Outside he heard the yelling and chaos of the island going about its morning business. He could hear people fighting in the streets for scraps of food, the whimpers of people as the gang enforcers clubbed and beat those who got out of line, and the manic laughter of those whose minds had cracked as sanity betrayed them. The constant chaos and suffering of the outside world repeatedly washed over Krul, forcing him to curl deeper into the corner of the room. Maybe today would be the day he gave up. Did anyone from his old life still think about him? Did any of them even know he was alive? 

No, he thought, they probably all think I’m dead. As far as anyone back on the mainland knew, once the condemned were taken, they were as good as dust.

Krul continued to listen to swirls of anger, frustration and suffering coming from the world outside his room. He couldn't see much point in continuing his existence at this moment, but death was still hard to come by. Could he smash his head into the wall until the bliss of unconsciousness took him? Could he find something sharp and metal and plunge it into his heart? 

No, Krul admitted to himself. After everything, he was too afraid. Afraid of the pain. And afraid of what came next, if anything. Maybe existing in pain was better than not existing at all. He was conflicted. Forever conflicted. He’d have to think about that more. 

Krul had always been a thinker. Even as a child, he constantly questioned and tried to understand the world around him. Whereas others were happy to follow the teachings and scriptures of The Guide with blind faith, Krul often questioned their origins and the consequences for not following them implicitly. This annoyed most of the adults who, even though he was young, considered this to be borderline blasphemy. But Krul wasn’t doing it to oppose the teachings, rather he wanted to know more about them, so he could follow them completely, heart, head and soul. This was one of the reasons he had originally taken the entrance exam to join the Abbey when he came of age. If anywhere, the holiest house in his city would surely have the answers to these deeper questions that had always eluded him.

A third, long wailing siren shook Krul from his contemplation. He slowly pushed himself off the ground, using the wall to steady himself, his legs shaking from his cramping muscles. The sounds from outside his room were starting to get more excited and fervent as the siren announced the arrival of the monthly shipment. Had it been a month already? Krul’s head spun from dehydration. He gingerly took a couple of steps towards the door, shaking off the confusion and waiting for the blood to pump to his brain. With an unsteady hand, he gripped the handle and took a deep breath. Well, since he was too much of a coward to kill himself, he might as well try to continue his existence for the next month as best he could. He turned the handle and stepped out into the sea of people pushing their way towards the siren.

 

 




Chapter 2: Supplies

Krul

Do what you must, but remain just.

The island was a vast landmass whose inhabitants had somehow cobbled together a chaotic and haphazard society. Supposedly, it was where the ‘worst of the worst’ members of society were sent, and where they existed until their death. The ‘condemned’, as they were called, were made up of people who had committed what their society considered to be the worst crimes. Murderers, rapists and people who attempted suicide made up many of the offenders, but other crimes like treason, profiteering and repeated public vulgarity were also commonplace. None of these compared, however, to the number of those condemned for crimes against The Guide’s teachings. Truly the ‘worst of the worst’ crime. 

Most of the condemned were people who had committed, or allegedly committed, heresy, refusal to worship, acts of an undivine nature, or blasphemous advancement. Krul had always thought that last one a bit vague, as the scriptures taught that people should act to advance their worship and divinity. Why couldn’t the teachings be more specific? 

The island’s bright sunlight blasted down upon Krul as he stepped into the crowded, dusty street, forcing him to shade his eyes with his hand. He attempted to flow along with the traffic towards the sounding siren. The weight of the jostling crowd nearly lifting him off his feet in places, as they pushed to get their first. The hot, sweaty air created by the thousands of unwashed bodies being pushed together stung Krul’s eyes, as the weight of the mob driving them forward nearly crushed him. 

The crowd pushed their way down the main street of the housing district that lay a couple of kilometres from the landing site. Krul’s housing district was one of six indiscriminately set up on the island, which had been slowly built up in the initial decades since the first wave of condemned arrived. The housing districts had no order or structure. Houses, or rooms, were mainly constructed of whatever people were able to scavenge and find from the monthly shipments. Rooms had popped up on top of, next to, and inside of already-built rooms until vast sprawling districts of thousands of people slowly melted into existence. The six housing districts were divided up by the criminal gangs that ran them. 

Krul lived in District Four and was required to have a black fabric band wrapped around his right arm to signify this. The criminal gangs, in theory, would protect their districts from undue crime, abuse, and beatings from other rival gangs, but this didn't stop the gangs in your own district from robbing, beating or abusing you either. All things considered, it was kind of impressive that the tens of thousands of condemned could co-exist on the island together, with no external enforcement of laws or rules. That wasn’t to say that life was easy, and that serious crime didn't happen daily. It just meant there was a certain type of flow to the madness, and that if you were clever, you could endure it, until you decided life wasn’t worth living anymore. 

The districts formed a ring shape around the common dumping ground where the monthly shipments were dropped off, and to where the crowd now surged. Huge floating transport crafts filled with some kind of special buoyant air, in the shape of cylindrical balloons, transported vast loads of refuse and new condemned from the mainland societies. This mix of discarded waste was the condemned’s only source of food, building materials, income, and anything of value, and so was fiercely fought after. 

Krul reached the edge of the dumping ground, tired and sweating. A man next to him with a large sack on his back pushed his way forward, cursing. 

‘Those flying bastards better have better aim than last month,’ he spat. ‘Almost all the good chow was gone by the time I managed to even get there.’

‘Winds pushing towards us,’ another noted, ‘should be a good haul I reckon.’

‘It was New Moon’s Feast on the mainland a couple days ago too. Always brings in extra leftovers, that’s why I brought this,’ said the first man, brandishing a thin knife as long as a man’s forearm. ‘I’m not gonna let those bastards from District One force me to starve for another month.’ 

The second man stepped in close to him to shield the knife from view. ‘Shit, Bill, put that away. If anyone sees you with that inside the dumping zone, it could break the truce, and that’s bad business for everyone.’

‘Fuck the bloody truce,’ the first man responded, pushing his friend off him. ‘Ain’t no point of that if we’re all gonna bloody starve to death. And I ain’t starvin’ without a fight.’

‘Shit,’ swore the second man, anxiously turning to face the dumping zone once more.

The crowd waited, nervous energy rising within them, reducing any conversations to a whisper. In a few minutes, all hell would break loose as people scrambled to acquire any high value items, giving them a bit more breathing room for the next month. Unfortunately, a district’s ability to secure these goods relied a lot on what Krul had read was called, ‘Luck’, or what others would call ‘the will of The Guide’.  

Once the flying transporters arrived, they would wheel around the dropping zone and randomly dump their load within the circle. The transporters seemed hard to manoeuvre, so the actual drop zone was usually never in the middle, and often further towards one ‘lucky’ district. This district would have the advantage of being able to swarm the pile, securing high value items, before the other districts arrived. Fighting would often break out at this time, but there were harsh rules around using any weapons that The Guide had not blessed you with at birth. Last month, the shipment was dropped nearly on top of District One, Krul’s direct opposite, and it was a long time before anyone from his district was able to make it to the pile. 

Shortly after the initial struggles for position on the pile, the various gang leaders would approach and agree upon scavenging areas each district would be entitled to, based on how much ground they held. Once agreed, long coloured ropes were installed to mark each area, and fighting over goods was no longer tolerated. There was a long list of cruel and unusual punishments that someone would incur for breaking these rules, so in this way, the peace was kept between the rivalling districts.

Each district usually gathered around one and a half kilometres from the centre of the dropping zone, as many people had found out the hard way that if positioned incorrectly, trash falling from a great height would crush a man with ease. This unfortunately meant that if the wind was wrong, it’d be a long run to fight for remaining scraps. 

Krul hated this feeling of anticipation. He hated the running and fighting for goods until the scavenging lines were established. It made him feel like he was stealing food from another man’s table, and that he could be the cause of someone else's suffering. He was usually happy to scavenge through the pile once all the high-value items had been claimed and the initial scavenging areas had been dissolved. At that point, people were then free to search anywhere through the remains for goods until the next shipment arrived.

Today was different though. He scanned the crowd of men and women with ravenous looks in their eyes. It’d been a hard month for them, and their suffering was clearly marked by their thin bodies, protruding ribs, and torn, ragged clothing. Poor nutrition and lack of water had also started cooking people’s minds, and they had become rabid. The ranks of the Starved had been swelling in District Four lately due to this. Krul’s stomach churned as he recalled witnessing a screaming man being dragged off by a group of the Starved to some unknown fate. 

So today, he would run, and he would fight. The more they gained, the better for the whole district, as they would collectively have more goods that he could trade for. Vergo's words also rang through his head, and he shivered despite the stifling heat and sweat of the crowded mob. He would have to find something of value to cover his rent or take his chances sleeping outside in the elements with the Starved on the prowl. Bashing his head against that wall earlier suddenly didn’t sound all that bad.

The sirens in the drop zone suddenly went silent, and a whirring could be heard in the distance where the floating transporter carrying two thousand tonnes of waste and hundreds of new condemned souls approached. 

‘Get ready, ya bastards,’ someone cried.

‘Bloody kill them, tear them, destroy them if you have to,’ a possessed looking man screeched, his eyes wide, teeth and face muscles clenched into a maniacal grin.

Krul’s blood started to pump hard; he felt sick. The crowds strained forward with anticipation, ready to run, but not wanting to get too close to the drop zone. The craft slowed near the centre of the circle. Ropes were then thrown out the windows on the sides of the craft. The new condemned would be attached to them and unceremoniously kicked out of the windows to slide down the fifteen or twenty metres to the ground below. The unfortunate who went first usually didn't slow down enough to survive the drop. But slowly, the pile of the dead would break the fall of the others to come. Krul still remembered the fear he felt, sliding, falling, not knowing where he was, or what the future held for him, as the stench of the hot trash burnt his eyes and throat.

As the condemned slid from the windows, the giant hatch on the bottom of the transporter slowly started to open. Waste began to flow out, blowing towards Krul’s waiting district in the wind. Whoops of happiness and excitement erupted from the crowd, the thought that surely this month they would be favoured by The Guide. Yet they still held their ground. Timing was everything. Go too soon, and you’d surely be crushed by a random falling piece of scrap metal. Go too late, and you might miss the prize.

A high ranking member of the District Four gang yelled orders from the side of the crowd. ‘Wait, you dogs, wait! I don’t wanna see anyone breaking rank before the full payload drops.’ 

The crowd held, but not because of the order. This man was not going to run into a fight and die over bits of scraps with them. He would wait with the other gang leaders until most of the chaos was over, before strolling over to negotiate the lines. The leaders were more worried about maximising the districts’ winnings than anything else. The more their district collected, the more they could tax later and line their own purse. 

The craft’s hatch continued to grind open at a maddeningly slow pace. Taking a deep breath, Krul braced himself. Time seemed to slow in his mind, as the main volume of the shipment slipped from its storage and plummeted towards the ground. Krul snapped to attention as yells and curses arose around him. People started shoving, trying to break free from the crowd and run forward. 

Krul grasped the shirt of a burly man in front of him with both hands, as he was swept off his feet and carried forward by the mass of the advancing crowd. He saw people falling, being trampled by those behind them as they pushed their way forward. Krul managed to find his feet as the crowd broke apart and surged forward. He looked up and saw the shipment crash into the ground with a thunderous bang. A favourable drop. It was likely they would make it to the pile first. 

Krul started running. Well, he started moving as fast as he could in his weak state, which wasn't much faster than a jog. Sweat stung his eyes, and he coughed on the thick dust being kicked up by the thousands of running feet. The first of his district reached the shipment and started swarming over the pile of refuse, quickly grabbing anything of value and stuffing it into bags. Districts Three and Five adjacent to them were still around five hundred metres off when Krul finally reached the pile. 

He recklessly jumped onto the mass of waste, tripping and slipping on the mass of objects. Steadying himself, he managed to scramble up about five metres before finding a half drunk bottle of liquid. After giving it a quick sniff, he savagely started sucking down the liquid inside. It was warm and sickly sweet, a kind of lolly drink that you would buy for a child. Krul didn't care though; he savoured the liquid entering his body, feeling more refreshed and alert than he had for weeks.

When first arriving on the island, Krul had tried to avoid consuming spoiled food and drinks. But when the crippling hunger pains and delirium had set in, he was quick to change his ways. It was surprising how quickly you learnt to tell the difference between a rotting piece of food that could be salvaged, and one that would have you emptying your guts into the street for days. 

The new condemned were starting to slide down the craft’s ropes by the dozens now, mostly landing on the pile of refuse as the transporter turned to fly back to the mainland. Small groups of particularly evil and desperate looking people from District Four were ready and waiting for these drops. They would overpower the vulnerable, dragging them off to sell for a variety of inhumane purposes. Unfortunately, flesh was also a very valuable commodity on the island. 

Krul was looking around for anything else he could quickly stuff into his mouth before the other districts arrived, when he heard a scream and a crunch a couple metres to his right. By instinct, Krul’s Monk training kicked in, and his body flowed into a semi-crouched position, one foot in front of the other, arms hanging ready by his sides. 

To his right, a tall, bearded man with a torn shirt and yellow fabric band around his right arm, marking him as a member of District Three, was standing over a smaller woman who was bleeding heavily from the mouth and nose. The bearded man wrenched what appeared to be a half-chewed turkey leg off the dazed woman and tore a large chunk of meat off the bone with his teeth. He crouched down and continued to tear into the meat furiously, apparently oblivious to everything else happening around him. An unclenched fist slammed into the side of his throat, somehow digging deep into his neck and severing the arteries, spraying blood all over his attacker. 

Krul watched as the man he recognised as Bill from the crowd earlier, slid the knife he was palming back up his sleeve and turned to yell at the District Four crowd. ‘Form a wall! Form a wall!’ he bellowed. ‘Drive these bastards out of our area.’ 

Bill grabbed a man who was searching through the pile and shoved him towards the crowd of yellow bands that were also attempting to coordinate some kind of formation, to claim more scavenging area. 

To Krul’s horror, men and women from his district started forming a tight line to the left and right of him. Krul groaned and sheepishly looked around to see if there was some way he could flee. Although Krul had been through rigorous training and showed exceptional raw talent in the martial teachings during his time in the Abbey, he did not enjoy administering violence in any way. He often received punishment from the Masters for questioning why the teachings of The Guide insisted on learning methods of pain and violence. Krul took half a step back, only to find a group that didn't look like the sort of people who respected deserters had now packed in tight behind him as well. 

Krul took up his half-crouched pose again and muttered one of his father’s old phrases to no one in particular. ‘Do what you must, but remain just.’

With a lot of swearing, grunting, slipping, and sinking into the pile of waste, the yellow banded assailants formed a rough line parallel to District Four. They seemed wary of the small amount of the pile they currently held in comparison to their neighbouring districts. Krul saw the same fear, desperation and mania in the men and women opposite them as the people at his sides.

They weren’t that different, really. They suffered the same brutal existence as his district, and all struggled to continue their meagre existence as best they could. But unfortunately for them, there was a yellow band of fabric around each of their right arms, and that was enough to inspire seething hatred against them from District Four. Krul closed his eyes and silently pleaded for the gangs to set up their scavenging areas and declare their truce. 

‘Hold together, lads,’ came a voice behind Krul in a steadying tone that spoke of experience from previous battles. ‘Let them come to us. We have a large area already, and they’ll be off balance and separated by the time they get here.’ 

Krul took three slow breaths and, using his Monk’s training, entered a meditative state, slowing his pumping heart and unfocusing his eyes slightly. His muscles became loose and relaxed, but his stance was steady and unwavering. Focusing his mind, he was able to build the potential energy within his body, like damming a raging river behind a giant wall, ready to be released with precision when called upon. 

With a roar, the angry yellow mob from District Three charged. As predicted, men and women slipped and tripped on the refuse in the space between them, some resorting to clambering towards them on all fours to stop from falling. Krul focused, forcing his mind to relax further, blanketing it from all other distractions and external stimuli. 

The yellow mob fell upon their line in a great flailing, disorganised mess. A rock flew into the face of the woman to Krul’s left, and she went down hard with a scream. Krul didn’t have time to look at her injuries as a big meaty fist flashed towards his face. Emotionlessly, Krul pivoted at the hips, letting the fist slip past him, carrying his attacker forward by the weight of his momentum. With his attacker off balance, Krul whipped his right arm around, slamming his hand into the pressure point located at the joint of the man’s elbow. He then twisted, quickly whipping his left hand into the back of the assailant, his momentum carrying him a step past Krul. The man yelped, his back arching as he fell to the ground, incapacitated. Krul didn’t turn to see where the next attack was coming from, but quickly bent at the hips again, pivoting and spinning his body to the left, head only centimetres off the ground. 

As he righted himself, two more attackers stumbled past him, trying to strike the area he was in a split second ago. Krul dispatched them quickly by stamping on the foot of one, rolling their ankle and tripping them, as he swung his arm into the neck of the other at the same time. Like lightning, he dodged, bending his back and catching himself with his hands behind him, as another attacker swung some kind of metal rod at him. He pushed off his hands, double foot kicking the person in front of him, and flipping backwards into his half-crouched stance. The woman in front of him used the rod to gain her balance and feet again. She was missing half of her left ear, had scars crossing her weathered face, and was covered in a brown and red liquid, a mixture of blood and refuse from the fighting. 

‘Try that one again, tricky boy,’ she snarled, jabbing the rod at him. ‘I’m a fast learner and can be even faster with this here poker.’

Krul remained in his position, waiting for her to make the first move. Just as she raised her arm to strike, several loud horns sounded from the base of the surrounding pile, indicating the scavenging areas had been agreed to, and for all fighting to cease. The woman curled her lip at Krul and slipped her metal rod down the back of her shirt.

‘I’ll be looking for you next month, tricky boy,’ she sneered. ‘Hope you don’t get yourself killed between now and then.’ She spat to the side of Krul and made her way back towards the others from her district, hand subtly holding her chest where she had just been kicked.

The horns sounded again, and the manic energy of the fighting washed away from the mobs, who had started retreating to their areas now that the violence was over. Despite not suffering any injuries, Krul sank to his knees on the pile of refuse with exhaustion. Now that he was out of his meditative state, his mind no longer numbed his fatigue, leaving his body to catch up on the exertion it had just been put through.

Gasping for air, he wiped his bloody knuckles onto his dirty trouser legs with shaking hands. As the adrenaline left his body, he was left feeling drained and nauseous. He fell forward onto his hands, vomit bubbling up from his stomach.

He puked on the pile of refuse beneath him, tasting a combination of sickly-sweet liquid he drank just minutes ago and the bitter stomach bile you get when you haven't eaten for a couple days. Krul leant back on his knees, trying to suck in fresh air, despite the stench of hot trash filling his nostrils all around him. 

After a few moments, Krul’s head stopped swimming enough for him to take in his surroundings. The scavenging lines were being formally established by gang members, with neighbouring districts’ gangs carefully supervising the division of items that lay across both sides of the lines. People from both Districts Three and Four who were involved in the battle were recovering and quickly searching for high value items before those who hadn’t participated in the fighting were allowed to start. Several bodies remained still on the ground, many with cuts and slashes that suspiciously didn't look to be caused by a foot or hand. 

Still weak from the ordeal, Krul wobbled to his feet, trying to avoid looking in the glassy eyes of the dead, or the people still squabbling over things found in the pile. He started walking aimlessly over the pile of refuse, no longer motivated to sift through it. He idly picked up a couple of bottles and drank what was thankfully water, continuing to slowly wander back towards his home. 

The mechanisms on the transporters leaving above him whirred as he reached the edge of the pile, where a group of eager people were waiting to be let in to scavenge. Just as Krul stepped off the pile, back onto the hot, sandy dirt of the island, he noticed something shiny and familiar on the ground. Was that what he thought it was? He knelt and picked up the small, flat metallic disc when—WHACK. A large weight smashed into Krul’s back, crushing him to the ground. Krul wheezed as the air was driven out of his lungs and his forehead was ground into the sand where he was kneeling. People from the crowd nearby laughed as Krul, dazed, rolled over to see what had happened. 

A small boy was lying next to him, unconscious, but breathing. Krul looked up. The end of one of the ropes from the departing craft flapped in the air about three metres above him. Had the boy slid down from up there? Back aching, he crawled over to inspect the boy. He was young, several years shy of adolescence, and much younger than anyone else on the island, as children weren’t sent there.

Instead, back on the mainland, troubled youths were taken to the Abbeys, where they were made to serve the Monks under strict supervision and were harshly punished for not doing so. During this time, the children either learnt to repent and follow the teachings of The Guide, thereby earning their release as a free citizen, or continued serving until they reached an age at which they were classified as ‘unredeemable’ and sent to the island. 

Krul rolled the boy onto his back and checked to see if he was okay. He had a mess of long, tangled hair that obviously hadn’t been cleaned or combed in months, covering his face. Once Krul was sure the boy was breathing, he checked for other injuries. His pale skin was covered in dirt and grime, but he didn't seem to have any obvious signs of broken bones. Somehow, apart from a purple bump on his head, he seemed okay. Krul’s back and head must have softened the fall enough for the boy to survive the impact. 

‘Hello, can you hear me?’ Krul said gently. He looked around and called towards the group of onlookers, ‘Does anyone here know this boy? Did you see anyone fall with him?’ 

The questions fell on deaf ears, as the waiting group was finally being let into the scavenging area. Krul looked back down at the boy, whose eyes were closed and was breathing slowly. What should he do with him? Could he help him? It had been so long since anyone had shown any kind of care or treated Krul like a human being that it felt unnatural and odd to consider helping another person for no gain. But he was just a small boy. If Krul did nothing, what would happen to him? The Starved would come for him after dark, maybe, or maybe the flesh traders would sell him as some kind of novelty. Krul shivered. He couldn't let that happen. 

Krul bent and quickly scooped the boy off the ground. Turning his back on probably the only source of food and water he would see for another month, he started making his way back down the mostly empty streets towards his home. And weirdly, for the first time for as long as he could remember, he felt as though his life had the slightest bit of meaning again. 

 




Chapter 3: The Boy

Krul

Trust is blind for those who refuse to see. Seeing is truth for those looking for trust.

Krul rummaged around in the sack of his meagre possessions. He had placed the boy in the corner of his room on his makeshift bed, made of strips of old rubber and foam. Surely he still had a couple items of value that he could use to barter for food stamps and medicine for the child. The boy started stirring, a small, pained whimpering coming from him, like a cowering animal. His eyelids started to flutter open, his eyes squinting in the dimly lit room he was now in.

‘Where’s mah mum?’ the boy croaked as he tried to figure out what was going on.

‘Be still, my boy, you are safe now. You fell from a great height,’ replied Krul in a gentle voice. 

The boy struggled onto his elbow and pushed off his arm, trying to slither back away from Krul, who was standing on the opposite side of the room. ‘Who are you? Where’s mah mum? Wot did you do to me?’ His eyes took on a wild, panicked expression as they darted around the unfamiliar room.

Now that the boy was conscious, Krul realised he was actually a lot older than he first thought. Although he was quite small, his eyes gave away a level of understanding and awareness of the situation that a younger child would not have been mature enough to comprehend. Krul tentatively took a step towards the boy.

‘My name is Krul. I know you must be very confused about everything that’s happening, but please believe me when I say I mean you no harm if you cause me none first. Does that seem reasonable to you?’

Wincing, the boy continued to slowly push himself backwards the last metre, until his back was flat against the wall opposite Krul. His eyes darted around the room, possibly looking for an escape or a weapon. After a moment of searching, he seemed to consider his options and slowly nodded. ‘I will not attack you.’

‘Thank you. Maybe we should talk for a moment and try to straighten some things out. I have no reason to keep you here. I was just worried you might have been hurt when you fell to the ground. What’s your name? Are you hurt?’

‘Humphrey… Chum,’ the boy muttered after a few moments, not making eye contact with Krul. ‘People call me Chum, and I ain’t hurt, I’ve had worse.’

Seeing the boy loosen up slightly, Krul eased himself onto the ground, his back and neck still aching from where Chum had landed on him. He crossed his legs, adopting the meditative pose he learnt at the Abbey so long ago. ‘Would you like to tell me how you came to this place?’

‘Why should I trust you?’ Chum snapped. ‘I don’t even know where we are. I was lookin’ for me mum and now I’ve been kidnapped by you. You’ve probably got some twisted plan ta sell me off ta do hard labour or somethin’, don’t ya.’ 

Krul let the outburst wash over him, remaining calm and still as the boy projected his pain at him. Although the words were angry and confrontational, he could see the fear and pain in the boy’s eyes. He couldn't imagine what horrors the young boy must have endured to develop so hard an edge at such a young age and somehow end up alone on the island of the condemned.

Krul sighed. ‘Trust is blind for those who refuse to see. Seeing is truth for those looking for trust.’

‘Wot da hells dat ‘spose ta mean?’ scowled Chum.

‘Just something my father used to say before I went to join the Abbey back home.’

It felt strange to Krul that he still remembered so many of his father’s old sayings, so long after leaving his family. Unlike The Guide’s teachings, which he had all but dismissed since being condemned by the Monks, his father’s sayings had stuck with him as little shreds of wisdom that wouldn’t quite go away. He found himself depending more and more on these little lessons by the day, now that he had lost his way in life. 

Chum’s expression changed at the mention of Krul’s time in the Abbey. His eyes widened, and his mouth fell slack for a few moments before snapping shut. He narrowed his eyes, looking Krul up and down. ‘You’re a liar. You expect me ta believe you were a Monk in one of dem big Abbeys, all perfect and clean and stuff?’

Krul gave a half shrug. ‘It is not up to me what you believe, but yes. That is the truth of it.’ 

‘And so wot happened, ya fart too loud and got frone out, and now ‘ave to kidnap kids to make a livin’?’

Krul ignored the question. ‘That’s not important anymore… And anyway, like I said, I want to help you. You mentioned your mother. Did she come to the island with you?’

Chum winced a bit at the mention of his mother and shifted his weight against the stone wall. ‘No—well, yeah. Well, I don’t know. I followed her, ya see. I’m sneaky like dat, always ‘ave been. Get meself into sticky situations sometimes, but I’ve neva been caught.’ 

‘Fing is, I don’t really know wot’s ‘appening. Me mum was picked up by da Peacekeepers for sniffin’ Dust. She’s always done it, ever since I was a young boy. Helped her ta forget about me dadda I fink. She doesn't like talkin ‘bout him, but I fink he was pretty bad ta her.’

Dust, Krul thought in disgust. The highly addictive substance responsible for the rot in society, and the number one enemy of the Guiding Council, and their leader, Havox, the Voice of The Guide. 

Krul had seen firsthand on many occasions what Dust could do to a person on the island, none of which was particularly pleasant. The Dusters purported that on the mainland, snorting the substance in its different forms could give you more focus, restore your energy after a long day’s work, or deliver incomparable feelings of euphoria, if you could afford the expensive stuff. Some zealot followers also claimed it created a closer connection between you and The Guide. However, its use was condemned by the Council, who fought vigorously to enforce its ban. For this reason, Krul had only ever met Dusters once being condemned, where the apparently contaminated product on the island caused madness, extreme anger, bouts of violence and uncontrollable vomiting until death. Krul internally shuddered thinking of the white faces and bulging eyes of the Dusters he had seen lying in pools of their own blood-soaked vomit, while others rifled through their pockets looking for any remaining Dust rocks. 

Krul blinked away those memories, bringing himself back into the room with the boy. ‘So your mother was condemned for Dust abuse, and you snuck aboard the transport ship that took her here?’

Chum sat bolt-upright, looking intensely into Krul’s eyes. ‘Wot!?’ he questioned. ‘Condemned? Dat can’t be true. I mean, is it? I couldn't see what ‘appened for a long time, after da Peacekeepers took her away. So I just waited and watched til I saw her being taken to da big air ship fing. I don't know nuffin’ about being condemned or nuffin’. If dat were true dough, we’d be dead now, right?’ Tears were starting to form in Chum’s eyes, and his bottom lip started trembling. ‘You’re lying again, aren’t ya? You’re just a big liar. She’s not condemned, she’s alive, and I’m gonna find her!’ Chum’s external bravado had now melted away now into that of a vulnerable child, sitting battered and bruised, alone in a cold room, wanting their mother.

Krul was surprised to find that the words of the young boy sitting across from him affected him so much. Any empathy he once possessed had long ago been drained away by the conditions on the island. But now these feelings had been stoked inside him by this display of pure innocence, like blowing on the old coals of a morning campfire. Feeling a primal urge to comfort the child, Krul rose to his feet and slowly walked over, sliding down the wall next to him. He waited, letting the boy gently sob for a few moments before talking. 

‘Chum, my boy, don’t give up. There may be hope to find your mother yet.’

Chum looked up at Krul, eyes rimmed red, tears streaking down his dirty cheeks. ‘What do ya mean?’ he sobbed. ‘Everybody knows da condemned don’t survive. Dey board da ships and den are burnt, or drowned, or sacrificed, or sumthin’ ‘orrible, never ta be seen again.’

Krul carefully wiped the tears from Chum’s cheeks. ‘Fortunately, that’s not quite true,’ said Krul, getting to his feet and offering a hand to Chum. 

‘Welcome to the island of the condemned. Where you’ll learn everything you know about life is a lie.’

 




Chapter 4 

Teyra 

Teyra stood at the back of the room at attention, stiff and unmoving. Her heavy armour pressed down oppressively on her body, but she refused to yield to its weight. Sweat dripped all the way from the back of her head, down to her heavy armoured legs, tickling her back, like a feather dancing across her skin. Her head remained fixed forward, but her eyes never stopped moving, surveying the room for attack or threat. She watched her father, Havox, prostrating himself on the floor, facing the dying light of the sun as it slipped behind the western mountains. His bright, gold sash lay across his perfect white robes, glinting in the light like a shining beacon of power. 

The remaining nine members of the Guiding Council watched on, reciting prayers to The Guide in low, hushed voices. The nightly ceremony was taking place on the top floor of the largest building in the city’s Citadel. The large ceremonial chamber had giant glass walls that surrounded the entirety of the room, a luxury that no other building could afford. From this vantage point, you could see right across the sprawling city of Guildaen, the grandest and holiest of the cities in the world, and the home of the Guiding Council. 

The Council was made up of ten members, including Teyra’s father, the Voice of the Guide. These men and women were the highest ranking and most devout followers of The Guide and helped shape how their society ran by interpreting The Guide’s teachings. The Voice was the head of the Guided Council and the only one who could somewhat communicate with The Guide directly. Few people knew how long Teyra’s father had held this position, but it seemed like lifetimes. The Council were responsible for deciphering and debating the messages the Voice received, to implement new laws and taxes, form social structures and weed out heresy. By shaping their society in accordance with The Guide’s will, they gave their citizens the best opportunity in reaching the Guided Lands, the place where followers of The Guide would be rewarded with eternal life and pleasures after they died.

Teyra internally cringed as her father prostrating himself further, grinding his bald head against the smooth stone floor until a tear of blood wept from his forehead. Havox was a smart man. A person didn’t get to his position without being one, and he was good at playing the part too. However, he couldn’t help flaunting his devotion and position of power in front of the other members of the Council, something she knew some openly despised him for. For this reason, she remained on high alert to threats both inside and outside the ceremonial chamber. 

Teyra glanced momentarily at the three other guards in the room, evaluating their posture and alertness. As their captain, she was responsible for their execution of duties. If any of the guards failed in their duties, the blame would lay squarely upon her shoulders. The three in the room with her tonight were her most trusted: Havna, the great giant of a man, who she had personally seen punch his massive fist through a stone wall once for a bet; Veech, a sly wisp of a woman, who was fiercely loyal to the ones she trusted, and fiercely devious against the ones she didn’t; and Reekel, a woman who was often underestimated due to her size and quiet demeanour, but could stick you with one of the dozen throwing knives hidden on her person, faster than a fly in a hurricane. All three of them stood straight backed, unwavering, at attention, like suits of armour being displayed in a museum.

Like her, the three were dressed head to toe in a heavy set of gilded armour, constructed to serve both a ceremonial and practical function, made of steel wrought with delicate white gold. The Guide had given the authority for this precious metal to only be used for her unit’s sets of armour, and the smelting could only be undertaken under supervision of the Citadel smith. 

The ceremony was now beginning to wrap up, and Havox turned to address the Council, wearing the blood on his head as a badge of honour. The bright light from the hanging braziers in the chamber reflected off his smooth, pale scalp and immaculate white robes, making him look almost like a softly glowing beacon in the night. He stood tall before the members of the Council, an absolute picture of strength and authority. 

‘Brothers and Sisters,’ Havox began, opening his arms wide, beckoning the attention of the Council towards him. ‘We have been tenacious in our devotion to The Guide over the last couple of years. It has not come with ease, but we have risen to the opportunity with rigour, and I thank you for that.’

The Council stood motionless, hanging on every word as they rang out around the chamber, like they were hypnotised by the intensity with which Havox spoke them.

‘However,’ Havox continued. ‘The Guide is now asking for more. They are not unaware of the growing discontent of the citizens of our world. Their minds are meek and vacuous after all. Because of this, The Guide wishes us to remain steadfast to their most traditional teachings and quash every last modicum of blasphemous advancement. For if we cannot follow their most basic ideals, how can we ever expect to be accepted into the Guided Lands?’

Havox raised a finger high above his head. ‘I therefore propose we increase the presence of our Peacekeepers in the cities, increase the reward for truthful accusations against others, and commit funds to the eradication of progressionists.

‘Brothers and Sisters, friends.’ Havox stepped towards the semicircle in front of him, his voice strong, but now edged with sweet honey. ‘This is the will of The Guide, as clear as I’ve ever heard. I will leave you to think on these words and what they mean, but I know you will support me on this. For it is clear to me that only someone who is not working with us on this endeavour, must surely be working against us.’ Havox held the gaze of each Council member around him as he said this last sentence, his cold, stony eyes driving home the point that he was the one in power and would not tolerate alternative points of view on this issue. 

With his speech complete, Havox ended the ceremony by bowing deeply before the Council, hands across his heart in a sign of respect. Then, he retreated to the side of the room where a grand feast had been laid out by the Citadel’s attendants. 

The informal part of the evening was now beginning. The Council members were free to drink, mingle with each other, and converse about their thoughts on The Guide’s latest directions. They would also use this time to plot and scheme, to win over votes for when they debated how to proceed with interpreting The Guide’s will. For this issue, however, Teyra knew that no one would speak out against her father. When he wanted his way, he would get it. He sat by himself now, talking quietly with the Whisper of the Guide, Brevnor, the third highest ranking Council member, as they picked at the offerings on the grand table. 

Brevnor was an older woman, around her mid-fifties, and wore her wispy white hair pulled back tight in a braid behind her head. She had suspicious, squinty eyes that would absently look through you as you spoke, like she was more interested in taking in the happenings of the room around her than listening to the people she was speaking to. Her eyes flicked around the room now, like the tongue of a snake testing the air, as she sat nibbling at the feast with Havox.

Every night, the ceremony table would be full of exotic wines, ales, and food, sourced from every region of the land. There were fresh tropical fruits, hot crusty meat pies, breads in the shape of scrolls with dried fruit and cheese baked inside, a painter’s palette of different colourful dipping sauces, dripping roast meats slow cooked on open spits, and countless other luxuries. Teyra wondered if half the people in the room knew what meagre meals the attendants who made this feast would be having in the lower levels of the palace tonight, or the people living rough outside of the Citadel. They probably didn’t have a clue. 

A tall, stately looking man, with a slightly crooked nose from an old break, came to stand beside Teyra. 

‘Lovely evening, isn’t it?’ he said to Teyra, smoothing out the red sash he wore across his robes. ‘Would you like some food, or wine perhaps? I don’t mind making myself useful.’

There were no rules or guidance that dictated that Teyra was not allowed to speak or move once the ceremony was over, but she chose to remain still in her armour, ignoring the man.

‘Perhaps a dance then?’ the man continued, grinning at his own joke. ‘No? That’s okay then, I admire your dedication to the position The Guide has granted to you. I guess I will just have to remain enchanted to the mysterious person within that armour from afar.’

It wasn’t the first time honeyed words had been spoken to Teyra by this man, or by several others. She had never really taken notice, but conceded she was probably an attractive woman. Many had remarked on the beauty of her red hair and olive skin, both rarities among her people. She had apparently inherited these qualities from the mother she had never known, who she assumed must have been some great beauty. Her father had expensive taste in all things, after all. 

After failing to coax a response from Teyra, the man bowed slightly, light reflecting off his slicked-back black hair, then walked towards the table to converse with her father. The man was named Gradnam, the Shout of the Guide, and was the second highest ranking member of the Council after her father. Gradnam and Brevnor were the leaders of the two respective factions within the Guided Council and were constantly vying for Teyra’s approval. Gradnam through flirting and sweet words, and Brevnor through gossip and the sharing of secrets. In reality, Teyra didn’t care for either of them or their obvious grabs for power. She instead valued people based on their depth of character, rather than the thin disguises they wore to cover their true selves.

The party dragged on, and Teyra continued to sweat and stand at attention, refusing to budge. She concentrated on her breathing, gently tapping her gauntleted third finger and thumb on her left hand together twice. A thin, smoky haze wafted up into Teyra’s helmet at the subtle command and lingered there, waiting to be consumed. Teyra breathed in the sweet-smelling smoke, using it to enter a shallow state of meditation. Once in her meditative state, the smoke seemed to absorb her physical discomforts and fatigue, dissipating them into the atmosphere with every exhale from her lungs. Her guards had also been granted permission by The Guide for their armour to be equipped with this unique type of mechanism, which allowed them to keep their bodies fresh and minds sharp for long periods of time.

When the hour was getting late and the Council members were well into their cups, Havox stood, declaring his retreat to continue his prayers back in his rooms. The room bowed in respect, then turned back to their conversations. Teyra gave the subtle command to her three guards to remain behind, then followed her father out of the chamber and down the stairs towards his rooms. Havox led the way down a carpeted corridor, speaking only once the sounds of talking and laughing were behind them.

‘Enjoy being a statue in the corner again?’ Havox said coldly to his daughter.

‘I obey the will of The Guide, Father. This is the path they put me on,’ Teyra replied.

‘Do not speak to me about the will of The Guide,’ Havox spat. ‘I am their will. When will you stop playing your silly games and join me on the Council?’

‘It is an honour to serve as The Sword of The Guide, to protect their people, and ensure their will is followed,’ Teyra responded calmly. 

It was not the first time they had had this argument. In fact, they had been having this argument ever since Teyra had decided to join the martial ranks of her Abbey, rather than an administrative position. Teyra knew she was completely unlike her father, and this was part of the reason she wanted to choose her own path. She knew the people needed a leader to follow, but also knew the lies her father had to tell to be in that position. In reality, he cared more about wealth and power than he did The Guide, or the people he was meant to be guiding to the Guided Lands. Most of the Council shared this lust for power, especially Brevnor’s faction, but none were able to maintain the charade as well as her father. Even Teyra was sometimes convinced by his apparent tenacity of worship to The Guide.

Teyra continued to follow her father up the staircase of one of the skyscraping towers adjoining the main palace of the Citadel to reach his quarters. There was no sound to be heard in the tower as they walked, save for the rhythmic tapping of their footfalls on stone. Teyra’s gaze swept from side to side, her pale-blue eyes scrutinising the statue-like guards they passed and mentally evaluating their performance. They maintained their disciplined stance while on duty, like frozen sculptures lining the hallways. Only their eyes followed the pair as they went past, acknowledging Teyra’s presence before them.

Once at the top of the tower, Havox gestured for Teyra to join him in his quarters. The room was spartan, only containing functional furniture, a wash basin in the corner, a basic bed, and a set of wooden chairs at a table where Havox would host meetings. Outwardly, Havox wanted to portray an image of a dedicated, pious follower of The Guide, who believed in their traditional teachings and ideals, when actually this was far from the truth. Teyra locked the heavy door behind them, snapping shut a series of complex, one-of-a-kind locking mechanisms, as Havox walked over to a bare wall and ran his fingers across the mortar between several stones in a deliberate pattern. A small click could be heard, and Havox slid the wall to the side into a false cavity, revealing his real quarters. 

Only three people in the world knew of this hidden room. The two that were standing in front of it now, and the woman who had built it, who accidentally fell from the room’s window once it was finished. 

This new room was a complete contrast to the one he was meant to be inhabiting. It had plush, colourful lounges, effigies of Havox riding in the countryside or praying to The Guide, and a mammoth bookcase full of books and tomes lining one of the walls. But most impressive was the amount of advancements and machines in the room that could be found nowhere else in the world. As far back as Teyra could remember, her father had been fascinated with machines that predated the War of Ideals, despite publicly condemning them as blasphemous. He had spent her entire life filling this room with treasures he had found or figured out how to build himself. 

Thus was the contradiction of the man. On one hand, he was seen to be openly denouncing the advancement and progress of their society, while on the other, secretly had technology and medicines that were so advanced, it was almost unworldly. If anyone had even an inkling that these things existed, the lowest torture cells in the Citadel would be a vacation compared to the punishment they would receive.

Havox also used these machines to maintain his power and influence over the Council and the world as a whole. He controlled the technology; therefore, he could decide when, how, and if it was ever to be revealed to their society. In this way, he could prove his continual connection with The Guide by claiming these machines were revealed to him due to his favour and devotion, when really he was just like a merchant controlling the supply of a product at market. 

Just three years ago, when Havox’s favour with the Council seemed to be waning due to his poor handling of a pox that was sweeping through the eastern port towns, he was ‘told’ by The Guide about a cure that would hold the disease at bay—one that Havox could produce, for a price, of course. Teyra was sickened by this abuse of power and using The Guide to improve his own means and knew if he were not her father, she would have arrested him long ago. But because she had such high regard for the honour of family, she did not, and instead went about distancing herself from the Council and following her own path. 

An inviting wave of warm air greeted them as they entered the lavish hidden room, pushing back the night’s chill in the stark chamber behind them. Teyra moved to take up position at the side of the room, refusing to take off her helmet despite the privacy they now had. The strange lights her father had built, which ran without kerosene and changed colour and brightness at a touch, bounced off her glinting armour as she walked.
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