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Chapter 1


Delkan





The alarms followed a split second behind the explosion. The wall of glass separating the arcology from the desert fell like crystal rain into a billowing cloud of smoke. The elevator wheels shrieked and the floor jolted beneath me. The other passengers screamed. I grabbed hold of the railing around the interior of the elevator and looked to the Agora beneath us. The crowds ran into the shops and scrambled beneath tables, anything to shield them from what was coming. 

The intercom in the elevator spoke with the Reader’s voice, "Remain calm. The Vanguard has acquired the use of this elevator. You will be escorted to a safe location. Remain calm. The Vanguard—"

The audio loop fell into the background noise. I was too busy looking down at the shapes darting through the smoke below. There were flashes of shredded clothing, gleaming Vanguard armor, and the black of reaping vultures. Terror wrapped its cold, bony fingers around my throat. The elevator began to descend and an old woman began frantically pounding on the door, as if falling out of the cabin was better than sinking to the flames. By the time the hum of the elevator died away, a Vanguard squadron had gathered outside of the glass cabin. As the doors opened, they formed two equal lines. The squadron leader, the one with the chevron on his shoulder plate, stepped forward and motioned to the group. 

"Remain calm. Safety is on the far side of the building."

The old woman burst from the elevator, careening toward the growing mass of people hemmed in by the Vanguard. The rest of the passengers followed, but stopped when a reaping vulture snatched a Guardian and dragged him into the smoke. There was more screaming as the Vanguard began firing. The Guardians towards the rear were trying to usher the frantic crowd away, but their orders were drowned out by the horrid wailing of the dying Infected. Someone was crawling out of the smoke, but the Vanguard couldn’t see her. I ran toward the woman and reached to try and pull her to her feet. 

"Get back, son!" one of the Guardians shouted. 

If I did, she was as good as dead. I stayed, but as my hands closed around hers, the shriek of a reaping vulture split my ears and the two of us were pulled into the smoke. My grip on the woman’s hands slipped and then she was gone, her screams replaced by the thunder of gunshots.

Sticking close to the ground and trying not to breathe the smoke in, I looked for a way out. Through the smoke, the armor of the Vanguards glinted and the muzzles of their guns flashed like lightning as they fired at the intruders. A sulfurous stench stalked through the air, and I couldn’t tell if the debris on my hands was shards of glass or something else. I heard the scream of a vulture and then felt it slam into the ground beside me. Before its blood could spread across the floor and possibly infect me, I rolled further into the smoke. I bumped into something and immediately kicked it. If it wasn’t dead or healthy, I had to get away. Someone yelped, but not like an Infected. High pitched. A young woman’s voice.

“I’m not Infected!” I screamed, reaching out to grab them. We had a better chance surviving together than if the vultures found us apart. 

She flinched beneath my grip. 

“Let go of me!”

“I’m trying to help!”

A vulture screeched above us and I rolled into her, pushing her out of the way of the wicked claws that sent sparks into the darkness. Its shriek split my being and for a moment, I was unable to move. Then the wall of wind tore at me as the reaping vulture moved on to an easier target.

I grabbed the girl’s shoulder and hissed, “Be quiet! They can hear us.”

“I told you to let go of me,” she hissed back.

Her voice was drowned out by another volley of shots. I turned towards the source of the muzzle flashes and began to crawl, tugging her along. Then again came the shrieking of the reaping vulture and I rolled into the smoke. The claws screeched against the metal floor and the wings beat again, carrying the vulture away. For a second, I was tempted to leave her, but I wouldn’t do that, especially after trying to save someone else.

I rolled backwards, landing next to the girl again.

“Follow me and we’ll crawl out.”

“I can’t see you!”

This time, when I grabbed her upper arm, she didn’t protest.

We emerged from the smoke and began to gulp for air. In front of us, a group of screaming citizens was being corralled by Vanguards within one of the Agora shops. As more people ran up to the group, the Vanguards turned and grabbed them before they could get too close. They tossed the newcomers like they were half-finished droids to the shop next door. The entrance was barricaded with the Vanguards’ folding barriers. Inside were a small group of people screaming and clawing to get out. But the armored figures kept them contained, occasionally throwing one in and then quickly closing the breach. 

One of the Vanguards saw us and shouted, "Come here!"

Something howled behind us.

A man stood wreathed in smoke, trembling. There was a gash on his arm where another Infected had gotten him. His body swelled, outlining his veins. It was only an instant more before he ran towards us. The girl screamed as she backpedaled; I was only seconds ahead of her. Behind us, the Vanguard opened fire, riddling the man’s body with bullets. He fell, fixing his black marble eyes on us and grabbing at the girl. A few swift kicks from her and he was far enough away for the Vanguard to resume fire. He thrashed this way and that as bullets tore at his flesh and blood began to pool on the floor. Two Vanguards ran out and grabbed me and the girl just as the Infected laid still.

With that, the sounds of death receded, replaced by the repetition of the alarms and the low crackling of the fires. Most of the smoke in the Grand Agora had risen far above us, revealing the patch the Vanguard had made out of the same barriers that were holding in the people waiting for testing. More of the Vanguard had arrived and extinguished the fire with retardant grenades. Others were ushering the Arcology’s inhabitants away while keeping in a crowd of possible Infected. My vision was blocked by the gleaming helmet of a Vanguard Guardian. 

"Did it scratch you?"

Both of us were too stunned to respond.

"Did it scratch you?" The Vanguard asked.

"No." I shook my head, holding up my arms as evidence. 

He grabbed one of my wrists and twisted it painfully so that he could see the underside. When he deduced that my arms were covered in debris and not scratch marks, he let it go and then turned to the girl. Now that we were out of the smoke, I could see what she looked like. She stood defiantly, like a bolt that refused to go into its girder. Stony eyes framed by short raven hair glared at me.

The Vanguard repeated the question to the girl. She was holding her sleeve, but shook her head. He examined her arms with a dubious look.

"You two stay here." He turned and his audio amplifiers kicked in as he bellowed, "We need the detector over here!"

A white face turned towards us with a sudden, jerky movement. It had a long, white beak and two round, black eyes. Its body was the same pearly white as its face and thin as bones. It hobbled over to us, pistons whirring with each calculated step. Two Vanguards came up behind us and grabbed the tops of our arms. We didn’t struggle; they’d shoot us if we did. 

The detector stopped in front of us with a heavy footstep. It looked at me with those black eyes and they whirred for a moment. After it identified my face, the whirring stopped.

"Put out your arm," the Guardian ordered.

I reached my arm out and the detector leaned itself forward as smoothly as its joints could manage. The curved beak popped and a needle emerged. The Vanguard grabbed my arm to steady it as the detector slipped the needle into my vein. I hissed, almost inaudibly. 

The tip of its beak turned crimson and then it was done. It slipped backward and rose to its full height, slightly shorter than most grown men. The needle slipped back into the beak and the detector stood still, processing the sample. If I was Infected, it would buzz and the Vanguard would shoot me. If not, it would only beep and I would be free to go. I didn’t think that there was any chance that I had been infected, but then, no one did. Even if I was, saving someone was a good last act for the grandson of a war hero. 

The thought only loosened terror’s grip by an inch.

After a long moment, the detector beeped and turned to examine the girl. Immediately, I could breathe easier. The Vanguard behind me let go, but I stayed to see what would happen. I wanted to know if going back into the smoke to get her would end in death. The small cylinder hidden within the detector’s beak whirred and a new needle popped into place. The girl didn't even breathe when the needle went in, nor when it slipped out again. Her face was stoic as she watched the detector calculate her fate.

There was more whirring in the detector as it processed. Then it turned its head towards the Vanguard standing beside us and beeped.

The Vanguard, a Guardian, let go of her and went off to process the rest of the potential Infected. The detector swiveled its head and shoulders so that it was in alignment and then made its way over to the group of people behind the barrier. Their screaming had gone quiet, now replaced by crying. Above us, the Reader on the intercom was saying, "The breach has been sealed. Processing is underway. Remain where you are. Submit to testing by the detectors."

I turned to look at the girl.

"Are you okay?"

“No thanks to you.”

She would have stalked off, but as it was, we had to stay still until processing was complete. Behind us, the Vanguards were zipping the Infected into a body-bag while others were testing the rest of the survivors.

“What do you mean? If I hadn’t pulled you out, the Infected would have gotten you.”

“I can take care of myself,” she snapped.

“That’s not how it looked to me.” Her eyes were loaded pistols aiming for the best shot to maximize blood loss. I bristled under her gaze. “Look, I could have died or gotten infected pulling you out of there. A ‘thank you’ would be nice.” 

The Reader’s voice spoke. “Processing complete. Return to your activities. Glory to the Archon Lord Avintus.”

“You know what? Fine. Thank you, featherbrain, for never seeing me again.”

With that, she turned and walked over the field of broken glass, being sure to avoid the bloodstains that the stout janitorial droids were already beginning to clean up.

I had apparently saved someone who didn’t want help. But, at least I was alive. And the clouds outside had parted just enough to see the stars. It was almost enough for me to forget the blood, carnage, and death that surrounded me. Things like this had happened in my grandfather’s generation, but those times were supposed to be over. We were assured that the Arcology was safe: immortal like her People and her ruler. But something had gone wrong, the Infected had breached the Arcology, and now it was all too clear that we were anything but safe.










  

  

Chapter 2


Ziara





Some birthday. 

I left the floor as quickly as possible, trying not to think about my torn sleeve. I found a bathroom and slipped into a stall. I stared at the small incision in the fabric. Maybe I had just imagined it. The detector had said I was clean. They were infallible; the Varul couldn’t hide from them. But I had to know for myself.

I grabbed the right sleeve at the cuff and rolled it up to my elbow. I turned my arm over. One small crimson mark ran for less than an inch over the surface of my arm. It was already clotting. 

So he had scratched me, but apparently hadn't transmitted anything. If he had, I'd already have a bullet in me. 

I nodded and pulled my sleeve back down. Still, my breath was racing. What happened? Who had set the bombs and why? Were we safe? The questions were wrapping my throat into knots, especially the last. Were we safe?

I exited the bathroom and made my way through the hallway. I was going home empty-handed. Vanguard Guardians easily picked me out of the crowds of red and white; I was wearing black. Easy to clean, easy to come by in the Lower Spires. Unfortunately, it also made it all too clear that I didn’t belong here. The only reason I had come to the Agora had been to get my mother a birthday gift and look at how that turned out.

I pushed my way through a crowd of nervous and jittery people waiting at the tram platform. A map of the Arcology filled a glass display, the nodes of the tram network glowing. Along the bottom was a list of departure and arrival times. I knew where I was going, but I checked just to make sure. It was just my luck that there was a departing tram now and not an hour later when I had originally planned on going back.

Someone was arguing with the droid at the information desk. They started yelling about how they needed to get home, then the Vanguard nearby hit them with the butt of his rifle. I ignored the scene and pushed my way into the tram car as the crowd instantly filled it. Normally, I would have had a bit of breathing room, being mere scum from the Lower Spires. Today, fear distracted people.

The tram car left its station and Spire Alpha, Avintus’ spire. I looked outside at the Arcology. It was a city of gleaming towers like claws attached to the hand of a desert mountain. Threads, tram tracks, wound about each of the fingers, ferrying the Immortal People to and fro. It all looked so grand and impressive now that smoke wasn’t spilling out the side of it. 

The car dipped downward on its spiral outward from the center. Throughout each stop, my seat stayed empty until I exited to the elevator terminal on Spire Omikron, one of the furthest from Avintus’s. By now, the uneasiness from the bathroom should have faded, but it lurked in the back of my mind. I pushed the call button and the door slid open to reveal the cabin, already filled with several people. The door slid shut as we descended. The cabin was minimalistic, in comparison to the more opulent cabins in the upper levels. I had seen some fairly fancy ones on the few occasions I had been in the upper levels, but for us, living in the lower levels, we traveled in glorified boxes prone to leaks and stalls. One time the elevator stuck between levels for two hours while the technicians and their droids tried to fix it. There was only a sliver of space between the top of the doorway to my level and the bottom platform I was standing on. There hadn't even been anyone to complain to. Thankfully, there was no stalling today. Once I reached the level, I walked out of the cabin, down the dimly lit hallway, and into my home.

The communal living area was filled with people. Children were playing with their run-down toys while their parents talked in half-hushed and fearful tones over them. Small yellow lights dotted the middle of the ceiling; the third one was out again. The only other light came from the two large windows that looked out on the blasted wilderness. The kitchen was full of people bustling to make dinner.

I entered the room, searching for my mother’s apron. It was the only blue piece of clothing I had seen in the entire Arcology. She was standing next to the oven, stirring a bowl of stew.

By the time I had gotten close enough to talk to her, she had already turned.

“Ziara—”

“I was in the Agora during the breach.” It was like telling someone about a dream, not solid enough to be real but too vivid to be imagined. My voice shook and my mother pulled me close.

“You’re home now, Ziara. You’re safe here.”

Tears pulled at my eyes, but I shoved them away. There were still people in the kitchen and the only person I trusted to see my tears was her. They were a weakness she wouldn’t exploit.

My mother stepped back, allowing me to look at the apron. It had belonged to my grandmother years ago. It was the color of a sky I had never seen, pure and bright. The soft clouds lounged in the field of blue. The bottom half of the apron was covered in rich green —greener than the plants in the hydroponics towers. A quadrupedal mammal stood where the earth met the sky. Two miniature versions looked up at the mammal, which looked at them with the same warmth I had seen in my own mother’s eyes more times than I could count. 

“I love this apron.”

“When you cook dinner, you can wear it.” My mother squeezed the top of my arm and smiled.

I stayed in the kitchen with her, waiting for the excess water to boil off. It would be scrubbed out of the air by the filters in the ventilation system and then distilled back into water. It was one of the many ways the Architects made sure that water wasn’t wasted.

When dinner was ready, all of the families living on the level, fourteen in all, squished together around the table. A particularly fussy child who spilled the stew all over the front of himself ended up being my seat partner. I almost didn’t get any water because the pitcher ran out twice before it made its way over to me. The scant amount I poured into my cup had a distinct metallic taste, like it had been redistilled at least twenty times. My mother dodged a couple vegetable chunks launched by the kids sitting next to her. In short, a normal evening in the lower levels. Above us, families were having meals by themselves in private living quarters. Below us, in the Nest, people might not be eating at all. I wondered if that was by design of the Architects too.

After cleaning up dinner, I found solace next to one of the windows overlooking the blasted landscape. What would it take for it to break, unleashing reaping vultures into my home? What would it take for the Varul to infect us all? As it was, it might as well have been the vacuum of space on the other side of the glass. It would have been better than the Varul.

The sky outside was a dingy sort of gray, halfway to brown. The sun, an orange circle, slowly fell towards the horizon. Craggy yellow mountains stretched away from the range we were currently sitting on and dotted the dry landscape as far as the eyes could see. Orange and red rocks covered with dust filled the bowl beneath us. Scrubby vegetation grew in pockets, surrounded around the occasional succulent that had taken root in the dry soil. There was an animal making its way towards the arcology, too small to make out just then. It would probably make it to the base of the mountain before the Vanguard shot it. 

Behind me, Avintus’s anthem began to play. The screen in the middle of the common room, a pane of glass set in a stone dais, glowed. Avintus’ seal shone brightly in the middle: a star surrounded by a crown of laurels. Everyone, children and adults, dropped what they were doing to gather in the common room for the reading. In moments, all of the seats were taken and I was left to stand. 

As my mother handed me my tablet, the seal faded away and was replaced with the face of the Reader. He was a middle-aged man with silver hair and a wolfish face. He had been reading the Glory of Avintus to us for as long as I could remember.

“Good evening and glory to the Archon Lord Avintus.” It was the same thing he said at the beginning and ending of every day. It was like nothing had happened, no breach, no infections, no anything. 

We repeated his words and he continued, “Tonight, we will read of the birth of the Immortal People.”

The Reader’s face faded away and was replaced by a piece of art. It depicted a monolithic building stretching to a cloud covered sky, its stairs splattered with blood. It was a new painting; the Reader commissioned a new series of art pieces depicting the Glory of Avintus at the beginning of every year, when we began to read it again. These broadcasts came twice a day, every day, slowly inching through the text. I didn’t know how many times I had gone through the Glory of Avintus in total. Since I had learned to despise it, I had read it four times. 

“As you will recall from this morning’s reading, the War of the Technocrats had been raging for a decade. Those long oppressed by the technocrats rose up against them, hoping to destroy the power they held.” 

The image changed to a painting of a graphic street fight. All of the combatants were heavily muscled and rushed about the street as it was filled with a thunderstorm. 

“Thus begins our evening reading, As the War of the Technocrats raged, the cities were torn apart and the streets ran with blood. There began to be many who wondered if a day would come to end the senseless slaughter of the war.”

“It was then that the Archon Lord Avintus appeared to the people.” Another painting depicting a familiar figure came on screen. It was a face covered in a shining halcyon helmet. Two black pools stared back at us, matching the ebony armor that covered the rest of his body. In one hand, he held an orb of ionized plasma and in the other, a glowing computer.

“Avintus sent emissaries throughout the great and fallen city, calling all that would follow him to separate themselves from the war. There were many who would not hear his call and who continued in the misery of the war. But those who came out of the city found an immortal willing to share with them the technology that had been hoarded by the Technocrats. They found homes furnished with droids that addressed their needs. When a sufficient number had claimed their spot, Avintus spoke to them, saying,

‘My children, have you beheld the homes that I have furnished you? The servants that I have provided you? The safety you now enjoy? All of these things and more have I given you, that you might know the rewards for those who follow me. Remember these same things were denied you in times past at the hands of the Technocrats. They barred you from their homes, they enslaved you in their factories and all throughout their cities. But know that time has passed, for you have separated yourselves from those who unwisely believe they can win this fight on their own.’”

The Reader’s voice boomed as he imitated the voice of the Archon Lord.

“‘Their belief is folly! They will fight and they will die, but the technocrats will live on, kept alive by their precious apparatuses. You all have recognized the fate that awaited you and scorned it, seeking for something greater! I tell you today that I will make you even that; I will make you my people!

‘You shall be known as the Immortal People, for even as I am immortal, you shall be immortal. I do not speak of individual immortality as the technocrats have, but the unchanging nature of the people to which you belong. Each of you will be as a cell in the larger organism, tasked and equipped to carry out a duty in service to the greater whole. Individually you may die, but the body will live on. Your children and your children’s children will become a part of this same People and reap the benefits of your diligence. As the People grow to maturity, they shall enjoy the advances that I have yet to dispense to you. 

‘If this be your desire, then I warn you of the trials that lie ahead of you. There will be pretenders to my glory that will attempt to deceive you and draw you away into a mirage that appears superior. But you must not fall for it. Likewise, you will be tempted to give up the advance. But I warn you that stagnation will bring only death. The only way to live is to become the Immortal People. To become my people!’”

The painting changed to show a crowd of people following Avintus, while another group was wreathed in shadow as they walked away. 

With the oration done, the Reader’s voice returned to its normal, smooth intonation. “There were some who scorned the homes that Avintus provided and returned to the filth from which they came. In time, they all perished in the wars that ravaged the great city’s streets, while those who followed the Archon Lord Avintus were protected. Thus, the Immortal People were born.”

The last painting faded away and was replaced by the seal of Avintus. The fanfare played and the display should have gone dark. But then the Reader’s face appeared again. I powered off my pad. 

“Several hours ago, a member of the Society of the White Sun blew open a breach in the Grand Agora, allowing Infected into the Arcology. Many were killed in the attack, but thanks to the bravery of the Vanguard, the breach was sealed off. Be that as it may, the Varul has once again entered our home and the Immortal People must take action to cast it out.”

I wasn’t sure which I preferred: the surreal business-as-usual attitude or one of impending destruction. Both were unsettling, but now the unknown had arrived. Something was going to change. For the moment’s pause between the Reader’s words, there was a cold stillness holding everyone in place. 

“It is for this reason that the Archon Lord Avintus has mobilized a draft for the continued protection of the Immortal People.”

The last time there had been a draft was more than forty years ago, when there was a full scale war against the Varul. Was this the same situation? 

“All citizens from sixteen years of age to eighteen years will be enlisted in the Vanguard training program beginning tomorrow. Further draft orders will be sent out as Lord Avintus sees fit. Your sacrifice will protect the Immortality of our People and allow us access to all advancements that yet lie in store. Your introduction will take place in the assembly hall in Spire Tau two hours before the morning reading.”

Sixteen. I was sixteen and I was being drafted to protect the Arcology. Protect it from the Varul, the enemy that had been outside and in the past for so long and now was stalking the hallways of the Arcology. I had survived one brush with death only to be asked to face it again. But from what the Glory of Avintus said, the threat was never gone.

“All the Immortal People have a responsibility to fight this infection. It is spread through life fluids and the incubation period is variable. Once a victim is infected, there is no cure. Symptoms include sleepwalking, madness, and catatonia. If you or someone you know has come into contact with another’s life fluids, contact the Vanguard for testing.

“Remain ever vigilant. The Varul must not destroy the Immortal People.

“Glory to the Archon Lord Avintus.”

Now the viewscreen went dark, leaving me shivering. 

My mother wrapped her arms around me—words were too base to embody the pain we saw in each other and the comfort we wanted to give. So we stood there for a while, her arms tight around me, reassuring me that she would never let go. I fought back tears. I wouldn’t cry. Not now. The rest of the people on the level could pretend that everything was okay because they were safe. I wouldn’t ruin it by crying and showing them just how wrong they were.

“It’s going to be okay,” my mother said.

“You can’t know that.”

She let out a shuddering breath. “No. I can’t.”

It was several long moments before I stepped back and rubbed the side of my eye, extinguishing the tears. Fear still sat in my throat, but I could hide that.

My mother led me into the kitchen and made sure the door was closed behind us. “It seems ridiculous now, but I got something.”

She pulled a brown box out of a hidden nook under the counter, a pastry box. It had probably cost all of the luxury acquisitions from the past year. Inside were pastries topped with rose-colored frosting. My mother and I ate the jam puffs in silence, not saying anything because her birthday was anything but happy. The inside tasted like the setting sun, sweet and sour. With the little ball of pastry oozing jam onto my fingers, I could almost pretend I was six rather than sixteen, sneaking a treat I wasn’t supposed to have.

When we finished, my mother looked up. “I’ll be there to see you off. Try to get some sleep.”

I nodded and went to my bedroom door, right underneath the broken light. It was mostly empty, as all of my worldly possessions fit inside the compartment between my bed and desk. I quickly tucked the loose things on my desk into the drawer and flipped it over to reveal the bed. I slipped under the covers and stared at the ceiling. The small window in my room let in the silver threads of moonlight, leaving plenty of darkness for my thoughts to race.

Tomorrow was the start of the rest of my life. Once the Vanguard took me, I’d never be free. That is, until I couldn’t walk anymore or I was dead. They would say that once the Varul threat was gone I would be able to return. But it would never be gone. The Varul hadn’t left the arcology alone for 400 years. Why should it stop now?

I tried to sleep but my mind kept spinning, pushed along by the remnant noise coming from the common room. My mother came to take her place on the other bed, and then it was completely still. The quiet should have helped, but if anything, it made it harder to find rest. When I glanced at the clock and found that only an hour had passed in the space of what seemed like six, I forced myself to breathe and relax. I hovered at the edge of sleep, drifting between dreaming and thinking. 

In one dream, I was looking down over the bedroom, everything as I remembered except for one thing: I could see myself sleeping. As I watched, my doppelganger shot to a reclined position. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot. Her gaze jerked towards my mother and she bared her teeth.

This was wrong. That couldn’t be me. It was as if something had slipped into my skin and was still trying to—

The Varul.

Her arms and legs spasmed in such a way that she scuttled across the ground like a spider on the end of a live wire. At the side of my mother’s bed, she pulled herself up and ran her tongue over her teeth. 

It was a dream, a nightmare, but only that. I could wake up. I could force myself to wake up and it would be over and I would go back to a sleepless night.

As I tried to rise through the sludge of the dream, the doppelganger bent over my mother and contorted its face. Spit flew from its lips, landing around my mother’s mouth. Infection would begin immediately. 

I tried to scream. The nightmare went dark as the doppelganger stepped away from the side of the bed. I broke through the depths of sleep and found myself on the floor, next to my mother’s bed. I was lying on my side, heart pounding against my chest and my breath rasping. The entire side of my body glowed with pain. I pulled myself up and looked over at my mother. There was an unusual glistening to her lips. 

It hadn’t been a dream.

My body turned wooden. I couldn’t think. It was like someone had cut a wire in my brain and my thoughts couldn’t jump the gap. After several moments, they did. 

The Varul.

I was Infected and neither I nor the detector had known. I had infected my mother in my sleep.

A scream threatened to rip from my chest, but I clamped my mouth shut. Tears streamed from my eyes. I was a monster, a threat to the Arcology. I should turn myself in, go to Quarantine and let them kill me. The Immortal People would be safer if I did. But she was Infected too. If I confessed, they’d take her and they’d kill her, and it would be my fault.

No, I wouldn’t condemn her to death, not my own mother. Not for the People that left us down here to rust with the ancient construction. I wouldn’t kill her for Avintus, who said he protected us and somehow let this happen. If he was truly as powerful as the Emissaries said, the breach would have never happened in the first place. He had made a mistake and my mother wouldn’t die because of it.

I’d fix it. I’d join the Vanguard and search for some way to help her, a cure. There had to be something that could help her.

There had to be.










  

  

Chapter 3


Delkan





Sleep left me around three in the morning. I spent the next half-hour trying to find it again. But when that failed, I pulled myself to a seated position and powered on my pad. My surroundings faded away as I opened my files on the bearers of the Black Crescent. 

It was the highest honor a Vanguard could receive, bestowed by Lord Avintus himself. In the entire history of the arcology, he had only found four who were worthy of bearing the mark. All of them had saved the Arcology at grave personal sacrifice.

The last one had been my grandfather.

It had been years since I had first heard his name, my name, during the reading and heard his story. As a general, he had fought off an extended attack by infected colossus beetles, eventually driving one of the towers of the Spires into the earth to penetrate their hive and destroy it. He lost friend after friend to the Varul and even had to kill one of them himself. For his sacrifice and valiance, he had been awarded the Black Crescent.

Despite my best efforts, I didn’t know what happened to him after that. My father refused to talk about it and there were no records from the time that were available to civilians. Whatever had happened to him, he hadn’t been around since I could remember. Regardless, there was no better example of what a member of the Immortal People should be. He was willing to sacrifice everything for the People. I could only hope I would do the same if I was ever in the position he was.

But that could only be years into the future. Today was the first day of training in the Vanguard.

When there was one hour left until I had to leave, I surveyed the room one final time. Someone else might have felt melancholy, but I was content. Being in the Vanguard would be dangerous, yes, but I would also be protecting the Arcology. The opportunity to do something substantial and good, rather than just the little things a normal citizen could do, was dizzying. With that chance came obligation, obligation that I was ready to fulfill. I let the door slide shut. 

Turning from my door, I walked into the living quarters. My father’s room was dark while the living area was filled with hazy moonlight shining through the clouds outside. I walked to the lounge sunken in the middle of the room and sat on the couch facing the Reader’s podium. I focused on the pillar of glass recessed into the wall. Within it was the glistening armor of my grandfather.

It was based off the Guardian Vanguard armor—it had the same stocky shape that offered protection from the Varul—but it was blood red with black trim, rather than the normal gold with crimson. The aquiline helmet was a finely crafted crest that naturally commanded attention and respect. Not many generals had custom armor, and even fewer of them had the Black Crescent on their chest. 

Behind me, my father’s door slid open. I drew myself up as he entered my vision. He too was looking at the armor. He and I shared many features, the scavenger’s face, the lanky frame. His copper hair was being plated with silver, where mine was not. It was almost long enough to cover the computer interface implant running up his spine.

“You got what you wanted,” he said.

“I just thought that I would enlist.”

Silence filled the room as he examined the stand.

“Is that what you want to be?” He nodded towards it.

I scoffed. “There’s no way I could be anything like him. He saved the Arcology and I’m just going to be a Cadet. I’ll do my best, but I don’t think I’ll be as great as him.”

He nodded and turned toward me. “Delkan, promise me that you’ll keep yourself safe.”

Even though I had lied to him about being in the Agora when the breach happened, he was still worried. “I can’t promise that.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ll have to take risks. That’s how the Vanguard protects the Arcology and serves the Archon Lord. What kind of Vanguard would I be if I wasn’t willing to put myself in danger?”

“You would be safe.”

“No, I would be like you.” I shot back at him. I wouldn’t have said it under any other circumstances. But in less than an hour I would be leaving and there would be nothing he could do to me then. I would be honest. “An Inquisitor who does the bare minimum and nothing else because it could be dangerous.”

“You’re calling me a coward then?” He wasn’t angry, surprisingly. His face was resolved, probably because he knew it was true.

“No. Timid. That’s not who I’m going to be.”

“Then if not me and not your grandfather, who will you be?”

“Someone brave. Someone willing to take risks to help other people. Someone that can actually save people.” My voice cracked. The memory of the woman being swallowed by the darkness clawed at me. 

My father noticed. Of course he did; no Inquisitor would have let that slip.

“What are you talking about?”

“I lied about the breach. I was on an elevator that the Vanguard needed. It went down to the Agora and while everyone else was going to safety, I tried to save someone that the Vanguard couldn’t see.” The memory was in my throat now, making it so I had to spit the next words. “But the Varul got her.”

He took a step towards me. “Delkan—”

“I know what you’re going to say. That it wasn’t my fault and that I shouldn’t be so hard on myself. But it was my fault. If I hadn’t let go she would have been safe, she wouldn’t have died!” The memory was before me now. I could smell the sulfur and the acrid smoke. “If I had just held on…” I swallowed. “But that will never happen again.”

My father closed his eyes and grimaced. He pitied me, but I didn’t want it. I stood and walked towards the door. 

“Delkan.”

“You don’t have to take care of me any more.”

After a long moment, he said, “Let your squadron take care of you. Let them be your family.”

I nodded, but I didn’t face him. “Goodbye, father.”

The door slid shut behind me and I went to the elevator, quivering. I made the journey to the assembly level numb, tracing steps that I had imagined taking since I was young. I passed by the bronze statues depicting scenes from the Glory of Avintus: Avintus and his emissaries, Avintus and the People in the wilderness, Avintus and the first detectors.

When the last elevator opened, I was welcomed by the sight of two Guardians standing in front of the sky-bridge that led to the assembly level. They didn’t move an inch as I walked over the glass archway and into the Vanguard Training Spire. 

The assembly level was split into a foyer and the main hall, which was currently open. Most of the wall was a slowly scrolling panoramic painting depicting more scenes from the Glory of Avintus. The rest of the foyer was taken up by display cases and scale models of Vanguard armaments and facilities. A model of the Arcology towers filled one display case. My eyes settled on a table depicting and explaining the different medals a Vanguard might receive. The Black Crescent was there too.

The assembly hall was buzzing with the whispers of new Cadets that had arrived before me. I sat by myself and waited for the day to begin, observing the others. The Cadets seemed to fall into two categories: those who were whispering and those who were not. Those who were not looked sullen and wore obviously recycled clothing. Some had bloodshot eyes. Apparently they were less than eager to be here.

After several minutes of Cadets streaming into the hall, the doors shut and the overhead lights dimmed, signaling to those who hadn’t done so already to sit down.

The lights on the stage lit up and an officer in dress uniform stepped up to the podium. 

“Welcome, Cadets, to the first day of your training. In a few moments you will be sorted into squadrons and proceed to your barracks for the morning reading, but before all that, I have a few remarks.

“To be a Vanguard is to serve the Archon Lord. Insofar as the Immortal People is the bride of Avintus, the Vanguard is her brother. We of the Vanguard protect her from the Varul and the machinations of those insurgents that call themselves the Society of the White Sun. These enemies would seek to kill the Immortal People.

“But we will not let them.

“We shall train and prepare for their brutal attacks. We shall stop them at every turn. We shall expel them from our home!” At this, the Cadets from the Upper Spires erupted in applause and shouts of affirmation. We all rose to our feet, propelled by the need to match the energy of the most enthusiastic. “You shall be the hands and the arms that fight these battles. By the wisdom of the Archon Lord, your training will not be limited to the facility you now stand in, but will take place all throughout the Arcology. You will train beside tested and true Vanguard squadrons in these most desperate times. Unlike prior generations, you will be much freer to move about the Arcology in your free time. This opportunity carries with it great responsibility. Be warned. Failure to live up to those responsibilities may result in the end of your training. These trials by fire will refine you into the greatest generation of Vanguards we have ever seen.”

More applause and shouting. I was enveloped in the crowd, filled with the same hope and pride as those who stood beside me and around me. This was what I wanted to be a part of. The Vanguard, a protector of the Immortal People.

“You are ready to enter and endure the flames which will surround you. Never forget your duty to the Archon Lord Avintus: it will be your armor, tougher and more brilliant than any physical armor you may wear.

“Your squadron is waiting. Your duty is waiting. And the Immortal People are waiting for those acts of valiance that will be their salvation!” 

We roared with approval—ready to do anything for our People. The lights came on and we filed out of the assembly hall. Those that were positioned closer to the door disappeared into the foyer as the rest of us pushed against the backed-up crowd. We exited into the foyer of the assembly level, with all of its displays and ornamentation, where squadrons were crowding onto elevators and making their way downstairs. 

An officer was standing next to the opening to the hall, shouting, “If you have not been assigned, line up over here!”

I joined the growing line and waited until enough people had filed off to their squadrons for me to push up to him.

“Name?”

“Cadet Delkan Athikon”

The officer raised his eyebrow as he consulted his tablet. “Any relation to General Athikon?”

“He’s my grandfather.”

“Hmm. You have a lot to live up to. You are assigned to Drake Squadron. Next!”

I stepped out of line and looked back at the crowd of people that had only slightly thinned in the past few minutes. There were no symbols to indicate where I should go, just officers and sergeants bellowing their squadron names over the Cadets’ chatter. Just at the moment I was going to accept that I would be left standing here after everyone had gone, a gentle hand fell on my shoulder. 

Turning, I found a fellow Cadet standing behind me. “You look lost. Which squadron are you in?”

“They told me I was assigned to Drake.”

The boy smiled. “Me too! My name is Joshua.” He put out his hand. I shook it, finding that his grip was gentle, but firm, like starched fabric.

“Delkan. Do you know where the rest of the squadron is?” I asked.

“No, but I bet we can find our sergeant.”

Joshua and I began slipping through the crowd towards the elevators, trying to make words out of the deafening garble. 

“Drake!”

The sergeant who called it had a voice like steel. She had stormy eyes and a stern expression. The combination was perfect for a woman in her position. Two more Cadets were standing behind her: a boy and a girl.

“You two must be Cadets Delkan and Joshua. Excellent. That leaves Cadet Ziara.” 

Someone perked up in the crowd and began to make their way towards us. Several moments later, she emerged from the mass of people. My eyebrows rose; it was the girl from the breach, with the same dour expression chiseled into her face.

“Cadet Ziara, I presume?” the sergeant asked.

She nodded, “that’s me,” and joined the clump of people behind the sergeant. When she saw me, somehow her gaze hardened.

The sergeant turned to face us. “Into the elevator then. I will introduce myself on the way down when it is quiet.”

The six of us struggled through the crowd until we arrived at one of the many elevators and stepped inside before another group could. The sergeant strode in coolly and pressed a button. When the doors slid shut, she turned. “I am Sergeant Ithaca. In another life, I was a Guardian, but traded it in for Cadet training several years ago. I have graduated every squadron that fell under my command and you will not be the exception. You will do everything necessary to become Vanguards and then you may do as you wish, but until that time you will follow my orders; is that clear?”

We nodded.

“You will answer me verbally and address me as ‘ma’am.’ "

“Yes, ma’am,” we managed in broken response.

The doors opened to one of the storage levels, a hallway sprawling out along the edge of the spire. Every few yards, the wall extended out into the walkway, creating small doorways. Windows on one side let in light from the oppressive sun, while small screens on the other side displayed the names of the squadrons who lived there. Thunderbeast, Leviathan, Viper. Then, finally: Drake. Warehouse racks had been turned into bunk beds and folding chairs surrounded portable reading screens. A boy and a girl were in the room and snapped to attention as Sergeant Ithaca led us into the room.

“Cadets, this is your squadron leader, Cadet Cade.” The boy stepped forward. He looked years older than anyone else, though we could tell he wasn’t that much older than the rest of us. Maybe it was the startling intensity of his gaze, or the maturity that had weathered away boyhood.

“And this is your assistant squadron leader, Cadet Esther.” The girl standing next to him stepped forward. She observed us with eyes the color of honey. There was intelligence behind them and cunning as well, but they were tempered.

Sergeant Ithaca smartly turned, her stormy eyes flicking between us.

“Fall in, Cadets.”

The other Cadets looked at each other, unsure of what to do. I stepped forward. I knew these commands; I had studied them since I was eight years old. The others followed me as I stepped into line behind Cade and stood at attention. The others cobbled together a passable imitation of what Cade, Esther, and myself were doing.

“Not very graceful, but there will be a later occasion for pageantry. For now, introductions. Cadets, step forward and state your name.”

The others were looking at each other again, so I stepped forward, said, “Cadet Delkan,” and stepped back into line.

Joshua stepped forward. When he stepped backward, the next girl stepped forward.

“Cadet Wyn.” There were smudges of grease on her face and her black hair was tangled.

The boy behind me stepped forward. “Cadet Zek.” He stood a head above everyone else, a chiseled sandstone statue in the common room.

Finally, Ziara stepped forward. “Ziara.” 

She said it flatly, devoid of any enthusiasm, friendliness, or respect. I glanced at Sergeant Ithaca, who quirked an eyebrow. “Cadet. Do not forget your place.”

“Cadet Ziara, then.”

Ithaca examined her for a moment. “The morning reading will commence shortly. I will collect you for breakfast shortly thereafter.” With that, she marched out of sight. 

The Cadets loosened their posture and let their breath out. Zek popped his neck and turned to Cade. “Imagine that, you and I in the same squadron.”

“It wasn’t my decision.”

“Come on. Don’t tell me that after a couple of weeks you’ve forgotten who I am.”

“I haven’t forgotten. But you’ve forgotten that I am your commanding officer first.”

“So you are a stiff then.”

“If that’s what you choose to call me.” Cade turned to look at me and Joshua. “These are our temporary quarters,” he gestured to the temporary screen with the bunks on the other side.

He started towards the opening in the screen. I glanced over at Ziara. She was surrounded by the other girls, already enveloped in conversation. 

Walking past the screen, I could pick out the crates on either side of the bunks. Despite the fact that they obviously didn’t belong, all looked untouched. 

“The top one on the far side is mine,” Cade said, pointing. “You’re free to claim the others.”

The others weren’t fast enough to keep me from quickly grabbing the other top bunk. Joshua was the first to react, grabbing the one beneath Cade’s. That left Zek beneath me. The prospect was a little unnerving. 

“Fair warning, Sergeant Ithaca will be inspecting our quarters every morning for cleanliness tomorrow onward. She’ll show you how she wants the beds made and your crates organized later today. For now, you should claim one and change into your uniforms. Leave your civilian clothes on the beds; they’ll be taken at some point today. There’s a tablet in there for each of you. Grab it and meet me outside for the reading.” 

The three of us quickly found crates and keyed in our new codes. Zek said, “Care to explain why they stuck us in a basement?”

“There isn’t enough room in the actual barracks. The emissaries had to improvise.”

Zek muttered something that I couldn’t make out. After changing and grabbing our tablets, we walked back out into the common room to find that all of the girls were already there with Cade.

“I see how it is,” Joshua said.

“A little competition never hurt anyone,” Wyn said.

At this point, I could hear the other squadrons around the corners of the hallways and on the other side of the privacy screens, chatting while we sat silently. They had crammed us into the level as closely as we would fit. It was only a moment before the reading screen lit up with the seal of Avintus and started playing the anthem. The Reader appeared a moment later.

“Good morning and glory to the Archon Lord Avintus.” The entire barracks was filled with the shout of the Cadets repeating the words. “Today we will read of the People’s triumph over the fallen city.”

It was a story we all knew. After the birth of the Immortal People, the Archon Lord produced food to feed them and their children in exchange for their obedience. He trained them to work the hydroponics farms that he had built and instructed them according to his laws. They were listed in this chapter and when we reached that particular part, the painting on screen was replaced by the text of the Law of Avintus.

1. The duty to Avintus shall supersede all desire and necessity. 

2. The duty of all is to partake of the food which Avintus shall give you. 

3. The duty of all is to strengthen their bodies to do all that Avintus shall command. 

4. The duty of all is to watch over the Immortal People. 

5. The duty of the Emissaries is to administer the decrees of Avintus. 

6. The duty of the Vanguard is to sanctify the Immortal People. 

7. The duty of the Guardians is to protect the People. 

8. The duty of the Scouts is to expand the knowledge of the People. 

9. The duty of the Medics is to heal the People. 

10. The duty of the Inquisitors is to check the loyalty of the People. 

11. If the Immortal People will fulfill their duty to Avintus, it shall inherit all that Avintus offers them.

12. If anyone shall fail their duty to Avintus, they shall be cast out and destroyed.

It had been implemented at the birth of the People and since then, innumerable commentaries had been written on it. Philosophers could argue about the applications of each of the laws, but that did not change the daily practice of the people who lived it. In this particular story, Avintus chose some of the people to be Guardians of the People and tested them.

“The Archon Lord commanded them to ring the settlements and watch for the enemy,” the Reader said. “In obedience to their new lord, the Guardians patrolled the streets while the sun stood. When they became hungry, the Archon Lord sent them no food, but a renewed command to watch. They grew weak as the sun fell, yet the Guardians kept their watch. Some among them left to secure food but did not return to the others. Night fell and still the Guardians watched, but as the darkness grew deeper, some longed to sleep. They too left their brothers and slept in safety, leaving the lesser part to protect the people.

“On the morning of the second day, food arrived from the Archon Lord. And when they opened the crates they found the corpses of vermin in place of the vegetables they had eaten in the settlement. With the food came the command of the Archon Lord: eat.

“The Guardians obeyed, feasting on the putrid meat the Archon Lord had provided them. Yet there were some among them who disobeyed and sat in hunger at their watch.

“As the sun set on the second day, the Archon Lord himself visited the Guardians and brought them to a square not far from the watching places where the many who had disobeyed knelt in humiliation. Here the Archon Lord gave his third and final command to those first Guardians: to destroy those who had failed in their duty. 

“The Guardians hesitated. Among the traitors were their friends, brothers, sons, and fathers. One among them threw down his weapon, refusing to kill those who had disobeyed. The Archon Lord rose in terrible might and slew the man where he stood, turning to the others and repeating his dread words.

“The Guardians, the ones who were loyal, fell upon the traitors and let the gutters run with their blood. When the corpses laid still, the Archon Lord hailed the Guardians, saying that the enemies of the People would fall before them as the traitors had. The Archon Lord revealed to them the armor of the Vanguard and unleashed them upon the great and fallen city. The Immortals fell that day and Lord Avintus proclaimed himself ruler.”

The last of the paintings faded away and was replaced by the Reader’s face rather than the seal. “Remember the Fourth Law. You are the regulators of the body of the People. You will be the first to see this infection that spreads among us, in strangers, neighbors, and kin. It is your duty to report the Infected to the Vanguard, that they may annihilate the cancer that would destroy us.

“The Infected will show themselves by their metallic gait, dilated pupils, and destructive ambition. Those who have not progressed to such depths may have spotty memories or seizures they did not have before. Again I say, if you see these signs, it is your duty to report them. You must be vigilant; the incubation period is variable. The safety of the People depends upon it.

“Glory to the Archon Lord Avintus.”

We repeated the words as the seal and anthem came. As soon as they had vanished, the barracks filled with chatter. They were repeating the announcement, making sure they understood the signs. I may have confronted one, but the thought of finding an Infected living among us filled me with dread. The Infected wouldn’t know what they were doing, whether it was sabotage or spreading the Varul. 

Sergeant Ithaca’s arrival silenced any further waking nightmares. Cade, Esther, and I quickly powered off and stowed our tablets and fell into our ranks. The rest followed a half-second behind. When we were all standing at attention, or what passed for it, Ithaca nodded.

“Very good Cadets. Follow me.”

She turned smartly and marched down the hallway. It was filled with other Cadets following their sergeants to wherever breakfast was. The elevator took us to a level beneath the auditorium: the mess hall. It was filled with cold gray tables and sterile fluorescent light, though the windows around the outside let in plenty of natural light as well. Sergeant Ithaca walked to join a line of waiting sergeants as the Cadets filed their way through the stations to pick up their trays, utensils, and finally their food. 

I stifled a sigh as I took in what we were having. A bowl of clay-colored mush with steam rising off it stood next to limp fruit mash in another bowl. A glass of off-white liquid was at the end of the line. I turned to look for a signal of some kind where I was supposed to sit. Zek, Cade, and Esther were already sitting at a table. When I drew closer, I could see the barest outline of a drake on the table. I sat across from Zek and ate the mush as the rest of the squadron came over. If we hadn’t just listened to the story of the First Guardians, I might have complained.

“So, what can you tell us about how training will work?” Joshua asked, looking to Cade and Esther.

“The program is new, so I don’t know all the details,” Esther started, “but it will be a ten week program. You’ll all learn the basic stuff over the next week and then we’ll be paired with an actual squadron for our missions. Until then, we’ll be here in the training spire. My guess is that today will mostly be how to stand in line, fold your clothes—stuff like that.”

Wyn groaned. “Great. Just how I wanted to spend my morning.”

“Just be grateful that Ithaca’s our sergeant rather than some of the other people here. Unlike most of them, Ithaca thinks that pushups are a juvenile thing to tell Cadets to do.”

“So what does she do? Ask us not to do it again, please?” Zek drawled.

Esther fixed him with an ancient look. “It’s never the same thing twice.”

“Oh, is that supposed to make me scared?”

“Zek,” Cade intoned, not looking up from his breakfast.

“What, stiff?”

“Shut up.” I looked down, nursing a private bit of pleasure. I suspected that if I had said the same thing I would have lived to regret it, but Cade had the benefit of being the squadron leader. I could accept him saying the things that I couldn’t if he would keep Zek humble.

“Yessir, commanding officer sir. I’ll just zip my lip and sit here quietly like a little chastised cadet.”

“Are we going to get the opportunity to train for the different branches of the Vanguard?” Joshua asked. He was a peacemaker then.

“I suspect so. What are you interested in?”

“Medicine”

“Mr. Medicine Man wants to study his brains out.” When Joshua laughed, the rest of us followed. It was amazing that he could brush off Zek’s barbs so easily. I wondered if sticking with him would be beneficial.

As we ate, Cade’s gaze bounced from person to person. When it landed on me, it stuck and he watched me as I ate.

“Do you need something?”

“No. I’m just observing.”

“Let me rephrase myself: are you looking for something?”

 “Only if you will be an asset or a liability.”

Zek might have said something else if Sergeant Ithaca hadn’t walked over at that exact moment. Esther, Cade, and I stood, the others following.

“The time for pageantry has come, Cadets. Follow me.”

Great.



      ***At lunch we reconvened at the same table. For this meal: boiled starches, steamed and salted vegetables, and bread. No sooner had I sat down than Zek said, “Giblets over here can’t even fold a shirt right. Throw him into a combat situation and see what happens.” I was already wishing that Joshua was sitting between me and him.

“How many times did you mess up?” Esther asked me.

Cade answered when I didn’t, “At least five times.”

“What about her?” Zek pointed at Ziara. “How many times did she mess up?”

“You’ll be happy to know that you won’t have to use your tiny brain to come up with another nickname. I did it perfectly the first time.”

Zek snorted. “That’s just because you’re a girl.”

“Excuse me? It took me three times to get that right and I’m a girl.” Wyn interjected. 

“You still beat Giblets.”

“Stop calling me that.” I seethed. 

“Come on, Zek,” Joshua added.

Ignoring him, Zek said, “I’ll call you whatever I want.”

“Knock it off.” Esther said. “Or I’ll call Ithaca over just for you to find out what she does to little chastised Cadets like you.”

“You going to call for mom?”

“Zek,” Cade said. 

“Fine. But just you watch. Someone’s going to end up dead because of Giblets, and it’s not going to be me.”

“My name is Delkan.”

He grinned with all the warm feeling of a detector as it examined a blood sample. “But Giblets is so appropriate. How could you have been called anything else?”

I stood a little straighter. “It was my grandfather’s name.”

“He must have looked like a Giblets too.”

Zek must not have thought I had the guts to do it, because he didn’t stop me from slugging him across the face. I was about to say something more, but then I was on the ground with Zek on top of me. I thought my squadron members were screaming, but I couldn’t focus on them as Zek pulled my head off the ground.

“You think you’re stronger than me, Giblets? I’m about to show you just how wrong you are.”

He slammed me into the ground and raised his hand for a punch. Cade appeared behind him and wrenched Zek’s arm back, pushing it up to his shoulder blades. Zek howled and Cade pitched him onto the ground. Then his boot was over Zek’s neck and it was over. Ithaca calmly walked over and observed the table. 

“Cadet Cade. Explain.”

“An altercation between Cadets Zek and Delkan, ma’am.”

She glanced at Zek turning purple on the ground and then at me.

“Cadet Cade, you would do well to educate your squadron on unity.” Before Cade could respond, she looked back to Zek and I. “You two will become very familiar with the concept.” Zek sputtered, but couldn’t make any words out of his blocked trachea. “At some point this afternoon the janitorial droids will have a slight malfunction and be out of commission until a technician fixes them up. Unfortunately, the level will still have to be cleaned. I hope you’re familiar with mops, Cadets.”

Cade looked at me and stepped off Zek’s neck. Apparently I had become a liability.

A great way to start my first day.









