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Summary: 
                It is an age of wisdom and prosperity. The world has been at peace for two centuries, all things are available in abundance, and the human lifespan has been extended further than ever before, with many living for five centuries or longer. In this strange era, a class of gifted young arcanists are invited to attend a conclave that pursues the secret of eternal life, but one of the guests, Utsushikome of Fusai, has an ulterior motive for attending. Soon, however, a dark truth is unveiled, and a tragedy unfolds at their hidden refuge.

And all of them must ask: What can be found in the world, that is truly eternal?

The curtain rises on this, mankind's final battle with entropy, and the outcomes are death, and a slightly later, more complicated form of death. Please try to enjoy yourself.

This story is a time loop murder mystery with a slow pace and a focus on psychological elements.

Discord: https://discord.gg/RTFjaKTbUe

            







000: Eternity


                Sooner or later, something will happen to everyone that will make them hate that people have to die.

For me, it was later than most. It happened at the end of my teens.

My grandfather (well, sort of) and I were taking a walk together, along with an old friend of his from the civil service. This was in the closing days of the revolution, so you'd still see spouts of unrest every so often. By chance, a gunshot went off at a protest a few streets over as we were crossing the road, and a few horses got frightened. People were pushed around.

Funnily, what I remember most vividly about the moment is how utterly undramatic it was. He stumbled, not in the quick, decisive way you'd expect, but instead rather slowly and meanderingly. It looked as though he was going to catch himself. I recall the thought that went through my mind: 'Oh, this isn't serious. I don't need to do anything.'

Then someone bumped into him at an unlucky angle, and his head cracked against the pavement.

And then there was shouting, many long conversations in which I said very little, and, eventually, a funeral. The day they held it was perfect and sunny, and by the end, the black dress I wore stunk of sweat from hem to neck. And many, many people spoke to me about how it wasn't my fault, despite me never suggesting otherwise.

My grandfather had already been on his last legs. Dementia had been rotting his mind for years, and he lived as a ghost of his former self, embarrassing at best and terribly destructive at worst. But though the events that followed his death had far graver consequences for me, something in how small the event was lingered. It made me wonder, for the first time, if there was any narrative to reality at all.

It made me feel afraid. Not of dying, but of all my actions and experiences being empty and profane. Neither kind or unkind, nor even productive or destructive. Only events, objects bumping into one another.

And, like so many other people before me, I started to wonder.

Was this really the only way that things could be?

Or might it be possible to alter the nature of the world, and attain something truly eternal? To instill a meaning that could never be lost?

From then on, despite everything I conceptualized myself as wanting, I think what I was really doing was seeking an answer to that question.

 

𒊹

 

Predictably, it didn't end well.

Time was frozen on the busy highstreet. There was a golden hue to everything, as if the world as preserved in amber, and the air was utterly still and silent. Horses were stopped in mid stride, and flower petals were held rigid in mid-descent.

We stood on either side of the carriage, which was presently 'in motion' on the left side of the street, heading towards the upper reaches of the city. If I craned my neck, I could see in through the window, though I didn't need to look in order to know what was inside. There were two people. One was short, with muddy brown hair, and was currently peering down intently at a book.

The other, staring upwards with a vacant expression, was me.

To be more specific, she was me with some minor differences. She was dressed a little differently, in a dark aquamarine wool stola, in contrast to my black dress robe, and her hair was in a much better state, her braids neat and tidy. And while she also looked tired - I couldn't remember the last time I hadn't - it was to a much lesser degree than myself.

I wanted to say I pitied her, and I did, in a manner of speaking. But that wasn't the predominant emotion I was feeling.

I turned to face the figure on the other side of the carriage. Raindrops hung in the air, their stillness making them look hard, like fragments of glass. My head simply passed through them as it moved. I wasn't really here, after all, so much as 'here' even existed.

They were also a woman, though you wouldn't have been able to tell. Everything beneath the head-area was buried under black fabric, without so much as an inch of flesh visible, and their face was covered with a expressionless, androgynous porcelain mask. Otherwise, the outfit evoked something like a funeral gown, with only subtle frills around the cuffs and hem of the skirt.

"It is done," she said, her voice emotionless. "Everything is ready."

I nodded, saying nothing.

"I must recite the contract."

"Still?" I glanced downward. "Even now?"

"Yes," she said. "It is obligatory."

I sighed, just slightly. "Fine."

She reached for her waist, and grasped a scroll of parchment attached to it with a leather buckle, removing and unfurling it before her face. Then, after a moment, she spoke.

"We once more approach the re-enactment of the hour of reckoning," she said, "all factors are set in motion, and the scenario shall commence imminently. The predestined tragedy approaches, but by the grace of the Dying Gods, you have been granted a chance to amend this cruel fate, for yourself and all others."

I was silent, looking at the ground.

"Understand this: Your role in the scenario has been elevated from that of bystander to that of the heroine, and your victory condition is thus," she continued. "You must ascertain the identity of your opponent, the cause of the bloodshed to follow, and prevent it before it comes to pass. In order to accomplish this goal, you must pay close heed to all which transpires, and use deduction, alongside your skills and past experience of the events to follow. Do you understand your role?"

"Yes," I said, muted.

In stories, at absurd moments like these, you were supposed to want to laugh.

But I didn't really feel like it.

"Should you deviate from your role, the scenario will be compromised, and a grave outcome is forewritten. But should you succeed, then you shall open the path to a brighter future." She paused for a moment. "That is all. Should we begin?"

My eyes wandered back to the side, and I stared at my other self. At her face, and past the spectacles, the subtle anxiety in her eyes.

"I have a request," I said.

            


001: Mankind's Shining Future


                ATTEMPT INITIATED

SCENARIO CONCEIT: Control. No variations.



City of Old Yru | 9:34 AM | First Day

...

Huh? What was I just thinking about...?

For just a second, a funny feeling had struck me, like I was waking up from a dream. It felt as though I'd lost a train of thought, or was forgetting something important.

But quickly, my focus slipped, and it whatever it was, was gone. I returned to the moment.

Ah... That's right.

I was sitting in my seat, my feet propped up on my luggage, staring upwards at the sky through the glass roof of the carriage. The wheels and the hoof beats of the steed pulling it thrummed in the background rhythmically, both an ominous reminder of what was about to come, and a soothing reminder that it wasn't happening quite yet. Comforting, but only to a point. Like a brace over a broken arm.

Today, I was on a journey. An important one, though this was only the first of several steps.

It had been about thirty minutes since we'd set off from my companion's lodging, an old apartment over a shop in the Sea Market district. She'd wanted to take the tram, because she was sensible and economical, whereas I was neurotic and fiscally incompetent, and had thus insisted we take a carriage on the basis that it would help me 'feel more relaxed'. This, of course, had not happened-- If anything, the quiet was making me dwell on what was coming more than I would've been in the social atmosphere of public transport.

If there was something that most characterized me as an individual nowadays, it was little moments like this. Of cowardice and self-sabotage.

The two of us hadn't spoken for most of the trip, other than a little small talk. It wasn't that the atmosphere was awkward, per se, but it was complicated. It felt like we were at the end of a long road, and that anything I said would be somehow vulgar, inappropriate for the weight of the moment.

Which was annoying, because there was, in fact, something I'd been meaning to confess.

I just... Wasn't quite sure how, yet.

So I kept watching the sky, for a little while. It was a grim-looking, overcast day, with only small holes in the grey cloud cover-- Better suited for a funeral than the event we were on our way to. Slowly, the creeping restlessness began to beat out the unease I was feeling, my finger starting to tap idly against the seating.

I turned to her.

She was a smaller woman than me, with short cut, curly hair, tan skin, and thick eyebrows, and was dressed in a professional-looking brown and black robe, in contrast to the rather unprofessional colorful wool stola I was wearing. Presently, she was reading a book, one of her high-brow romance novels.

I took a deep breath.

"Hey, Ran." I said, quietly.

She blinked, then looked up from it. "What is it, Su?"

"You want to... Hear a joke?"

She regarded me with a flat, skeptical expression.

"What?" I said, defensive. "Come on. Don't look at me like that."

She narrowed her eyes for a moment, then sighed, setting the novel aside for the moment. "Alright. Fine. Do your worst."

"Okay..." I said, shifting a little closer to her. "So: There's this man who hates his life. He has a few things going for him, a handful of family and friends... But overall, things aren't looking good. He works a boring, dead-end job that he hates, he doesn't have any prospects for romance, most people find him sort of obnoxious, and he lives in a small, shabby apartment. One day, he decides he's had enough--"

"This isn't going to be another suicide joke, is it?" She interjected flatly.

"Wh-- I..." I hesitated, scratching the side of my head. "Why are you jumping to to that conclusion?"

"You tell a lot of creepy jokes about people dying lately, Su," she said, her brow furrowed. "It's getting kinda worrying. Even considering the circumstances."

"Well, this won't be one of them," I insisted. "No suicide punchline. I swear."

She regarded me with a suspicious look.

"...alright," she eventually said. "Keep going."

"Uh, so," I continued, "One day, he decides that he wants to improve his lot by any means necessary. And the idea he comes up with is to sell his soul to a demon."

"Extreme response," she said dryly.

"Well, he's depressed," I explained. "So, you know, he's not exactly thinking straight. Anyway, he spends a few months doing research. He tracks down a bunch of ancient manuscripts, learns a lot about the dark arts, sacrifices some goats, that sort of thing. Finally, he's ready to go through with the ritual. He goes down into his basement--"

"Didn't you say he lived in an apartment?"

"T-That's not important," I said. "Basement, lavatory, any dingy part of his home works."

"Uh-huh," she said.

Thirty seconds in, I thought, and this is already falling apart.

"So... He sets to work drawing out an elaborate summoning circle, and recites the magic words, but is shocked when not just one, but four demons appear." I continued, holding up the according number of fingers. "Now, obviously, this causes a bit of a fiasco, since all of them have come a long way from hell in order to add a soul to their collection, only to discover that they might not get it. Pretty soon, the situation gets messy. The demons are yelling at each other, shooting fireballs everywhere..."

"Yeah, I get it."

"Eventually," I continued, "one of them starts shouting at him instead. 'How DARE you waste my time. human? How could you make such a stupid mistake?' And the man, who's panicking now, says, 'I'm so sorry about this! I'm still learning to read demonic runes, you see. I always miss the 'L' sounds, so where this part in the instructions which says, 'Carve the floor symbols,' I must have read it as 'Carve the four symbols.' Easy mistake to make, right?'"

Ran yawned a little, nodding.

"Of course, the demons are not happy," I went on, "but sooner or later he manages to calm them down. They're all here now, after all, so they might as well make the best of the situation. So: He offers them a deal. He'll let them all draw up a potential contract for the sale, then he'll consider each offer on their own merits and make a decision. They agree, on one condition. Since they're all pretty annoyed, whoever he picks will also put a little curse on him, as punishment for wasting their time--"

"This is getting really complicated for a joke, Su," Ran said. "Even by your standards."

"O-Oh, well..." I hesitated, my face flushing a bit as I looked downwards. "Um, I'm probably botching it a bit. It's going somewhere, though. I swear."

She looked skeptical about this, but sighed, gesturing for me to continue anyway.

"Right, so," I went on, clapping my hands together. "The first one to present the contract is the real prototypical image of a demon; red skin, fur, big horns, muscles. It tells him that the reason he's unhappy is simple: That he's too weak to impose his will on the world. In the contract, he offers him amazing strength and the ability to command the forces of darkness, so he can destroy the people he hates and take whatever he wants through raw power. Everyone will fear and respect him."

"Sounds kinda like the pitch I heard when I almost went to the military academy," Ran said, idly looking out the window. I saw we were heading up one of the bridges to the center of the city. Far below, thousands of people were walking down the streets of the canal promenade.

I snorted. "Was it really that bad?"

"It was that bad," she said.

"Geez," I said, shaking my head a little before resuming. "Anyway, the curse it chooses is to make a really ugly horn grow out of the middle of his forehead."

She considered this for a moment. "Seems like more of an advantage if he's going to be ruling by terror, doesn't it? That'd freak me out."

"Well... Maybe it's really heavy and impractical, so it gives him headaches," I suggested. "Anyway, then comes the second demon's turn. It's really gaudy. Heavy built, skin made out of gold, wearing half its weight again in fineries and precious gemstones. It tells the man that the first demon's suggestion is foolhardy. Maybe it would have made sense in the distant past, but in the modern, civilized world? It'd just get him in trouble. No, what he needs to be happy is wealth. In the contract, it offers him great manors, castles, servants. More money than he could possibly ever spend."

"Money?" She asked, with a baffled expression. "What year is this supposed to be happening in?"

"Uh, I don't think it really has much of a background setting," I said, scratching the side of my head. "Jokes generally don't."

"Not what I meant, you dolt," she said dryly. "Where did you even hear it?"

I bit my lip. "I don't really recall. I think it might've been back when I was living in Mehki... Or maybe a little before that...?"

She shook her head. "I swear, you have some supernatural power when it comes to picking up this stuff."

I was silent for a moment before continuing.

"So... That demon's curse is a quintessential midas touch, where anything he touches will turn to gold, so he can never be intimate with anyone," I explained. "Which, y'know, obviously isn't great. Now, the third demon looks a lot more feminine than the previous two. It has fair, pretty features, and hair like spun gold framing its delicate horns. It tells the man that both those previous offers are dreadful, because real happiness comes from having people love and care for you. In its contract, it offers to make him incredibly attractive and supernaturally charismatic, to the point that every word he speaks will be like poetry to anyone who hears it."

"Pretty good deal," she said. Her eyes were slipping back to her book. She seemed to be having trouble paying attention as the joke grew ever more complicated. "What's the curse?"

That the one person they want to love them the most doesn't exist anymore.

That no one will ever really love them ever again, because all they'll see is the phantom created by the demon.

What am I doing? This is stupid.

She frowned hesitantly at my pause. "Uh... Su?"

"Oh, sorry." I blinked. "Lost my train of thought. Um, the curse is that they can never use a mirror again, because if they do, they'll fall in love with their own reflection."

Ran snorted. "Harsh, but fair, I guess."

"Y-Yeah," I said. A little weakness started slipping into my voice. "Anyway, the final demon... It's only little, like a sprite or a goblin, with a toothy mouth and a long tail. Unlike the others, it's not completely over this whole competing-with-other demons arrangement-- Maybe it was in the middle of something important when it got summoned. So the contract it offers is a bit... Different." I looked downward, clasping my hands together. "Its offer to the man, rather than making his life better, is to make it worse. It says it'll burn down his house, afflict his family with nasty diseases, and make his luck terrible, so that he always fails at everything. And to warp..."

I stopped, just for a moment. I felt a funny feeling in my chest, and coughed.

"...to warp his mind, so that even if he somehow manages to make things better, he'll still be miserable anyway." I went on, clearing my throat. "And its curse is to carve a giant clock into the man's body. So that he'll always be reminded how much time is slipping away forever."

Ran blinked. "That's a little esoteric compared to the others."

"You know," I said, giving her an insecure smile, "If you keep interjecting like this, I'm never going to get to the end."

"Sorry, sorry." She made a dismissive gesture. "Go on, then. Put me out of my misery."

I took a deep breath. "So... Later, after all that's over, the man is telling this story to a friend over lunch. And the friend obviously asks, 'Well, hell, don't keep me in suspense. Which one did you pick?' And he's shocked when he tells him that, in the end... He chose the fourth offer." I paused for a moment, thinking how to phrase the next part. "Now... Obviously, he can't understand why his friend would make that decision, since it's, well-- Terrible."

"No kidding," Ran said.

"However," I went on, "eventually, the friend claps his hands together, and says, 'Ahah, I understand now! It must've been because you realized that power, wealth, and love and all just things that burden you in the end. And that true enlightenment and meaning can only come when you have nothing at all, right?!'"

Ran snorted.

"But the man," I continued, "slowly shakes his head. He tells him the real reason that he picked it is because, while he was reading all those grand offers in the contracts, he begun to realize something."

"...yeah?"

I frowned to myself, my tone growing more distant. "He realized that... He didn't really know why he was unhappy at all," I said, looking out the window. We were passing the hanging gardens at the city center now, which meant we were close. "Because when he got right down to it, things weren't that bad for him. In spite of the problems, he was comfortable, relatively secure. In all his life, he'd always blamed external factors for his misery. That he wasn't wealthy, that people kept him down, that he wasn't liked. But he started to consider if the real problem... Was something within himself."

Ran was silent, staring at me with a confounded expression.

By now, I was certain this had been a dumb idea. But it was far too late to stop.

"And he started to get scared," I said, "that maybe, even after he chose one those contracts that swept away his problems, he'd still be miserable. And then he'd have nothing left to blame. And he'd have to say, 'this is my fault. It's my fault that I'm unhappy. I went as far as giving away my own soul because I was too afraid to admit that the problem was within myself.'

"But when he read the fourth contract, he was so relieved," I continued, my voice cracking just a little. "Because if he picked it, he'd have someone to blame again! Now and forever, legitimately! For every injustice he suffered, he'd always be able to say it was the demon's fault. That the demon was making him suffer. That he wasn't broken, or wretched, or debased in some inherent way. That he was simply a victim."

The moment stretched out strangely, like time itself was bending around its center of gravity. My lips felt dry, and my head heavy.

I hesitated as I opened my mouth, trying to find the right words.

"And he decided..."

What did he decide?

"He decided," I finished, "that was the best existence he could conceive of having."

Silence.

We went over a bump on the road. The carriage rattled a bit.

I'd broken eye contact with Ran at some point earlier, so I couldn't see her reaction at first. I waited a few moments for some kind of reaction. When that reaction never came, I looked up. Her mouth was slightly agape, her expression one of utter bemusement.

"Uh." She eventually said. "Is that it...?"

I was quiet for a while. I looked at her face carefully. Her flat brow, her inquisitive eyes. Her lips that were almost always curled into a serious frown. Hoping, even though I paradoxically feared it at the same time, to see understanding in her expression.

That here, when everything was about to end, there wouldn't have to be any secrets left between us at all.

But after a few moments, I turned away, and let out a sigh that I hoped was imperceptible.

"Yeah," I said. "That was it."

"But there was no punchline," she said. "It just stopped."

"Well... Not as such," I admitted. I smiled weakly. "I suppose it's sort of an anti-joke?"

She furrowed her brow, incredulous. "What the fuck is an 'anti-joke'?"

"You know," I explained. "You go in expecting to laugh, and instead you end up depressed. It subverts your expectations."

"Oh, god. Piss off, Su." She threw her book at me, and I recoiled, breaking out in laughter somewhat as it bounced off my shoulder. "I swear, I don't know why I put up with your bullshit."

I tossed it back to her. "I guess there must be something you still find endearing?"

She picked it back up and flipped through the pages, trying to find her place. "I almost would have preferred another one about someone trying to hang themselves. At least I'm used to that."

The carriage fell quiet again as she resumed reading. After the moment had passed, I let out another, quieter little laugh to myself. Half out of relief, and half out of mere embarrassment. Not at the situation, but just at my reckoning of myself as a human being.

Gods, I thought. I really am a fuckup.



I sighed.

Well, might as well make the best of it anyway, right?



I crossed my legs, and waited for what felt like the appropriate amount of seconds.

"Of course," I said, in the deliberately flippant, off-handed tone people always use to deliver punchlines. "All that stuff he said was a total lie to sound profound. Really, he just wanted a giant penis."

She looked up from her book again, and stared at me for about fifteen solid seconds. The carriage went over some rough terrain, and rattled a bit.

"...uh, what?" She eventually asked.

"That was the real end of the joke," I explained. "The first one was a fake-out."

She blinked, processing this for a moment.

"I don't get it," she eventually said.

"Well... You remember when I said that he can't read the letter 'L' right?"

"Uh-huh," she said, with a small nod.

"Because he couldn't translate the ancient runes properly."

"Yes."

"Well, when the demons were all making their offers, they added those curses, right? And the curse of the last one was to affix a giant clock to him." I gestured towards her. "And remember, he can't read 'L' sounds, right? So... In other words..."

There was a moment of awkward silence.

"...that punchline," she eventually said, "was incredibly bad, Su."

"What?" I frowned. "Really?"

"Really," she said. "Worse than your usual ones."

"What was so wrong with it?"

"For one thing, it was way too drawn out for the payoff," she explained, her gaze pointed. "The distance between the setup and the punchline was so long that even if there weren't any other problems, it would fall flat. But even putting that aside, the entire premise was so out there that practically nobody would ever put it together. Like, not only do you have to make the connection between not being able to read L sounds... Which is awkwardly established to begin with, since it's never even established that the contracts are written in the same language as the summoning ritual... But you have to realize that it expects you to notice the 'L' in that one particular word, but not anywhere else. I mean, how many L's were there in all of the different contracts?"

I hesitated. "I mean, I thought I got the delivery down pretty well, so it'd be easier to notice..."

"And even if you accept those problems and take it for what it is," she went on, "it's structured terribly, too. The essential parts of the 'setup', the reading problem and the curses, aren't woven into the main thrust of the joke at all. They feel like weird additions stuck on after the fact. And there's so much flab that's not even tangentially related. What's the point of describing the demons? Or the tonal whiplash, at the end?"

"Well, uh, that's part of the gag, isn't it...?" I scratched the side of my head, looking a little embarrassed. "You know-- It gets all depressing and high minded, and then it ends in a stupid way you don't expect."

"It doesn't even work for that, though, because punchline comes out of nowhere. It doesn't even fit the early parts on a tonal level. It's just weird."

I slumped my shoulders. "You don't have to be so aggressive about all this."

"Did you make up that joke yourself, Su?" she said, her eyebrows lowered in skepticism.

"N-No," I said, defensively.

"Yeah, you did," she said. "I bet the original one was going to be something really depressing, but then pivoted when I told you not to do that. Am I right?"

"If that did happen, it would be your fault," I said, quietly and in a slightly sulky tone.

I was mostly acting. In truth, I was glad. Glad that we fell so easily back into this old dynamic, after using the out I'd given myself. Glad that she didn't seem to have picked up on anything.

After all, if you can't cut something rotten off cleanly, it's better not to cut at all.

"I mean... I wasn't going to punish you," she continued, after a moment has passed. "I just... Since we're going to this thing, I'm worried about you getting into a negative mindset right from the start."

"I'm not that bad, Ran," I said, not meeting her eyes.

"I just think--"

Suddenly, the carriage lurched as it pulled to the side of the road, the the seating bumping up as the horses slowed before coming to a stop, directed by the automatic driver.

"Oh, shit," she said, sitting up and putting her book in her bag. "We're here. That was pretty fast for the traffic."

From the floor of the carriage, a small pillar of glass-like material rose, its slightly strange, subtly-multifaceted coloration the sole indication that it was anything about it was abnormal. A small bell next to it began to ring, and we reached out and touched it with the palms of our hands.

It wasn't quite like we heard a voice in our heads, though a logic bridge could do that if it had to; it was just inefficient. So people learned, usually from childhood, the raw impulses almost as a language unto themselves. In the same way that you one knows the feeling of touching wood despite the fact it would be very difficult to describe in a way that would be distinct from touching stone or any other hard, flat surface, you just understood.

Understand that the journey is finished, it communicated.

Understand that this was a seventeen minute journey that traveled through three transposition points. Understand that this will incur two strikes of luxury debt.

Understand that you may split this debt between you, or one person may take it upon themselves.

"I'll take it all," I said.

"You're sure?" She asked.

"Yeah," I said, nodding. From the moment we'd arrived, my head had started feeling a little hot, my breathing growing heavy. "I'm the reason we did it. Besides, I know it's a little easier for me than for you."

She snorted. "Never one to pass up the chance to flaunt your wealth."

"It's not like that..."

"Well, don't get too pleased with yourself," she said. She didn't smile, but I knew from experience she meant it mirthfully. "It's not as big a difference between us as it used to be."

"Yeah..." I said, trying to smile. "I guess not."

I pressed my hand against the glass surface again. As I did, I noticed I was shaking, just a little bit.

"Hey," Ran said, in what I knew, for her, was a reassuring tone. "You gonna be okay?"

Ridiculous, I thought. Ridiculous that she should even be asking.

That she's come to treat me with this sort of kindness.

"Yeah," I said, my voice coming out a little breathy. "I'm... alright."

"You kind of look like hell, all of a sudden," she said. She tried to smile, too, which was extremely rare for her.

She wasn't very good at it.

"I mean it. I'm just a little anxious." I laughed awkwardly. "Last chance to turn and back out before it would mean literally running away from a bunch of people in public, I suppose."

"Yeah," she said, nodding a few times. "I get it."

A moment of silence passed between us.

"Whatever does happen," she said, lowering her eyes, her expression and voice becoming more serious, "after the next few days, it'll be over. And that will be the end of it, for both of us. And then, depending on what they say, you can decide what you want to do with... Uh..."

She trailed off, not seeming to know how to finish the sentence.

"Well..." she eventually continued. You can decide whatever you want to do. It might be difficult, but you'll manage it, one way or the other."

I smiled weakly, not knowing what to say.

But, then, I never had, from our very first meeting. The only thing that changed was the degree to which she had both come, and I had in my cowardice led her, to accept it. In spite of what both of us deserved.

"Come on, Ran," I said, not meeting her eyes. "Babying me like this isn't like you at all."

"I guess not, huh." She sighed, then gestured towards the logic bridge. "You gonna do the thing?"

"Oh," I said, snapping out of the moment. "Right, sorry."

I communicated that I wished to take on the debt for the journey.

Understand that Utsushikome of Fusai has now taken on 2 strikes of luxury debt, it responded. Understand you may now depart. Understand that this is an area with high foot traffic, and that you must mask your face. Understand that it is a serious offense to bear responsibility for a prosognostic event--

"Yeah, yeah, we know," Ran muttered. She pulled up her veil from where it was resting on her neck, covering everything from top of her forehead to the bottom of her chin in a layer of black, partially-transparent cloth. I did the same, squinting as I adjusted my glasses after the fact. They were made to be easier to see through from the inside, but it was still annoying.

"Alright," I said. "Let's go."
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We were assembled in a tidy row, like cuts of meat in a butchers shop. ...Okay, that turn of phrase might be a little excessive to lead with. It felt uncomfortable, is my point.

The auditorium was one of the oldest parts of the academy, one of the only two buildings that had survived the bombing which almost destroyed the institution two decades prior. It was a circular chamber that seated about 500, with a roof of glass, which was about the only aspect of it that looked remotely modern. The rest was old, the walls and pillars wrought out of stained limestone. Banners, bearing the academy symbol of an angry-looking owl clutching a healing rod, hung from the back of the room.

There were ten of us in total, seated on a set of wooden chairs before the stage curtain. Most of the others looked like they didn't share my negative outlook. They wore excited expressions, or at least professional smiles, as they regarded the group seated in front of us.

It wasn't, all told, much of a crowd - I counted something in the range of about 100 people - but the attentiveness of them made it feel larger. Most of the time, this area was used for assemblies or academic presentations, and primarily hosted sleep-deprived students. This time, they hadn't been invited. Instead, the crowd leaned much older and more acclaimed. I saw professors and recognized academics, journalists, investors and board members of the academy. A couple of members of the city government were even present. All of them were dressed finely, in rich-coloured chitons, robes and skirts. Many carried scepters, as you'd expect for an event pertaining to arcane study.

And all of them were watching closely, some even prepared to take notes. It was possibly the first time in my life that I'd felt like I was at the center of an important event that wasn't something personal like a birthday party. This was capital-N News, and we weren't just spectators. We were the story itself.

Even bereft of the wider context, it made me feel anxious. Though that wasn't much of an accomplishment.

Standing in the middle of the stage, separate from our group, was an eleventh figure. He was a man with a somewhat dark complexion, clad in a rich blue robe, with finely combed brown hair and a strong, imperious nose. This was the headmaster of the academy: Ishkibal of Nuradan, a man of great reputation, renowed as a scholar and an administrator.

I absolutely loathed him. I'd never met anyone more smug in my entire life. But that's an incidental point right now.

Having just been introduced by one of the professors, he began his speech.

"Thank you all for coming, my friends," he said. His tone was formal, but carried a hint of his ever-present self-satisfaction. "I will try to be succint."

You fucking liar, I thought.

"It is a day of great pride for our academy," he said. "Standing here, it's almost difficult to conceive of how far we've come in the past twenty years. I still remember the day I was asked to take up this post, when the buildings themselves were a half destroyed ruin, and our reputation damaged seemingly beyond repair by the hyper-partisanship of the civil dispute."

I rolled my eyes. The 'civil dispute' was the term that people who didn't like to acknowledge the revolution had been noteworthy used to refer to it. As for the rest, well, it was a funny way of saying that the academy's upper ranks had abandoned all pretenses of neutrality and taken a side in a political conflict.

The wrong side, as it had turned out.

"We have come far from those grim days," he continued, "And today, thanks to the indomitable determination of our staff, our administrative board, and of course our students, we are closer than ever towards regaining our historical position as the most prestigious institution for the training of arcane healers in Ysara-- If not the entire Remaining World. In this past year, more published discoveries concerning human health and the eradication of disease have originated within these walls than in any other institution, without exception. And those efforts have not gone without impact."

He lifted up a sheet of parchment in front of him. "According to the civil census, in this past year, the mean human lifespan of our great city has risen for the third time in this decade, from 517 years to a new, all time high of 518 years. And I am pleased to announce that, as of this past Monday, the Old Yru City Council has voted to formally acknowledge our academy as a major contributor to this achievement, both through our training of the finest physicians and healers in the Mimikos, and the discovery of new tools for their ever-expanding arsenals in the war against human infirmity."

He allowed for a modest applause from the crowd. Don't think we didn't notice that was the exact same speech you've given four times this year already, you ass. And don't think you're fooling anyone with that 'oh, I'm so grateful that everyone but me made this possible' routine. I've seen how close you look to orgasm every time one of the board members gives you a compliment.

I must have been grimacing, because when I glanced over to Ran - who was seated on the chair next to mine, right at the end of the line - she was giving me a disapproving expression. I quickly pulled my lips back into a smile.

"But of course," the headmaster continued, a well-practiced smile on his face. "We are not here today to discuss statistics, or the achievements of the academy in broad terms. No, today we are here because of the extraordinary accomplishments of our exemplary acolytes class." He gestured towards us, and I tried not to make a stupid expression as the eyes of the crowd shifted. "Now having collectively achieved the fourth-highest grade level of any class in our history, they have more than realized the programs inceptual ambition to identify the most gifted and diligent young arcanists in all of the Grand Alliance, and unite them so that they might form the bedrock of the next generation of scholars of the healing arts."

More applause.

"As I'm sure many of you already know," he went on, "this year, in light of its consistently outstanding performance, the class was extended the unprecedented privilege of an invitation to participate in the Conclave of the Universal Panacea, a convention of the greatest minds within the entire sphere of arcane healing that, fifteen years ago, finally revealed itself and the identities of its membership to the world after centuries of unjust prohibition under the fundamentalist interpretation of the Biological Continuity Oath. Whose ranks include such esteemed figures as Zeno of Apocyrion, the creator of Neuromancy, and Hamilcar of Kane, creator of the artificial heart. And many more of equal esteem."

He allowed a moment for the audience to be impressed by these name-drops. They seemed suitably so, a few whispering among themselves.

"It is an incredible landmark," he continued, "from seeing such an institution of arcane study as a titan towering on the horizon, to our academy producing students they believe fit to become their peers."

Still more applause. I bit my lip.

This is ridiculous, I thought. It's just nepotism. Everyone here knows it nepotism. We have three people in our class who are literally close relatives of conclave members. This is public knowledge.

Perhaps I was being childish. No, objectively I was being childish. But I really did despise this sort of social theater. Being paraded around like some piece of art, while a bunch of old men made big claims at each other, even though there must have only been a handful of people in the audience unaware they were complete bunk. Like the miraculous recovery of the academy. Everyone knew it had only happened because the Alliance had poured an absurd amount of resources into it after the revolution, as part of their attempt to foster cooperation between the member nations of the Grand Alliance. It's easy to win a race when someone in the stands levitates you over the finish line.

The whole affair felt like a pointless peacock dance. If there was one part of me that had never progressed from child to adult, it was the one meant to understand affairs like this.

"Today, for the first time, the members of the class are not here as mere students, but as ambassadors for our great institution, and indeed, for all members of the 14th generation. And so, rather than speaking for them, I will allow them to give voice to their feelings about this auspicious day themselves, through their class representative, miss Kamruespa of Tuon. Kam, please come forward."

The crowd applauded yet again, though this time Ishkibal joined in. From one of the seats adjacent to the center, a young woman of average height, pale skin, and bright orange-red hair dressed fancifully in a dark green dress, stood. Smiling broadly, she moved to stand the headmaster, holding out a hand for the crowd.

Oh, I thought. This should be good.
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“Thank you, headmaster,” she said, bowing her head respectfully. Her voice was high and gentle, with a refined accent. “And thank you to all who have come here today in recognition of the humble efforts of our class. I cannot express how much of an honour it is to both myself and the others.”

Gods above, I thought. They’re like two peas in a pod.

Kam was the de-facto leader of our group, and the most academically esteemed member who wasn’t either insufferable to be around or only in attendance once in a blue moon. Accordingly, she headed what few public affairs we participated in. She also acted as a sort of liaison between our class and the university board when it came to facilitating projects, or sometimes publishing papers.

And boy, did she revel in it. It was bizarre; like she had a fetish for even this ridiculously petty amount of power. When she graduated, she was probably going to be a hell of a social climber.

I didn’t dislike her in the way that I disliked the headmaster, though, because when we weren’t doing something public, she wasn't a completely insufferable person. Unlike him, who lost all interest in us when we couldn't be used for some publicity-fishing spectacle, and was outright contemptful when stepped out of our assigned role of little-geniuses-in-a-bottle.

Her speciality in the Power was Chronomancy, the knowledge of which was tightly controlled by a Rhunbardic order famed for its extreme traditionalism and byzantine leadership structure. I didn’t know too much about the specifics, but apparently she was considered one of the most prodigious students they’d had in decades, both in her talent for the art itself, and her ability to navigate the complex social framework of the organization with enough deftness to access teachings that other disciples wouldn’t for over a century.

“I don’t want to take up too much time, but all of us are immensely proud to be representing the academy and its values today for this unprecedented meeting with Order of the Universal Panacea,” she continued, referring to the group that ran the conclave. “We are looking forward to not only this incredible opportunity to expand our knowledge of the arcane with the help of some of its greatest practitioners, but also to demonstrate the extent of the skills we have refined here over the course of the past two years.”

Gods. Had it really been two years? The world was relentless.

“For the sake of future classes, and, well, a little bit for my own sake, too,” she shrugged mirthfully at this point, prompting some chuckles from the crowd, “I hope this is the beginning of a long-term relationship of cooperation. As we depart the era of law-enforced acceptance of a half-millennia as the upper limit in achievable human longevity, it is imperative that institutions like ours form strong bonds with those who have, in the past, been forced to confide their efforts in overcoming mortality to the shadows. Though much has been lost, death is at least an enemy that we can hope to overcome. But only if all arcanists and scholars of medicine unite in the labour together. ”

The headmaster smiled and there was a little more applause, but I could also see looks of diquiet among the audience.

That had been a little bit of an extreme way to phrase it, almost uncharacteristic of her. I knew that she was one of the most enthusiastic of the class about this idea, but while it was one thing to talk about delaying it, suggesting your goal was defeating death tended to make people uneasy, for a whole number of complicated reasons.

Still, she seemed undeterred. “This afternoon at two o’clock, we will be setting out on our journey to their private sanctuary, and tomorrow, beginning at twelve noon, we shall be presenting our achievements to the inner circle of the Order. If all goes as planned, this will also be viewable via logic bridge. I hope that all of you shall be observing, and that we manage to make our instructors, to whom we owe a tremendous debt, proud. ...Or, failing that, we at least manage to not to make complete fools of ourselves.” She allowed for some more tasteful laughter. “I hope you'll look forward to it!”

The crowd applauded one final time, and Kam stood to the side, headmaster Ishkibal once again at the podium. “Uh, thank you, Kamrusepa. Very well said.” He turned to address the crowd. “Well then, as that made clear enough, our students will have a busy few days ahead of them, and I’m inclined to give them some time to clear their heads prior to the anointed hour. However, I’d be happy to take a few queries from any scholars or members in the press in attendance.”

There were a few murmurs from the crowd, and a handful of people rose their hands.

The headmaster pointed to a somewhat aged woman – probably Viraaki, with medium-brown skin and strong features – dressed in a dark reddish-brown robe. “Alright, let’s start with you, ma'am,” he said.

“My thanks, headmaster,” the woman said formally, rising to her feet and clearing her throat. “As I'm sure you know, since they revealed themselves to the world, the meeting place of the Order has been the subject of much speculation, since they were able to avoid detection by the censors and the Grand Alliance's Oathkeepers for hundreds of years since their founding. Now that they have reached out to you, is there anything you could tell us about it?”

“Mm, I think Kamruespa would be more qualified to answer that question than me.” He turned back to her. “Kam, if you wouldn’t mind?”

She nodded, speaking up again. “This’ll likely disappoint you, but as it stands, we still know just as little about the sanctuary of the Order as you do. From what we’ve been told, it’s probably an arcane refuge, but all we’ve been given beyond that is a loose description of what to expect in terms of accommodation, and a location from which their agents will escort us to the site.”

This was a half truth, though not in the sense that they actually had told us where their sanctuary was located. Instead, she was whitewashing the information we’d received on how we’d get there, or more specifically, how the process of the 'escort' would go down. To say the least, even now, the Order was paranoid beyond people’s expectations.

“I see,” the woman replied, nodding. “Have you been sworn to secrecy, for after you do attend?”

“Not in the least!” Kam replied, her tone cheery. “We’ll be happy to share whatever we learn after the fact, at least assuming we’re not instructed to do otherwise. Afterall, it would be a pity to compromise the prospect of future cooperation for what amounts to gossip.” She smiled. “Everyone is, after all, entitled to their privacy.”

“Now then, who next?” The headmaster said, scanning the crowd, before pointing to a slim-looking man, with fair skin and dark blonde hair, towards the back. “You sir.”

"Thank you,” he said. His voice was a bit high for a man. “I’m Alexandros of Myrh, Representing the Knoron Society of Physicians.”

Alexandros of Myrh. I'd heard of him before; he was an infamous skeptic in the sphere of arcane healing. Every time someone published a discovery they claimed to be revolutionary, he'd be there to pick it to bits in some snarky fact-checking article. I was pretty sure the entire academic community fantasized about strangling him.

He looked over some notes he was carrying, brushing a little hair away from his eyes. “Despite the pursuit now being legal, what would you say to the many scholars who currently hold that the further extension of the human lifespan is undesireable and will only lead to unnecessary suffering, considering the untreatable nature of associative collapse-type dementia?”

“Personally, I must disagree entirely,” Kam said unprompted, in a I'm-taking-this-personally voice. I saw the headmaster react with slight surprise, and perhaps just a hint of annoyance. “There is no decisive evidence to prove that associative collapse will always be beyond treatment, especially with recent advances in Neuromancy... And even if it remains so, the argument is still lacking. After all, people don’t just suddenly start showing the symptoms the second they hit 500; there’s a near-250 year range for when it can emerge, and no single case develops at the same speed. Even if it is the one obstacle to immortality that is truly insurmountable, there are still countless people dying from physical degeneration that could otherwise continue to live healthy, productive lives for well over a century. That's a tragedy, regardless of what else you might think.”

The man nodded impassively, making a few notes. “Headmaster Ishkibal, could you tell me your opinion?”

Kamrusepa frowned, appearing slighted by this sidelining.

“My opinion is that the frontier always looks unclaimable until the day it is claimed,” the headmaster said, his tone confident. “Can dementia be cured? I cannot say. But I can tell you that in the days of the Old Kingdoms, people believed that no man could live beyond the age of 70-- That such was the will of the gods, and that to conceive otherwise was mere fantasy. Yet today, that age is scarcely considered more than the end of young adulthood, and you could scour the Mimikos and not find a single human being of that many years who looked anything close to elderly.” He smiled. “We will test boundaries, and see if they break. As has ever been the nature of progress for mankind. A forward march into the unknown, together.”

Some of the audience applauded a little more at this, some even looking like they might’ve just had their point of view somewhat converted.

I imagined most of them weren’t experts. Personally, I found myself pretty skeptical of that argument.

The extension of the human lifespan was less like a march and more like climbing a mountain with no clear peak that grew steeper exponentially the higher you went. Sure, back when civilization was mostly confined to hillforts and everyone was still smacking each others heads open with axes, people had lived and died in under a century.

But when scholars had finally begun approaching the problem during the New Kingdoms era, there was a lot of low hanging fruit. Just by killing mutated cells and fixing a few quirks in their structures, it could easily be doubled. Slightly more complex endeavours like designing new breeds of helpful bacteria and rewriting the anima script altogether pushed it forward by another hundred, and though there were setbacks at the end of the Imperial Era, the advent of the Power had almost made up for them.

The trouble, however, is that the longer you try to preserve a system well into a length of time it is utterly not designed (well, evolved, in this case) for, the more strange and complicated problems appear. Take cancer, humanity’s oldest companion. For a young person with a body that's still running according to program, it's an easy problem to solve. Stick a scepter in their business, cast the Life-Slaying Arcana with an incantation specifically for its treatment – which identifies and eliminates around the 10,000 most common types – and that's all it takes. No problem! A monkey could do it.

But the body isn’t a thing unto itself, a inherently stable entity that just gets worn down or sometimes infected with nasty things. And cancer cells aren’t just malevolent little sprites that hop out of the netherworld. They’re one of innumerable quasi-autonomous components that are themselves important to the survival of the body, but just happen to be doing their job slightly wrong. So even the act of killing them causes disruption. Maybe not major disruption, but disruption all the same. Which will cause little stressors on other components, which in turn might cause them to become cancerous, maybe in a more 'interesting' way that’s a little harder to detect. And if you stop that...

Or hell, forget even cancer. Cells mutate all the time just by nature, the anima script becoming warped slightly in the process of reproduction. Most of the time, it's harmless. But live for a while, and by sheer mathematics, you'll get a mutation that isn't. And if you live a really long time, you'll get a lot of them, and unless you can detect them perfectly, they'll build up, with, again, interesting results.

At a deep enough level, the problem wasn't biology. It was physics.

“Thank you, headmaster. Another question,” the man continued, snapping me back into the moment. “In spite of their achievements in the past when they were publishing their work anonymously, I’m sure you are aware that the Order of the Universal Panacea has made none of note since they revealed themselves to the public two decades ago, and arguably in the past half-century entirely..." He adjusted his spectacles. "In addition, the organization has become subject to some degree of critique for its continuing secrecy and other behavior contrary to modern academic values, despite the prohibition on its research being lifted. Some have come to view it as a fringe organization with something of a cult-like quality. What would you say to that?”

Geez, I thought. He's really going for it, huh?

The headmaster spoke a little quickly in response to this – perhaps worried about what Kam might’ve cut in with if he didn’t. “I’d like to make clear,” he said, his tone more serious than before, “that despite being honored by this invitation, our academy does not share the outlook of the Order on all issues, nor agree with the specifics of how they choose to manage themselves. As you say, there doubtlessly elements worthy of criticism. However,” he lowered his gaze, “the fact remains its membership contains some of the most esteemed arcanists in the world. Even if one were to ignore their work concerning the extension of human longevity altogether, almost all of them are academic titans in their own right. For that reason alone, I would consider this an opportunity far too good to pass up.”

It was a well-crafted answer. I wondered sometimes if the headmaster had missed his calling as a politician. It had superficially addressed the content of the question and pivoted the subject away while at the same time ignoring the content, and offering no real new information.

The real explanation, though of course not one he could admit, was that publicity was more important than professional standards.

The Order was popular. They had a mystique that had invited speculation from the public for decades, even laymen, to the point that people had even published books about it. The closely-guarded secret of their meeting place, the ridiculous grandeur of their stated objective, the “publishing” of their findings via encoded dead drop at university doorsteps, signed only with an illusive symbol. Actual scholars might roll their eyes, but the average pleb still loved that sort of crap. They romanticized the stereotypical image of arcanists from the dark centuries of the Mourning Period. Reclusive, mysterious, shut away in their towers, emerging only to work miracles only at the most auspicious of occasions.

Of all the applications of the Power, healing was arguably the least exciting. Nothing blew up, or got teleported, or transformed. But this promised to garner some attention. From the common people, the city council...

Still, I felt like it was a gambit that wouldn’t pay off in the long term. It made what was supposed to be among the most reputable institutions of medicine in the world look desperate. It would have been fine if they’d kept the affair low-key, but now, I wouldn’t be surprised if everything said in this conference aged like milk.

Not that it mattered much, in the end.

“Now then,” the headmaster said, “let’s take a couple more--”
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At some point, it had started to rain. The water fell softly against the glass roof overhead, and strange, half-shadows whirled about the floor and walls.

“Well?” Kamrusepa asked, smiling expectantly. “What, did you think, pray tell?”

The auditorium didn’t really have an expansive “backstage” in the way one normally associates with the term, since it wasn’t like plays got put on there. It was just a narrow little enclave up against the back wall, with enough space for a few tables and storage for some basic stage props – podiums, chairs, that kind of thing. Oh, and a small table with some snacks. Fruit, crackers, nuts, chocolate.

I was munching on some of the latter.

After the conference had ended, the headmaster had taken us back here for a few minutes to thank us all for showing up, to offer a few generic words of encouragement, to remind us put on our best faces while we represented the academy, etcetera. After that, we’d been given a couple hours to do what we wished with, before it was time to leave for the weekend.

Most of others had cleared out quickly for one reason or another. The only ones left were me, Ran, Kam – who had just returned from mingling with the remains of the crowd a little bit – and Theodoros of Melanthos, another boy from our class. He was somewhat short and skinny for a man, coming up to only about my height, with a kinda heart-shaped face, bushy eyebrows, lightly tan skin, and curly, dark red hair cut to a short length. At present, he was wearing a set of black, angular robes.

Like me, he wore glasses, though they were presently tucked away in his pockets.

“I think you did well,” I said, biting off another segment. “Everyone seemed to like it.”

Kam crossed her arms, looking at me flatly. “Come ooooonnn, Su.”

“What?”

“I know you’re holding back. Give it to me. Your full frontal criticism, no holds barred.”

“I’m not holding back,” I said, reservedly. “Really, that’s what I think.”

She stared at me skeptically. Up close, she had kind of a goofy and childish face that clashed with her affected persona, but perhaps reflected her inner nature a little more accurately. She had a short, button-adjacent nose, a round chin, and a very wide smile, with bright green eyes that were pretty, but also slightly bulgy.

“Su, I’ve known you for-- For...” She hesitated, biting her lip. “Ran, how long has this class been going for, now...?”

“Don’t ask me,” she said, without looking up from her book, which she’d returned to the moment the presentation had ended. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be the time expert.”

“That is not how it works, and you know that it’s not how it works," she chided her. "My sense of time passage is dreadful.”

“Two years, four months, eighteen days,” I muttered. And about 2 hours and thirteen minutes, my brain supplied, though I decided to leave that part out.

“Oh, that’s right!” Kam said, looking pleased as she turned back in my direction. “I forgot your creepy number powers extended to dates, too!”

I gave her a flat look.

“Anyway,” she continued. “Su, I’ve known you for two years, four months, and eighteen days, apparently. And not once, in all that time, can I think of us discussing something you didn’t swiftly identify a bunch of flaws of, and then proceed to pick at relentlessly. The fact is, you’re chronically opinionated.”

“I am not.”

“You are, too.”

“This is infantile,” I said.

“Ah, see,” she said, pointing at me. “That’s an opinion, right there.”

Quietly, still without looking up from her book, Ran started laughing a little to herself. I glared at her.

Like I said, I got on okay with Kamrusepa. She was a nice person at her core, mostly, and could be fun to talk to if you overlooked the ways in which she was eccentric. At some point over the course of the past 2 years, however, our dynamic had become a little peculiar. Because we were always trading the 4th and 3rd spots in performance records for the class, she’d decided that I was something of a rival to her, and that it would fun to play into that relationship by constantly teasing and challenging me about everything imaginable. Every time she outperformed me on a test or one of her research projects was better evaluated than mine, she’d come and rub it in my face. Every time I did better, she’d say things like, 'you got the better of me this time, but don’t get too confident'.

I thought it was all a bit ridiculous. We weren’t children, and I didn’t care which of us got the slightly bigger number in the academy’s dumb grading system. Moreover, the faux-antagonistic pretense was tiring, and a waste of both of our time.

Plus, she was older than me, so it wasn’t even like it was a fair 'rivalry'.

...not that I cared, to be clear. I’m just providing context for the situation.

“Now,” Kam said, clasping her hands together, making a faux-serious expression. “Tell me what you thought of my speech. And for real, this time.”

I sat back in my chair, taking the last segment of the chocolate bar and depositing it in my mouth. I slowly chewed it while folding the wrapping papyrus into a little square, which I set down on the table. Finally, I looked up and met her eyes, and swallowed. “Fine,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “If you insist, I think you might’ve alienated people a little.”

She frowned. “What? When?”

“When you started talking about ‘ending mortality’ and how ‘death is an enemy we can finally defeat’. It got a little weird for a second.”

“Oh, come on, Su,” she said, lowering her brow. “This isn’t the 1300’s any more. Give the people who’d come to something like this a little credit. They’re not luddites.”

“I don't know,” I said. “It’s one thing to talk about extending people’s lives, but phrasing like that, like we want to make everyone live literally forever, it starts to sound sort of creepy and unnatural. Like the last thing someone would say in an old myth before being struck down by the gods.”

She clicked her tongue. “Ugh, I hate it when people say things like that.”

“Like what?” I asked, confused. "That it's like a myth...?"

“No! Like ‘it’s unnatural’!” she clarified, gesturing outwardly. “As if anything about the world, or modern life, is remotely natural.” She looked to me, hesitantly. “...you really think it bothered the crowd?”

“A little, yeah,” I said, nodding. “I saw some people looking kind of confused, maybe anxious...”

“But that's silly," she protested, puffing her cheeks out. "The whole thing was about a group called the ‘Order of the Universal Panacea’. Why would you come to an event like this if the concept of pursuing immortality makes you squeamish? What do they think ‘Universal Panacea’ even means?”

“Probably stuff like no one ever getting sick, or becoming infirm, or suffering from dementia--”

“That’s living forever! What you're describing is living forever,” she said, gesturing in a frustrated fashion. “People don’t just drop dead for nothing. They live until something nasty comes along and kills them. That’s how it works.”

I shrugged.

“Ugghhhh.” She put her head into her hands. “I hope I didn’t upset the headmaster.”

“I'm sure he’d have said something if it were serious,” Ran said, chiming in.

“I just don’t understand people,” Kam went on. “Why is such a ridiculous thing even a taboo? Do people want to die? Why should merely discussing the idea be seen as such a vulgar act, when they’re already onboard with everything it involves but the thing itself?”

“The average person doesn’t like imagining a world that’s fundamentally different than the one they live in, I don’t think,” I said. “A modest improvement is something that people can feel comfortable with, a revolutionary one isn’t. It’s like, uh...” I rubbed my brow, thinking. “It’s like if you invented two different medicines to help people sleep. The first would make people sleep a perfect 8 hours every time, while the second one would make it so they don't need to sleep at all. In an objective sense, the second is the better choice, but I'd bet most would choose the first."

She shook her head. "Ridiculous."

"People create narratives to make sense of the world," I went on. "You know, like... 'People have to sleep'. 'People have to work to earn a living'. 'People have to eat'. 'People have to die'. If you can’t believe in those kind of universal constants, it's hard to cope with... Well, with being a human."

“This conversation went off the pretentiousness deep-end pretty fast,” Ran commented idly.

"Oh, don't be a spoilsport, Ran." Kamrusepa said, before turning back in my direction. "Even if that's right, it doesn't make it somehow virtuous. People should be pulled out of that kind of backwards thinking."

"That's easier said than done," I said. "And besides, it's not as if there aren't social implications, too. Part of the reason the revolution even happened was because the older generations lost touch with the material circumstances of the young, because they'd lived so long and amassed so much wealth, esteem, property..."

She clicked her tongue. "I wish you wouldn't make everything so political, Su."

Everything is political, I thought, though did not say out loud. Having those kinds of discussions with Kamrusepa tended to be a mistake.

"Besides," she said, "all of that was sorted out with the reforms after the civil dispute. That's the whole reason the prohibition was lifted to begin with."

This was not exactly true. The Biological Continuity Oath was originally written, at the time when the Mourning Realms were founded, as a way of making sure that mankind did not become substantially disparate in physical form as occurred in the Imperial Era, which had contributed to the civic breakdown at the end of the old world. Then, in the fundamentalist period that begun several centuries ago, anxiety about class division had led to it being reinterpreted to encompass lifespan, with the fear being that a gerontocracy could emerge.

The Summer Compromise at the end of the revolution had seen groups dominated by the older generations surrender, at least superficially, a great deal of power. One of the concessions made in return was that was that the restriction was loosened. Whether this was a good outcome, both in the short and long term, remained - to say it with as much political neutrality as possible - controversial.

"For what it's worth, I agree with Su," Ran said. "It's not difficult to understand."

"Well, of course you agree with her, Ran," Kamrusepa said. "You two always back each other up about everything."

"Not everything," she said, turning a page.

"Anyway," Kamrusepa went on, "It's not as though I disagree, now that you put it that way. I just think it's idiotic." She leaned back in her chair, resting her head against her knuckles. "You know what the problem with people is, Su? Normal people."

"Do tell," I said, dryly.

"It's that they have no sense of perspective," She explained. "The average person can only think of the problem in front of their nose. The next looming personal crisis, or social problem, or threat to their health. They're unable to step back and perceive what's truly pertinent to their own well being. I mean, what even causes social strife to begin with? At a fundamental level?"

"Dick-waving contests," Ran offered, bluntly.

"The concept of scarcity...?" I suggested, despite this obviously being a rhetorical question.

"Wrong," Kam said, and pointed her finger in my direction. "It's the fear of death. Why do you think people pursue self-interest, at the expense of society? Because they have no incentive for long-term investment. Why do people consolidate resources far in excess of what they need? Because they're afraid of being caught in a situation where they need, but don't have them." She sat back in her chair. "If you ask me, all politics, all this maneuvering of power we've been doing since the dawn of time, is treating the symptom. Trying to merely offset the human condition in lieu of solving it."

There was much one could say about Kamrusepa, but one could never accuse her of being unambitious in her thinking.

"And in my opinion? As a healer?" She went on. "There's nothing worse than belaying a cause to merely soothe a symptom. It's unforgivable."

"You know, Kam," I said, "it's kind of surprising how idealistic you are about human nature, sometimes."

She furrowed her brow. "What's that supposed to mean?"

I idly played around with the chocolate wrapper as I spoke. "That you assume all it would take for people to act selflessly and work together for a better future would be to remove the threat of death," I said. Not to say even that seems remotely possible at the moment.

She shook her head. "You're such cynics. Both of you."

I shrugged, not denying it.

She turned to the side. “What about you, Theo?” she said to Theodoros, who had spent the last 10 or so minutes silent on a different desk to us, frantically sorting through a bunch of his luggage, apparently having a crisis about having left something behind. “Why do you think people don’t want to live forever?”

“H-Huh? What?” He said, looking towards her.

Theodoros often entered conversations in this fashion. I wouldn’t have called him scatterbrained, but he was frequently so anxious about something or another that it impeded his ability to keep abreast of what was going on. To judge him for this flaw would be a spectacular case of the pot calling the kettle black, but unlike him, I tended to internalize my anxiety into a crushing ball of self-loathing, rather than expressing it outwardly as disorganization.

“Uh, pardon. I wasn’t paying complete attention,” he went on, his tone a tad stilted.

“We’re talking about living forever, Theo,” she explained. "More specifically, why some of the lovely people in our audience today, despite appearing eminently sensible, are apparently eager to watch their bodies fall to pieces and die of old age.”

He blinked a few times. “That seems... Rather a loaded way to put it...”

“Debates are like sword fights,” she said mirthfully. “If you haven’t situated yourself on the best terrain from the start, you might as well have already lost, right?”

This is a debate? "I'm not sure that's quite how it's meant to go," I said.

"Oh, hush, Su," she said. "I'm just joking around."

He considered the quandry, looking downward. “Well, ah... I think a lot of it is probably just due to popular culture? That is, people use the concept of immortality as a device to represent hubris, and that trickles down into the public consciousness and becomes self-reinforcing.”

"Ugh, don't even get me started," Kamrusepa said, making a disgusted look. "Our entire culture is deathist to the core. It's dreadful."

He sniffed, wiping his nose. Theo was one of those people who always seemed to be suffering from some kind of allergy, regardless of the time of year. “But, um, even putting that point aside, there are social concerns--"

"Me and Su just went over that," she said.

"Uh, yes, I think I picked up a little," he said, scratching the back of his head. "T-The problem, I suppose, is getting to the utopia you described? Perhaps if death completely ceased to exist, it would invoke some fundamental change in human nature, but... If lifespan was merely increased considerably, which seems much more realistic... It would wouldn't. Which leaves the question of how society would cope with it. Namely, overpopulation..."

"Oh, don't you start with that," Kamrusepa interjected, making a dismissive gesture. It's well-established that birth rates decline naturally in accord with greater longevity. Plus, with all the lower planes still unsettled, it's not as if we're especially short of space."

"I think it's a little more complicated than that," he said, hesitantly scratching his head. "But it's not all about economics. Cultural progress slows with longer lifespans, too--"

"That's hardly proven," she interjected. "People who are still active and socially engaged are more dynamic in their outlooks. 'Progress comes one funeral at a time' is only a truism because we spend the last third of our lives in a state of perpetual decline."

I wondered to myself if Kam kept notes on all these talking points at home.

"And even it were true," she went on, "can you name another scenario where you'd advocate letting people die as a form of social engineering?"

"That's, ah, not what I'm saying," he said, trying to speak up int the face of her relentless onslaught. "I just think it's a complicated issue."

"A complicated issue. My goodness." She let out a sigh, then gave him a mock-pleading expression. "So you're against me, as well?"

"I didn't say that," Theodoros said, face flushing a bit. "I still think it's a good thing on balance-- I wouldn't be here if I didn't. But, well. I do understand people who worry about the straw that breaks the camels back?"

She gave him a furtive look.

"Please try not to kill Theo, Kam," I said. "He's fragile."

"Oh yes," he said, nodding fervently. "Another couple of minutes of this, and I think I'd be willing concede the sky was green."

Kamrusepa raised an eyebrow. "Should I take that as a compliment?"

He only laughed nervously in response.

Kamrusepa glanced at me for a moment, then sighed. "Very well, I suppose I'll ought to take what support I can get. At least you're not entirely on Su's side." She spoke in a melodramatic, theatrical tone. “Goodness gracious. So few friends have I, it seems, in this lonely battle against the gravest of foes..."

“Hey,” I said, objectionably. “I never said any of that was my own opinion. I was just trying to explain why people found the concept disquieting, too.”

“Oh?” She turned back to me, smirking, and stared at me intently with her dark, greenish-blue eyes. “Then pray tell, dear Utsushikome. What is your opinion?”

“I’ve told you as much before,” I said. “I don’t think it’s really worth thinking about how wonderful or not living far longer would be, because I don’t think it could ever happen. The body, and even more so the mind is too complicated and emergent a system. In terms of pure physics, the Power can only do so much to predict and address problems before they get out of hand."

She smirked. “Ah, of course. The pessimists escape. Very like you.”

I rolled my eyes.

"Yet--” She idly grabbed a nut from one of the small bowls on the table, tossed it into her mouth, and swallowed. “--should someone refuse to entertain a hypothetical, one is drawn to consider if perhaps the reason is that the answer makes them uncomfortable, no?”

“It’s nothing so deep,” I said. “I just don’t like to hope for the vanishingly unlikely. It’s a miserable way to live.”

And besides, I thought. I can’t imagine myself living another ten years, let alone forever.
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"Well," Kam said, rising from her seat. "Much as I'd love to hear you continue to crush my dreams underfoot with the force of your logic, I have someone I need to meet before we depart in a couple hours."

"It's 3 hours, I think," I said.

She blinked, confused for a moment, then chuckled and tapped her forehead in a oh-I'm-so-silly gesture. "Of course. 2 PM is 3 hours after 11 AM." She shook her head. "Gosh, I know I said I have no sense of time, but that was bad even by my standards."

"You're probably just stressed out from the conference," I said. Not that things like that usually seem to stress you out much.

"Aw, Su! It's so sweet of you to try and comfort me." She smirked. "Well, let's hope you're right. I'm all for poetic irony, but it'd be a little much if I came down with early-onset dementia right after making that speech."

"They, uh, do say that people in more cerebral vocations tend to see more cases..." Theo said, now having returned to sorting through his luggage.

"Oh, eminentlyhelpful, Theo. Extremelyreassuring," Kam begun sifting through her shoulderbag herself. She withdrew a circular, silver-encased and largely flat object from inside, and pushed her hand against it. Then she frowned. "Tch, what the..."

"What is it?" I asked.

"My logic engine isn't working," she said, pushing her hand against it again with a more frustrated expression.

"You've, um," Theo hesitated, "you've kept it wound it up, right?"

"Yes, Theodoros, I've kept it wound up," she said, her brow flat. "I'm not a child. I do understand the basic thermodynamic concept of machines requiring power to be able to function."

"Hey, don't get mad at me," he said, defensive. "I was just trying to help..."

She shook the object around, tapping at it, her brow curling into a grimace. "Ughhh. This is such a nuisance! I need this for my presentation!"

"Maybe Lilith could fix it...?" I suggested, referring to the only member of our class with any expertise in machinery.

Kam shook her head. "She's already run off somewhere with her mother. I don't expect they'll be back until it's time for us to set off."

"She could do it on the way, couldn't she?" I said. "Or tonight?"

She considered this, but eventually clicked her tongue, shaking her head. "No, I can ill afford the risk. I'll have to go back home and pick up my spare." She sighed, but managed to bring a smile back to her face after a few moments. "Well, then! I suppose I better hurry off. I'll see you lot of sad sacks in a few hours-- Do try to get a little excited, would you?"

We exchanged farewells, and she headed out through the backdoor of the auditorium.

"She's really enthusiastic about all this," Theo commented, after she'd slammed the door closed.

"Aren't you, too?" I asked.

"No, I am! I mean. Obviously." He let out an awkward laugh, scratching the back of his head. "You know I've been curious about my fathers work ever since I was boy. It's just that... well, the way she's acting, you'd think she's about to go on holiday, not to speak with a bunch of old academics."

I shrugged, and picked up another piece of chocolate, slowly removing the papyrus wrapping. "I'd suppose her perspective on it is probably a little different than ours."

He looked confused. "How do you mean?"

I munched. "For you, me, and Lilith, we've been exposed to this stuff for half our lives. But for everyone else, um..." I struggled to find the right wording. "I think there's a special sort of excitement to something that used to be part of the cultural background becoming part of your personal life, so to speak? Like stepping into a painting." I swallowed. "That's on top of Kamrusepa's interest in the subject to begin with."

What was her interest? I didn't actually know, when I thought about it.

"Hmmm," he said, staring into the middle distance for a brief moment. "I suppose."

Theodoros could be a little clueless when it to came to other people, especially when it came to their internal narratives. Saying that is - once again - hypocrisy, but we again differed in one notable fashion. While I reacted to that lack of intuitive understanding by indulging in neuroticism and obsessively speculating about the thoughts of others, Theo just kind of didn't bother most of the time, content not to really understand them.

It frustrated some, but I was used to it.

My relationship with Theo was... Complicated. In one sense, I'd known him longer than anyone in the entire class. We'd met in primary school, on account of the relationship between his father and my grandfather. For a while we'd been close friends, in the way that children are, where they just blabber to each other about things they like without any deeper substance. It was only in our teens that we'd begun to drift apart.

I still I cared for him, in a vague sort of way. Like the way you care for a cousin. But I didn't know him, as such.

"I better go for now, too," he said, looking back down to his bags, a little anxious. "I'm pretty sure I forgot to pack any soap."

Ran looked up, raising an eyebrow. "Won't they have soap there...?"

"No, no, that won't be any good," he said, shaking his head. "It-- It, uh, has to be this one type, or I'll get a rash." He hesitated, looking up. "I know that sounds ridiculous, but it always happens."

"Would've thought you'd have got a biomancer to fix an allergy like that," she said.

"I... well, I suppose I could," he said, scratching his head. "It goes against my upbringing, though. I don't know if it would feel right. "

"It's sort of funny for you to be saying that, Ran," I said. "Since you're always refusing to get your lactose intolerance corrected."

"That's different," she said dismissively. "I don't even like milk, so there's no point."

"It'd make it easier to eat out."

"I hate eating out," she replied flatly.

"Um, anyway," Theo interjected. "I'll see you later, Utsu. And you, Ran."

"Bye, Theo," I said, holding up a hand in a small wave.

He headed out the door two, leaving us alone.

For about two minutes afterwards, we sat in silence. The last of the lingering voices of the auditorium guests had faded, so all that remained was the beat of the rain, and the distant but omnipresent sound of the city; movement, people, machines.

I finished the chocolate bar I was eating, and tossed the papyrus aside. I looked at the little table, considering another.

"You're getting through a lot of those," Ran remarked.

"Yeah, I guess so," I said, and then, "How's the book?"

"Not great," she said. "I'm saving a better one from a series I like for when we're out there, since there'll be nothing to do."

"That's smart," I said.

She snorted. "Thanks." And then, after a pause, "You have anything you wanted to do until it's time?"

I thought about it, then shook my head. "No, I don't think so."

"You want to get some lunch?"

I blinked, surprised. This was rare for Ran. Like she'd said a moment ago, she hated eating out.

...but, well. In a perverse sense, this was a special day for us, wasn't it?

"Sure," I said.
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Once, before the final days of the Iron Epoch and the collapse that followed, the old world had orbited a local star referred to as the "Sun". A massive ball of plasma fuelled by the hydrogen fusion process, spat out of a molecular cloud at some point in the foggy distant past of the universe, it had been a major part of the cosmological miracle that had given birth to life, and, later, the cosmological disaster called the human race.

Like the majority of land-based life, mankind had evolved to depend upon the sun in a variety of ways, both as a mechanism to regulate behaviour - sleep patterns - and as an agent to actively assist in biological processes, most notably the conversion of cholesterol into secosteroids via 'cooking' them on the skin with ultraviolet radiation. As a result, relishing in sunlight became, to an extent, a desirable trait in the psyche, becoming deeply embedded in the reptilian parts of the mind.

The Great Lamp, created by the last of the Ironworkers during the construction of the Mimikos - the highest plane of the Remaining World, and the primary home of mankind - had thusly been built to emulate the sun in not only function, but aesthetics and perceived behaviour. It crossed the firmament over the course of the day, travelling from the east into the west. The pathway it took even changed with the seasons, as it had in the old world based on the axial tilt of the planet.

But the human brain is a observant and fussy thing, and some brains are even more observant and fussy than others. Inevitably, in some individuals, a small part of them remained aware that it wasn't quite right, producing an uncomfortable dissonance that had at this point become a widely-recognized phenomenon. I understood there were even groups to help treat it; you'd go out on nice trips to parks and to the seaside in broad daylight during summertime, to help you form happy memories associated with the lamplight. (This was a concept that seemed nightmarishly saccharine and dystopian to me, but that's neither here nor there.)

Because I'm the type of person who likes to rationalize and pathologize everything, I'd always assumed this was the reason I preferred night time and rainy days to clear daylight, although it might just have been because I'm naturally a gloomy person. Either way, as me and Ran walked down the high street outside the university, I found myself feeling surprisingly calm and light-hearted.

She'd already packed her umbrella, so we were both huddled under mine as we made our way down the street.

"I think... I feel okay," I said, without prompting.

"Yeah?"

I nodded. "Yeah."

She nodded, in turn, and made the kind of tired, bittersweet expression that you might see on someone who had just been told that a pet, striken with crippling illness for months, had finally passed on.

It wasn't quite the reaction I'd hoped to provoke, but I'd take it.

We walked through the busy crowds. The streets, shadowed by the hanging gardens and the experimental architecture of spiralling glass and bronze towers in the city center, were dense with people even at this time of day. There were even some putting up decorations for the upcoming parade. Mostly banners, strung between the buildings. They were pale aquamarine, hyacinth purple, and black, the city colors of Old Yru.

If I remembered right, the parade was to pass through this area last, convening at the plaza a little below, so this would be a very busy area at the end of the weekend. Not that we'd be there to see it.

Everyone, without exception, was clad in veils or the occasional mask. Most of them were variants of the standard style, like ours. Long, black, though you also saw some blues, purples, and even the occasional cheerful colour. Men's were usually subtly less frilly and flamboyant, and were often a little shorter, even though this was technically dangerous and could get you in trouble if it wasn't tied up properly.

Most everyone wore gloves, too, though this technically wasn't part of the law. People worried, though.

There tended to be a cycle. The public would get progressively more laissez-faire about covering their faces, until eventually there'd be a high profile prosognostic event or contact paradox, which would spook everyone enough to start the cycle over. I'd seen it play out, subtly, about three or four times over the course of my life.

That's human nature, I suppose. It's easy to forget something is a threat until it's actively killing someone.

I saw a news-sheet that had blown out into the middle of the street, heavily tramped and soggy. The headline read, in over-the-top bold print, "ALLIANCE CELEBRATES 200 YEARS OF WORLD PEACE".

I looked over to Ran, so much as you can really look over to someone when you can't see each others faces. "You sad we're going to miss the parade?" I asked, speaking up a bit over the rain and the crowd.

"What?" she asked incredulously. "Fuck no."

"Really?"

"Yeah," she said. "C'mon, you know I hate those things."

"You used to love the ones they did back when we were kids. You even dragged me with you the year we met."

"Yeah, because I was a little idiot who didn't know about politics yet," she said, rolling her eyes. "If I wanted to watch old people jack themselves off for hours, I can think of plenty of ways to do it that wouldn't involve wasting three luxury debt."

I snorted, breaking out into laughter for a second. "Geez, Ran."

"Besides," she continued. "It doesn't even make sense to be having it. We haven't had '200 years of world peace'. Everyone was shooting at each other barely more than a decade ago. Hell, my dad got half of his face blown off to prove it."

"I mean, they can't stop doing it now," I said, playing devils advocate. "It's tradition."

"Yeah, and it's traditionto celebrate people's birthday, but it's still fucking weird if you throw a party for them after they've already six feet under."

"Well, you know what the city council says," I said. "It wasn't a proper war. Everyone was following the rules. Nobody broke the treaty, or the Covenant. It was just a misunderstanding that got really out of hand--"

"What a load of horseshit. God, the world is such a mess," she said, rubbing her eyes. "I hate politics."

"Politics is like a lump in your armpit," I said. "You don't want to look at it, but if you don't, it might get a whole lot worse while you're not paying attention."

"Oh, a cancer analogy," she said dryly. "How on-topic for today."

I laughed a little to myself.

"What about you, then?" she asked. "Are you sad you're going to miss it?"

"Not really," I said, redirecting our walk to avoid a passing carriage. "I guess I'll be sad I don't get to see the fireworks."

"Oh, yeah?"

"Yeah," I nodded. "They remind me of home, a little bit."

She looked at me for a moment, then snorted, shaking her head. "You're such a little kid, Su."

I smiled to myself, looking downward. "I am what I am," I said quietly. "I can't be anything else."
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My name is Utsushikome of Fusai. That's Uu-Tsu-Shi-Ko-Me, though most people call me 'Su' for short. It's an old name from Kutuy, and means something like 'mysterious child', though I've never looked into it deeply, since both my parents are disengaged from their cultural heritage. My mother probably took it from a novel, knowing her.

I'm an acolyte healer. More specifically, my discipline is Thanatomancy - death arcana, the term people use since "Necromancer" became associated with people digging the recently-dead out of their graves, and then subsequently transformed into a slur. I must've become pretty good at it, since I'd been accepted into to one of the more prestigious training courses for healers in the world. Something which still felt very strange, when I thought about it.

After my grandfather died, I drifted away from many of my friends, and found myself studying more and more often. Soon, it was all I did with my time. I'd always been clever, but pretty soon people started talking to me like I was some of sort of genius. I skipped some years, managed to get an apprenticeship under a famous scholar, and soon, I'd ended up where I was.

I'm not trying to sound too pleased with myself. In truth, I'm really a shockingly immature person - more of an idiot savant than a genius. I don't have many life skills, or much in the way of interesting hobbies. If left to my own devices and not given something clear to do, I just spend all my time reading. I won't say that you wouldn't be able to find a more boring person than me, but it might at least take you a minute.

Oh, and more than anything else, I'm a tremendous coward.

...However.

On that day, I was planning to change at least that, if only a little bit. And to do something brave, for the first time in a long while.

No matter what the consequences were.

...

 

...hm. There's that funny feeling again.

Sort of like... I'm repeating myself?
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The modern world wasn't so bad, really.

For its faults, mankind was pretty tenacious. After the collapse of the old world and the exodus to the Mimikos, many people had believed that civilization would never recover, but surprisingly quickly, it did. And after that, people said the quality of life of the Imperial Era, the golden age which had preceded the collapse, would never come again. But it had, too, more or less.

It might be my misanthrophic side talking, but though individual humans can be pleasant, they become almost universally awful as a mob; closed-minded, prone to spite over trivial matters, and even outright violent. Thus, all ages of peace and prosperity must be considered miracles. This was no different. Two centuries ago, a combination of an out-of-context threat from the Lower Planes destabilizing the political status-quo and forcing the world to unite, combined with timely advances in technology and the Power which the contemporary powerful were too preoccupied to figure out how to appropriate, had been that miracle. It produced a rare social alchemy. People were hopeful, but not unpragmatic. Educated, but not overly cautious. Angry, but not in such a way that marred critical thinking.

That era had seen the foundation of the Grand Alliance of the Mourning Realms, the body which now governed over 80% of humanity. And it was usually just, if you didn't squint too much. Its inception had removed most barriers to training as an arcanist. Subsequently, replication incantations had brought almost an end to the concept of scarcity, and medical applications of the Power became far more widespread, granting lifespans that were previously only attainable by the privileged to the entire population.

On the surface, everything was good. Life was abundant, food was abundant, entertainment was abundant. For most people, that was enough. Not least of all the people of the elder generations, who were always eager to remind people like me and the others of how we "didn't know how good we had it".

It was probably true, to an extent. But problems remained, and recently, there'd been a change in the air, a sense of creeping instability, small crises compounding on top of each other. The future seemed uncertain, and the sense of absolute stability that had once dominated felt increasingly like a distant memory, if it had ever really existed at all.

I'd been a child during the revolution. Back then, one of the reasons I'd thought about becoming a healer, among other things, was to help make the world a better place, to play some part in setting things right.

I smiled at the thought of those better, simpler days.

"Here's your food," the waitress said with a warm smile, setting the plates down in front of us.

"Thanks," Ran said.

"Thank you," I said.

"Let me know if there's anything else I can get for you," she said cheerily, before heading back behind the counter. Outside, the rain began to pick up considerably. There'd be a storm this evening, though we wouldn't be here to see it.

Finding a good cafe is something of an art. It's not as easy as simply locating a place that serves good food, with good service, at a good location - any idiot can do that. The trouble is that mere goodness inevitably attracts ever-larger crowds, which is ruinous for a multitude of reasons that I hopefully don't need to elaborate on here. So what one really seeks is not perfection, but rather a carefully maintained balance; a mix of positive traits you value highly, and negative ones you personally don't, but will nevertheless serve to put off a sufficient amount of plebs.

It had taken a while, but I'd eventually found a place that struck that sweet spot within walking distance of the academy. It was kind of difficult to reach, tucked away in an alley on a small side-street, itself several turns away from the boulevard, and hemmed in on all sides by towering estates, storefronts, and offices. Not much light reached it, even around noon, creating a claustrophobic atmosphere. These are examples of qualities which would put off ordinary people.

Fortunately, I wasn't much of an ordinary person.

The interior was much nicer, with a rustic, countryside-inn-style aesthetic. Big tables up against the windows, thick wooden rafters, a semi-open kitchen that let the smell of baking bread waft freely over the room. The food was only a bit better than average, but they'd given themselves a lower-than-average grade in the service index for the city, so most meals only cost a single luxury debt or two.

Not that price was that much of a concern - we were arcanists, so we both had a decent amount of debt relief. But Ran, at least, was still thrifty. Most importantly, though, almost no one from the academy went to it, which made it a a near sure-fire bet that I wouldn't be bothered by other students.

Today, it was about half empty, and we were seated near the door, not far from the front counter. Ran had ordered a medium-sized dish of shakshouka (eggs poached in a soup of tomatoes and peppers), while I was making my way through a couple of cheese and lamb stuffed flatbreads, grilled brittle and crunchy. The meat within was prime loin; I'd heard that in the past, shoulder meat was used for the dish, but in the modern day, only the best cuts were still widely replicated.

"This isn't too bad," Ran said, without much enthusiasm. "Kinda greasy, though."

"Mm-hmm, some of their stuff can be that way," I said, my mouth half-full. "I think the less complicated things they do are better...? I really like the stuffed bread. The wraps aren't bad, either."

"I was hoping for something a little more substantial than a glorified sandwich," she said. "Dunno what kind of food they're going to be serving at this thing."

"I doubt it'll be bad," I reassured her. "They're supposed to have their own chef."

She nodded, silently. I sipped the tea I'd ordered between bites.

"I miss Saoic food," she said, after a minute or so had gone by, idly pushing an egg around with her fork. "I swear, this Ysaran stuff is gonna kill me if live here for another couple years."

"If you think this is fattening, you should try living in Mehki," I said with a small smile, referring to where I had gone to university.

"Yeah, I've heard the stories." She stuffed the egg in her mouth, chewed for a few moments, and swallowed. "I remember how chubby you were when I went and visited."

I let out an awkward laugh. "I'm not sure I've ever heard anyone refer to me as 'chubby' before..."

"Well, I mean compared to when we were kids," she said. "Normal, versus looking like you're starving yourself."

"I'm not that bad, am I?"

"It's not your fault," she said, and then muttered, "You've always been that way, I guess. Even when-- Well, y'know."

I nodded distantly, looking away for a moment.

As I mentioned earlier, the relationship that I had with Ran was old, and very complicated. The subject, which would become increasingly difficult to avoid as the weekend went on, was hanging over both of our heads like the blade of a guillotine, and we appeared to have established an unspoken pact to not talk about it until it needed to be talked about.

But the problem is that, when a matter is big enough, you can't help brushing up against it no matter how much you avoid doing so. And when that happens, your only choices are to either say something and break the pact outright, offer some feeble attempt at meta-commentary on the awkwardness to break the ice and end up breaking the pact anyway, or to swallow the moment in silence.

Nine times out of ten, I picked that last one.

"What was the food like, when you lived in the Arcanocracy?" I asked, changing the topic to something as unrelated as contextually possible.

"Kind of blander than in the League," she said. "Healthy, though. And they dress it up a lot."

"Dress it up...?"

"Like in big, fancy displays," she said, gesturing outwardly. "Really carefully arranged, either to look like something - like a painting, or a different type of food - or just to be pretty and tidy. They use a lot of coloured rice."

"Coloured rice? Does it taste funny?"

She looked at me with a flat expression. "No, Su. It's just food colouring."

"Oh," I said, lifting up my flatbread and taking a bite out of it.

Despite that awkwardness, it was funny how much more genuine the dynamic felt when it was just her and I. Because of my demeanour and propensity for spouting out stupid facts, in most conversations, I felt like I often ended up taking on the role of the 'serious, sensible person', even though I didn't really mean to. Like how an avocado starts looking sort of like a vegetable when you stick it alongside a bunch of sweet fruits.

Ran, though, was an actually serious person, and she saw through me in a way that most people didn't. So when it was just the two of us, things flipped, and I felt like I was allowed to be immature. It made me happy.

...at the same time, though, I was also putting on more of a performance when we spoke then I was with anyone else. A performance of the role I'd taken on, in my half of our shared journey.

It was an odd thing. Both more authentic and less all at once.

"They have this idea in Inner Sao that you can change how things taste based on how they look," she went on, spooning more of her own lunch into her mouth. "The 'ocular tongue', as best as I can translate it. So even if you're eating something hyper-healthy, you can be tricked into thinking it's tasty if it's dressed up to resemble something indulgent."

"That sounds like something I could believe is true," I said. "Does it work?"

"Sort of. By my second year, I could have sworn everything red started to taste a little like meat. Either way, though, it's totally dominant over there. There's a whole language to how they prepare the food. What color or style means what in terms of nutrition, ingredients, all that stuff."

"What happens if you're color blind?"

She shrugged. "You're fucked, presumably." She took a few gulps from her glass of water. "I bet there aren't a lot of people who are, though. The state healers do even trivial stuff for free, from birth to deathbed."

"I guess that makes sense," I said, nodding. "I mean, they're really into the whole 'noblesse oblige' stuff over there."

"You're telling me," she said, setting the glass back down. "It's still weird not having to take community guardianship lessons at the end of every week. Shit's burned into my brain. 'All citizens with which you are entrusted are to be as your own children. To be afforded the same compassion, the same love.'"

"Kinda creepy," I said flatly.

"Well, we're foreigners used to arcanists being treated like anybody else," she said. "Hard to see across a cultural gulf like that."

"I guess so," I said, taking another bite. "Didn't they know you weren't planning on staying in the country, though? You'd think they wouldn't wanna waste the resources."

"I told them, but they seemed convinced they could make me stay," she said, swirling her spoon around her soup. "They acted that way with all the internationals - talking about the special place I'd get to occupy compared to anywhere else, all the benefits. Fuck, I might've considered it, if it weren't for..." She gestured her hand around. "Y'know-- All this."

"Y-Yeah," I said, weakly.

Like most of the students of the exemplary acolytes class, the two of us were foreigners rather than natives to Old Yru or its region of greater Ysara, invited because our academic achievements at other institutions of higher education. We were both from Sao, to the west, though that statement is an oversimplification of a more complex reality.

The original Saoic Party had been one of the nine groups of people who survived the collapse of the old world ("Sao" means "Grief" in an Imperial Era language) and, after the completion of the Mimikos, had settled on the flatlands on the far side of the Aknesti Mountains. But here's where it gets a bit difficult. Most of the Parties had either been effectively dominated by a single group, and thus has transitioned directly to a nation state; the Rhunbardics, the Mekhians. The others had been made up of a bunch of smaller ones, and had fragmented into a bunch of city states instead; The Ysarans, the Inotians.

The Saoic Party, however, had been the only one to occupy an awkward middle ground. There had been a vaguely dominant cultural group, to the point that they felt entitled to claim themselves as the rightful "leaders" of Saoic civilization, but also a sizeable amount of people who weren't a part of it. Enough that they wouldn't fall in line behind the government the Party leaders ended up forming.

As a result, the regional identity ended up messy. Ran and I were from the Dai League, a federation of cities around the mountains, that had been the biggest group that had politely (political history code for 'only involving a couple of wars') decided not to be under the authority of the government. Said government had become the Saoic Federation, which after the Tricenturial War had reorganized into the Saoic Arcanocracy, the last state in the world still governed by arcanists.

So we were Saoic, but strictly part of the formal Saoic nation, if that makes sense.

"They ever try to poach you, over in Mekhi?" she asked, taking a sip of her drink.

I shook my head. "Mm-mm. I don't think they do that kind of thing over there much," I lifted up some melted cheese and awkwardly put it back on the side of the bread. "There were a lot of moments of culture shock. They spent a lot of time drilling in how being an arcanist, or even being smart, doesn't make you special. That it's just a role, and you shouldn't be conceited, no matter how hard you work."

"I guess that figures," she said. "Probably the mature way to look at it. Nobody's special just 'cause they can float things around and shoot fire out of a stick."

"Yeah..." I glanced to the side. "Kinda bruised my ego, though. You don't realize how much you're dependent on praise to keep going until it's gone."

She raised an eyebrow, along with her spoon. "You must be loving this place, then."

I giggled awkwardly, my face going a little flushed.

A half-minute or so passed in silence. We'd both finished off the greater part of our food, now.

"...feels surreal," she said suddenly, in a more distant tone. "That we're finally doing this, I mean."

Ah, I thought. There goes the pact, then. I said nothing, staring down at my food.

"It's kind of funny," she continued, despite my lack of response. "I've got so used to all this that, when I got the news that we'd been invited to this conclave, my first reaction was being annoyed. I was thinking, 'shit, I'm already struggling to keep my grades up to the standard, and now they want me to spend weeks preparing to perform for a pack of old hermits?'" She snorted. "I'd completely forgotten the reason I'd spent so much time getting into this stupid class to begin with."

I remained silent.

"When I read your letter back then, I almost jumped out of my seat. Probably made an ass of myself in the middle of the lecture hall." She shook her head. "The gods have a hell of a sense of humor. You spend years trying to get something, and then they drop right in your lap. Probably in the first bloody place we looked, too. Can't even remember now."

Years. When she said it explicitly, it really did sound insane.

We'd spent so long in pursuit of this opportunity. And now that it was finally here, all I could do was fret about it. Be anxious about success, while still dreading the possibility that this last spark of hope, that I'd spent so long chasing, would be decisively snuffed out.

What matters is that you try, I tried telling myself. That you do everything you can.

"C-Come on," I said, trying to sound upbeat. "You can't say this wasn't worth it in of itself too, right? You're going to be one of the most qualified graduating arcanists in the world, in a couple years." I smiled a bit. "You could get tenure anywhere, work for the alliance administration, join the Sibyls--"

"I'd rather still be at home, working at the library. Something boring," she said, shaking her head. "This stuff isn't for me. I'll never fit in."

I opened my mouth to protest, but then hesitated and stopped, falling silent for a few moments.

"I... got the news when I was at my parents house," I said, changing course. "Two days after I got into Oreskios for my visit." I laughed stiffly, looking downward. "Ruined the whole thing. Couldn't think about anything else, barely talked to anyone."

"That's rough," Ran said, cutting off a piece of egg.

"Yeah," I said. "I couldn't even enjoy it when my mother dragged me to the spring festival. Kept having peculiar thoughts." I hesitated. "You mind if I go on a stupid tangent for a minute?"

She snorted. "It's never stopped you before."

I took another bite, savouring it a bit now that it was almost gone. Despite my reassurances to Ran earlier, I was not, in fact, completely confident that there would be decent food at the conclave, so I wanted to make sure that I was reasonably full. "You remember the tram station we used to meet, whenever we went to class?"

She thought about it for a second. "On Hierarchs Way, you mean?"

"Yeah," I said, gesturing to her affirmatively. "That one. My mom and I took the line to get into town for the festival, and it was completely different. They'd ripped the whole platform out, and built it up again as something bigger and more modern-looking. Round, with huge glass windows. It's practically swallowed the whole street."

"Makes sense," she said. "That part of town's been booming ever since they started building up the bay back when we were kids."

I nodded. "Yeah, I guess." I scrunched up my brow. "But... After I saw that... For a while, I felt really felt up."

She raised an eyebrow. "Messed you up?"

"Yeah," I said, looking away as I let out an awkward, embarassed laugh. "I couldn't calm down for hours. I think I might've even cried a bit."

"What," she said, looking a little incredulous. "Just over a street fixture being remodeled?"

"Like I said, it's stupid. I was in a stupid mood." I lifted my hair out of the way, and scratched at the side of my head. "It just felt... dissonant, in a way that really struck me. Rather-- Ugh, how should I put it..." I bit my lip. "I'd never thought about it, but I had all these memories of being there. Sitting at all the different spots. The lampost near the entrance. The wooden wall at the back where'd there'd always be posters for plays or advertisements for some shop or another. I even remembered the shape of some of the tiles on the ground--"

"God, Su." She interrupted, shaking her head. "You're so sentimental, I think it's close to becoming a health problem."

"--and I remembered being with you, of all the stuff we talked about then, just after we'd met. And in the two years after that, and everything that happened during that time. All those important moments, tied back to that one place, linked together like the middle of a spider's web. "

Her expression became a little more serious, and she sighed, nodding a bit.

I ran my spoon in circles around the inside of my teacup, the liquid swirling. "But when I saw how it'd changed, it was almost like... I'd lost them, after a fashion. That before, they'd be grounded in a real part of the world, etched into something concrete, that would always be there for me. With that gone, it was almost like they'd been overwritten. Invalidated, like someone had crossed out that whole section of my life story."

"You mean, because there isn't any proof you didn't just make it all up?"

"Sort of," I said, hesitantly. "It was more abstract then that. Like the world within myself had become disconnected from the one I had to live in, and I'd slipped into a parallel dimension. When I focused on it, it felt as though I was losing something. Like it was being taken from me."

She scoffed, shaking her head.

I frowned. "You don't get it?"

"It's not like I don't get it," she said. "It's just... That's normal, isn't it?" She sipped from her drink. "The world changes, you don't, stuff from your childhood disappears. It hurts, life sucks."

"Life sucks," I repeated, quieter.

"But I can't imagine anyone other than you intellectualizing it so much," she said. "It's just something people... Y'know, accept."

"Well, you know me," I said, shrugging. "I'm always thinking about things."

Another few moments passed. I'd finished eating, so I just stared at the slowly-solidifying droplets of melted cheese that had managed to managed to escape from my flatbread during the consumption process, like blood from a dying animal. I picked at one of them with my fork idly.

"My grandfather once said--"

Her eyebrows jolted up.

"--that the human heart is like a bowl with a little crack in the bottom, so that water is always leaking out. And you have to keep pouring more and more in, to try and make up for it." My eyes wandered towards the window. "That no matter what you do in life, you're always losing things, either explicitly or in abstract. And the only way to make up for it is to keep adding new things to make up for it. Because if you're not careful... You won't be able to keep it up, and before you know it, you'll have nothing at all. And then you'll be out of luck for good."

The atmosphere suddenly became extremely awkward. She seemed unsure of the appropriate thing to say, and broke eye contact for a moment.

"I don't know why it sticks in my mind so much," I said. "Like granddaughter, like grandfather, I guess." I made a grim smile, looking downward. "Or... Well, whatever you'd call our relation to each other."

Nice work, my sense of social consciousness said. Now you've made this as weird as it can possibly get.

Eventually, Ran cleared her throat. "I don't think you're like that old man, Su."

"Are you sure about that?" I asked, with a grim smile.

"Yeah," she said, firmly, nodding. "For one thing--"

"Hey!" A recognizable voice interjected off from the left, near the door of the cafe. "You two!

Ran stopped and sharply turned her head in the direction of the interjection, while I physically jumped a bit in my seat, the personal nature of the conversation stripped away violently.

Sprinting over to our table was a young woman, with a medium-brown complexion, flat black hair cut to pixie length, and bright green eyes that contrasted sharp, elegant facial features. She was dressed in a vibrant coloured green, knee-length chiton and a brown cloak. It was not remotely suitable clothing for the weather, and this was evident in the fact that, despite having an umbrella, she was pretty wet.

Not that she seemed to care much. She was grinning, but also panting a bit. It looked like she'd been running.

"Phew," she said, wiping her brow as she came to a stop beside us. "I finally found you!"

"P-Ptolema?" I said, thrown off. "What are you doing here?"

"Looking for you, obviously!" She said, still huffing and puffing. "It was really tough. What are you even doing in a place like this?"

"Uhh." I gestured to the table. "Eating... Lunch?"

She looked at the table, then back at me. "Well, yeah, duh. I meant, why are you in such a shady place? I almost gave up and went to get a map. And there's not even a proper sign on the front door."

"Don't look at me," Ran said. Her face was flushed a bit, and she'd turned her attention back to finishing her food. "She picked."

"Hey, c'mon, you said it wasn't bad!”

"It isn't," she replied. "But if I were on my own, I would've gone somewhere less fucking weird."

I clicked my tongue, looking back to Ptolema. "How did you find us, anyway?"

"Theo told me," she said, grinning. "I asked where you might be, and he said that he didn't know, but that you sometimes went to this gloomy place a few streets around the back of the clothing store, and then gave me some directions..."

My eye twitched slightly. That traitor, that snivelling little rat! Now everyone will know about it!

"They were kinda crappy, though, but I figured it out eventually," she said, looking thoughtful. "Geez, though. If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to hide from people here."

I made an effort not to contort my face into an expression of distaste. Ran appeared to notice, looking subtly amused.

This noisy and enthusiastic girl was Ptolema (Pronounced tol-em-ah, if you're bad with your Inotian) of Rheeds, another student from our class.

Ptolema was another member of the class who I'd known prior to joining, although unlike Ran and Theo, we'd only ever been very loose acquaintances, having occasionally met due to our families, and at one point during a summer study course we'd both taken. And for not-incomprehensible reasons, since we were basically polar opposites in every regard. She was outgoing, I was introverted, she was an optimist, I was a pessimist. She was athletic, while I was constantly in a state of physical atrophy so severe that it was a miracle of the modern world that I could walk down a street without collapsing.

Of all of the members of the class, Ptolema was perhaps the greatest enigma to me. Not because she was a particularly mysterious person - if anything, the opposite was the case - but rather because it seemed unclear to me how she was in the class to begin with. Her vocation was arcane surgery, which wasn't exactly a discipline of the Power so much as rare method of emplyoying it, carving runes and enchantments into people's physical bodies. By all accounts she was very good at it; she had an incredibly steady and precise hand.

But...

I don't know quite how to put this in a way that won't make me sound incredibly full of myself, but Ptolema was, uh, not exactly someone who came across as much of an intellectual. I could picture her scores for practical work being amazing, but when I tried to reconcile my conception of her and her overall apparent knowledge with the written exams we took with regularity, it was a little difficult.

My only guesses were that either she was putting on a front and was shockingly good at it, or somehow coasting through on pure nepotism. She came from probably the most prestigious background in the group, so the latter seemed more likely.

Or, you know. Perhaps I'm just an elitist who can't conceive of someone who isn't full of themselves being smart. Draw your own conclusions.

"So," I said, "Uh, what did you need, anyway?"

"Oh! Oh, right." She pulled herself together. "Actually, I was supposed to get both you and Ran."

Ran looked up, a little wary. "What for?"

"The class coordinator asked me, since everyone else ran off after the presentation-thing. She said she some help with some class files the conclave requested, or something?"

She frowned. "Files?"

Ptolema nodded enthusiastically, as if the two of them had come to some important understanding. "Yeah! Like, records of all the past stuff we've done, test results, that kind of thing. They wanted a copy of it as one of their conditions, I think? So the archivists went and re-printed everything."

"What does that have to do with me?" Ran asked.

"Uh, dunno." Ptolema held her arms together, rubbing them with her hands. Now that she was stationary, the cold appeared to be catching up to her. "I think they screwed something up? I didn't get all the details, but he said that only you could help..."

She sighed a bit, rubbing her eyes. "Fine. I can deal with it."

"What about from me?" I asked.

"Aheh, I'm not sure about that, either? I think he just wanted to talk? Something about a favor...?" She scratched the back of her neck. "There was more, but I think it slipped out of my head while I was running around..."

I thought about saying something snarky, like 'y'know, Ptolema, they have this thing called 'parchment' that I hear is popular', since I was genuinely a little annoyed that we'd been interrupted. But you're not supposed to shoot the messenger, even if the messenger is a little crappy at their job, so I bit my tongue.

"Well... It's okay, I guess," I said. "So where does he want us?"

"At his office off the grounds," she said. "But you don't have to go right away, or anything! You can finish eating or talking or whatever. I just wanted to find you before you went someplace else."

"We're almost done already," Ran said. "Unless you were gonna order dessert, Su?"

"No, it's okay," I said. "I don't want us to end up rushing too much if this ends up being complicated."

"Ugh, geez," Ptolema said, frowning. "Now I feel like kind of a jerk... And if I'd been less dumb, you might've known if you had more time..."

"It's not your fault, Ptolema," I said, standing up. "Everyone is stressed out, right?"

Ran and I never had a chance to get back that conversation.
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As we stepped outside into the rain a few minutes later, I withdrew my scepter. They were long, slightly bulky rods a little over half the length of ones arm - just about small enough to carry around on your waist.



I paused for a moment to concentrate, did the math in my head, then carefully spoke the words of the incantation as I held it aloft.

E n t r o p y - D e n y i n g

"...(𒌍𒌷𒀭)(𒌍𒁁𒀭)𒅥𒌈𒆜𒈣𒂠, 𒋢𒀀𒅆𒌫𒃶,𒈬𒊹."

Thanatomancy was divided into three sub-schools: traditional, transformative, and entropic, based on their approach to death as a phenomena. Traditional Thanatomancers saw it as simply a life form - from a single-celled organism to something as broad as a forest - ceasing to function, and most of their methods were based around restoring that functionality without trying to actually restore it to life. Skeletons clawing themselves out of the ground was the prototypical image, which the colleges had expended so much effort in recent centuries trying to excise from the public consciousness.

Not that it had done them much good. Bunch of glorified grave-robbers.

On the other hand, Transformative Thanatomancers almost rejected the concept of death completely, seeing it instead as... Well, a transformation. Life shifting in nature and being simplified, but not per-se destroyed. The focus of their incantations and research were much closer to Biomancy than the other schools, using living and dead tissue in tandem.

Finally, Entropic Thanatomancy conceived of death as a process that applied not just to living beings, but in broader strokes, to the loss of order from anything in reality. That a flame going out was just as much a death as a bug being squished, and that mindset was the only truly reasonable one for preserving that order. It flirted with Aetheromancy; the study of using the Power to manipulate physics.

I was an Entropic Thanatomancer, with the incantation I had just used being one of the signature techniques, though this application of it was pretty primitive. The symbol of the school was an inverted ankh, which crowned the head of my scepter.

As I finished speaking, a peculiar half-bubble of force began to form over our heads where the rain came to a very abrupt stop, the individual droplets not exactly repelled, but rather appearing to give up their descent in mid fall. They hung overhead, coalescing into each other the longer we remained unmoving.



"This seems kinda frivolous," Ran said, over the increasingly loud winds, looking up at the result with her arms crossed.



"What?"



"I said that it seems like a waste of eris," She rephrased, louder.



"Oh. I suppose so," I said, putting my scepter back into my bag. "But it's fine, isn't it? There'll be time to recharge it later."



"Phew, this is great!" Ptolema held out the palms of her hands to both sides of her, as if to marvel at their lack of wetness. "I thought I was going to have to get soaked again just as I was starting to dry off!"



"Don't you know the Matter-Suspending Arcana, Ptolema?" Ran asked. 



"Well, yeah, but only for like, stopping bleeding and holding stuff like muscle tissue apart," she said. "I couldn't do the math for something like this on the spot. You're amazing, Su."



"It's not really that difficult," I said, secretly thrilled. I loved compliments, even when they came from the Ptolemas of the world. "I only had to learn it once. Then I just adjust the values by a simple metric based on the angle and severity of the downpour."



"Could you stop the wind, too?"



I shook my head. "To do that, it'd have to encircle us completely. And then if anyone got too close, their resistances would break the enchantment."



"Aww."



"We should set off," Ran said, looking at the clock on her logic engine. "If this ends up taking a while, we're going to be cutting it close already."



"Alright," I said, nodding.



We put up our veils (Ptolema's, unlike ours, was a deep green shade that sort of matched her outfit) and set off out of the alley. Since we'd been standing in one spot for a while, there was a loud thunk behind us as the built-up rainwater fell to the pavestones.



The coordinator's office was also not far from the academy, but unfortunately it was "not far" in the opposite direction to which we'd originally traveled to get to the cafe. We headed back down the boulevard, past one of the largest grocery distribution houses in the city, and down a set of steps to a lower level of the district, which leaned more residential. Tall, four-to-six story townhouses with tiled rooftops dominated, with the occasional towering apartment building reaching twenty or more. The streets here were filled with plant life to the point they were half way to being gardens, flanking us on both sides with abundant purple and white floral displays, and tall trees on the brink of flowering for the spring.



It was in weather like this that these sorts of planning choices, which had become extremely popular in the modern age as the hyper-conservative styles of the pre-alliance and fundamentalist era finally faded away, started to become problematic. Despite being separated from the walking area by little stone barriers about a quarter of a foot tall, mud had begun to spill over and through the cracks on to the street.



That was the risk of making things pretty rather than practical. It only worked so long as the rest of the world stayed compliant.



Some people were gawking at us a bit on account of the unconventional barrier I'd put up. Enchantments to physically shield people from rain in a fashion akin to a glorified umbrella were common enough, but this was a bit rarer. It was making me sort of regret it. I didn't like being stared at. I struck up a frivolous conversation to distract myself.



"Hey, Ran," I said, looking to her. 



"Mm?"



"You know, you never really gave your opinion, back when we were talking after the conference."



She looked confused. "About what?"



"Immortality."



"Oh, right, that." She seemed disinterested, speaking flatly. "I think people dying is great. I'm absolutely in favour of it."



"Hey, come on," I said, "be serious."



"I am being serious," she said, in a fashion so deadpan you could almost believe it. "If everyone died, it would be a massive improvement for the world right now."



"What are you guys talking about?" Ptolema interjected.



"She's talking about the pursuit of living forever," Ran said, now facing forward again. She jerked her thumb in my direction. "After Kam's creepy speech, the two of them were arguing about it."

"Oh!" She said, nodding. "I didn't think it was creepy. I don't even really think about stuff like that, and it was kind of getting me pumped up."



"I feel like you're kind of easily swayed by people being passionate," I said.



"Hell yeah!" She grinned. "If someone cares about something that much, well, it's gotta be worth something, right?"



That's certainly one way to think of it, I thought to myself. 



"What's your opinion, Ptolema?" Ran asked, seemingly wanting to make someone other than herself the focus of the questioning. "You think people should live forever?"



She considered this for a little while, crossing her arms and looking pensive. "Weeeeellll, I guess it would be hard for everyone to live forever, right? I mean, there's only so much space in the Remaining World."



"That issue came up in our conversation," I said, nodding.



"But it'd be great if people could live another few hundred years, at least. Or if people didn't start getting all weird-looking and crusty when they were past 400, and could stay healthy right up until the end. That'd be a big improvement."



"Getting 'old and crusty' is what kills you, though," I said, echoing a sentiment Kam had expressed in our conversation earlier. "If you got rid of that, what would kill people?"



"Huh." This seemed to throw her off for a moment, and she scratched at her head. "I guess I didn't really think of it that way. ...Maybe the best thing would be to get to where we can keep people young and healthy to 1000, and then we made it the law so, when you get that old, that's when you have to die?"



I furrowed my brow. "Wouldn't that be, uh, murder?"



"No way!" She said, shaking her head. "It'd be totally fair! They could do it in a painless way, so nobody has to suffer before the end like it is right now. So everyone gets 1000 years of good life, and then they have to step aside for the next generation. That'd be fine, wouldn't it?"



"Why 1000?" Ran asked.



"It's a clean number," she explained. "Feels fairer than something random, like 1032 years."



"Guess you've got me there," she replied flatly.



"How would you kill them, exactly?" I asked.



"I dunno," Ptolema said, shrugging. "I guess it would be the best to let 'em pick? They could do something romantic like jumping off a cliff in a pretty place, or something simple like being killed with the Life-Ending Arcana in their sleep. There's a lot of okay options, right?"



I stared at Ptolema curiously. It was in moments like this that I really did wonder to what extent she was self-aware about some of the stuff she said, and secretly messing with people. There had to be some of that, for certain, but just how far did it go?



"Let's test this idea," I said, switching to my Serious Devil's Advocate voice. "Say you have someone who is an amazing arcanist or scholar, one of the best in the world. And for their whole life, they've been producing innovations that have done tremendous good for humanity, in a way that's objectively quantifiable and not controversial. Them being around observably makes the world a better place."



"Okay," she said, nodding.



"Now, that person lives for a thousand years, and sure enough, their day comes up. Would you kill them, to more than likely make room for somebody merely average? Just to reduce tiny bit of strain on the world's resources?"



I could see that I had delivered an intellectual hammer-blow with this argument. Her face contorted, her lip curling downwards as she re-calibrated her perspective. "Hmm, that's a good point. I guess it wouldn't be right to do that." She thought for a few moments, and then her eyes brightened, an idea coming to her. "What if we had a rating system?"



"A rating system...?"

"Yeah," she said, nodding. "For people. So, you know, every time you did something really good, you'd get some points, and every time you did something really bad, you'd lose some points. And those points would determine how many years you get in total. That way, the really good people could stick around doing good forever, and the bad people dying sooner would make up for it."



"Wow," I said, my eyes widening. "That's, uh."



"You ever thought about writing dystopian fiction, Ptolema?" Ran asked, impassively.



I cracked up a bit, snorted, and giggled for a few moments.



"Hey, quit ganging up on me," she protested, frowning. "I'm not gonna answer questions if you're just gonna treat me like I'm an idiot."



"S-Sorry, Ptolema," I said, calming myself down. "I'm not trying to be mean. It does, uh, sound kind of a dreadful idea, though."



"Well, it's not like I'm an expert, you know?" she said, looking at me with a dejected expression. "I became a healer because I wanted to help people, and I do. But this big stuff kinda goes over my head. I didn't even want to go to this conclave thing when they told us all about it."



"That's fair," I said. 



"Besides," she said, "It'd still be better then nature, right? Than how people die at the moment. That's just totally random."



"Yeah," I said, and after thinking about it for a few moments, admitted more sincerely, "I suppose it would."



We walked for a few more minutes before we arrived. The coordinator's office was actually really close to the academy, as the crow flies - you could actually see the structure and the protrusion of the hillside on which it was built almost directly overhead. However, because of the awkwardness of the terrain and the dreadful, ancient street planning that dominated the city center, you had to go around the long way.



...well, I say that, but you could levitate down with the Power, obviously. Most of the time I didn't want to risk the fine, though.



The building itself was much like the others in the area - a thin, three-story residential property constructed largely of light-colored stone, with a blue tiled roof, compressed tightly alongside many others. Nothing marked it as an office, and indeed, only the first floor was an office. The second floor was where the coordinator lived excepting some weekends and when the academy was closed, and the third was a private lodging he rented out to some students. The academy had no dormitories - the neighborhood had already been too densely packed when they'd built it about a century ago - so most of the full-time students who didn't have a residence elsewhere in the city lived in this area, their accommodation offered as part of a support programme.



None of the three of us here used it, though. Me and Ptolema because we were bougie snobs who didn't need it, and Ran preferred to save herself debt and just take a longer trip. She'd always been an early riser.



I muttered the words to terminate the shielding effect as we stepped up to the door, and then knocked on the metallic handle.



"I really hope this is quick," Ran said, quietly. "We need to be back up at the academy and setting off in less than an hour."



"Uhh, he didn't make it sound like it'd be too bad," Ptolema said.



"We'll see," she replied skeptically.



We waited for a few moments, and then the door creaked open. However, the person who answered was not who I'd anticipated.



Standing in the doorway was a tall, wide-shouldered young man with a lean figure. He had a dark brown complexion, and kinky black hair that was somewhat messy and unkempt, having grown to about hit ears without much in the way of human intervention. He had strong features, a tall face, and was dressed in a white tunic and dark blue longskirt with an intricate design at the hem, with a scepter strapped to his belt.



Wearing it so openly was a bit of a taboo breach. But then, for him, it was pretty tame.



As soon as he saw us, he smirked. "Heheh, what's this? Who could these three girls with such impeccable fashion sense be, I wonder?"



"Ugh, don't be weird, Seth," Ptolema complained, pulling her veil up. Ran and I followed her cue, doing the same. 



"Aw, c'mon, I'm just messing around," he said. "The old man said you'd be showing up, so I figured I'd save him the trouble of getting up and let you in."



"What are you even doing here?" she asked, as she stepped into the hallway. I followed. The office was a very cramped environment - lots of shelves packed with documents, files, and tomes of all sorts, and with less lighting than was ideal. It created a somewhat claustrophic atmosphere.



"Guy asked me to come in and fill in some blanks on my files," he explained, his tone friendly. "Guess I'm such a screw-up the archivists can't even be bothered to keep my paperwork straight, huh?"



"I bet you messed something up when you filled them in to begin with," Ptolema said, 



"You're cold, Ema," he said with a chuckle, then turned in our direction. "Nice to see you, Ran, Su! You're both looking nice for our 'big day'." There was some amount of sarcasm in the last two words.



"Uh, thanks," I said, brushing some hair out of my eyes.



This guy was another person from our class, if you haven't guessed as much already. His name was Seth of Ikkuret. Of all my classmates, I probably knew him the least - like Ptolema, we were kind of polar opposites in terms of demeanour and interests... Except Ptolema was a girl, so we at least had something in common. So, honestly, I don't have all that much to say about him. He was a hard person to pin down; kind of both a class leader type and a class clown at the same time, though he often clashed with Kam for the former role. (She aggressively disliked him, incidentally, and would often only refer to him with phrases like "that oafish idiot" or "that relentless pain in my ass" when he wasn't around.)



One trait of his that I did dislike was that he would often praise people for their looks, which was the one kind of compliment I didn't especially care for. 



He was one of the two Biomancers in the class; the most conventional of the healing disciplines. The term "Biomancy" is essentially self-explanatory, but like any style of arcana that gets popular, it had splintered into numerous schools. I'll explain in more detail when I can compare him directly to the other biomancer in our class, but the short version is that his school was the less gross one.



"Where's the coordinator?" Ran asked, also unimpressed by the compliment.



"Down here, miss Hoa-Trinh," came a cool, elderly voice from several doors down. 



Seth grinned. "Guess that answers that, huh?" 



We headed down the corridor, to the room I knew from past experience was the study-slash-archive-slash-mountain of books in which the coordinator usually resided. Ran knocked, even there was probably no point, because she wasn't the type to take chances when it came to authority figures.



"Come," he said.



We stepped into the chamber. 



Describing the office is a bit difficult, because I'm not quite sure whether the word 'organized' or 'disorganized' is, strictly speaking, more appropriate. Nothing was out of place, per se, but when you reach a particular singularity of sheer stuff in a given room, it becomes impossible to think of it as wholly tidy. The whole house was filled with books, but here, it was everywhere. Tomes filled the shelves, and then the floor beside those shelves. Chests upon chests of paperwork were piled high in all corners. And the smell of dust and and parchment was overbearing-- And parchment isn't even supposed to smell of anything.



At the back end, at his desk by the windowside, was class coordinator Nindar of Inadu, now turning to face us in his heavy leather seat. He was a short, Ysaran man with typically light brown skin, with slumped shoulders, a bald head, and a visibly aged, weathered face, pointed and sharp. He was dressed in black robes.



"Miss Rheeds," he said, looking to Ptolema. "Thank you for your assistance."



"No problem, sir!" she replied, looking pleased with herself.



"However," he continued, his tone inquisitive, "While I will not send you away, I'm not sure why I have the pleasure of your company for a second time?"



Ptolema blinked for a moment.



"Oh! Oh," she said. "...I didn't have to come back here, did I? I could have just delivered the message and, uh, gone off to do whatever."



"That was implicit, I thought." he said, with a very slight smile.



"Oh geez. Now I feel kinda dumb." She scratched at the back of her head. "I guess I oughta just leave, huh?"



"Hey, Ptolema," Seth said, looking to her. "I'm basically done here, too. You wanna leave these two to do whatever they're doing, and go grab something quick to eat? Then we can head straight to our meet-up points after that."



Ptolema snorted, crossing her arms. "Why'd I wanna eat lunch with a creepo like you, huh?"



"'Creepo'?" he said, with a smirk. "Your attacks become crueler and more esoteric by the day, my lady."



"I'm gonna make your face esoteric," she warned, "if you don't stop callin' me weird stuff like 'my lady'. Creepo."



He snorted, breaking out into soft laughter.



Despite how this dynamic might come across to you, Ptolema and Seth were actually pretty close friends, so far as I could tell. They spent time together often for one reason or another, both for reasons related to the academy and not. I sometimes suspected that they could be dating, though every time it started to seem likely, something would happen or there'd be a piece of evidence that completely contradicted the idea.



Though, I wasn't very good with picking up that kind of thing regardless, so take it with a grain of salt.



"Fiiiiine," she said, rolling her eyes. "I guess I could eat a bit..."



"Great!" Seth said, perking up. He looked over to the coordinator. "This is alright, isn't it, professor?"



"Yes, it's fine," he said, starting to look a little impatient with the goofing around. "Go."



"Alright! Let's go, Ptolema." 



"Yeah, yeah." She turned to us. "See you in a couple hours, you guys!"



"See you," I said.



"Bye," Ran said, more bluntly. After the two of them left back out the door, I noticed that for some reason, she seemed a little dejected, looking towards the ground. 



However, Nindar left little time for me to say something to her, speaking up almost as soon as the thump of the front door closing ran down the hallway. "I apologize for summoning you both here at the eleventh hour, so to speak. I understand that it is probably very inconvenient, and was due to my own negligence in not getting matters in order sooner."



I was surprised. It was rare to hear a personally-invested remark from the coordinator at all, let alone an apology. 



"Uh, it's fine." I said. 



Ran said nothing at all. Something odd was definitely going on. I looked at her, and her face was tense, and a little worried.



"If you don't mind, I'd like to speak with both of you privately. It should not take long - no more than a few minutes each." He turned towards me. His motions were, as always, stiff. Almost mechanical, after a fashion. "Miss Fusai. The matter I wanted to discuss with you is more pressing, so I think it would be better if you were to go first."



I furrowed my brow, puzzled. "What's going on, professor?"



"Ran," he said, turning to her for a moment "In the front room, at the table next to the fireplace, I have your personal files. While I'm speaking with miss Fusai, I'd like you to review them quickly and make sure that everything is correct."



There was something odd in his tone. Something suggestive, almost.



"Yes, sir." She lowered her head for a moment, then stepped out of the room. I glanced at her and saw, for just a moment, a troubled, tired look on her face. 



I furrowed my brow, worried.



"Have a seat, miss Fusai," he said, extending a hand to a wooden chair, adjacent to his desk.



"Uh, sure."



I headed over to it, then lowered myself down to the seat. Nindar regarded me with a firm, unflinching look.



You're probably wondering about the title of 'class coordinator'. which isn't exactly normal, compared to something like 'teacher" or 'professor' - though, as you've already seen, he was a professor and we did sometimes use the title. But that wasn't his role when it came to our group.



Because we were all prodigies - supposedly among the best in the world for our age - and already deep into adult-level in terms of skill if not qualification, we didn't need someone in an educator role to manage our class, but we still needed someone who would administer our affairs, lessons, testing, and the timing and nature of our projects. Nindar, a veteran member of the staff, had been appointed to that role when the class had been created a couple of decades ago. He'd managed all of five groups of exemplary disciples that had preceded ours.



And he filled the role well; almost harrowingly well. He was never late, he seemingly never made errors in our assignments, and was capable of pulling strings in the academy for our projects expertly. He'd arranged for me to have access to tomes of arcana that most students would likely never see on multiple occasions.



Not that I knew anything about him as a person. These were just facts.



He also held the de-facto position of academy archivist - one he'd possessed even before the reopening following the bombing. He'd supposedly been in the position for literal centuries, being among the eldest of the staff and perhaps the eldest continually serving.



Up close, with my glasses off, I could see how old he really looked. The hard lines and markings on his face, the sagging under his bloodshot eyes.



It was a rare sight, in the modern age.



"You're, uh," I hesitated, smiling awkwardly. "A-All of this is making me kind of nervous, sir."



He looked at me for a few more moments. Then, he sighed, allowing the tension to leave him somewhat. "My apologies," he said. "It is not my intention to intimidate you, Utsushikome."



"It's alright," I said.



"The stress of the day is getting to me, I fear. Not four hours ago, I was tearing myself apart with worry that something would go amiss with the presentation."



I made an attempt at a reassuring smile. "I thought it went fine, sir."



"Mm, more or less," he conceded, nodding. "Mercifully. But yes-- Two hours ago, I learned of something pertaining to your trip to the conclave. I believed it was important for you to know, before you set off.



"Pertaining to me?"



"Pertaining to you," he said, "and to your grandfather."
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My throat felt a little dry, all of a sudden.



Earlier, I mentioned that it was obvious to anyone who cared to look that the order's decision to extend an invitation to our class was motivated, in part, by nepotism. And that much of the line the academy was pushing about it being a testament to our skills and their reputation as an institution of education was kind of horseshit.



I was no exception to this. And before you call me a hypocrite, I bid you to recall that I didn't actually condemn it.

"What about him?" I asked, furrowing my brow.



"Before that, a question," he said. "Exactly how much do you know about the circumstances of your grandfather's departure from the organization, miss Fusai?"



"Uh, not really anything," I said. "I thought I told you when the idea was first being fielded. I've only ever met him a handful of times in my whole life." I rubbed my neck, looking away for a moment. "I heard that there was some kind of internal controversy? That he disagreed with the other conclave members, and they sort of... Politely asked him to leave, or something."



"That's all you know?"



"Yes," I said. I held my hands together tightly, fidgeting. "That's all."



He looked at me for a moments, then nodded as well, turning his gaze downward. "That is unfortunate," he said. "I was hoping you could help piece a few details together. Still, you should hear this. But keep in mind that it is fresh news, so much of it remains uncertain."



"Okay," I said, feeling tense.



"Word has reached me of a development in the ranks of the order," he explained. "Supposedly, a faction of the membership that is nostalgic for your grandfather's involvement in some respect has been clashing with a faction that is... Not."



I hesitated.



"Two days ago, there was a meeting when the inner circle of the order arrived at their sanctuary, that was intended to resolve the matter," he went on. "The group that remembered your grandfather fondly--"



"Hold on a second," I said, holding up a hand. "How do you even know about this? What did you mean by 'word has reached me'?"



He opened his mouth as if to answer, then hesitated, shutting it for a moment and looking thoughtful. "Without saying too much," he eventually said, "I have close connections to many of the academy staff and associates by virtue of my position. One of them happens to be a minor member of the order - privy to some details, but not the most intimate. However, they did not make their identity public along with the inner circle members."



I nodded slowly, understanding. Though the order had unmasked itself in a general capacity, much of their membership had still decided against giving up their privacy. This sort of wariness was common for a lot of things that had previously been illegal, before the revolution. A lot of people still had a fear in the back of their minds that the fundamentalists would reassert control, and punish anyone who had played while the cat was away, so to speak. It was part of the reason that non-organic prosthetics, which were another thing heavily restricted by the Biological Continuity Oath, remained unpopular.



"Why did you never mention this before?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. "When we were planning for all of this?"



"Even telling you this much compromises their identity to an extent. Now that you know this much, there are only so many potential suspects." Something in his tone was reluctant. "However, if it is just the two of us, bringing it up probably does no harm."



I tightened my lips just a little bit. Something about that explanation seemed off, but it didn't feel worth making a fuss over.



"As I was saying," he went on, "The group that remembered your grandfather fondly was proposing the idea of offering you some sort of... Permanent ceremonial role, or honorary apprenticeship, within the organization."



I blinked. "What, really?"



"Really," he affirmed.



"Why? It's not like we had a connection," I said. "He never even talked to me about his work, let alone anything secretive."



"I obviously cannot speak with any authority on the matter, but I will say that long-running tensions in close knit groups can lead to peculiar patterns of thinking emerging as the culture becomes more self-invested and incestual," he said, his eyes narrow. "I would suspect that, despite the lack of a meaningful connection, your relation combined with the fact that you are also a practitioner of arcane healing has caused you to be symbolically linked with your grandfather, and that bringing you on board has become conceived as something of an act of posthumous apology to him. Indeed, this likely formed a facet of the motive for extending this olive branch to our academy in the first place."



I rubbed my eyes. "This is silly. I didn't want something like this to happen. I don't even really care about their work."



"Be that as it may, it was proposed." A frown formed on his face. "However, this meeting apparently failed to form a consensus. The vote ultimately ruled in favor of extending this offer to you, but only by a narrow margin, with the remainder strongly opposed."



"So people are angry about it?" My tone had become flat and tired. I really loathed things like this, where I had to navigate people's stupid egos.



"I wouldn't go as far as to say 'angry', but it is perhaps a point of frustration," he said. "What I expect will happen during your visit is that the invitation will be extended to you, but you also experience some degree of hostility from some members of the group. It's possible that there will be an attempt to jeopardize your initiation should you accept--"



"That won't be an issue," I interjected, crossing my arms and looking to the side. "I don't have any intention of accepting."



The coordinator looked a little surprised at my words. "You don't...?"



"No. Like I said, I'm not particularly interested in their work, and I don't have some special sentiment to it because it's connected to my family. To be honest, I don't even really like being allowed to go to this thing if it's really just to do with my grandfather."



"You don't care that you'd be missing out on an opportunity for tremendous advancement within the academic community? Connections with the conclave would open tremendous doors for you in your career."



"I don't care about that," I said, my voice quiet. "I'd rather not be dependent on a group like that, anyway."



The coordinator stared at me for a moment, his brow furrowed in thought.



"...sir?"



"I am very puzzled by your attitude," he eventually said, "but if you are sincere, then this is a relief. It means that I was worried for nothing."



"What were you going to say?" I said, confused.



"I was going to tell you that this tension could potentially jeopardize the academy's relationship with the conclave, since it might either get us caught up in the politics of the group, or else cause a fiasco during the event itself, and I was going to tell you to navigate the situation carefully or defer accepting until after the event is over in order to avoid trouble," he explained. I could hear the relief in his voice. "However... If you have no intention of accepting at all, then evidently it won't be a problem." 



"Good," I said, nodding a little stiffly. "That's good."



"Mm," he said, and nodded as well. "...are you alright, miss Fusai?"



"Huh? Oh-- Yea-Yes, I'm fine," I said, bringing gaze back up.



"You seem surprisingly perturbed by all this," he said. "Has something I've told you unsettled you?"



"I..." 



I thought about exactly how much I should say in that moment. It was a stupid thought to even have, really - he was the last person I wanted to confide anything personal in. And it was all so complicated that even approaching the possibility was difficult.



Eventually, I settled on an answer of 'not much'. "I was just hoping there wouldn't be any complications to all this, that's all. This sort of thing is, uh..." I pushed some hair away from my eyes. "It's not really my forte, sir. I'm not really looking forward to it."



"Really," he said. "I'd thought everyone in the class was quite excited."



"I think everyone else is. But, well, you know me. I don't really enjoy these kinds of big events, with all this fuss... It'd be one thing if we were just going to discuss scholarship, but, well, having to navigate a bunch of renowned people projecting their feelings about someone else onto me, someone who I've barely even met, uh, well..." I smiled stiffly, letting out a breath of awkward laughter. "It's all a little uncomfortable, I suppose..."



Again, he stared at me thoughtfully for a few moments, slowly moving his clasped hands up to his mouth. This time, however, he stood up, and walked over to a different table on the other side of the room.



"Uh," I said, "what are you doing?"



"I'm going to offer you a small gift, miss Fusai, since you've taken a load off of my mind with your answer." He opened a drawer, and methodically searched through a few compartments. "Or perhaps a gift is the wrong word. Think of it as something more akin to a textbook, if you prefer."



"A-hah... Does that mean there's going to be a test?" I asked, because my sense of humor only emerges from hibernation during the most inappropriate moments of already awkward conversations. 



"No," he said. "Though now that I know your attitude, it sounds like you will be considering this entire weekend a test of a sort. Ah, here we are."



From the inside of the desk, he withdrew a small, brown leather notebook. The material looked worn - it had to have been quite old, but appeared well-taken care of in spite of that.



"I believe that it came up in the class at one point some time ago that I was also once a student of this academy, many years ago," he said.



"I think I remember that."



"It is somewhat of embarrassing confession to make now, but during those years, I was actually somewhat of an enthusiast of the Order of the Universal Panacea. At the time, their writings were still taboo and difficult to obtain for people without influence such as myself, but I would still labor to do so with regularity."



­­That was a bit of a surprise. He'd never mentioned this earlier, either. 



And it was a very strange turn either way - I couldn't remember a time I'd ever seen the coordinator open up about anything remotely personal.



"Of course, in those days, the order's members published their work under pseudonyms. Nevertheless, with the passage of enough time, scholars who followed their work with enough regularity began to observe the traits of each contributor - their apparent areas of interest, their workflow and general contribution to the group, even the quirks in their writing. From this, enthusiasts were able to infer quite a lot about the writers, their work, and details of their personalities and traits."



"Putting it in those terms almost makes it sound like they were being stalked."



A small smirk came to his face. "Yes, I suppose you could put it that way. But we were young, and perceived our interest as only in fun... As the young do of most things, serious or otherwise." He walked back over to sit beside me.



"This," he continued, holding up the book, "represents my much, much younger self's modest contribution to those questionable labors, as well as information on their published work, and some of my own general notes about the organization and their practices. I'd like you to hold on to it, for me." 



I looked down at the book, and then back up to him. "I'm not sure I'm following you, sir. What for?"



"As a teacher, and specifically a teacher of the arcane arts, one learns that there are two types of students," he explained. "Those who work best thinking intuitively and dynamically on the spot - who is better served by inspiring their passions then anything else - and those who are methodical, and prefer to prepare and amass foreknowledge to meet their challenges. Of all the students I have known, you perhaps fit most firmly into the second category, miss Fusai."



I furrowed my brow. "You're saying I should use this to study the conclave participants?"



"Perhaps it is presumptuous of me, but if you are fretful about meeting these people, then I think it might help you to have a little more foreknowledge," he said, "even if it is somewhat old information, and much of it more inference than fact. All of the members from that time who still live remain connected to their original aliases, so you should easily be able to identity who is who. And if it is not helpful... Well, perhaps it will still make for some entertaining and topical reading."



I hesitated for a moment, looking over the notebook. I idly flipped through the pages, which were filled with carefully written notes, and even a handful of illustrations.



"You're sure you're comfortable with me having something this personal?"



He scoffed. "It was written by a version of myself from so long ago that I'm not sure it can be considered truly 'personal' any longer, but yes, it is fine. I know you are not one to gossip or misplace things easily, miss Fusai. 



I didn't feel like I quite understand where this gesture was coming from, but turning him down would obviously be inappropriate, so I nodded and took it from his hands. 



"It's very kind of you, sir," I said. "I'll make sure to return it to you after the weekend."



"Very good," he said. "Now, then. Time is short, so I'm afraid we cannot linger overlong on this moment. Would you mind sending in miss Hoa-Trinh for me, if she's finished?"



"Of course," I said, standing. "Thank you for your time, sir."



I headed for the doorway to the room.



"Miss Fusai," he said, as I was about to touch the handle. 



I turned, and saw that his more more standard, more severe expression had returned. 



"Even beyond these concerns personal to you, there are many things that have the potential to go amiss with this event. Like in your case, the members of the order have their own objectives for this beyond cooperation with the academy, and have no pressing reason to care about anything that may embarrass us."



"I'm sure you don't need to be reminded," he continued, "but the exemplary acolytes class was created as one of the many programs intended to foster goodwill between the members of the Grand Alliance after the civil dispute. It is the foremost symbol of the academy's reinvention as an international enterprise, and of its dedication to fostering peace. If there were to be a scandal involving it, it would be a disaster for our reputation."



"Yes, professor."



"As a senior member of our class," he said, "and likely the most conscientious among that group, I am trusting you to do your best to ensure that does not happen. Do you understand?"



I nodded. "Uh, yes. I understand."



"Good." He nodded firmly. "Well, then. Do your best to to have a pleasant weekend."



I stepped out through the door, heading down the hall to the front room. It was a little more spacious than the study - though there were still several shelves with books, the room also contained a simple sofa and a tea table, and was decorated in a bit more of a lively way. Ran was, as she'd been instructed, working at the table next to the fireplace, looking through some papers. 



"So, what'd he want?" she asked, without looking up. 



"Not much," I said, moving over to her. "Apparently some of the order want to give me an honorary position because of my grandfather, so he wanted to make sure it didn't cause a fuss. But then I told him I wasn't interested, and that I wasn't even really looking forward to being there for the weekend. After that, he calmed down."



She nodded. "How much did you have to lie?"



If that wasn't a question you could only hear from an old friend, then nothing was.



"Uh, not too much. Oh, he also gave me this." I held out the book, which she glanced at. "Apparently he used to follow the order's work when he was younger. It's full of his notes. Did you know about that?"



"About what?" 



"About him having been some sort of enthusiast for them. I thought it was funny that he never brought it up before, but I thought he might've, to you. Since you're sort of his assistant."



She snorted. "He doesn't tell me anything special." She turned her head, looking to me. "Why'd he give it to you?"



"He said he thought it might help me navigate dealing with the conclave members." I smiled weakly. "I don't know if I see it, though."



"You gonna read it?"



"Maybe," I said, and peered down at the files. "Are you finished? He asked me to tell you to come in if you are."



"I'm nearly done. Just had to correct a few mistakes." She let out something half-way to a laugh, a smirk coming briefly to her face.



"What's funny?" I asked, curious.



"Nothing," she said. "Just had a weird thought." She looked up to me. "Su, why don't you go and head to the meeting point now, instead of waiting up for me? I'll probably be here for a little while longer, and I know you get neurotic about having to rush to things at the last moment."



My brows raised. "Are you sure...? I don't want to end up leaving you behind."



"If I don't show up, you don't have to go," she said, picking up on the fact that the real message I had just attempted to convey was 'I don't want to do it if you're not there'. "But it'll be fine. Hell, it's more likely I'll be late if I have to worry about you fussing."



"If you're sure," I said, scratching the side of my head. "I'll see you in about an hour, then?"



"Yeah," she said. "Try not to worry yourself too much."



"I'll do my best. Uh, do you know where the kitchen is?" I gestured towards the door. "I want to get a glass of water on my way out."



"Right at the end of the hall, door on the left," she said, going back to her work.



"Alright." I nodded. "See you soon, then."

"Stay strong, Su," she said quietly, as I was leaving.

I didn't reply.

I stepped back into the hallway, and followed her directions to the kitchen. The room in question, while pretty small, felt spacious compared to the rest because it was so bare and sterile. Even the coordinator could presumably tell that dining and reading didn't mix. I headed up to the sink, which overlooked a small, gated garden at the rear of the property, and poured myself a glass of water.



It was a little difficult. My hands were shaking slightly, and had been since early in the conversation with him. But I'd become used to being subtle about that sort of thing a lot time ago. For all my weakness, I wasn't completely hopeless at least appearing like a functional person.



I reached into my bag and withdrew a small tincture of colorless liquid. I held it over the glass of water, then let two drops fall, before putting to away once again.



I stared at the liquid for a moment, then drank it all in one go.

Then I looked up, at the window behind the sink. I saw my reflection, and stared.

At my small, rounded, freckled face. My tired looking eyes, with oval glasses. My long, fluffy black hair, tied childishly into a pair of braids that I maintained only out of an unwillingness to break any habit.

At first, I felt a warm feeling. But then I shivered - just slightly.

It's not too late, I thought to myself. You can still give up and go home, if you want.

Quit the course. Move somewhere else. Do anything you want with your life...

I laughed to myself, knowing how untrue this was, even though I was saying it to myself. Then, I looked downward, and withdrew a sheet of paper folded up in my pocket.

Taking off my glasses, I read the small, neat handwriting on it for what must have been the tenth time.

 

Su,

I apologize if it's inappropriate for me to send you a letter after all these years, and hypocritical of me, since I told you it would be for the best for you for I not to speak after our talks finished.

At the risk of sounding like a busybody, I've been following the beginnings your career intermittently over the past few years. Word reached me yesterday morning about the invitation your class received from the Order of the Universal Panacea from an old friend of your grandfather and I.

I don't know if you will still care, or if you have grown content in one way or another and this knowledge will be of no value to you. But you should know that that the order currently has in its care a patron named Samium of Ur-Ysar, whom I believe I mentioned to you back when we spoke. Though you expressed a desire to seek him out, I told you that he'd withdrawn from public life so completely that he would be almost impossible to find. However, it would seem that circumstances have changed.



On the off chance you have forgotten, your grandfather and him were very, very close, far more so than he and I ever were. They were friends since their youth, and it was often said that he was his closest confidant. He was also, in his day, arguably among the world's foremost authorities on Egomancy. I'm sure I don't need to say too much.



I can make no guarantees. But if there is anyone in the world who might know what happened to you, the specifics of your grandfather's involvement, and if anything could be done, it would be him. However, I understand that his health is in a grave state, and the members of the order are struggling to keep him alive even with their considerable talents. So this may be the last chance you have.



To be frank, I was uncertain about sending this letter. If I were to offer my own perspective, it would be unchanged from what I told you back then: That it would be better for you to let this go. But in the end, I decided that it wasn't my right to make that decision for you.

I wish you best, regardless of what you decide to.

Once again, I'm sorry for everything.

Yours,

Autonoe of Koranthia



I looked back upwards, and unfocused my eyes, so I was only staring out the window. I stood there like that for about a minute, in total.

Then I folded it up, and walked away.
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There was a reprieve in the rain, though it didn't make much difference to me, as the area was sheltered. I was seated on a bench, eyes glazing over at the view. My braids, veil, and the fabric of my stola wafted back and forth in the wind.

For whatever reason, the conclave had instructed the class to split into two groups and travel separately, presumably because it would make our party less conspicuous and likely to be identified. Additionally, someone in the planning process had made the peculiarly conservative decision to split us based on gender, which had felt kind of stupid to me, since it had ended up making our group the notably bigger of the two.

We numbered five so far, all lingering around the communal park that we'd designated our meeting point. Myself, Ran - who had only arrived 10 minutes later than me in the end - Kam, Ptolema, and finally Ophelia, who I'll come back to in a minute. All of us had luggage with us of varying size. I was in the middle ground, with a shoulderbag and a medium-sized trunk, while the others spanned the range from Ptolema, who appeared to have only brought a half-filled rucksack, to Kam, who looked like she was moving house. A small floating platform with its own eris chamber followed her with about six or seven suitcases, bags, and trunks. For a weekend, it was obscene.

Some of the others were chatting amongst themselves, while I was trying to enjoy this last moment of calm. I wasn't much of a fan of group travel; it felt like an assault on the senses.

Between the hills, the cliffs, and the outright mountains at the rear, Old Yru was a bad city to live in if you had a distaste for heights. In the old districts, far from the sea, it was all too easy to take a wrong turn and suddenly find yourself facing a steep slope of several hundred meters, or worse, a sheer drop. In some neighborhoods, you couldn't even look out your window without being face-to-face with a fall that could easily smash your head into a dozen colorful pieces. On the other hand, if you didn't mind heights, it was beautiful.

Fortunately, I fell into the latter group. Mostly.

The Academy of Medicine and Healing had some tremendous vistas itself, but compared to this, it was small potatoes. We were at the highest point in the entire city now, to the degree that the air felt different; thinner, more raw. Beyond the fenced ridge a few feet in front of me, I could see everything. The hills, the towers and neighborhoods-built-on-towers, the disorganized and messy layout of the old city giving way to the careful, mathematical grid of more recent centuries as it neared the coast. The Bay of Ysara and its ships, numbering probably in the thousands.

Of course, this would be nothing compared to the view I was going to see during the trip. In a way, though, it felt nicer like this. Where there was still a sense of tangibility to it.

"...probably didn't come because of something like this, if I had to bet. It'd be just like them to snub the whole affair based on a trifling detail," I heard Kamrusepa say, only half paying attention.

"I dunno," Ptolema said. "That doesn't really seem right to me."

"What, you think they'd complain?" She scoffed. "I can't imagine them deigning to lower themselves to the level."

"Not complain," Ptolema said. "But, y'know, I feel like they'd probably do something explosive instead? They would've done somethin' to show they didn't agree with the process, like gone to the opposite of whichever they got stuck on. Which I guess would have been with us..."

"They're not a wizard, Ptolema, despite what they might believe. I doubt they would have the ability to interfere in something the academy is keeping such a close hand on." She sounded vaguely amused. "So that's what you think? They'd be sent with us?"

"Well... Yeah."

"Why?"

Ptolema sounded audibly uncomfortable at this line of questioning, her tone hesitant. "Uh, well... Y'know, it's an old organization, and most of the members grew up centuries ago, so, uh..."

Kam clicked her tongue. "Let's get a third opinion. Hey, Su."

I blinked, turning in their direction. They were over by one of the trees towards the middle of the little park. Kam was perched up on the top of her luggage like it was some kind of throne, the arcane platform straining a little at the added weight, and Ptolema was leaning against it, craning her neck.

"Um," I said. "What?"

"We're talking about how the organizers would have handled Fang for this," she said, with a smirk. "In the alternate timeline where they weren't off shirking their obligations, that is to say."

I looked at the two of them for a moment, then turned back in the direction of the ridge. "I'm opting out of this conversation."

"Whaaat?" Kam said, drawing out the word in a disappointed fashion. "Come on, Su. Don't be a sourpuss."

"I'm not going to speculate about someone like this when they're not around," I said firmly. "It's uncomfortable, not to mention pretty mean-spirited."

"We're not speculating about them, we're speculating about the order by way of them. It's an intellectual exercise," she said. "And besides, it's Fang that we're talking about, here. If they were with us, they'd probably join in."

Kamrusepa was referring to our class's most academically acclaimed member, who wouldn't be joining the other ten of us on this excursion. They were distant in general from our group, having already earned enough recognition that they didn't really even need the help of the academy. Evidently, they felt they didn't really need to help of the order, either. Their decision to opt-out had actually caused something of a crisis early in the planning process.

We'd never found out why they'd decided not to go, though it wasn't exactly out of character.

"I don't--"

"And double besides," she continued, interjecting, "you gossip about people behind their back all the time. You hypocrite."

She's got you there.

"Well, this feels different," I said, frowning. "So I'd rather not."

"Tch," she said, rolling her eyes. (I couldn't actually see her rolling her eyes, but I'd known her long enough to feel confident.) "You get so delicate when it comes to any topic that dips its toes even a little bit outside of social convention."

I decided not to respond to that. Social convention was one of the areas where Kamrusepa could be, to be as charitable as possible, difficult.

"What about you, Ophelia?" Kam asked. Last I saw, the subject of her question had been on another bench, sitting quietly. "How would you speculate they would have handled it?"

"A-Ahh, how would they have, I wonder...?" she replied, in her gentle, girlish voice. "Well, if one considers the parties involved, its in everyone's interest for there not to be any fuss, so I would expect they would have simply asked them what they'd prefer? Or made alternate arrangement for them, or divided the groups differently..."

"That answer is entirely too sensible, Ophelia," Kam said, sternly. "It's in defiance of the spirit of the question."

"Ah, my apologies," she replied, her tone absurdly genuine. "I can try and come up with a funnier one, if you like...?"

I couldn't tell if she was being serious or not. But then, that was always kind of how it was, with her.

I hesitate to characterize people based on stereotypes, and especially questionable ones, but the easiest way to describe Ophelia - at least on a superficial level - was to say that she came incredibly close to embodying the feminine ideal. She was meek, soft spoken, and compassionate to seemingly everyone, no matter how much they were overtly insufferable; a eerily good representation of the image that pops into the average idiots head when you say the word 'healer'. You could easily picture her in some grim scene of yore, standing tall and with motherly grace amongst a crowd of misbegotten, filthy lepers, the energies of her hands performing miracles of the divine.

Her appearance lined up with this, too. She had blue eyes and long locks of near-straight, ash-blonde hair, tied back into a ponytail, defined but gentle features, and wore very conservative grey and white robes that covered everything except her face and the lower half of her hands. Often, she even had the hood raised. Even more so than Ptolema, I felt certain there had to be more to her than her persona. My mind couldn't accept that a person like this genuinely existed, and constantly concocted theories about her being some kind of secret serial killer. That was what girls like this were, right? Secret serial killers? I could swear I saw moments that seemed to point to the possibility.

She was also the second biomancer in our class that I alluded to earlier. Though biomancy was overgrown with schools, in the context of healing, one could broadly break it down into two approaches. The first was to heal via the manipulation of the body's biology directly; to compel the cells and tissue to behave the way you wanted it to rather than what it would do naturally. This was known as Assistive Biomancy, since it merely "assisted" the body.

The second, more aggressive school of thought was to instead heal through outside intervention, conjuring (or introducing, through arcane means) elements completely foreign to the body, and either replacing or manipulating the original. This was known as Interventionist Biomancy, or sometimes Alienist Biomancy, since it focused on... Well, alien objects. 



To give an example of the difference, if one were to use arcana to aid the body in repairing an organ, that would be Assistive Biomancy. If one were to replace that organ instead, that would be Alienist Biomancy. Seth followed the former school, which was popular in his homeland of Mekhi since the culture had just a naturalist bent, whereas Ophelia followed the latter.

You'll understand why I'm telling you all this later.

"Goodness gracious," Kam said to herself. "Fine, fine. I'll drop the topic, if you're all going to be so particular about it." She clapped her hands together. "So! Is everyone bristling with excitement? My stomach is all in knots, I have to confess. I can't believe that within a few hours, I'll be up close with some of the greatest minds in the entire field. There are so many things I can't wait to ask!"

"I'm bristling with something, I'm pretty sure," I said. "Not sure it's excitement, though."

"Isn't your old master going to be there, Su?" She asked me. "You're always bringing her up. You must been looking forward to that much, at least."

I made a humming noise. I was looking forward to that a bit, but I didn't want to get into it with her.

"It makes me feel kinda dumb to admit," Ptolema said, her tone a little embarrassed, "but more than anything, I'm actually really looking forward to going up the Aetherbridge."

"You've never ridden it before, Ptolema?" Kam asked. "With your family, I would have thought--"

"Nah, nah, I have. Just not since I was a little kid." She sighed a little bit. "When my mom died, I think it reminded my dad too much of her, so he stopped taking us. And since I've moved out on my own, it's just been school, school, school..."

"Mm, I understand," she replied, her tone turning somewhat sympathetic. "That makes sense."

"I've been looking forward to that a lot, too," Ophelia chimed in meekly. "I've wanted to see the Empyrean ever since I read about it as a child. It's such a wondrous thing to imagine you can go to see at all - that it's within the grasp of man's world."

"I wouldn't have taken you for much of an astronomer, Ophelia," I said. For some reason, the words came out sounding vaguely like an accusation. It felt like this always happened whenever I talked to her.

"Oh, no!" she said. "Nothing so grand! I just find it a romantic notion, that's all. Being able to stand in a place that people once saw as the house of the gods. It makes me feel lucky to have been born in this era, instead of a simpler age."

Ophelia also often had an odd way of wording things, like she hadn't become quite used to speaking in Ysaran yet. It was funny, since she'd lived in the area for as long as I had, so far as I was aware.

"What I'm getting from this," Kam said, "is that people are more excited about the trip than the destination itself. That seems a little concerning, I have to confess."

"I'm excited for the conclave too, of course," Ophelia said. "I've always wanted to ask master Zeno about his theories in Neuromancy Through The Gut. That was one of my favourite texts when I first became a student; it really dismantled a lot of ideas I had about biomancy. And I'd love to make some sort of contribution to their work." She smiled weakly. "Though, I'm not sure that will happen..."

"I'd be more into it if I wasn't so worried about my presentation," Ptolema said. "Kinda makes it feel like work, y'know?"

"Well, it rather is work," Kam said. "It's just work you ought to be excited about. Doesn't it thrill you that we're the first ever group of outsiders... Well, mostly outsiders, at least... To be invited to something like this? To have a chance to peek behind the curtain?"

She scratched the back of her head. "I guess so."

Kam made a vaguely disapproving noise at this response. "What about you, Ran? You're the other among us from a more modest background. You must share a little of my enthusiasm."

Ran didn't look up from her book. She was just about in my line of sight, sitting on top of her trunk. "I'm looking forward to seeing their library. I've heard they have old texts from before the fundamentalist era that you can't find anywhere else in the world, like Ubar's The 29 Forms of Programmed Senescence. I spent the better part of a month looking for a copy last year, and I could only find extracts."

"I thought they released everything that was confiscated after the reforms...?" Ophelia asked.

"That's the theory," Ran replied. She turned a page in her novel. "But most people who had anything really rare or valuable hid it, rather than giving it up. Then you have two centuries of books behind hid in cellars and under floorboards, passed around on black markets... Not much is going to get through all that."

"Hah, sounds like a testament to the stupidity of the era," Kam said. "A policy meant to enforce the Covenant more ends up breaking it even more. So much for 'I shall preserve knowledge in all forms,' hm?"

"Mm," Ran said, then narrowed her eyes, peering into the distance. "Heads up. Looks like our last two are here."

I turned again, looking in the direction she was facing.

Approaching down the park pathway were two figures. The first was a tall, somewhat tired looking woman with a heavier build than most our class, with a dark complexion and curly black hair tied back into a tight bun that was fraying a little bit at the edges. She had a wide, soft-featured face that was pretty, if a little forgettable and was dressed in a conservative, frilled dress coloured green and brown, with a few streaks of purple. Unlike most of the people who I've been describing so far, she wasn't an arcanist, so there was no scepter or bag for such anywhere on her body.

Who did have a scepter, however - strapped to her back, instead of the standard of the waist - was the other person with her, who was a young girl, clad in a colourful floral skirt and red tunic. And when I say young, I mean young.

In the modern era, once someone passed the age of 19, they looked pretty much the same for the next three and a half centuries or so until, in their late 300's, the first signs of difficult-to-treat geronic degradation would start to appear unless they specifically pursued cosmetic treatment. As a result, a taboo of a sort had emerged about asking people their specific age; most people identified themselves only by their "generation", in reference to the century of their birth. Though I knew that everyone in the exemplary acolytes class was young because it was a class specifically for gifted young people, other than Ran, Ptolema and Theodoros, I was pretty fuzzy on their specific ages, because we had all passed puberty and entered that nebulous period.

This girl, though, was obviously still in her early-to-mid teens. My guess would have been the back end of 13, if I had to put a number on it; puberty had got its talons on her, but hadn't yet dug them too deep into her flesh. She was short and very thin, with medium brown skin and slightly curly, brownish-black hair tied into a neat ponytail. Her facial features were round and puffy, but still small and immature.

This was Lilith of Eskhalon, and the other woman was her mother, who's name I was just about able to recall was Mehit.

Everyone in our class (even Ptolema, I had to presume) was considered, to some degree, a prodigy. We'd all of us been skipped ahead somewhat in both elementary and higher education, won some student awards, and generally made the lives of the adults tasked with schooling us difficult. Lilith, though, was a capital P child Prodigy in a truer sense of the word. Even at her age, she had an academic record to rival some of us. I'd heard she'd received her first diploma at age ten.

It was a little intimidating, to be honest.

The rest of us hadn't been allowed to invite any guests along with us to the conclave, but they'd made an exception for Lilith, since she was still just a child. If anything happened to her at the conclave without a parent, then it would presumably lead to trouble that a pseudo-clandestine organization like the order would strongly want to avoid.

I didn't really know anything about her mother. We'd only met twice. She seemed like a pleasant enough lady.

"I'm so sorry," the woman in question said, looking exasperated, her tone serious. "One of our bags got misplaced on the way, and there some accident on the tram line that slowed everything down--"

"It's quite alright, ma'am," Kam said, in the more mature, less playful tone that she reserved for when she was trying to play the serious class leader. She hopped down gracefully from her luggage chair, and glanced at her logic engine while approaching the new arrivals. "We're still in fine enough time."

"We haven't kept you all waiting?"

"A little bit," Kam admitted, "But we would have just ended up waiting indoors instead of out here anyway. Nothing to worry about."

The woman took a moment to calm down, then let out a sigh, rubbing her brow. "Thank goodness. You don't know how close I came to tearing myself to pieces with worry." She blinked, shaking her head. "Pardon me. I'm being terribly rude. We met this morning, you said your name was, mm, Kara, uhh--"

"Kam-ru-sepa," Kam said, smiling widely. "I forgot to say back then with all the fuss after the presentation, but it's lovely to finally meet you. Lilith talks about you all the time."

This was a complete fiction. I couldn't recall her ever even mentioning her.

I sort of wish she hadn't come, I found myself thinking. It always changes the atmosphere, when there's a non-arcanist.

Mehit gave a polite smile in return, still seeming a little tense. "She's a very good girl," she said. "I can't express how proud I am of her, for all this."

Despite being talked about, Lilith herself seemed completely disinterested in the exchange. Her gaze was focused an object in her right hand-- Her own logic engine, I could see after I adjusted my glasses. She had the casing open, and was picking at the inside of it with a disaffected expression.

"Shall I do a round of introductions?" Kam gestured her hand in the direction of our group. "I believe you met Utsushikome, our Thanatomancer, and Ran, our Diviner, this morning? And these two are Ophelia, one of our Biomancers, and Ptolema, our class surgeon."

"Uh, hi," Ptolema said.

"Hello. It's nice to meet you," Ophelia said. "I'm sorry you to hear you had such a troubled journey."

"That's very kind of you to say," she said, and looked out over the group. "It's a pleasure to meet you all-- Thank you for taking care of my daughter, this past year."

Everyone smiled and made vaguely affirming noises (well, with the exception of Ran, who wasn't really the type to feign feelings as a means to avoid social awkwardness) with the unspoken words being that she seemed not only capable of taking care of herself, but rather firm in her desire to so. Lilith glanced up very briefly with a cold expression, as if to remind everyone of this fact.

"I've always wanted to know more about Lili's classmates," Mehit continued, "but if you don't mind, would be alright if we moved along? I don't mean to disrupt you all if you've been relaxing, but it makes me rather anxious to leave this sort of thing to the last minute."

"We~ll," Kam said, thoughtful, "we still have about twenty minutes to spare, but I suppose there's no harm if it'll put you at ease." She smiled brightly.

She's just gonna go ahead and make the decision for everyone, huh, I thought to myself.

"Alright, everyone, let's go," she said, clapping her hands together. "Chop chop!"

Collectively, we all stood up and gathered up our baggage, though I heard some light complaining from Ptolema. I didn't know any arcana that could efficiently levitate an object and then have it follow behind me and didn't really feel like asking for help, so I just hefted up my trunk myself.

We turned and headed in the opposite direction from the cliff, out of the park, towards the structure that was our destination and at the absolute highest point in the entire city. Well, after a fashion - the base and supports of it were actually at a much lower elevation down all the way in the canal markets, but the main facility was up here. The park itself was part of it, in a way, one of the several peripheral developments intended for the people coming and going. It was about a quarter of a mile from us, across a concrete plaza bustling with people.

Most people would have agreed that it was the greatest feat of engineering in the Mimikos, unless you considered the Mimikos itself a feat of engineering. It was a colossal tower wrought mostly of bronze and titanium. Aside from the bulky stone structure at its base, it was thin but impossibly, unfathomably tall. If I craned your neck and squinted, I could just about make out of the point where it narrowed even further into what was essentially only a handful of thick poles of metal, but making out the actual top was impossible.

When I'd learned this was to be only the first of two parts to our journey, I'd begun to understand the extent to which the order was, even now, fanatically paranoid.

We headed towards the entrance.
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"Heheh, I just had a funny thought, Su," Ptolema said to me as we walked, snickering a little to herself.

"What's that?" I asked.

"Theo's pretty scared of heights, isn't he?"

"Oh." I thought about this for a moment. "Yeah, he is."

"I bet that'll make for a funny story when we meet up with the guys."

I peered at her curiously. "You know, sometimes it feels like you have a bit of a sadistic streak to you, Ptolema."

"Hey, I'm just goofing around." she said, and shook her head. "Geez. Everything with you always has to be some kinda psychological phenomena."

The walls were smooth and curved, and the windows ran along with them in funny patterns, the crystal glasswork like a spiders web against the pristine marble and varnished bronze, the latter flowing gracefully down from the ceiling to form the pillars of the structure. You could taste the modernity of the place in the air, the pulse of the sheer amount of human effort that had gone into its recent construction. It evoked something between a temple and a spectacularly over-budget train station or airdock, which seemed appropriate for a structure that really came about as close to defying the gods as you can get.

We'd come in the afternoon, so the atrium wasn't as busy as it could have been, but it was still pretty busy, with medium-to-long queues for almost everything. Kam was, of course, taking the lead in finding us the optimal means of access, while the rest of us followed along. Lilith's mother looked particularly overwhelmed, although I could only tell so much behind her veil.

Ran was trailing a little behind us. She always kept kind of a distance from crowds, when they were big enough.

"Actually, uh, come to think of it," Ptolema went on, "what should we do if we do run into the guys while we're here? Like, if we break the instructions by mistake?"

"Hm, I suppose it would be best to just try and pretend we haven't spotted them, and hope they do the same?" Kam suggested. "I shouldn't expect that will happen, though. The entrance hall is simply too big for it to be likely-- Plus, their ascent is scheduled for fifteen minutes before ours. They're probably already in the lift."

"Wait," Ptolema said, objectionably. "They let them go fifteen minutes earlier? That's bullshit!"

"I'm, uh, sure it was just an arbitrary choice, Ptolema..." Ophelia said, her tone soothing.

We headed through an archway into the next area, which was larger and even more occupied. Restaurants and petty distribution centers lined the sides of the walls, but our ultimate destination was a checkpoint at the far end, which was broken into multiple desks to serve as many people as possible.

Flying from the rafters above them was the banner of the Grand Alliance, large enough that it cast a shadow over much of the area. The symbol on it was a thick, upward-facing crescent - a stylized emblem meant to resemble the shape of the continent - that was faded gold in colour, over an off-black background that supposedly represented mourning for the old world. A line of iron-coloured grey shot down vertically through the center, representing the bond forged by the Covenant, which the foundation of the Alliance had supposedly renewed with the onset of the fundamentalist period.

This place, now almost 40 years old, had been one of its last great projects before the revolution, which had changed everything. In many senses, it was the swan song of a dying era, in which unconditional cooperation and unity of vision had been taken for granted.

The unabashed, blind patriotism to the endeavor that banner embodied now almost seemed a little quaint. An echo that hadn't quite faded yet.

Kam led us to the queue at one of the desks. Five or so minutes later, it was our turn.

"Good afternoon!" Kam said to the man on duty, cheerfully. "Party of seven here for the two thirty-five ascension on lift number three. Here are our tickets." She passed the man a small stack of square cards that we had collectively surrendered to her a few minutes earlier.

The man spent a moment peering at them, then made a few notes on the heavy tome in front of him, before speaking in a tired, almost mechanical tone. "Please present your documents and process yourself through the logic bridge," he said.

One by one, we produced our parchment letters for admission and record of travel, which he stamped in turn with a wax seal, before pressing our hands into the pillar of glass by the side of the desk. I went third to last, with only Ophelia and Ran behind.

Understand that the fee of fifty luxury debt for this ascension will be waived as you are performing a civil service, the logic bridge communicated. Understand that, as an arcanist, you must surrender your scepter to the armory upon entrance. Understand that you are expected to obey the following rules in good faith...

The impulses came slowly and awkwardly. They probably only had a single logic engine running all the bridges, somewhere underground.

"I bet it's frustrating for you especially to go through something like this, Lilith," Kam said from a little up ahead, in what I can only assume was some kind of performative act for the sake of her mother, since she knew what happened when you tried to talk to Lilith about most things.

Lilith, for her part, said nothing, only staring ahead at the pillar as she touched.

"Lili," her mother said, with a chiding tone. "Don't ignore people when they're talking to you. It's rude."

The teenager glanced upwards, then grimaced before speaking. Her voice came out loud and unmoderated, as usual. "It is outdated garbage, with certainty. Barely synchronized even for its limited purposes." She narrowed her eyes. "But that is not the true intent of the comment. You do not have the proper context."

"Lili," the woman repeated, her tone a bit sterner, but also more strained. "I told you not to speak so loud in public."

She didn't respond, only staring forward with a cold, stiff expression.

She took her daughter to the side after that, and the forward momentum of the crowd meant I didn't see exactly how the exchange ended. As for the rest of us, we proceeded through a long, compartmental hallway until we eventually arrived at our destination: A grand, circular chamber attached to the central tower, packed tightly with cushioned wooden seats, and with multiple stories packed densely on top of one another to maximize capacity. We handed in our scepters at the armory - a side chamber at the bottom - and then moved to pick out seats alongside the many others filing in.

Then, we waited for the interesting part to happen.
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I'll be a little more specific. The seating areas were broken up into little semi-separate segments, divided by wooden archways, each with the capacity for about 20 people. Half of them had windows while the other half didn't, so that the people who wanted to see the view could do so, while the people who didn't could open up the book and pretend that they were just on a busy tram with a peculiar capacity for three-dimensional movement.

The exception to this rule was the uppermost level, which also had a glass roof (well, technically it was reinforced crystal, but let's not get particular). Because we were early and it wasn't a particularly busy time of day, our group had been able to get a segment at the top mostly to ourselves, though we'd lost track of Lilith and her mother. Hopefully they'd made it inside and nothing had happened. We stored our luggage, then moved to sit.

Ran took a seat next to me, and Kamrusepa, Ophelia and Ptolema took ones nearby. Over the course of the following ten minutes, the lift slowly filled with people, until the sound of background chatter became dense enough that it melted into an omnipresent white noise. The lift had a capacity to ferry about around a thousand, which was a pretty obscene number if you stopped and thought about it, and that didn't even count the operators and engineers at the central level and the middle of each floor.

"You know," I mused idly, my eyes wandering. "I think this is actually the fourth glass ceiling I've seen today."

"Mm, it's true that you don't see a lot of women working in Aetheromancy," Kam said, partially distracted in an attempt to cram the last of her many bags, which hadn't fit into the cage, under her seat. "It's an institutional concern, I think. The educational culture is very masculine, lots of bravado--"

"That's not what I meant," I said, my brow flat. "I mean literally. There was the carriage me and Ran took, the ceiling they've had at the auditorium since they rebuilt it, the entrance hall, and now this." I pointed upwards. "Well, I guess in this context it's different, but..."

"Oh," Kamrusepa said, sounding a bit put off. "That's disappointing. I was looking forward to arguing about politics."

"It's probably just a coincidence," Ran said, turning a page of her book.

"Well, I don't know if I'd say that. The feature is something of a Ysaran post-revolutionary stylistic flair, I suppose," Kam said, before delivering a final blow that was at last able to awkwardly lodge the bag in place. "Open and optimistic, but cautious and conservative at the same time. It lets in a lot of light, without running the risk of prosognostic events you get from a regular window in a public place."

"I suppose that's true," I said. "You never see it in the Dai League, though."

"Mm, well, every culture is different," she said, finally settling into her seat. "They socialized distinction treatment, so I suppose there have been less drive for such gestures of compromise--"

Just then, the doors to the lift slammed shut, and a distinct, gentle-toned bell ran out from the center of the room. This was an all clear symbol, signalling that there was no prosognostic overlap among the passengers and that it was safe to uncover our faces.

"Speak of the devil," Kam said, taking her veil off. I saw everyone else in the segment follow suit, except for Ran, who seemed disinterested in doing so with any great haste.

"Phew, that's a relief," Ptolema said. "It would've been really lame if could only see the view through this thing. That used to happen all the time when I was a kid."

"That's poor luck," Kam said, frowning. "What would the odds be? A few hundred on board, probably half or so of them having undergone distinction treatment considering the demographics... Then the risk of overlap pulling from a pool of about seventy-thousand, though I suppose there would probably be more Ysarans than average--"

I was about to correct Kam on her math when the ground lurched. For a few moments, there was the sound of stone grinding against stone as the mechanism that locked the lift to the base of the Aetherbridge detached, the limestone bars sliding backwards out of their resting slots. This was followed by the rhythmic creaking of bronze as an elaborate mechanism of gears and pulleys repositioned the lift slightly, and then a satisfying metallic clunk as the hooks of the central chains found their purchase.

When the Aetherbridge had first been built, this whole process has supposedly taken close to a half-hour, but now the engineers had it down to a fine art. It was over in less than a minute. After this, there was a series of slight disturbances, shifts in the air that would likely have been indistinguishable to a non-arcanist, as several incantations were cast in succession from both the central chamber and the base of the lift. The Mass-Nullifying Arcana. The Friction-Denying Arcana. The Pressure-Manipulating Arcana.

In truth, though, it was remarkable how little energy and application of the Power was really required. A shocking amount of the ascension was enabled purely by conventional engineering. It was a testament to how far Covenant Era civilization had come, considering it involved no iron whatsoever.

...well, that's what I want to say, in an objective, enlightened-person-invested-in-civilization way. To be truthful, I couldn't really stand the thing. Even glamorous public transport was still public transport, and I didn't really like machines. I felt put off being at the mercy of something I didn't understand and couldn't control.

"I feel kinda dumb about how excited I am about this," Ptolema said sheepishly, obviously not sharing my opinion. "Like I'm almost back to being a kid."

"Ahah, it is quite thrilling, isn't it...?" Ophelia said. There was a slight tremble in her voice.

I looked to her, furrowing my brow. "Do you have trouble with heights, Ophelia?"

"Oh, no, not normally..." She smiled, looking downwards. "I thought it would be fine, but now that's it's about to happen, it is, ah... Rather a lot...?"

"Just try not to think about it too much," Kam said, in an attempt at a soothing tone. "It's not as though it's dangerous. And if worst comes to worst, just look down. You won't even know it's happening, for most of it."

"Ah... Y-Yes, thank you..." She said, already looking downward, smiling in a way that was very obviously meant to conceal anxiety.

I gave her a sympathetic look.

The final step was for the the main body of the lift to attach to the central spire itself. We could see this happening from our seats. A series of bronze arms extended from the base of each floor of the structure, becoming magnetically attached to - but not quite touching - the tower. Any trace amounts of unsteadiness in the structure disappeared quickly, leaving it completely motionless.

Then, without much ceremony, it happened. The ground lurched, just a little bit, and then, slowly at first but with increasing speed, the lift began to rise into the air.

Kam had spoken accurately a moment ago. Because of the arcana used and the way it was built, it really didn't feel like we were actually moving except for the slight sense of gravity being a tad off in a manner that was difficult to describe. I was no aetheromancer, but I understood this was due to the difficulty in mathematically balancing the forces at work perfectly in line with variations in the number of passengers, as well as the constant decrease in gravity as we moved further away from the earth.

I watched upper Old Yru slowly shrink beneath us as we ascended to the height of the nearby mountains. The lift wasn't particularly fast, so this took a long time. But then, the conventional movement was only a tiny minority of the distance traveled in the journey.

"Wow," Ptolema said, looking downward out of the window. "Seeing this all again is really nostalgic."

"It is... Quite something, seeing the city like this," Ophelia said, apparently having worked up the nerve to look outside after all. "Like a little toy playset, that a child left out on the table. Somehow, it's almost calming..."

"You should probably try to savour it while it lasts," I said, looking upward. "We'll be starting to hit the clouds soon. Then it'll all be a blurry white mess until the transpositioning."

"Ugh, I hadn't thought about that," Ptolema said. "That kind of sucks."

"If I remember right, the skies should be clear on the way back, at least?"

"Yeah, but that's going back down," she said, in a tone that suggested the inferiority of this experience was self-explanatory. "It's not the same." She glanced to my side. "Aren't you gonna look, Ran?"

"No," Ran said. "I've seen it too many times. It's not exciting."

"Ohh, I'd nearly forgotten about that," Kam chimed in. She was also looking out the window, though affecting a demeanor to suggest she was less impressed by the experience. "You used to ride the Aetherbridge all the time for that one course you did in the Sibyls College last year, right?"

"Mm-hmmm," she said, with a nod.

Ran's specialization was Divination (one of the only fields old enough, having been established right at the beginning of the Mourning Period, not to fall into the current nomenclature of everything being a something-mancy), or to use the broader term, analytical arcana; the application of the Power to gather information. Every school of arcane study involved this to some extent. Many arcana in my own field of Thanatomancy required some information about to target just in order to function properly. The Flesh-Animating Arcana, for example, was spectacularly unsafe if you didn't know everything about the flesh you were using it on.

Ran, though, was a rare specialist in the field, which our context of medicine meant that she used it for diagnostic purposes, deducing incredibly specific information about the body's components and contrasting that data together to build a picture of what, if anything, was going wrong - to a far greater level of detail and predictive capability than a conventional physician could ever manage.

Because it's human nature to get more obsessed with the means of how to fix a problem as opposed to learning more about the problem in abstract, you barely ever saw divination-specialized healers. There were so few that Ran hadn't been be able to get fully trained at the academy. They'd had to send her up here, where the Sibyls, the only diviners in the world who were truly accomplished, did their work monitoring the natural world.

Kam smiled, almost looking impressed. "I'd consider myself something of a futurist, but I confess even I can't imagine going up this thing as a matter of routine, just yet. Though, I suppose things like it must have been common in the Imperial Era..."

"I dunno if I can imagine ever getting tired of something like this," Ptolema said, the tinge of childish enthusiasm still audible in her voice. "Whatever book you're reading must be really good, Ran."

"It's passable," she said. "I'm almost finished with it, now. About six pages left to go."

"What's the ending like?" I asked, glancing over to her.

She looked at me, furrowing her brow. "What do you mean, 'what's the ending like'? You haven't read the rest of the plot. It won't make any sense."

"I mean, it's a romance novel," I said, suppressing the shitty expression that wanted to form on my face. "They all kind of follow one of a handful of outlines, don't they...? Girl meets man but can't be with him because of wealth disparity or family connections, girl meets two men and has to choose between a good and a bad one..."

Ran gave me the kind of look you might see on a military official who's eye had just been spat in by some disobedient rebel insurgent, and for a moment I was overcome by a very real-feeling sense that she was about to throw me out of the lift's window. "I know you're fucking with me, Su," she said. "I've seen even you read romance that isn't just a laundry list of stereotypes."

"Ahah, well." I scratched at the back of my head. "You are pretty easy to tease about this stuff..."

"For your information," she explained, with a slightly huffy expression, "This is a May-December romantic tragedy."

"Ohh, I know what that is!" Ptolema interjected, sounding strangely pleased with herself. "That's where one of the two is young and the other is super old, right?"

"It is a story where the disparity in the age of the two protagonists forms the basis of the dramatic tension, yes," she replied, with a flat look.

"I'm surprised you know much of anything about romance novels, Ptolema," Kam said idly. "You don't strike me as the type."

"Nah, I'm not," Ptolema said. "My brother used to read them all the time, though."

A couple of regressive thoughts bubbled up from the crude regions of my mind at these words, before being promptly stomped down by the parts that successfully advanced past primary school age in terms of maturity. Kam looked like she was having the same experience, glancing to the side.

"This story is about a modern-day student, who, having been just left by his first love, meets a woman from the 9th generation who has just begun to experience the first symptoms of dementia," Ran explained. "It's about them being surprised by how much they have in common, and developing a relationship even as she slowly deteriorates as a result of her condition, while trying to cope with the judgement of people who see it as unseemly or tragic. At the point I am in the story, she just passed away after a long sequence in which she had completely forgotten him and the time they spent together. The final scene, which it looks like I'm at now, is about him burying her while questioning what meaning the experiences had."

"Oh my god!" Ptolema exclaimed, with a horrified expression. "That's so fucking sad!"

"She did rather say that it was a tragedy, Ptolema," Kam said.

"I know, but... Geez!" She was so affected by this that it seemed to have torn her attention away from the window for a few moments. "Who'd wanna read something like that?!"

"That is more high-concept than I was expecting, at least," I said, a little hesitant. "It sounds like it might upset me, too."

"It's actually pretty standard," Ran said. "Tear-jerker premises are a lazy and reliable way to sell books-- I'm pretty sure I've seen this exact concept a couple times before. The only reason I was interested in it is because the woman is the old one, not the man." Her brow furrowed slightly. "It's usually the other way around."



"Stuff like this is popular?" Ptolema said, taken aback.

"Yeah, very much so," Ran said.

"Why?" She asked.

Ran shrugged.

"At the risk of usurping our dear Utsushikome's position as the class social analyst," Kam said, "I would expect it's because it provides a source of catharsis. People inevitably experience tragedy, and want to see it reflected in fiction as a form of second hand empathy." She looked in my direction. "How'd I do, Su?"

"Not bad," I said, "but even that might be reading too much into it. I think a lot of people just like to feel sad for the sake of feeling sad." I thought about how to frame it for a moment, "Like the nice feeling you get after throwing up."

She snorted. "That's likely true, too."

Ptolema, for her part, just shook her head. "People are so messed up."

"Um, would it be alright if I borrowed the book from you when you're done with it, Ran?" Ophelia said, speaking up for the first time in a while. "I didn't bring very much to read."

She raised an eyebrow. "Sure, if you want. In fact, you can keep it. It's not like I'm going to read it again."

"Oh, thank you!" Ophelia said, smiling warmly. "That's very generous."

"If you say so," she said, looking back to the book with a bemused expression.

The lift continued its climb upward, Old Yru becoming nothing more than a vague mass of shapes and tiny writhing points below. Then, rather abruptly, we hit cloud-level, and suddenly the entire world was white fluff. Thick droplets of water ran down the window above us, their impact silenced by the arcana. The storm, though not yet ripened to the point it would be when it raged tonight, was still thick enough that I doubted we'd break through into the pure, blue sky above before we reached the next stage.

"I suppose it can't be too long until the transpositioning, now," Kam said, echoing my thoughts, and then made a mischievous smile. "I wonder what would happen if lightning were to strike, right at the moment of truth? Would we be spread into a thousand little pieces between here and the stratosphere, I wonder?"

"I'm pretty sure that can't happen," I said. "Lightning is caused by a shift in pressure, and the Pressure-Denying Arcana--"

"Oh, I know, Su, I know," she said, rolling her eyes. "I'm just having a bit of fun. You're so serious, today."

"I think the hull of the lift is strengthened enough to take a pretty hefty impact, too," I went on. "It's supposed to be able to stay intact after a fall, even at terminal velocity."

"I bet the red stains that were once the passengers would appreciate it if that happened," Ran said, and then snapped her book shut.

"Finished?" I asked.

"Finished," she confirmed. "Heads up, Ophelia."

She tossed the book at the other girl, but she responded mutedly, only seeming to become aware of what was happening at the last minute, awkwardly catching it in her lap.

"Oh, uh..." She smiled in a way that seemed strange, brushing some hair out of her eyes. She seemed to be shaking slightly. "Thank you..."

Ran furrowed her brow at her. "You okay?"

"Y-es," she said, the word coming out stiff. "It's just, now that it's coming up, I think it's getting hard to get the anxiety out of my mind..."

"Ah, geez," Ptolema said. "You've gone and scared her with your weird hypotheticals, Kam."

"Oh, um." Kamrusepa, in a rare moment for her, actually blushed a little with embarrassment, seeming unsure what to say for a second. "I'm sorry, Ophelia. I'd forgotten what you said earlier-- That was thoughtless of me."

"No, it's alright!" She held up a hand reassuringly. "I just need to focus on something else. Keep my breathing regular..." She inhaled and exhaled deliberately, her face growing a little pale.

"Can we do something to keep your mind off it?" Kam asked.

"Oh, I don't know, really--"

"Su," Kamrusepa said, turning in my direction. "Tell one of your jokes."

"What?" I said, blinking. "What do you mean, 'my jokes'?"

"I've seen you telling Ran jokes all the time. I'm dreadful with them, but you must know a lot. Tell one!"

My eyes flicked over to Ran for a moment. She glanced at me in turn, her expression slightly wary.

"Uh. I don't actually know that many..." I said, scratching behind my ear. "I only try to think of ones to tell Ran, since it's, ah, sort of a running thing we have? It's hard to explain."

This was a half-truth. It was, at least at an essential level, incredibly easy to explain: I didn't want to tell a joke because all my jokes were awful and almost universally depressing. Ran only tolerated them because I'd successfully lowered the bar to around 100 feet below ground level over the course of our friendship.

Another chime ran out from the center of the lift. This was to signal that the transpositioning was to take place in 1 minute. Though it was difficult to judge the speed of the lift from within the cloud layer, it seemed to accelerate slightly, and Opehlia tensed up in a way that was subtly visible, gripping the side of her chair.

"Come on, Su," Kam said, frowning. "Don't be peculiar about this."

The peer pressure cut into me like a hot knife. I hesitated a little, biting my lip. "Well, uh, okay. I'll just tell a quick one." I swallowed, my mind quickly scrambling. "Okay, so, there's a woman who runs a dispensary for second hand goods. She sees a man come in who's a regular customer. He's kind of a mess-- Has a big beard, a bad complexion. He buys a razor, and tells her he needs it to clean himself up, because he has a date."

I could see that I now had Ophelia's attention and that Kam was looking pleased with herself, but Ran was watching me, too. I could see the look in her eyes. It screamed at me, with such vividity that it could be sold at an art gallery: You better not be telling a suicide joke right now, or we're going to have a talk.

But it was too late. The wheels were already in motion.

"About six months later, he comes back--"

The 30 second warning bell chimed. Ophelia was still breathing heavily, but she was also smiling, enjoying my attempt at helping. Ptolema, who was sitting near her, had shuffled over to her and put an arm around her shoulder for emotional support.

Internally, I was trying desperately to think of an alternate punchline. Why did I have to be so terrible at improvising...?

"--looking a lot happier," I went on. "This time, he buys a new tunic. 'For a special occasion,' he says. Another six months later, he comes back again. This time, he looks much better; practically a new man. He spends a long time browsing, and this time he picks up a diamond ring, and happily goes heavily into luxury debt for it. The woman, obviously, can put two and two together, so as he's leaving she tells him she's--"

The bell for the 10 second warning ran out. I continued. Kamrusepa, the perverse witch, seemed to have picked up on my discomfort to some extent and was evidently enjoying it, her lips wide with amusement. That she was responsible presumably either didn't occur to her, or enhanced the enjoyment.

"--very happy for him, and to tell her how it goes. Two days later, he comes back, and, uh..."

He says, 'So, I'm going to need another razor.'

"He, er," I hesitated, "he says, um... Rather, he browses--"

It didn't happen until a moment later, but the strength of the incantation was such that we could all feel it a second before the actual event. When enough eris is put to work all at once, you can almost hear the sound of reality giving way, like a wall of plaster in the path of a sledgehammer. Even laymen can sense it. It echoes across the skin, down to the bones.

W o r l d - B e n d i n g

"...𒉎𒁁𒅈𒆜𒆪𒊓𒆤𒂍,𒋫𒇲𒇻𒀀𒅋𒌫𒍑,𒍝𒍝𒍝,𒅥𒁲𒀩𒌋,𒌦𒊹"

It only lasted a few seconds, and wasn't painful, or even uncomfortable in a way that could be easily quantified. The best word for it would probably be "disquieting". My brain reported a sudden sense of vertigo, and then there was a feeling of what I can only describe as uncertainty - like none of my senses were quite trustworthy. Maybe I was still sitting in the lift with my classmates, botching this joke, being a part of reality like a normal person. Or maybe I was a cloud of atoms floating in the void, smashing into other clouds of atoms in a series of thermodynamic miracles that could, realistically, cease at any time. Maybe nothing was connected. Maybe nothing had ever been connected. Perhaps even the void and atoms didn't truly exist, and the real shape of the universe was just indescribable, placeless things, trying forever to touch, yet doomed to fail again and again and again.

Through the window, I could see the world twist into an impossible mess of shades and shapes it hurt to look at, for just a moment...

...and then it was over.

"--and, uh, he tries to buy some silverware for the wedding, but he accidentally spent too much on the ring, s-so, uh. It's really embarrassing," I finished, avoiding making eye contact with anyone.

However, the blessings of the gods appeared to have fallen on me, because it seemed like everyone had stopped paying attention. Even Ran didn't seem to have absorbed the punchline, blinking and touching the side of her head in disorientation.

A little blood rolled out of my nose, which I caught with my handkerchief. A couple of other people in the segment displayed similar symptoms, including Ptolema, who caught it on the side of her hand and then wiped it with a tissue. I glanced over to Ophelia. She wasn't listening, either, transfixed - not in fear, but amazement - by the sight that was now beyond the window.

I looked, too.

Directly ahead, the whiteness of cloud cover had now been replaced by the deep black of the Empyrean, dotted with untwinkling stars, more vivid than you'd ever see at ground level. I could see the ring of the galaxy cutting across the sky, gold and purple and white, like the scar from a long ago wound, shining softly but with an impossible purity and sense of gravity unlike anything else.

I knew that it wasn't what it appeared, from a certain perspective - much of it dead light from long ago, delayed in its arrival by the celestial sphere that functionally contained our plane. But it was no less striking to see it like this, in all its splendor.

And below...

Was the Mimikos, now pretty much in its entirety. We weren't so far enough above it that I could see the blackness around or beneath it, but I could still see everything on the surface. Old Yru and the mess of clouds that presently covered it were now so far below that it was almost impossible to make them out; nothing but a speck beside the Bay of Ysara and in the shadow of the Akinesti Mountains, which dominated the region.

Of course, even these were only minor geographical features. If I'd been looking at a painting instead of a pane of glass, I'd be able to fit all of them between my fingers.

From above, the Mimikos was roughly the shape of a bowl (though somewhat more shallow than the image the word brings to mind), contained in a stone-and-metal superstructure of the same shape, but about 30% greater in scale and much thicker, which also suspended the arch which carried the Great Lamp from side to the other - currently tilted somewhat, since it was spring. However, these are descriptors that carry connotations of normal objects that one can hold in their hands, when in this case, nothing could be further from the truth. It was colossal in scale; literally an entire world, about 13,000 kilometers across. Directly below us was the crescent-shaped Elysian Pangaea, and out in the ocean ahead was the Inotian Archipelago, in turn giving way to stretched out oval of the Orphaned Continent, the rear curved as it approached the edge of the bowl.

From the perspective of a human being, it was difficult to process it as what it was, rather than a mass of shapes and colours. You could point to it and say, "oh, that big golden splodge there is the Asharomi Desert", or "that big green area must be the Viraak river valley" but you couldn't fully internalize those facts; really believe you were looking at those places, like this. Peoples minds aren't equipped to process reality in that fashion.

Still, it was beautiful.

This, though, was sixth time I'd seen it, having rode the lift with Ran a few times in the past, and now - separated from it on every sensory level save for sight - it almost felt a little mundane, like looking at the painting. People really could get used to anything.

On the other hand, Ophelia and Ptolema were visibly taken by the sight, the latter holding a hand to her mouth.

"Oh, my goodness..." She stared, transfixed. " I didn't think it would be like this..."

"Yeah," Ptolema added, her voice uncharacteristically distant. "It really is incredible, huh?"

"I never realized how huge it would be," Ophelia went on. "How much empty land there is outside of the Mourning Realms. How the cities are just-- I can see Pallattaku, and it's just a dot. I've seen maps, but..."

"Maps gives label the things that people care about the most, and gloss over the rest," I said. "You don't get the sense of how small the places we spend our lives really are."

"Yes, I suppose that's true--Aah!" She looked embarrassed suddenly, looking in my direction. "I'm sorry, Utsushi."

I blinked. "For what?"

"For not laughing at your joke. That was very rude of me."

"Oh," I said, looking to the side. "Uh, that's okay. I got thrown off at the end anyway... Um, by the transposition, I mean."

She smiled and nodded kindly, either in genuine belief, or a convincing attempt at humoring me. I was content with either. Then we looked back down, staring in silence for a little while.

"It really is hard to believe that something like this was made by-- Well... By people," Ophelia eventually added, after about a minute had passed.

"You'd be surprised," Kam said, seeming to be enjoying her awe at it all. "From what I've read, most of it is actually fairly rudimentary in terms of the application of the Power involved. More a question of patience and eris than knowledge. Heavens, we could probably do the lions share just between us if had the resources. Make a giant dish, fill it with dirt, air and water, set it into motion, let the years go by..."

"Only you could act like making a whole planet is no big deal, Kam," Ptolema said, her tone dry.

"That is sort of oversimplifying it, I think," I said. "Even if it's simple in concept, there's about a million-and-one things that go wrong with creating an environment friendly to life even in small scale experiments, let alone something like this. Balancing out all the different elements, the ecosystem..."

"I am being a little reductive for the sake of hyperbole, it's true." Kam conceded. "But frankly, I'm still inclined to believe making the structure was not the tricky part, relatively speaking."

I nodded. "That's probably true."

Making the space around it had supposedly been the greater problem, after all. It had taken the Ironworkers many attempts to reconstruct a reality that even worked like the old one on an essential level. Many still remained, having become known as the Lower Planes.

"I wish I could accomplish something even a fraction as magnificent," Ophelia said. "A fraction as timeless."

Picked the wrong discipline, then, a voice in my head said. The whole reason we're going to this thing is because the human body is the opposite of timeless.

Beyond even the Mimiros, much further in the distance, I could also see a iron grey line that rose from and ascended into the cosmos, seemingly of infinite length. From here, it was difficult to even make out against the void of space, but you could just about see it contrasting against the starlight. This was the Tower of Asphodel; the structure that the Ironworkers had built after the Imperial Era to literally hold the Remaining World together. It was on an entirely different scale even when compared to the Mimikos - closer in size to a star than a planet.

Well, insofar as it had a scale at all. The Tower was just as much a metaphysical object as it was a conventional one. Although on paper it was approximately two or three million miles away from us, in practice, space became less and less conventional the further one travelled from the Mimikos, as one approached the boundaries of its defined ruleset. Actually reaching the structure required the use of the Power, and even then was so complex that it was rarely done. One of the reasons the Aetherbridge had been built, in fact, was to make the process marginally more simple; it was difficult enough to perform the transmigration at ground level with so much in the way.

The awkwardness of what remained of the cosmos's functionality was, needless to say, something that most people preferred not to think about. Many things in the modern era were like that. People liked to get on with things, not focus on problems so much greater than themselves.

I suppose that's arguably mankind's greatest fault of all; not wanting to dwell on anything that might upset ones ability to live a normal, peaceful life.

"Ah, look!" Kamrusepa pointed upwards. "We're almost there!"

I looked up, though it was more out of reflex than anything. I already knew what to expect from my previous trips.

Rapidly growing overhead was the structure to which the opposite end of the lift was attached. It was something akin to a fortress, sealed in a bubble of glass, octagonal in shape, and with eight arms. What stuck out the most about it was how archaic it appeared compared to the city far beneath. The stonework was raw, angular and heavy, the metal undecorated save for the most recent additions, and the arms appeared sharp, almost like protruding knives. All of it shone a dark silver.

This was our destination, and the end to the first half of our journey: The Empyrean Bastion.

"I could have sworn that was faster than normal," Kam said, before chuckling to herself, giving me a funny look. "Must be the pleasure of the company."

"Why are you singling me out?" I asked, suspiciously.

"Because you're uniquely charming, Utsu," she said. "And I enjoyed you completely pissing up the end of that joke."

Fuck, I thought. I guess she was paying attention. I furrowed my brow and looked down in embarrassment.

"How much time do you think we'll get to mess around, once we're inside?" Ptolema asked.

"Not very much at all, I don't think," Kamrusepa said. "The instructions were very explicit about proceeding directly to the destination. Say whatever else you will about the order, but it's obvious they like their ship run very tightly."

Ptolema frowned, looking kind of annoyed by the answer. "They sure could've made this more comfortable for us."

"Even a guest of honor has to play by the rules of the host," she said, with a shrug. "Can't be helped, I'm afraid."

Despite Kam's refutation, it was something of a good point. It really was peculiar, how much of a gamut the order seemed intent on running us through.

There was more conversation after that, but my thoughts wandered elsewhere, my eyes fixated on what laid ahead.
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The docking process was slower and more cumbersome than the undocking process had been - artificed gravity will do that - but it was still over in only a few minutes once that lift made contact with the bastion. After that, we, along with all the other passengers, were quickly hurried out into the exit hall. Being the only one of its kind in the world (well, at least until Saoyu and Irenca stopped messing around and finished the two they were supposedly building), demand to use the Aetherbridge was broadly very high, even with all four lifts in operation twenty-two hours a day. They kept a tight schedule, and anyone who caused a serious delay got in a lot of trouble. You heard stories about tourists getting thrown into the bastion jail if they couldn't take a hint.

The Empyrean Bastion had a long history. It had originally been constructed at the tail end of the Mourning Period as a joint project by several groups of early arcanists, though the only such faction that had survived to the present were the Sibyls. At that time, mankinds use of the Power was still primitive, so the only people who had been able to access it, let alone survive within it, were arcanists - people who could perform the math themselves and transposition from the surface, and sustain their bodies in the vacuum. After that, it had been all but abandoned during the Interluminary Strife and remained a ruin right up until the modern age, where it had been rebuilt in order to facilitate relations and trade with the Duumvirate, before being integrated into the Aetherbridge when it was erected a century later.

As a result, its appearance was a dissonant mesh of multiple styles that didn't really feel like they belonged together at all. You had the hard, angular stone foundation built during its early years, then some pseudo-organic components from when architectural Biomancy was in vogue, and finally the smooth glass and refined bronze of the most recent additions, still sleek and unblemished by the passage of time.

There was a kind of beauty in the contrast, like any truly old city, albeit condensed into a much smaller area. But it also had the effect of making the environment feel overloaded, claustrophobic. The human mind gets upset when it's asked to process too many distinct things at the same time. It's why wearing contrasting colors looks bad.

To describe the interior in a more direct sense, it was something like a cross between an underground complex and a castle town. There were 'open air' spaces where you could see the stone wall and glass dome that ultimately enclosed the majority of the structure, and semi-distinct buildings within that open space. However, it was so tightly cramped and interconnected that it was sometimes hard to tell if any given area was technically outdoors or not. The bastion wasn't that big to begin with - it had maybe 150,000 permanent residents - but the result of this was it felt even smaller than that. Like the whole place was one giant complex of office towers.

The exit hall spat us out into something that straddled the line between a lobby and a town square. A large circular plaza with a depressed area in the middle for congregation, flanked by great archways that fed into the main streets, and high, slanted windows through which you could see the Mimikos below. It was paltry by the standards of Old Yru's public spaces, but was nonetheless relatively crowded. Signs indicated the direction of its various Aetherports, to which the majority of the Aetherbridge's passengers, bound ultimately for the Duumvirate, would be headed.

"Gosh," Opelia said, as we walked through the center of the area, waiting, once again, for Lilith and her mother. Her eyes wandered between the windows and the walls and pillars of wood. "It's not like I expected at all..."

"What were you expecting?" I asked.

"I'm not sure," she said, taking in the scene. "Like a metal fortress, I suppose? But instead it's like the inside of a tree, growing amidst the stars..."

I was about to make a comment, but Kam interjected instead. "That's steelwood, Ophelia. Artificial bark. It used to be all over the place in the 1300s." She smiled inquisitively. "I'm a little surprised you don't recognize it. Isn't it rather common in Pallattaku?"

"Steelwood-- Oh, yes, I see what you mean," she said, nodding. "No, I've seen it before, but it has a much lighter colour in the Viraaki cities. I suppose it must be the density..."

"Mm-hmm, I suppose it would need to be thicker up here to keep the air in," Kam said, nodding.

"And you never see raw wood in an interior space like this," she went on. "It's always painted, or papered, or tiled with some pattern or another... Sometimes on the outside, too. Viraaki cities are very colourful. But this looks so raw-- It's striking, like a lot of Ysaran styles, but different, too." She furrowed her brow. "It really does feel like another world."

"Have you ever studied architectural biomancy, Opehlia?" I asked.

She gently shook her head. "Mm-mmm. My secondary school when I was studying was Zoomancy."

Biomancy specializing in animal biology. I scratched the side of my head. "I suppose I probably ought to have guessed that."

She smiled, and let out a small giggle, putting up a hand to her mouth.

I stole a glance at her luggage; she had a shoulder bag and two trunks. One was normal, but the other was small and rigid, tied on top of the first with linen belts. It was hard to spot without deliberately looking for it, but I could make out a row of six narrow slits on the side that allowed air to pass inside.

I bit my lip, slightly.

A moment or two later, I spotted the two absent members of our group. Mehit, wearing a fatigued expression was tugging her daughter along by the hand. Said daughter seemed disinterested in keeping up, her eyes once again on her logic engine.

The woman heaved a sigh as she approached us. "I am so sorry--"

"Ah, Mehit! I'm glad to see the two of you made it," Kamrusepa interrupted cheerfully, before she could launch into another full-scale apology. Something about her sudden use of the woman's first name felt too personal to me, with the disparity in ages, and the fact we were classmates with her daughter. "I was starting to get worried you hadn't caught the lift!"

"Ah... No," she replied, her tone a little hesitant. "We had a little trouble finding the rest of you after we'd boarded, that's all. Where were you?"

"The top floor," Kam replied.

"I see. That would explain it," she said, fixing a strand of her hair that had come loose. "I only checked the first four. It didn't feel appropriate to keep moving around once we'd started moving."

Her hand tensed a bit as she spoke the words. She probably wasn't telling the full truth - it wasn't hard to move around the interior except for when the transpositioning itself happened. But far from being just Ophelia, it was very common for people to find the whole experience uneasy.

"Well, then!" Kam said, reaching into one of the many bags on her platform. "Now that we're all here, I have the instructions--"

"Woah, I forgot how weird this feels..."

The interjecting voice was Ptolema's. She was hopping a little on the spot and moving one of her arms up and down. The motions were lighter, less stiff than they'd be on the surface, a product of the reduction in gravity. If I remembered my local trivia properly (and that's a rhetorical qualifier, because I'll have you know I'm a master when it comes to inane factoids), they'd originally planned to emulate the Mimikos's gravity in the same vein as the on the aetherbridge, but had lowered it slightly to assist workers in the reconstruction of the bastion's interior. However, by the time the construction was finished, everyone was so used to the lower gravity that there was a tremendous backlash to the idea of changing it.

It wasn't hard to imagine why. It was an addictively liberating feeling. Supposedly, if you spent too long up here, you not only needed physical therapy to re-acclimate, but counselling, too. Having to go back to lugging ones body around all the time made people literally depressed.

Ptolema continued making the motions, smiling stupidly to herself. "Now that I'm thinking about it, I remember jumping all over this place when I last came here. Like--" she pointed to a intricately-designed ornamental fountain in the middle of the area, built around a raised marble platform. "I got super excited as soon as we got off the lift and started to notice it, and tried to see if I could jump all the way to the top of that thing in one go."

"Did you make it?" I asked.

"Nope!" she said, with what felt like a strange amount of pride. "Didn't get hurt, though! Well, I guess I did get myself and a bunch of strangers really wet."

"Bet your parents loved that," Ran muttered to herself.

"Anyway, it's really bringing me back to when I was a kid," Ptolema continued. "Hey, Lilith! Is this your first time here?"

The teenager didn't look up from her device. Her eyes had the half-glazed-over look of someone interfacing heavily with a logic bridge. "Yes," she said.

"It's nice, right? Feels great."

"Yes," she repeated, narrowing her eyes slightly.

"I don't really think this is Lilith's sort of thing, Ptolema," I said.

She considered this for a moment, then let out an awkward laugh, scratching the back of her head. "Uh, yeah. I guess you're right. Kinda too old, right?"

I'm not sure that's the problem, I thought to myself.

"Lili's never been a very... Physically active child," Mehit said, "But yes, you're right. She is certainly too old to be jumping around in public."

"Ahem," Kamrusepa interjected. "While I'm glad you're having fun, Ptolema..."

"Oh! Right, right," she said. "The instructions. Sorry."

"Mm-hmm," Kam said. "According to this, we're to travel to an address towards the periphery of the fortress. Layer 1, 87 Doricine Quarter." She squinted. "There's also some directions."

"How much time do we have?" I asked.

"It says to arrive at about 4. So-- Lilith, do you have the time?"

"It is 3:21," she replied.

"So, about 40 minutes." Kam nodded, apparently satisfied with this time frame. "Well then! We best get moving, no? Better safe than sorry, just in case we have trouble finding the place."

"I agree," Mehit said, nodding. "I won't be able to relax until we're there and all of this is said and done."

"Excellent!" Kam grinned widely, and turned towards one of the archways. "In that case, I think we need to start with this passage over here--"

 

𒊹

 

Remarkably, we managed not to get lost, despite the fact that the bastion was labyrinthine enough to give a minotaur a run for its money. This was mostly due to Ran being familiar with the layout and correcting Kam when she was about to make mistakes, although Kam never seemed to acknowledge this was happening, let alone consider the idea that she might be better suited for the role of leading our group than her. It was a fairly typical scenario. Kam was more liable to cut off her own scepter-hand than surrender even the most trivial power unprompted.

That being said, we still walked for more then 20 minutes before we had a clear idea of where exactly we were going. Fortunately, the gravity made it feel like less of an exertion, otherwise my feet probably would have started to chafe in my sandals.

We didn't talk much during the trip. Though we weren't exactly intensely close, our group had developed something of a dynamic over the course of the couple of years we'd been studying together - but the presence of Mehit disrupted that, making the mood slightly awkward. I especially had been quiet.

We eventually ended up in a very long and narrow street with only a few dozen people trudging through it, likely leaving work. We were close to the outer walls, here, and could see them looming overhead alongside all the other buildings and structures. I could even spot a ladder that went all the way up, presumably for if there was some issue that prevented the use of the Power. It was slightly rusty, and looked spectacularly dangerous.

At the top of the walls was a line of tall statues, constructed by the original builders of the bastion. No one in the modern day knew who they were supposed to be, but the speculation was that they were figures from the old world, since the arcanists of the Mourning Period had still recalled it. They looked down on us with impassive stares from their half-eroded faces, framed against the stars visible through the roof.

"Shouldn't be too long now!" Kam said, smiling cheerfully. "Just another handful of streets. ...though, I do rather wish they'd included a map..."

"On the left here," Ran said.

"Are you sure?" Kam raised an eyebrow. "It says, 'on your second left'..."

"They're probably counting alleyways. We passed one a second ago," she said. "Besides, at this point, I could find my way to the address myself."

"Oh? Have you been around this part of the bastion before?"

"No," Ran said, shaking her head. "But this whole place is designed on a grid system. The same patterns repeat over and over throughout the whole city, with only a few exceptions around some of the historical structures. And this part is new, so there are no historical structures."

"Ahah," Kam said. "Useful to know if I'm ever sightseeing."

Ran grunted, her gaze wandering upward. "There's not a lot to sight-see, outside of the college. They keep you out of all the interesting parts unless you're on special business."

"Such as?"

"The walls," Ran said, pointing up at them. "The first time I came here, I tried to get up there and take pictures of the statues, but they don't let you unless you have special permission."

"Is that so? Pity." Kam said. "...though, I suppose it's hardly illogical. If some of the Grey Flags or some such blew open a hole in the glass and compromised the atmosphere, this whole place could turn into a tomb in a matter of minutes. Or worse yet, crash into the Mimikos. Now that would be something to see..."

"I didn't know you liked taking pictures, Ran!" Ptolema said, ignoring Kam's apparent fantasizing about mass deaths.

"Yeah," she replied, impassively. "Photography is one of my hobbies."

"What kinda stuff do you take pictures of? Just old monuments or whatever?"

"Yeah," she said. "Sure. Historical things."

"That sounds fun," Ptolema said.

"Absolutely."

After that, the conversation died off for a little bit.

We turned a corner to another, near-identical street, and a minute or so passed in relative silence.
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Another street with a similar appearance. I felt like you could go mad, living in a place like this.

"It is... odd, that they want us to meet them so far out of the way," Mehit said, sounding a little fatigued. "Even considering the circumstances, I'm not sure why they couldn't have collected us at the Aetherbridge. It all seems very irregular, for such a prestigious organization."

"One would presume they're worried about us being followed," Kam said. "It does seem a little much, but for whatever reason, the order doesn't seem to want to leave anything about the security of this affair to chance." She chuckled to herself. "Well, either that, or this is a hazing."

Mehit smiled at the joke, but it was joyless, rigid with worry and apprehension. "To be completely frank, I don't even truly understand why they are so concerned about keeping their sanctuary's location outside of public knowledge, now that they're no longer a secret organization. It seems rather..." She paused for a moment, seeming to search for the right word. "...archaic."

Backwards. That was the word she had wanted to say.

"There was someone from the conference this morning who had the same outlook, I think," I said. "He called the order a, uh..."

"Cult-like fringe organization," Ran reminded me.

"Yeah," I said. "That."

Mehit's expression hardened a bit. "I wouldn't have gone that far, of course."

"Frankly, it's not a completely unfair sentiment," Kam said. "I was skeptical when I first received our travel instructions. That being said..." She pursed her lips. "I expect we'd all be surprised if we knew just how many conclaves of arcanists were still hoarding their knowledge tightly behind closed doors like this, despite modern scholarship having changed as it has. It's anecdotal, but this sort of affair is sordidly common in the Order of Chronomancers, too."

Mehit frowned. "I do not intend to disrespect our hosts, but it just does not make sense to me why people would do such a thing. Of course it would be understandable when the ban was in place, but now that is is lifted, is it not to the benefit of everyone that the knowledge be shared openly?"

"Oh, after a fashion, perhaps," Kam said. "Idealistically."

"It does... seem a little selfish...?" Ophelia said. "If that really is their motivation for all this. Just to keep their remaining discoveries hidden, rather than sharing them with the rest of the world."

I was surprised at this interjection. It was uncommon for Ophelia to actually express an opinion on anything. Usually she would just smile in her standard saintly way and either keep quiet, or say something like 'oh, it's not my place to judge.' She was the type of person who seemed to think it was impolite to have a personality.

Kam didn't seem affected by this departure from character, though. Instead, she chuckled at the remark. "Well, if they didn't, their discoveries could be appropriated by other scholars, or for causes they did not agree with, denying them prestige and wealth. One can't expect people to be motivated by pure selflessness."

"Isn't it something of a betrayal of their original ideals, though?" Ophelia said. "To share knowledge that benefits mankind openly, even when the whole world wants to keep it suppressed?"

"Perhaps in some sense," Kamrusepa said, shrugging. "But ideals are aspirational, not literal. Everyone betrays them a little bit for the sake of their own needs. And it's a good thing, too-- If they didn't, society wouldn't work, because no one would be willing to sit down and compromise for the sake of their own comfort when push came to shove."

"Umm... I suppose that's true..."

Despite saying that, she didn't sound completely convinced. But Ophelia wasn't the kind of person who would stand in Kam's path when she went into Lecture Mode.

"In fact, one could argue that self-interest is more important than any ideal, and what pushes innovation the most," Kam continued. "On an essential level, man is a competitive animal, evolved for survival of the fittest. Envy, ambition, rivalry - these are the sort of things that have precipitated most advances in history. That which serves the ego also ultimately serves progress by proxy."

I frowned. Something about this idea and the way she was phrasing it was rubbing me the wrong way, though I couldn't pin down why it was in that split-second. It was like I'd heard those words, or some variation of the concepts behind them, countless times before. Beaten into my psyche over time like dirt into an old carpet.

Then, in that moment of weakness, a sudden impulse manifested within my cognitive functions, leaping from the shadows like a highwayman intercepting his quarry.

Hello! It said. Greetings from the amygdala. I'm the part of your brain that inexplicably believes that starting political arguments is ever a good idea. I'm going to seize control of your motor functions now.

What? I thought, horrified. No, fuck off!

Come ooonnn, it said. It'll be great. You'll win and impress everyone with how smart you are!



No! Not with Kam. Especially not in front of a stranger in the middle of a street!

I bit my tongue, hard.

Fine, it said. You win, but make no mistake. Next time, you won't have the will left to resist.

My face contorted in discomfort. Ophelia glanced at me with an expression of concern.

"So!" Kamrusepa continued, after the moment of silence. "Since we have some time, why don't we talk about our presentations?" She turned towards me. "Tell me about your presentation, Su."

I turned to her, my brow furrowed. "How come I'm being singled out?"

"Well, we have to start somewhere," she said, with as shrug.

"Why not start with yourself?" Ran asked, coming to my defense.

"Because I want to size up the competition, obviously," Kamrusepa said matter-of-factly. It was difficult to tell if she was joking or not. "Come now, Ran. Try to follow the subtext."

She rolled her eyes.

I sighed to myself. My feet were really starting to hurt. "If you're worried out me stealing your spotlight, you don't need to be. I'm not planning on anything exciting," I said. "I'm just going to rehash my winter project, with a few refinements."

"Ah!" She nodded. "You mean the nagan-- Er, nugen--"

"Negenthropic-Resuscitating Arcana," I said.

"Yes, that," she said. "I still you ought to have picked a catchier name."

"It describes the function properly, which is what's important," I said, adjusting my spectacles. "It's an approach to resuscitation that functions through entropic reversal rather than Biomancy or straightforward Thanatomancy. 'Negentropy' is the opposite of entropy."

"That may be so," she said, crossing her arms, "but you must confess it doesn't exactly roll off the tongue."

"It's not like I'm trying to sell it."

"Not with that attitude, you're not."

"Uh, 'scuse me for interjecting," Ptolema said, "but didn't you have problems getting that to work, Su? I remember the demonstration going a bit weird."

I flattened my gaze. "You mean when I brought the pigeon back to life, and then it pecked madly at the ground for 15 seconds without making a sound, and then fell over and died again," I said, not phrasing it as a question. I was sure everyone here, and possibly in the entire academy, remembered the event quite comprehensively, judging by the expressions of pronounced horror they had worn at the time.

"Y-Yeah," she said. "When that happened."

"The incantation is still a work in progress," I said. "The principle is sound, though. The systems in the body of the recently dead are still ordered. If properly infused with energy, they're primed to fall back in line with far less damaging intervention than is currently practiced."

"Chronomancy excepted," Kamrusepa said, smugly.

"Chronomancy excepted," I repeated, with a small nod. "But that's only good for a half minute at the absolute limit. In principle, this could revive people dead for as long as 5, maybe even 10 minutes."

"In principle, perhaps," Kamrusepa said. "Have you solved many of the problems, then?"

"A few," I said, a little hesitance creeping into my tone. "It's not perfect. But it'll be fine for a short demonstration like this."

"You're banking on them being impressed by the high concept, if the execution of that concept still leaves something to be desired?"

"Well... yeah, I suppose," I said. I could tell that she was about to say something smug. I'd developed a Kam-sense over the past 2 years.

She tutted. "Bad idea," she said. "Always better to deliver something simple with confidence than something complex with hesitation. That's the first rule of impressing people and making connections."

"They're renowed scholars," I said, "I'm not sure how well those kind of job interview tactics will work on them."

Kamrusepa giggled at this assertion.

"What are you planning to do for yours, then?" I said. A little annoyance slipped into my tone. "Since you're happy to put mine down."

"Oh, come on, Su. Don't take me so seriously." She shook her head, then turned to face forward as she spoke. "I'm planning on demonstrating an artifice I've been working on intermittently for the past year. It's for triage, essentially - the aim of the device is to place the body in a state of short-term total suspended animation until help can arrive."

I furrowed my brow. "Aren't there artifices that do that already?"

"Some do it situationally, but there aren't any that incorporate all the techniques into a single, portable device that's easy to use," Kam said, sounding increasingly like she, on the other hand, was trying to sell something. "Saving a few moments after a potentially fatal injury could be the difference between life and death. It would be expensive, naturally, but I think demand could easily be found within the elite market."

I snorted. "Of course."

"'Of course'?" She frowned objectionably. "What is that supposed to mean, pray tell?"

"I mean, of course you're making something aimed at rich people," I said. Careful. This is veering into political argument territory after all.

"Dear me, Su. I thought we were above these kind of snipes at this stage of our friendship," she said, holding her hand to her chest in faux-offense. "And you know better than to indulge in that sort of cheap point-scoring. The forefront of innovation is always reserved for the privileged, but it inevitably reaches the less fortunate with time. That's the nature of progress."

"That's what people say," I said. "But in practice, all that does is orient innovation to favor the problems of the very well-off, with the assumption that those same problems are or should be the priorities of everyone. It leads to absurd outcomes, like the fact we still don't have a way to treat complex cellular degeneration without the infrastructure of a city. So thousands of people in the country drop dead before their time every year."

"Goodness. You certainly have your talking points memorized." She laughed to herself again, though this time it was lower, closer to a chuckle. "I don't seem to recall you rejecting the cutting-edge when you broke your leg last year, and wanted a perfect fix right away."

I frowned. "That's different."

She smirked. "Different because it happened to you, rather than an abstract 'elite'?"

"You've pivoted to an ad hominen argument," I said, narrowing my eyes.

She made an insufferable little self-satisifed hum, then turned her head to face another part of our group. "What about you, Ptolema?" She said. "I'm sure you have something interesting prepared."

The girl flinched a bit, seeming uncomfortable at being singled out. "Uh, well, actually--"

"That's it," Ran said, interrupting.

Ptolema hesitated, sounding disoriented from the disruption of her train of thought. "Uh, what?"

"There," she said, pointing ahead. "We're here."

At some point, we'd passed into another street, this one narrower than the previous and completely barren, without another soul in sight. There, at the far corner, I could see a large, black carriage. Unlike those on the surface, it had no horse - with the difference in gravity, you could get by with just a pneumatic motor. (Well, in this day and age, you could probably get by anywhere with one, but private carriages as a concept were rapidly being killed off by small-scale transpositioning anyway, and there wasn't much point changing the curtains on a sinking ship.) Outside of it, a figure who looked like a man, donned in black robes, was standing by the door, his hands clasped behind his back.

"Ah," Kam said, seeming to instantly forget the previous exchange. "Finally!"

"This is what we're looking for?" Mehit asked, her eyebrows raised.

"Indeed." She nodded. "They gave us a description of what to expect. Though I was expecting two-- This might be a bit of a tight fit..."

"I'm sort of surprised they allow carriages here at all, considering how narrow the streets are," I said.

"You need a special permit," Ran informed me. "I guess they must have one."

We approached the carriage and the man, who looked up at our approach. He was slightly muscled, about six food, and unusually, I couldn't make out his face at all. Even behind a veil, you could usually get a vague idea of the shape and structure, but his was thick. A wall of black cloth, impenetrable.

"Good day!" Kam said, her tone friendly.

"Good afternoon," the man said respectfully. His voice was deep.

"Ah, there's a phrase I'm supposed to say, isn't there-- Bugger, where is it..." She fussed with the instruction papers, flipping them over a couple of pages, before finally clearing her throat. "Pardon. 'I represent the novitiates. I come to you with my sword aloft, against mankind's final enemy.'"

"Really fucking on the nose," Ran mumbled to herself.

The man nodded, satisfied. "And I represent the masters, to guide your sword to our enemy's throat." He held out a hand. "Thank you for coming. Please, place your bags in the rear so that we might depart."

Ptolema peered at the boot of the carriage skeptically. "Is there gonna be room in that thing...?"

"Not to worry," the man said. His voice also had a naturally calming, gentle quality. "There is an enchantment present for compressed space. It should have no trouble bearing the load."

Mehit frowned. "Isn't that dangerous, for human beings?"

"Ah, forgive me, I should have been clearer," the man said. "I mean to say that the storage compartment is enchanted, not the interior proper. That space is quite conventional, I assure you."

The woman frowned, hesitant. "Very well, I suppose. Come along, Lili, let's get your bags inside..."

Slowly, we begun the process of loading our luggage into the boot, although some of us kept our shoulder bags, and Ophelia retained her dubious 'trunk' with the airholes on hand. After I was done, I looked at the carriage itself in closer detail while waiting for the others to finish. The material was painted metal - it looked like titanium, rather than bronze - and thick, the kind of thing you'd see on carriages for transporting valuables or important people. In addition, the windows were completely covered by black fabric. At first, I'd mistaken them for curtains, but now I could see that they were pinned in place on the exterior, tight enough to not let a speck of light inside.

"These sheets," I said to the man. "They're so that we can't see where we're going?"

"That is indeed the case," he said in a regretful but accommodatingly calm voice, giving the indication that he'd expected the question. "The masters have asked me to pass along their apologies for if this should it cause you discomfort. Not all members of your party have fully earned their trust, as of yet." I couldn't see his expression, but the tone of his voice suggested he shifted to a smile. "Though of course you are not the target of such caution, miss."

I frowned. "You know who I am...?"

He nodded. "I am briefed on all guests to the conclave, yes."

"We're going to have to sit in the dark?" Mehit asked, having overheard the conversation. She sounded anxious.

The man shook his head. "Not to worry, madam. The interior is well lit. See for yourself."

He reached to the side and opened the door, displaying the interior. The seating was cushioned, and a gas lamp was firmly attached to the ceiling. It was, indeed, well-lit.

This didn't seem to do as much to ease Mehit's agitation as he had hoped. "How long is this trip to take?"

"I expect it will be around 20 minutes," he said. "I apologize deeply for the inconvenience."

"And you won't tell us what our destination is...?"

"I will transport you to the entrance to the sanctuary, which is within this structure," he said. "But I'm afraid that is all I can say, other than that the trip is will be quite safe. If you wish to know more of the route, you would have to inquire with one of the masters."

She frowned. "I'm not sure about all this. This whole business-- Rather, it's all starting to feel a little..." She hesitated, rubbing her brow. "Forgive me. I am only here for the sake of my daughters future. It is not my place to speak."

"Take heart, madam," the man said, reassuringly. "Should all go well, then I'm sure that, in the future, such measures won't be required."

"Yes, well." She took a stiff breath. "I hope so."

"If it makes you feel any better, Mehit, you're traveling with more trained arcanists than the average military cohort," Kam said. "Even if they were to somehow deposit us into the empyrean itself, I should expect we'd manage to survive the experience."

"Yeah, don't worry!" Ptolema said, with an encouraging smile. "I could even put some wards on you, if it'd help. We've all got each others backs here, right?"

"I am very thankful for the offer, but there is no need," Mehit said, not sounding especially reassured. "If I am worried, than it is more for the sake of my daughter than for myself. She's never done well with cramped, closed-off spaces--"

"I'm fine," Lilith said, her words characteristically loud and sharp. "Mother. I have not been claustrophobic in years."

"Sweetheart..."

"Lilith's a, ah, strong girl, ma'am..." Opehlia said, her tone warm. "I'm sure you don't need to worry. We're all here..."

"Yes," the woman said, and nodded stiffly. "Yes, of course. Come along, then, dear," she said, putting her hand on the girls shoulder. "Let's get inside."

We finished packing up our bags and climbed into the large carriage. Even considering the size, it was a pretty tight fit for the eight of us. The last person to board was Ran, who seemed preoccupied, staring at something in the distance.

"Uh, Ran?" I said, as I climbed in. "Everything alright?"

She blinked, then rubbed her eyes. "Yeah. Sorry." She moved to follow.

"What were you looking at?" I asked.

"The Sibyl's College." She pointed at the structure, far in the distance, built on a section of elevated terrain at the back end of bastion. It was a truly ancient looking building, a thing of angular stone and a sharp, V-shaped rooftop. "Just thinking about something, that's all."

We all crammed in together. Ran always sat next to me, so I ended up alongside her again, though this time, I was also next to Ophelia and her dubious box, which sat in her lap. She held a small smile on her face, a few blonde locks having come loose and hanging down along her jaw. Opposite me, Lilith was cramped up tightly alongside her beleaguered mother, her gaze still distantly fixed on the surface of the logic engine.

We heard the sound of the man take his seat at the front. For a moment I was worried he was going to lock the doors, which would probably send the older woman into a panic attack, but he didn't. Instead, I heard the sound of a lever being pulled, and the wheels starting to spin.

And then we were moving - the second and final of the two trips we would be taking that afternoon.
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Our trip in the carriage was much, much quieter than our one in the Aetherbridge, despite the presence of Mehit and Lilith. Perhaps it was the lack of scenery, or maybe it was because it was so crowded that it felt like trying to hold a conversation would make the atmosphere even more claustrophobic. The carriage might have been well-lit, but it wasn't as well-cooled as it could have been. The smell of sweat hung in the air, and I was starting to feel a sense of relief at the gender separation which I had previously been deriding.

We traveled for a long time. At first, I tried to keep a sense of where we could be within the bastion, feeling the turns and up and downhill movements and cross-referencing them with the vague mental map I'd formed. However, the complexity of the journey soon made this difficult. The only thing I felt certain of was that we were going down more often than we were going up.

Nobody looked exactly happy about the situation, but Mehit and Ran seemed the most discontent of all. The former had slumped deeper into an anxious mood, constantly readjusting her sitting posture and fiddling with her hands, while the latter appeared actively uneasy, staring downwards with her eyes narrow. It was how Ran often got when she didn't have a book on hand and was with a big group. Tense, uneasy.

Oh! And I was discontent too, of course. Anxiety had crept into me again, now that my mind had some time to itself; for unpleasant thoughts to once again rise to the surface. But I'm not counting myself, since, you know, I'm a perfectly composed liar-slash-general social performer and I'm positive that it didn't show on my face at all. Trust me, I'm absolutely confident about this.

"Um, are you alright, Utsushi?" Ophelia asked, hesitantly.

She was the only one who called me Utsushi. I didn't understand where it came from.

"What?" I turned to her, my voice accidentally coming out a little too loud and sharp. A couple other people in the carriage turned in my direction. "Yes, I'm fine. Why?"

"You're sort of..." She looked contemplative for a moment, seeming to be trying to figure out the right phrasing. "Well... Oscillating, a bit?"

'Oscillating'? What the fuck is that supposed to mean? Big, stupid word. The impulse came from the reactionary, fight-or-flight animal part of my mind, usually suppressed but on guard as a result of the stress response I was feeling. This bitch is trying to intellectually intimidate you. She wants to diminish your standing and usurp your access to the tribes high-calorie food and desirable mates. Destroy her, quickly!

I tensed. Ophelia's brow wrinkled slightly in concern.

No, she means that you're shaking, a higher part of my consciousness corrected, a quarter of a second later. That's what oscillating means. You're shaking.

I looked down. Indeed, it appeared that my whole body was shivering slightly. Goosebumps had appeared all over my arms, despite the heat.

"Oh," I said. "Oh... Oscillating. Yeah..." I exhaled a bit. "Sorry, I'm just-- I'm feeling a little sick from all these twists and turns we're taking, since we can't look out the windows. That's all."

"Are you sure...?" She said, concerned. "You look a little pallid."

Of course I look pallid! That's completely consistent with my explanation that I'm feeling sick! Why are you questioning this?

I stared into space for a moment.

"Utsushi...?"

"Um." I rose my hand to my face, rubbing my eyes.

The first rule of lying to people - and trust me, I'm qualified for this - is to never lie wholesale. Creating a completely fictional narrative makes the act far more conscious and deliberate, heightening the risk of misspeaking or showing tells. The most effective lies are closer to rearranged truths, where the misinformation is only contextual, rather than essential.

"It's not really anything important," I lied. "I'm just sort of anxious about some of the things that might happen in the conclave. Rather-- My old master from the House of Resurrection will be there, and a lot of people will know me, uh... Because of my family, you know..."

"Oh, I see." She suddenly looked bashful. "Pardon-- I didn't mean to pry."

"No, it's okay," I said. "It's not even a completely bad sort of anxiety...? It's just, well, complicated."

I often felt an intense sense of gratitude towards whichever historical individual had invented the word (or, more broadly, the concept of) 'complicated', despite it being a cliche. If you used it right - to imply it stood in for something boring, or uncomfortably personal - it was like a bullet in the head of the conversation. You could use it to get away with lot.

"The depressing waif is worried she'll be involved in the mess her grandfather caused, most likely," Lilith said, her tone disinterested.

"Lili!" Her mother exclaimed. "That's incredibly rude!"

I tensed, thrown off by the interjection, but after a moments thought, was actually kind of relieved. This would derail any possible further questions on the subject, without a doubt..

"I am only saying what is already public knowledge," Lilith said.

Mehit frowned, though her expression betrayed a measure of insecurity at the same time. "That's..."

"It's alright," I said, holding up a hand disarmingly. "I mean... Everyone does know about it already. When we were planning the trip, everyone who had a connection to the order-- Uh, well, it came up pretty quickly."

The atmosphere in the carriage became a little awkward. Kam and Ran nodded in vague assent to my statement, while Ptolema looked to the side, biting her lip, and Ophelia looked down at her hands.

"That's no excuse to call you names. Or to make..." She glanced at her daughter for a moment. "Strange accusations. Lili, apologize to her."

Lilith did no such thing, simply looking down at her logic engine with a slightly deepening frown.

Let's take a moment to talk about Lilith as a person, since I sort of glossed over her somewhat earlier. Like I said, Lilith was a prodigy; she was an incredibly quick thinker and learner, and picked up new skills with frightening speed. Her specialization was golemancy, which in the context of medicine meant artificial limbs, organs, etcetera. More specifically, she focused more on the design of logic engines to serve as their intellects, which any non-biological prosthetic needed to regulate its behavior and interface with the mind at large. Without them, they were little more than blind automatons liable to damage themselves and the person they were attached to.

This was a much more technical subject compared to those of the rest of the class, and one that would probably go over most of our heads - even mine, and I had a head for numbers. And yet Lilith seemed to find it incredibly easy to grasp. She soared through piles of tomes and grasped techniques that would take normal arcanists years to fully comprehend. If she stayed the course, by the time she was an adult, she'd probably eclipse all of us completely. I could easily picture her becoming some world-renowned inventor of a new discipline, her face all over some international news sheet.

However... She was also, to say it bluntly, kind of a shitty little brat. Well-- No, that's not fair. It would probably be more accurate to say that she only seemed to care about her work and hobbies, and found anything that intruded upon those things unwelcome. She had terrible social skills, and didn't seem interested in developing better ones. Often, it was like she was actively trying to be unpleasant.

This could lead to some amount of friction with out group, which - if not mature - was generally at least able to hide our issues.

"Uh, that's alright," I said. "We're all used to her being outspoken, so--"

"No, it's not alright," Mehit said, shaking her head. "I'm always telling her not to whatever awful thing comes to her mind when she's talking to someone." The frown on her face deepened. "Lili, apologize."

No response.

"Apologize to her," Mehit said, more firmly.

"I'm sorry," Lilith said. The words were devoid of any emotion except a small trace of annoyance.

"Lilith--"

"Really, it's alright..." I said.

Mehit shot me a look that was surprisingly sharp, then seemed to relax, her irritation giving way to kind of resigned fatigue. She shook her head. "I'm sorry about this," she said.

"You really needn't fret so much, Mehit," Kam said, in a soothing, friendly tone. "In a group like this, we all have our little quirks. Like Su said, we're all used to it."

"Yeah," I said, nodding vaguely. "That's right."

She seemed unhappy with this resolution, taking another hesitant glance at her daughter, but still fell silent.

Ophelia turned to me for a second after that, looking like she wanted to add something to our exchange, but hesitated instead, and simply looked back down, resting her wrists on the side of her dubious little box.

The rest of the journey passed with little conversation. Slowly, most sounds from outside - like other carriages or people moving around on the streets - ceased, and all that remained was silence and, occasionally, the distant sound of overhead thumping or the gears of machinery turning. We felt a few more lurches and subtle changes to the exterior light, and a continuing sense of us traveling downward. Then, after what felt like an inordinate amount of time, we finally felt the carriage pull over and come to a stop.

"Phew," Ptolema said. "Thank God."

A moment later, the door slid open, and the man from earlier once again stood before us, his face still veiled. He lowered his head respectfully.

"Thank you for your patience," he said. "I apologize for the trip being longer than I anticipated. I'm afraid there was some traffic."

"Quite alright!" Kam said, already standing and stepping forward. "Shall we collect our luggage, then?"

"Please, go ahead."

I climbed out of the carriage next, eager to get out of the stuffy air to faux-outdoors of the bastion. However, it wasn't much of improvement. We now seemed to be half "underground", in an alleyway of an area that was completely deserted and barely lit. Behind the carriage, I could only make out the vague shapes of buildings and terminals that looked considerably more rundown than anything I observed during the walk earlier, some of which seemed to have succumbed to graffiti and general vandalism.

In fact, there was some of said graffiti on the wall right in front of us. Though a lot of it was just small tags or random scribbles, there was also a message spelled out in loud, red letters, reading 'CIVIL SERVICE IS SLAVERY', and slightly below that, 'FUCK THE RULING CLASS'. Plus a surprisingly well-illustrated image of a penis and testicles, but that's less poignant.

I found myself surprised a place like this even existed in the bastion. I'd always assumed they'd have been incredibly economical about space.

"Yeah!" Ptolema said, upon seeing the wall. "Fuck the ruling class!"

Mehit frowned uncomfortably at this as she pulled out her daughters trunk from the carriage rear, shaking her head slightly.

"Ptolema," Ran said, with a slightly raised eyebrow, "I'm pretty sure you're from the ruling class."

"What?" She looked aghast at this revelation. "No, I'm Irencan! We were on the good side during the revolution! My brother went and joined the Mekhian army, and everything!"

Kamrusepa seemed to find this statement darkly amusing, smirking to herself while mouthing the phrase 'good side' and she pulled various items back on to her platform.

"That's not quite what 'ruling class' means," Ran said, her brow low. "You're ruling class if you're wealthy. And your family is pretty wealthy, even if they supported the reformists."

"But we don't rule anything," Ptolema protested. "My grandma just runs part of a shipping company."

I bit my tongue quietly.

"What, um, happens now...?" Ophelia asked, as she successfully strapped her bags back together.

"We have almost arrived at our destination," the man said. "If you would please follow me for a few minutes, I will take you to the point of entrance."

"From here? On foot?" Mehit looked around cautiously. "This is all very strange. I didn't even imagine slums like this existed in the bastion."

"There's no need to be afraid, madam. This is not a slum, but rather an abandoned development from the mid-century," he explained, his tone reassuring. "It was because it was uninhabited that it was selected for the purpose by the inner circle of order. Recently, it appears some youths have taken to lingering around the area, who I expect are responsible for this vandalism. But they are quite harmless. And besides, I should not think we will run into them."

"I just don't see how we're going to get from here to the conclave," she said.

"It's probably going to be an arcane refuge, Mehit," Kamrusepa said. "The purpose of all this was likely just to conceal the gateway from the hoi polloi, but you can put them anywhere, really."

"If that were the case, why have us come all the way up here...?" She hesitated, then shook her head. "Once again-- Forgive me. It's not my business to be questioning everything. And it's not as if anything untoward could possibly be done to us, since so many of us are already connected to the order's membership."

I furrowed my brow a bit. Now that she mentioned it, it was a little peculiar.

Generally speaking, arcane refuges were created by using the Power to distort and enlarge an area of space - usually within something closed off, the stereotypical example being a closet - then compressing the area where mundane reality gives way to para-reality to only a small point, subsequently creating a "bubble" where he universe sort of folded in on itself, with said point becoming the entrance to the refuge. Alternatively, if you had the eris stockpiles of a small country, you could create a pseudo-plane wholesale by flooding a conceptual void with electromagnetic radiation, then anchor it to a specific spot the mundane world, though this had only been done a handful of times in history.

But why bother doing either of those up here? It would have been just as easy to create one of the surface without sacrificing much in the way of subtlety, and much simpler to travel to, at that. In fact, having to make the members go up here for every single meeting sounded like it would make it less discreet, since the obvious choke point of the Aetherbridge would be easier for a third party to track their comings and goings.

It was very odd.

"Come to think of it, where are the guys at this point?" Ptolema asked. "I would've figured we'd have met up with them by now."

"They will be taking a different route," the man said. "Do not worry. You will be swiftly reunited upon your arrival. Now then, if you would please follow me."

I turned to Ran, and muttered a bit. "This does feel really strange."

"It'll be fine," she said.

The man gestured for us to follow, and we hefted up our bags. He led us through the alley, and then through several others that followed, the light getting progressively dimmer, until he eventually had to withdraw a lamp. Finally, after about 5 minutes, we came to a nondescript, weathered bronze doorway attached to the back of a partially collapsed structure, half of the roof lying in a heap. He reached into his robes and produced a set of keys.

"Y'know, uh," Ptolema said, as he fiddled with the lock. "We're the only ones here now, so you can probably take your veil off. We're all girls, so there's no chance of overlap for you."

"That is very kind of you," the man said, in a warm voice. "But I am not covering my face to avoid prosognostic events. Rather, I must keep my identity hidden. To do otherwise would interfere with my duties."

"Oh." She looked a little thrown off, scratching the back of her head.

The lock clicked open, and he led us inside the building, which was in almost complete darkness. We followed him through a few rooms that didn't appear to have ever been inhabited, the stone walls bare of even the faintest indication of decor. Soon, we arrived in a large, square room with a metal floor that it quickly became obvious was an elevator. The man pulled the lever and our group descended in silence for close to a minute. Then we stepped out...

...into something wholly unexpected.

I mentioned before that a lot of the bastion looked ancient, and that was true. But I only meant it by the standards of the post-collapse era. An era where mankind, in spite of having fallen from such great heights, had still already grown extremely advanced in their understanding of natural philosophy and become the master of its environment - even if the Power had only come into existence relatively recently. What I was seeing now, however, was on an entirely different level of oldness. It was a grand hall, with towering, but half-collapsed pillars that seemed like little more than raw stone pushed upright, and primitive, eroded statues standing beside a weathered path of uneven stonework, save for one in a sort of square in the center, which was massive, it's vaguely defined arms and legs easily ten feet long each.

It looked truly primeval. Like something from the very beginnings of human history - probably the Old Kingdoms era, when people hadn't even discovered iron yet. When we hadn't even domesticated the horse. Or perhaps even before then, when the other hominid subspecies still walked the earth, and the closest thing to civilization was tents and, if you were lucky, pottery.

"Oh, good heavens," Kamrusepa said, putting a hand up to her mouth.

"Woah..." Ptolema said. Ophelia, who was standing beside her, stared wide-eyed, and even Lilith seemed to have briefly been distracted from her logic engine.

I could only stare in silence. I'd never seen anything that looked like this in my life. What was it doing here?

"Gods," Ran said, looking upward. There was no sign of a ceiling - only a seemingly limitless darkness. "So it really was true..."

"True?" I said, looking to her. "You know what this place is?"

"Maybe," she said. "In the Sibyl's College, people used to say that the arcanists who first built the had their own sanctuaries in the lower levels." She squinted. "And that they used them to... Re-create places, from the old world, that were significant to them. Locations from the past, that they'd lost after what happened."

"How...?" I asked. "Just from their memories?"

She shook her head. "No. Even before the Power, people found some way to use iron to store the essence of a place, the information-- Like taking a photograph, but in three-dimensions. If you took something like that, then broke it down into the raw data and wrote it into an incantation..."

"Mm, I remember learning about that in school," Kamrusepa said. "I think it was part of how the Mimikos was made, too, unless I'm getting my threads crossed."

"So this is like, what?" Ptolema said, looking around. "A copy of some ancient place? Is that why it all looks so run down?"

"It would have been a ruin even then, surely," Kam said. "They didn't even use this kind of raw stone in the days of the Imperial Era. Just iron and glass."

Ptolema looked puzzled. "Why would somebody wanna remake a place that was already in ruins?"

"Perhaps it had cultural value," Kam suggested. "Somewhere they considered worth preserving for historical reasons. Though this place looks long-abandoned, so if that's the case, they're doing a rather bad job of it, if I do say so myself."

For some reason that I couldn't quite place, that didn't sound right to me. "It could have just been somewhere near where they grew up," I suggested. "Lots of people live in or around ruins even today. This whole place is a testament to that."

Those were the words that came out of my mouth, but that explanation didn't sound quite right, either. A faint disquiet came over me.

"That could be it, too," she conceded, then turned back to the sight, marveling. "Good heavens, though. This really is something else."

The man with us cleared his throat.

"Oh!" Kam said, letting out an embarrassed laugh. "Pardon; I almost forgot we were being escorted, for a second."

"That is quite alright," he said. "I'm afraid we are on something on a schedule, however. If you wouldn't mind?"

"Of course," she said.

We resumed our walk, heading down the pathway. I looked carefully at the statues on either side of us. Some of them looked like fertility idols - with big hips and a bloated chest - and others, humanoid figures contorted into strange positions, as if dancing. Occasionally, we passed one that seemed to be an animal, except sculpted by someone who had no idea how to replicate the shape of one, leaving the result strange and warped, like something made by a child.

I touched the side of one. It was firm but coarse. Volcanic rock, most likely.

"Uh, so, do you know anything about this place?" Ptolema asked.

"I'm afraid not," the man said. "My duty for the conclave is only to escort visitors. Matters such as the placement of the entryways are above my station."

"Escorting people is your only duty? You mustn't have anything to do a lot of the time, then."

He chuckled, low and deep. "Forgive me, I misspoke. Of course, I have other duties. But that is the only one which concerns the entrances and exits, so I have never discussed them in any particular depth with my employers."

"What are your other duties?" I asked, out of curiosity.

"Recruitment, primarily. I reach out to prospective new members and conduct interviews," he said. "I also will sometimes acquire certain items that the inner circle requires, though this has become less common now that we interact openly with the outside world. In fact, I wonder if my position has become somewhat superfluous."

"That sucks," Ptolema said. "I hope they don't fire you."

He chuckled once again. "I should not think that would happen. Though, even if it did, I would not be offended. I am simply content to participate in the Great Work, for as long as I can be of some use to the cause."

She looked puzzled. "The 'Great Work'?"

"That's a euphemism for the search for immortality, Ptolema," I said. "The magnum opus."

"The greatest work!" Kam said. "Man's first and last desire, his most base and most divine; to simply not be killed."

"Very poetic, Kam," I said flatly.

"Why thank you, Su! That means a lot, coming from you."

We approached the massive statue in the center of the hallway. This one seemed to have a male body shape, and was posed more typically, with a hand reaching up towards the sky; perhaps once gripping a weapon that had fallen loose at some point in either of the two incarnations of the monument. I could make out vague facial features, weathered away to only vague blobs and indents on the stone, unrecognizable as imitating a human if not for the context.

"Don't stop for me," Ran said, pausing and laying her trunk down onto the stone before popping it open. "I'm just going to take a quick picture of this."

We kept walking. Behind us, I saw Ran take out her camera - a rectangular, bronze box about twice the size of her hand, with a lens running from the front to the back - and saw the bright flash a few moments later. In that fleeping moment, the chamber was briefly illuminated completely, and I could see that were were more statues, further away from the path, lined up in rows, intricate patterns flowing on the floor around them.

But I didn't have time to see much. She quickly stored her camera away again and hurried forward to catch up with us.

The room was so grand in scale that crossing it took close to 5 minutes, but eventually, we arrived at the far end, coming to a newer-looking bronze doorway, not dissimilar to the one we'd encountered a few minutes ago; my guess would be that they had both been installed at the same time, whenever the order had decided to use this place. The man withdrew another key, different from the first, and unlocked it. Then, he turned to face us.

"This is where we must part ways," he said.

"What? But we're not there yet." Mehit said, her voice cracking a little. She was the only one who seemed spooked rather than intrigued by the ruins. "It doesn't seem like we're anywhere right now."

"On the contrary, we have, in fact, arrived at our destination," he said. "Beyond this door is the antechamber of the order's sanctuary. You will take a seat in the area provided, and then at 7 minutes past 5 o'clock, you will be transported to using a mechanism within. From there, the servants of the inner circle will escort you to your accommodations."

That did not sound like an arcane refuge at all. Gateways to those were static - normally, you could just walk right in. Occasionally they'd be sealed, either by arcane means or with, well, a literal doorway built around it.

"Transported?" Mehit asked, suspicion in her tone. "You mean, transpositioned?"

"I'm afraid that I'm not informed regarding the specifics," the man said. "I understand it is by arcane means, but I am no practitioner myself. Perhaps it will become clear once you enter, since the majority of your group is trained."

She shifted uncomfortably, and crossed her arms tightly against the fabric of her dress.

I turned to her. "For whatever it's worth, I think it's strange, too. That we're still being kept in the dark, even at this point."

"You need have no fear, miss," he said to me. "I personally accompanied your grandfather down this route on many occasions. I can personally vouch that he returned on all such occasions completely unscathed."

I frowned. "You knew my grandfather...?"

"Oh, yes," he said. "We all did-- He was a man with a kind heart, who liked to know all of those who worked under him. Though only in a formal capacity, of course." He bowed his head slightly. "We all still grieve for his loss. I cannot imagine how much it must have struck you, as one of his close family."

"Uh, there's no need for that," I said, my voice quiet. "It was ten years ago. And we weren't close."

"As you say, miss," he said.

Now that I thought about it, he'd been subtly more friendly to me back when we first found the carriage, hadn't he?

It bothered me, when I thought about it like that.

"Personally, I'm intrigued," Kam said, putting finger to her chin in a thoughtful manner. "Could it be teleportation? The eris expense would be tremendous, but... Or perhaps it's something more literal, like another elevator..."

"How come you're not gonna come with us?" Ptolema asked him. "Just to make sure we don't screw anything up, I mean."

"I'm afraid I cannot enter the chamber," he said, shaking his head. "It is forbidden by the traditions of the order. Only those who are members or have had a formal invitation extended are permitted to cross the threshold, or look upon it."

"Why?" she asked.

"I believe it was originally as a measure against subterfuge, in the days when servants of the order were more abundant and those within our ranks less trusted. Though that has changed and I am trusted with far more intimate duties than many of my predecessors, the rule has remained in place nevertheless."

"Wow," she said. "That's kinda nuts, isn't it? It sounds really arbitrary."

"In accordance with human nature, it is important for all truly grand endeavors to stand atop a bedrock of tradition," the man said warmly, his patience seemingly unshaken by Ptolema's somewhat disrespectful line of questioning. "Even though individual practices may come to seem arbitrary with the passage of time, continuing to uphold them is important to hardening the integrity of a brotherhood. An order with ever-adapting, fluid rules quickly becomes an abstract, discordant thing in the minds of those within it, easily abandoned or subverted. For a goal so distant as those of the masters, that is something that must be avoided."

"Seems like the kind of thinking that puts arbitrary tradition before people's suffering," Ran said. I nodded.

But it's not quite that simple, a part of me thought. He sort of does have a point. All social structures that aren't enforced are ultimately fictions. The less you change the story, the easier it is to believe in...

"That's a little judgemental, Ran," Kam chimed in. "But... It's undeniable that too much tradition can curtail progress. Some rules become a dead weight, and if there's enough of that, it only serves to consign a group to only a more prolonged destruction."

"That, too, is true," the man said. "But it is ultimately not my place to make such judgements."

"So... You don't even know what's inside?" Ptolema asked, her expression curious. She craned her neck and peered around him, examining the unlocked door.

"That is correct," he said.

"Even though you bring people down here all the time?"

"Yes."

"Geez." Ptolema regarded the man with a sudden expression of intense sympathy. "Uh, y'know... We wouldn't tell anyone if you wanted to take a look. Just, if you're curious, I mean. Right, everybody...?"

"Um, I suppose I could keep it a secret," Ophelia said, sounding a little uneasy about the idea.

"I would absolutely tell everyone," Ran said sarcastically.

"Ran!" Ptolema exclaimed. "This is serious! I wanna help this guy!"

"Oh, my lips would be utterly sealed," Kam said, her expression suggesting that she did not, in fact, think this was particularly serious. "I'm always happy to violate tradition to appease ones curiosity, especially when the matter concerns an underdog."

"I'm pretty sure you wouldn't keep it a secret, Kam," I said. "You're a terrible gossip."

She looked shocked at this accusation. "I most certainly am not! I can be eminently discreet!"

The man chuckled to himself, still not seeming to find the situation at all awkward or offputting. "While I am flattered by your desire to champion my cause, I have no desire to see the inside of the chamber."

Ptolema blinked. "What, really?"

"Yes," he said, with a nod. "Any curiosity I had regarding the works of the masters was settled a long time ago. As of now, I am content only to serve my meager role." He put the keys back into the pocket of his robe. "But now, I am afraid. I must bid you farewell. Please proceed into the antechamber at once, as I believe the anointed hour is approaching, and it would be best to leave leeway for any possible misunderstandings."

Kamrusepa, still making a mildly huffy expression, turned back towards him. "Thank you for escorting us, sir."

"Of course," he said, bowing his head. "I bid you good afternoon, and pray your relationship with the masters becomes a fruitful one, such that your labours may serve the Great Work."

And with that, he left, heading back down the pathway. Without the presence of his lamp, the hallway appeared much darker, but not completely; I hadn't noticed it before, but there was a faint blue light coming from very far overhead, just enough to make out our surroundings. Like how things might be at the bottom of the ocean floor. I couldn't identify the source of it, even after tried taking off my glasses and peering as hard as I could.

Meanwhile, Ptolema stared at the man has he departed, her expression one of bafflement.

"What a weird guy," she said.

"It's just a room, Ptolema," Kam said, a touch of condescension in her tone. "Is it really such a surprise that he wouldn't care?"

"Yeah, it is!" she said. "If I had to go to the same crazy weird underground ruin a hundred times and never got to see the place I was actually taking people to, I'd go nuts. My head's hurting just thinking about it." She rubbed her eyes.

"We should not be lingering out here," Lilith interjected, her words sharp and sudden. "It's 4:50. We need to go inside."

"Mm, yes, let's," Kam said, her tone becoming a little more serious "It would be rather dire if we came this far and then ended up having to go all the way back to the city."

Without waiting for anyone else's approval, Kam turned the handle and pulled open the doorway.

As soon as she did, light flooded out to our feet, as the inside was much better lit. But not because of a conventional light source. Instead, it was...

Actually, let me just start from the top.

The upper half of the room we were now looking into - that is to say, the ceiling and most of the walls - was similar to the hall; wrought of ancient stone that looked worn down by the passage of time. However, there was something that seemed relatively new on them, too: A mural, bright and colourful and painted in a close to contemporary art style, the design intensely creative and stylized, but also carefully considered, with humans, objects and animals all painted to correct scale. It was such a sharp change that it took me off guard, and for a moment, I didn't even realize what I was looking at.

However, there was a far more notable trait to the room present in its lower half.

...that is to say, outside of a set of steps directly in front of us, there was none. It had no floor. And there was nothing beneath that lack of floor, either. Instead, we could once again see the Mimikos below directly, the shimmering reflection of the Great Lamp on the surface filling the room with a radiant, blue and green light.

But this time, there was seemingly no glass separating us from it, or from the frigid cold and vacuum of the Empyrean. It was just a straight drop, right into the void.

"Oh." Kamrusepa said, looking downward. "Huh."
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"I can't help but notice," Kam continued, after a few moments had passed, "that we seem to still be breathing."

I stared down at the hole, squinting just to make sure there really was no faint, reflective sheen between where we were standing and the space beyond that might indicate a barrier, or if there were any anomalies with the view itself that might expose it as artificial. But, by every metric I could judge, it looked real.

"That... is funny, yes," I said.

Everyone stood there for a few moments, stunned by the situation. Eventually, Ptolema, with a look that straddled the line between curiosity and bafflement, stepped back into the area we'd just left for a moment, and retrieved a small chunk of debris from the ground. Then, stepping forward, she craned back her arm--

"H-Hold on," I said, turning in her direction. "What are you doing?"

She paused, seeming surprised by the interruption, and looked in my direction. "Uh, I was gonna throw a rock in there."

"Why?"

"Well, to see if it goes through, or stops, or whatever." She seemed confused by my line of questioning.

"But isn't that... Uh..."

Isn't that what? I thought to myself. Dangerous?

Well... Yes.

But why would it be dangerous, now that I was thinking about it? If there was something physical there after all that just happened to be almost invisible, then it was already holding steady in the face of a tremendous amount of pressure. It wouldn't be broken by little pebble. And if there really was nothing there... Then, well, there was nothing to break.

I couldn't think of a satisfying answer.

"Nevermind," I said. "Go ahead."

She shrugged, then flung her arm back again before, with characteristic athleticism, tossing the stone. Rather than hurling it straight down, she threw it horizontally, like you would if you were trying to skim a rock across the surface of a lake. It wasn't until the result that I understood why she'd done this. The object passed through the hole without issue, but then, instead of losing momentum and dropping straight down, it continued on sideways in perpetuity, eventually becoming an indistinguishable dot that vanished amidst the black void.

In other words, anything that passed that threshold no longer under the influence of the bastion's artificed gravity.

"Oh, wow," Ptolema said, "I wasn't expecting that to actually work."

"My goodness," Kamrusepa said, her voice becoming more excited now that she'd had a little time to process the situation. "If this is real, then... We must be right at the very bottom of the bastion. I had no idea we'd traveled that far down in the carriage and the elevator-- Look! You can see the Aetherbridge, there, too." She pointed.

My eyes followed her finger. Sure enough, off to the left, I could see the narrow, four-spined structure we'd left behind an hour earlier stretching downward towards the surface of the Mimikos. In fact, after a few moments had passed, I could make out one of the lifts descending, and then the area surrounding it blur before it flickered out of existence.

"Remarkable," Kam continued, wide-eyed. "How has no one noticed this place? It must be in plain sight."

"They could be using some kind of illusion to conceal it," I suggested. "I can't imagine people would be giving the area a close look very often."

"You might be surprised," Ran said. "A group of arcanists inspect the outer walls of the whole structure once a month, to make sure there isn't any damage or anyone smuggling goods in from the Duumvirate. They'd definitely have noticed something like this."

"In that case," Kam said, "the order must have permission for this from the bastion's administrators?" She clicked her tongue. "Well, that or they're paying off leagues of people-- Though of course I'm not suggesting something so untoward," she quickly added.

"They'd need to do more than just pay people off," Ran said. "If we really are at the absolute bottom of the bastion, then there shouldn't be any gravity in this whole area to begin with. The runes they use for it are built into the floor about two thirds of the way down from the surface-level. That means this whole area would have had to have been enchanted separately... And to accomplish that, you'd need to take half the floor apart and reinforce it with bronze, so it could serve as a foundation for the gravity without cracking under the strain."

"Good heavens," Kam said. "I knew their resources were considerable, but..."

"What if this place already existed, and they just appropriated it?" I speculated, interrupting her as she trailed off. "You said the hall we were just in was rumored to be made by one of the original builders, Ran. Couldn't they have been the ones responsible for the artificed gravity?"

"I thought of that," Ran said, "but anything done in the Mourning Period probably wouldn't feel this consistent. It's almost indistinguishable from the upper levels."

That was true. Back the Empyrean Bastion was constructed, Aetheromancy was still in its infancy, and primarily functioned by crudely imitating techniques that used iron from the Imperial Era. It wouldn't have been able to produce a result like this.

When the Ironworkers had rebuilt reality following the collapse, they hadn't been able to do so perfectly. Other than the absence of iron, other natural forces, such as gravity and electromagnetism in general, could only be imitated rather than reproduced. This had caused many problems in the efforts to rebuild civilization, even up until the present day.

"Putting aside the gravity, how is any of this even possible?" Mehit asked, frowning at the sight. "What you said earlier... Can the Power do things like this? Keep the air in and stop us all from being pulled out into the void, even when there's nothing between us and it?"

"Nothing we're seeing is impossible," Kam said. "I'm no expert, but one could certainly create a shield that would contain air but allow the passage of solid objects. Another enchantment could preserve the pressure and atmosphere." She held the side of a finger to her mouth. "But it must be wasting an absurd amount of eris to keep it all together. Far more so than an enclosed environment. I confess I'm rather curious to the specifics. She looked behind her. "Ran, would you--"

"Yeah," she said, not waiting for her to finish. "Sure."

Ran reached for her waist and withdrew her scepter, which she'd received during her graduation from Saoyu University. Like most things from the Arcanocracy, the design avoided frivolity, largely just looking like a plain, ivory rod, with the exception of a violet ribbon tied to the head that denoted her status. She held it in front of her.

Ran always spoke the words to her incantations with a kind of methodical firmness that, though still swift, was distinctive to her among our class. It was a reminder to me that, unlike everyone else here, she was not a 'natural' when it came to using the Power, but rather it was a skill she had cultivated over years of hard work.

"How the hell do you do it?" she asked me, in the back garden of my parents estate, close to a decade ago. A birdbath that my mother had bought on an impulse and then left to be overtaken by moss floated in the air before us, a product of a demonstration I'd been giving her a moment earlier. "It's like you open your mouth and the words flow out like water. How do you never mess up the pronunciations?"

"It's not as though I never mess up," I said. " But it's just... Always been easy, for some reason."

She shook her head, looking at me almost resentfully. "For me, it's like my tongue is made out of lead. If I lose focus, even for a moment, it falls apart. It's miserable."

"Why do you want to do it, then...?"

She looked at me, with the same expression in her eyes as when she'd first learned the truth about me. "Isn't that obvious?"

A n o m a l y - D i v i n i n g

"...𒈣𒄀𒌈𒀭𒊍. (𒌍𒍣𒍥𒊒𒊬𒉌𒌫𒐼). 𒄭𒌋𒌋𒌋𒌋, 𒊹..."

From our perspective, nothing happened except that she twitched slightly, closing her eyes for a moment. Like most forms of divination, the Anomaly-Divining Arcana projected the information it harvested - which revealed the content of an incantation, as well as when and where it was cast from - directly into the mind of the caster. This made them dangerous, in their own way; you had to be careful not to overwhelm yourself.

"It looks like the rune work was done underneath the mural," she said after a moment, pointing towards it. "For some reason. The incantation is so complicated that I'm not sure I completely understand it, but it's very sophisticated Aetheromancy. It's a combination of multiple arcana - they've woven the barrier, pressure regulation and atmospheric control all into one single process. The only thing that's distinct is the gravity." She pointed back at the room we just left. "The root of that is around the big statue we passed."

"A completely customized incantation, at this scale?" Kamrusepa whistled. "How are they optimizing the eris expense?"

"They're not," Ran said. "This hasn't been in effect for long. Someone only activated the runes about an hour ago."

She raised an eyebrow. "Only an hour?"

"That, um, would make sense, would it not...?" Ophelia said hesitantly. "The members of the order have to travel to the sanctuary too, after all. Perhaps they left it active just for our sake."

"Y'think they use the same entrance?" Ptolema asked. "I would figure they'd have some secret way in that they wouldn't share with a bunch of random idiots like us."

"It's not a terrible theory. Occam's razor, after all," Kam said, before looking back in Ran's direction. "Where was the caster standing when it was activated?"

"Right here," she said, and pointed to the ground. "Not including the gravity. It looks like that's always active. It's probably tapped into the bastions eris bank."

"Very interesting," Kam said, nodding. "They obviously expended a great deal of effort to make this, ah, mm--"

"Hole in the floor," I said, interjecting.

"...yes," she finished, hesitantly. "The hole in the floor."

Silence fell for a couple moments. Once again, our eyes lingered on the pit.

"Yes, well, this speculation is all very well and good," Mehit said tensely, "but I confess I am unsure what exactly we are supposed to do now. How exactly is this supposed to take us to the conclave? We were told to take a seat, but I most certainly do not see any seats."

"Maybe they expect us to jump," I said grimly.

"That's not funny, Su," Ran said, her tone harsh all of a sudden.

"I didn't mean it like that," I said, looking at her with a defensive expression. "I mean, they want to abolish death. Maybe they expect us to prove our faith in their convictions by trying to, uh..."

"That would be unfathomably unprofessional," Mehit interrupted, coldly. "Not to mention cruel."

"Or maybe this is all an ideologial test, and the real answer is to walk away." Kam put a finger to her lips thoughtfully. "Thereby rejecting death, and the blind acceptance of the status quo in our culture that has led us to abet it for so long, and affirming the triumph of the human spirit over the callous forces of nature - in this case, the vacuum of space."

"Wow," Ophelia said. It was hard to infer from her tone if she meant this to mean this in a hearing-something-really-profound way or in a awestruck-by-the-sheer-pretentiousness way.

"You guys are being kinda dumb right now, I'm not gonna lie," Ptolema said, she stepped forward.

My eyes widened a bit. "Uh, P-Ptolema, I wasn't serious--"

As soon as she stepped on the first step down towards the hole, a series of black square tiles emerged from subtle recesses in the walling surrounding it, quickly and sharply moving alongside one another to form a rudimentary pathway along the void. They hovered there firmly, absolutely still.

"Oh-hoh," Kamrusepa said, looking absolutely thrilled by this development. "I love this. This is some Imperial Era-style high decadence if I've ever seen it." She stepped down to the path enthusiastically.

"How did you know that would happen, Ptolema?" I asked, a little warily.

"I dunno," she said, shrugging. "Gut feeling, I guess? They have something like this in the great library in Irenca. A bunch of platforms pop up and form stairs."

We carefully walked forward in single file, pulling our luggage behind us, Mehit going last - only after her own daughter advanced - and looking incredibly hesitant. As we did, more platforms appeared in front us, ultimately forming a square area in roughly the middle of the pit. A circular sitting area, formed of larger blocks, assembled itself in turn at the center.

"And there we go!" Kamrusepa said, taking her seat.

"This doesn't feel very safe," Mehit said, as she did the same. Her gaze was pinned downward.

"Not really, no," I assented.

"Come now, Mehit. You just said as much a moment ago-- I'm sure the order wouldn't be leading us into a death trap." She paused for thought. "In fact, I bet I've figured out how this is going to work, and the reason why they brought us up here to begin with."

"What's your theory, Kam?" I asked.

"Transpositioning, but on a tremendous scale," she said, smiling. "Think about it. We've just been brought to a place that has direct line of sight on the entire Mimikos. With a finely-calculated incantation and the proper timing, we could be sent to anywhere on the entire surface with zero foreknowledge of our destination. It's quite ingenious, frankly."

"Hold up," Ptolema said. "You're saying it's not gonna be a refuge, after all? That it's just some place on the ground?"

"It's precisely because the idea of it being an arcane refuge didn't add up earlier that I'm building this hypothesis," she explained. "It's also the perfect way to hide the location. In a pinch, the council members could travel to it directly on the ground, but if they normally only accessed it from here, there'd be no way they could be followed, assuming the proper precautions were taken." She smirked. "Gosh, it's genius. And here I was, presuming a place in the Empyrean was our destination, when it was just a bluff..."

I frowned to myself, wrinkling my brow. "I don't know," I said. "Something about this sounds off to me."

Kam clicked her tongue. "Gods, you're a moment-killer, Su."

"You're only saying that because I don't agree with you," I said.

"What's your theory, then?" She asked, leaning forward. By now, everyone had moved in and taken their seats, sitting in the circle facing one another. The platforms that had formed the path to this area had disappeared, leaving us 'stranded', and a flicker of anxiety ran through me.

"Well, for one thing, if they were going to do that, why would they bother with half of the stuff they've done over the whole journey?" I asked. "Why split us off from the boys? Why all the effort in making it so we couldn't see where we were going, back in the carriage?"

"Well, obviously they couldn't have us knowing the way down to this place," she said. "If we did, we could just come back later and cast the Anomaly-Divining Arcana again, and figure out where exactly we'd been sent."

I curled my lip. "That might be true. But it only explains half of it. Why the subtlety about going up the Aetherbridge in the first place?"

"Probably just an additional layer of obfuscation," she said. "Make it even harder for outsiders to guess where to look."

I frowned. It made sense, but I couldn't shake the feeling that I was missing something here. Like a loose tooth, nagging in the corner of my brain...

"You know," Ophelia said, craning her head back and forth, "seeing this mural from the center like this... It's really quite beautiful."

I looked around, imitating her own motion. As she said, in this position, there was something to the mural that I hadn't felt before, looking at it from the doorway. It played on the curves of the room, having a fluid quality that led your eyes from one element to another in a way that was almost a little hypnotic. The flowing nature of the design made it feel like the image was suspended on water, and your eyes were carried with it as it flowed, around and around...

In the strange atmosphere of this place, against the dark stone and the impossible view beneath our feet, it took on an almost otherworldly quality. Like I could almost fall into the rich, painted colours, just as I could tumble down to the continents and oceans below.

I shivered. It was cold, here. The enchantment must have been doing something to keep it warm, since we weren't all freezing to death from the utter frigidity of the void beyond the Great Lamp, but there was still a chill that cut even through the thick layers of my stola. It was a dry, piercing sort of coldness, like being in a desert after nightfall.

"What's it supposed to be of, exactly?" Kam said, looking herself. "I'm afraid I can't quite make sense of it. The designs are so abstract-- I think that's supposed to be a boat...?"

I couldn't quite figure it out, either. I could make out some scenes. A man weeping, someone diving into the water, a towering city on the horizon...

"I can't really understand it, either," I said. "I think it's trying to tell some kind of story, though."

"What makes you say that?" Kam asked, an eyebrow raised. "The scenes look all over the place to me."

I shook my head, slowly. "No, there's definitely some kind of narrative. There's a part where it looks like a man is getting out of some water... And then he's drying himself... Maybe?" I narrowed my eyes. "There's structure to it, at the very least. One thing leads to another."

"Interesting," Kam said, her expression becoming more curious. "Why would the order put something like that here?"

Because someone here felt the message was of paramount importance, a voice within me thought, one that I vaguely identified as lying at the intersection of logical and emotive reasoning. They believed it was something they needed to be reminded of every time they came to this place, every time they entered the sanctuary. A truth, more precious than any other...

No, that's not right.

I felt the chill strike me for a second time, along with another impulse. This one was the second quietest of all them; the one that saw things without even really understanding why, that lingered on edge of dream-logic. Maybe that's the superficial purpose, but that's as far as it goes. There is no real truth meant to be found here.

I saw, for just a moment, a sharpness in the brush-strokes. A subtle hatred in the contrast of the colours, simmering beneath the surface. I saw the person's hand as they painted it, wove the flowing lines of colour, and imagined the bitter sneer that must have been on their face as they calculated its design. The contempt, the creation of superficial beauty to hide a deeper ugliness. And for an even more fleeting moment - as the connections in my mind sparked, reaching out wildly - I saw the look of quiet disgust in my grandfathers eye, that day. When he went to the conclave for the final time...

Somehow, I knew it was true.

Whoever made this, made it with contempt. This a quiet joke.

Something to be mocked.

"It's hateful," I said, aloud.

Ran jerked her head in my direction for a moment, seemingly taken off-guard by the words. She blinked.

Kam looked, too. "What was that, Su?" She asked. "Did you just say it was hateful?"

"Um, I don't think it's hateful," Ophelia said, in a surprisingly defensive tone, seeing as she'd only become a fan of the mural about 30 seconds earlier. "It looks very pretty to me."

I frowned to myself, looking downward. Be logical. You have no basis for the conclusion you just drew. If you explained it to them, they'd just think you were nuts. I hesitated. Well, more nuts than they already do.

My words seemed to have reached Ran on some level, at least, even if she was no closer to actually understanding the content of the mural than any of us. Perhaps even less; she'd never had much of an artistic eye, being more comfortable with language than images, even having studied literature before she decided to become an arcanist. Still, she stared at it carefully, her expression furtive.

"Never mind," I said. "Just, um, thinking aloud. Anyway, maybe if we understood the story, it would make more sense why they'd put it here. Can you figure any of it out, Ophelia?"

"Hmm? Oh, no..." She shook her head. "I'm terrible with art... I just thought it was pretty, that's all."

"Ask Lilith!" Ptolema suggested enthusiastically. "She likes this kind of stuff."

What she meant by this was that Lilith read a lot of illustrated novels, and had taken at least one crack at drawing one, a year or so ago. It was the only thing that she seemed to like, in fact, outside of her logic engines. Sometimes she'd launch into spiels about the different styles, what was good and what was, as she'd phrase it, 'trash'.

Lilith didn't deny Ptolema's statement, although she didn't look up, either. "I am not here to function as your artistic interpreter, brainless woman."

"Lili!" Her mother said sharply. "I keep telling you to stop being so rude to your classmates!"

"I am not being rude," she replied, loudly and matter-of-factly. "Ptolema does not have a brain. It is well-documented reality, supported by a range of primary sources."

Ptolema scratched the back of her head, looking a combination of amused an uncomfortable. "Geez, Lilith."

"Do not persist in talking," she continued, her tone severe. "People without brains should NOT talk. Lest they debase themselves and the people around them."

"I am so, so sorry," Mehit said, seeming defeated by the situation, her face in her hands. "Lili..."

"Uh, it's okay, really!" Ptolema said. "It's like Kam said. We're kinda used to her being, well-- Like this, I guess."

"It is typical for a brainless person that you see my words as something to be endured," Lilith said. "rather than as an opportunity for self improvement."

This sort of outburst was pretty standard for Lilith. She usually got a lot more hostile when anyone except one of the professors imposed on her in some fashion. (For reference, "imposing" could mean anything from asking her for favours to petty requests like moving her chair so someone else could sit down.) It might've been the real reason that Kam had decided to go home and pick up her spare logic engine rather than trying to get her to fix it, back at the academy.

I'd always wondered, since I'd met Lilith, what kind of control her parents had over her, and I suppose I was getting my answer over the course of the afternoon. It was a bit of a grim sight - but I didn't envy Mehit. Having a child who was not only showered with far more accolades than you'd ever earned, but was also like, well, this, had to be tremendously difficult. To say the least.

"Come on, Lili," Kamrusepa said to her, in a more friendly tone. "I know you have a fantastic eye for visual concepts. Would you please give us your assessment? I'm incredibly curious."

"I see you trying to control my actions with flattery, manipulative harlot," she said gravely. "I see­ you." She pointed to her eyes and then gestured at Kam, still not looking up.

Mehit looked down with a despondent expression, seeming to be considering throwing herself towards the surface of the planet. It was hard to tell with her complexion, but she was probably flushed.

"Come ooooonnnn, Lili," Kam said, attempting to nail the combination of friendly non-condescension and imposition of authority that I assumed to be essential in compelling younger people to do things. "I promise I'll help you the next time you're trying to tune the internal clock for one of your projects."

Lilith glared at her for a few moments. Then, closing her eyes and sighing slowly and reluctantly, she pulled up her legs and stood atop her section of the seating. Turning in a circle, she carefully examined the mural.

"It is post-impressionist trash," she said, after a few moments. "But the quality is decent. They probably brought in a professional to do it."

"A professional?" Ptolema asked, confused. "Why would they do something like that for something no one is ever going to see?"

"How would you possibly expect me to know something like that, brainless idiot?" She said. "All I can do is analyze the content."

"Lili..." Mehit said weakly. "Please try to calm down... When we get there, you really need to behave yourself..."

"They're the ones demanding I do stupid things, mother," she said, imperious in spite of her high-pitched, obviously teenaged voice. "It's not my fault."

"Your father--"

"I know, mother," she said. She peered some more at the images. "...Okay. I think I understand it. It's difficult to describe, however."

"Why?" I asked.

"Because it doesn't seem to have been intended to be interpreted linearly." She peered at it with a critical expression, pushing a little of her curly, dark hair away from her eyes. "It does depict a series of events, but the narrative is circular. It loops."

"It... Loops?" Ptolema said.

"Yes," she said, in a tone that implied a lot about what she thought of Ptolema's intellect. "That is what I said, skull-cavity. As in, the events lead into each other forever. So there's no defined start and end point."

Ophelia's eyes widened a bit. "Oh, that sounds quite beautiful, actually... Ah, what's the word I'm looking for? Elegant, high-concept..."

"I don't think it's particularly original," I said. "I think I've seen that motif in religious art, back in Sao. Though, uh, not in this style." I turned back to Lilith. "Could you tell us what it depicts? Just pick a random starting point."

She sighed again. "Very well." She looked around for a moment, then pointed to a spot with her finger. "Here. A man is cutting down trees and using them to fashion a bridge. Then he crosses the bridge and meets an old man in his hut on an island." She slowly moved her finger from one scene to another as she explained, now pointing to a green-and-brown blur that I'd assumed to be some kind of cloud, but in retrospect probably was an island. "Then the man falls asleep. When he awakens, the old man scolds him, and they quarrel. A woman becomes involved in the fight too. Eventually, the man leaves, and after tying stones to his feet, walks into the ocean..."

To the side of me, I saw something subtle light up in Ran's eyes. Slowly, she bit her lip.

"...and travels to bottom to retrieve a plant growing there - a flower, it looks like. Then he's back at the surface, bathing, when a serpent appears and takes the flower. He's dejected. After that, he travels to a city, grows old, and dies." She paused briefly on a section of the mural that appeared to show an human form blurring into a more decrepit one as it fell to the ground. "Another man, younger, mourns him. This man leaves the city. He travels to the coast and speaks to a boatman. He starts cutting down trees to build a bridge..." She gestured to it, then sat back down. "There. That's the loop."

Kam nodded. "Thank you, Lilith."

The girl said nothing, looking back to her logic engine silently.

"Huh," Ptolema said. "The impression I got from the visuals was something grander, but that's actually... Pretty simple, really?"

"Indeed," Kam said, her brow furrowed. "What could it mean, though...?"

I looked at it for a few more moments, my expression cautious. Ran's gaze was still focused on it, though now her face had contorted in confusion.

"It's the Epic of Gilgamesh," she said, suddenly, her voice distant and quiet.

Oh. A few things clicked in my head, suddenly.

Ptolema blinked. "Uh, what?"

"Oh, my..." Kam said, looking at it all again for a more discerning look. "It is, isn't it? Well spotted, Ran."

"The Epic of Gilgamesh," she repeated for Ptolema's sake, louder this time. "Or the last part. It's an epic poem, arguably the oldest work of human literature, from early in the Old Kingdoms Era. That's what the mural seems to be depicting-- Well, sort of. It's a little odd..."

"Um, I'm afraid I'm not familar," Ophelia said, sounding a little embarrassed.

"Yeah, me neither," Ptolema said. "I mean, I think I've heard of it, maybe. But I don't really know anything about myths. Could you tell us about it, Ran?"

I was glad she asked. I had a very vague idea of the content from some half-remembered class in secondary school that felt like a lifetime ago, but the details were fuzzy in my head, and only half patched together into something coherent through little bits of cultural osmosis.

But I hadn't wanted to ask myself. That would have made me look stupid.

"I don't remember it all perfectly, but basically, it's about an ancient king named Gilgamesh having an existential crisis after the death of his friend, and trying to achieve immortality," she explained. "He seeks out this sage named Utnapishtim, who was granted eternal life by the gods. He lives on an island across an ocean called the Waters of the Dead, so Gilgamesh tries to contract a boatmen, but ends up in a fight with him and destroys the charms he uses to to stafe off the dark magic. So he has to build a bridge instead." She gestured to the corresponding part of the mural. "When he gets there, Utnapishtim has him try to stay awake for a week as a trial to prove he's worthy. But Gilgamesh messes it up and falls asleep almost right away."

"Geez, this guy sounds like kind of a screw-up," Ptolema said. "First he breaks the stuff he needs to get to the island, then he fails the trial right away...?"

"A lot of old myths are rather like that, Ptolema," Kam said. "The ancients loved their broken heroes, with all their human failings."

"What do you think changed?" Ptolema asked.

"Somebody invented the power fantasy and made a lot of money, probably," I said, my tone flat.

"Don't be such a cynic, Su," Kam said. "Personally, I think it's a consequence of progress. More hopeful, aspirational times breed more hopeful, aspirational narratives. What would one have to hope for, if one lived in an age of barbarity, like whomever came up with these stories...?"

"Um, please go on, Ran," Ophelia said, seeming quite engaged.

She nodded. "After that, Utnapishtim tells him to leave, but at the last moment his wife convinces him to tell Gilgamesh how to achieve immortality out of pity. So he tells him about a special flower that's the only of its type in the world, and blooms at the bottom of the ocean. And that if you eat it, you'll become forever young. So he ties rocks to his feet and walks into the sea, then finds where it's supposed to grow and plucks it."

"Wait, he walked into the sea? How does he not drown?" Ptolema asked. "Isn't this from before the Power existed?"

"Skull-cavity is asking stupid questions and ruining it for everyone," Lilith said. "Very typical."

"Hey, I'm just curious if I'm missing something," Ptolema said.

"No, I think it's just mythology logic, Ptolema," Ran said. "Anyway. He takes the flower back with him and plans to test it on an old man in the city he rules, but while he's traveling, he stops to take a bath, and leaves the flower out of sight. So a snake shows up and eats it - this is the mythological explanation for why they shed their skin, incidentally - and now there aren't any others left in the world. Then he goes back home dejected, and that's it."

"Is there no moral?" Ophelia asked.

"No, I guess there's sort of a moral," Ran said, adjusting the fabric of her robe a bit as she turned away from the mural. "When he returns home, and sees his city Uruk along with the massive walls he built for it, he realizes it will outlive him. And that even though he might die, it's sort of okay, because his legacy will still continue and have meaning."

"Ah, I see," she said, nodding. "That's a very traditional ending."

Ran shrugged.

"I'm not sure you can call it that if it was the one to establish the tradition to begin with," I said. "It sounds like how most stories about immortality end, though. It's the sort of thing that Kam could call, uh..."

"Deathist nonsense?" she offered, with a small smirk.

"Something like that," I said. "Narratives about people finding ways to accept their fate or make sense of why people die, instead of defying it. You're always saying that sort of thing is irresponsible, whenever the topic comes up. Like this morning."

"I'm glad you pay some attention to my disjointed ramblings, Su," she said.

"I try my best," I said flatly.

"In this case, though, I probably would make something of an exception," she said, leaning back a little in her seat. "Since it was written so long ago, before the Power, before even iron, when people were just trying to make some sense out of the short and painful lives they had been born into, and find what coping mechanisms they could." She reached into one of her many bags and withdrew a small canister of water, taking a sip.

"Hey," Ran said. "Could I have some of that?"

"Mm? Oh, sure," Kam said, sliding it along the surface of our seating over to her. She drunk it rather greedily, for some reason. "But yes, you said as much this morning, Su, and in retrospect, you were right. People need narratives to make sense of that which they cannot chage."

"Yeah," I said.

"But the problem is that those coping mechanisms aren't discarded when they need to be. When even though we have the tools to work towards ending human mortality, people have narritivized it so much as something meaningful, beautiful, natural. Something that people ought to accept. Even though if such were done with any other affliction, the sentiment would righly be deemed abominable."

I opened my mouth, intending to speak the thought that had come to mind in response to this, but then hesitated, closing it again. Kam seemed to pick up on this, however, and smiled at me wryly.

"Don't be shy, Su. Say your piece."

"Well..." I looked downward, brushing one of my braids behind my shoulders. "Isn't that sort of a false equivalence?"

"How do you mean?" she inquired.

"Well, diseases and bodily problems can be treated as they come, but death... Or rather, things eventually breaking generally, is sort of a inevitability in physics." I furrowed my brow, trying to grasp the exact wording I needed to convey the concept in my mind. "How to put this... People have the potential to die every day, right? But they can only die once, and then they'll be dead forever. So no matter how long we pushed dying back, it would always happen, and human beings would always need stories to rationalize and cope with it. It's part of our nature as finite beings."

She thought about this for a moment, then gave a nod - but with skepticism, not acceptance. "That could be fair, after a fashion," she said, "If human beings were capable of truly separating their conceptualization of the world on a rational basis from their conceptualization on an emotional one. As it stands, even if they always will always be desired, their existence does more harm than good. Their existence led to the cultural circumstance that saw organizations like the order banned, that saw virtuous people--"

Mehit, still looking defeated, let out a strange grunt.

"--who wanted to save lives, proclaimed outlaws. Even if is is true that we can never win a final victory, people making up reasons for why we don't need to fight, means people don't fight." Her gaze was firm. "I said as much in the conference this morning. If we can claw our way to even a few more years, we have an obligation to do it."

"Geez, Kam," Ptolema said. "You get so passionate when you talk about this stuff."

"Thank you, Ptolema," Kam said, her mood instantly shifting to her standard, cheery one as she turned to her. "I do try."

"It's neat," she continued. "But, uh, also kinda scary."

"So what are you suggesting?" I said. "In place of that sort of narrativization."

"That people be forced to face reality, even if it's unpleasant," Kam said. "That there is nothing beautiful or meaningful about death."

"That's sort of cruel," I said.

That's unrealistic, I thought, as well. People value coping with life more than they value being alive.

"The world is cruel. No one ever promised otherwise." Her smile grew a little weaker, and she made a dismissive gesture. "Though of course, this is all hypothetical. It's not as if anyone could stop people telling stories. The most can do, in the end, is to try and tell a better one."

Try to tell a better one, huh...

My lip curled downward slightly.

"Why... Is it, that you're so passionate about this whole idea, Kamrusepa?" Ophelia asked. Though still meek, there was a strange undertone to her words, a weight.

"Why?" She raised an eyebrow. "My, what a queer question. I would have thought the appeal was rather universal." She quieted for a moment, gazing into the middle distance. "Because there are so many more things I want to experience than I have time for."

"But you're still so young. Don't you... Well, all of us... Have all the time in the world, at the moment? It just seems strange to me, to invest so much thought and passion into it." Her expression was searching. "500 years is such a long time. I can't imagine feeling like there wasn't enough..."

She looked amused, and laughed a little, shaking her head. "Everyone thinks that time is infinite when they're young, in the same way that someone who has just stuffed their face with a grand meal can't so much as imagine eating another-- That is, until a few hours later." She sighed, twiddling her thumbs together. "No, I'm afraid time escapes people remarkably fast. The noose is already tightening around my neck. I've lived this life for only a scant few decades, and already the world is a wall of closing doors, opportunities lost forever." She turned to look at the other woman. "What am I, Ophelia?"

"Um," she hesitated. "I'm not sure what you want me to say...? A woman, a redhead..."

"Keep trying," Kamrusepa said. Her eyes were narrowed, focused on her. "Think more vocational."

"...a Chronomancer?"

"A healing Chronomancer," she corrected. "A sub-profession, that is itself a sub-profession to arcanist in general." She looked forward again. "And mastering it, working my way up the ranks of the Order of Chronomancers, making the skill truly mine... Even with the incredible fortune I've had to be gifted in the art, it would likely take over a century; a quarter of the mean lifespan. Half of it, more likely, if I truly want to count myself among the best. That's half of my entire existence, 50% of the personal universe in which I reside and only I shall ever know, swallowed in a single pursuit, a minuscule thing, a grain of sand on the beach that is the range of human experience, and only human experience in this one era in which we were born." She shook her head. "And then what? Time for a handful more things, at best. I will never know what it's like to be a great artist, to explore that beautiful and nuanced world of thousands of judgements and subtle techniques. Or to be a singer, or a botanist, or a courtesean, or an accountant."

"I'm not sure I'd wanna be an accountant, even if I was gonna live for a zillion years," Ptolema said.

"That's the one you pick out...?" Ran muttered.

Kamrusepa continued, unresponsive to the interjection. "And alongside that, I will likely only ever love, ever truly know, a handful of people. And my whole life, the whole saga of my existence, will be marked irrevocably by the pure fortune or misfortune of how those handful of relationships happen to turn out."

I flinched a little. Kamrusepa certainly had a way with words, if nothing else.

"I don't want that. It makes me sorrowful even to consider. I want to love countless people, experience countless things, to bloom into a more complete version of myself that, right now, I can't even imagine." She looked downward, frowning. "That so many people, that everyone, disappears from the world before they ever have the chance to become who they have the potential to be is a tragedy so great that it's unspeakable."

"But..." Ophelia said, with an expression like she was trying to grasp something she couldn't quite reach. "Isn't that, mm..."

"What, Ophelia?" Kam asked. She leaned her head to the side, causing locks of curly ginger hair to flop down in sort of a silly-looking way. "What do you think it is?"

She looked hesitant about saying what she said next. "Well... Greedy? To want to experience all that, instead of what humans always have?"

"Greedy-- My goodness." Kam laughed again, though this time it was less sardonic; like she really did think she'd just told a funny joke. But when she spoke, the words came out with a severity that was absent before. "Ophelia, 'greedy' is what the lord calls the peasant who dares ask for a second loaf of bread. To smash the face of someone who, after a lifetime of staring at their feet, has chanced to look upon the sun right back into the mud below. You might as well ask, 'don't you think you should be accepting a little more suffering today?'"

Ophelia started to look uncomfortable, her expression indicating she regretted speaking up to begin with. She shifted in her seat, half looking away.

"When a human being acts to inflict misery on others, we condemn them rightly as a villain, and ostracize those who attempt to frame their victims as having been at fault," Kam continued, her tone a little bitter, now, and more distant. "But when the cosmos does it, it finds so many defenders. Masses who will call you immature for wanting something better than the unspeakable cruelty of the status quo." She crossed her arms. "But I know you are religious, Ophelia, so perhaps I'm speaking inappropriately. Let's leave it at that."

Silence fell over the room for a quite a while after that. Ophelia had turned away from her completely, at this point. I couldn't see her expression.

I looked to Ran, wanting to change the subject. Part of me wanted to speak up and address some of what Kam was saying myself, because there was a lot about how she was framing the topic that rung false, or naive, to me. But what good would that do?

Right now, with us surrounded by this creepy artwork and a modest loss of balance away from falling to what could potentially be our death, I wasn't in the right frame of mind to even consider it.

So I brought up something else.

"What did you mean, earlier?" I asked Ran. "When you said it was a little odd?"

"Oh. Well... Obviously the real epic poem isn't circular," Ran said flatly. "The thing that sets Gilgamesh off on his quest is that the gods kill his friend, Enkidu."

"How come?" Ptolema asked.

"He kills an important cow. It's not worth explaining," she said dismissively. "But in this version, the plot seems to... Double back on itself, instead. Gilgamesh still sets out on the quest in response to someone dying, but instead of Enkidu, it's... Himself? Dying of old age?" She frowned. "It's weird."

I looked up at the mural again.

The longer I sat here, the more something about it really did unsettle me. Some of the human figures in it had eyes drawn the strangest way, like they weren't looking at each other, but rather at the people in the center of room. Like this was a court, and they were the arbitrators passing judgement on us. The chill in the air seemed to slowly intensify, and I pulled up my woolen sleeves to cover part of my hands.

I hadn't realized it before, but it was very quiet here, too. No ambient sound at all.

"Maybe it's not meant to literally be the same story," I said. "And the man isn't mean to literally be Gilgamesh. But rather, it's evocative of something-- Of the search for eternal life itself, maybe."

"What, you mean suggesting it's futile, circular?" Kam said. "That would be... A little inappropriate, given the context, to say the least."

I nodded. The explanation didn't quite fit for me, either.

"We're coming up to 5:06," Lilith suddenly said.

"Oh!" Kamrusepa said, almost jumping. "Goodness, I got so caught up in talking, I'd completely lost track."

"Yeah, sheesh," Ptolema said, stiffening and sitting up properly in her chair, as if concerned that if she didn't, whatever was about to happen might not work properly.

"I'm, um..." Ophelia lifted a finger up to her mouth, biting on a nail. "A little worried, not knowing how this will work..."

"It'll be fine, Ophelia," Kam said reassuringly, all traces of hostility towards her now seemingly vanished. "Just do as we did on the lift. Deep breaths."

"Frankly, I don't mind what happens, so long as this is about to be over," Mehit said, speaking up for the first time in a while. "I... should like some time alone with Lili, and to take a bath before whatever they serve us for dinner, I think."

After that, we fell into an apprehensive silence for a few moments. I tried to clear my head as best as I could for whatever was coming next, and checked my hair to make sure it hadn't fallen to pieces. If anyone was going to be waiting for us at wherever we arrived, I didn't want to look like a complete idiot.

But then I had a funny sense of deja vu - like I'd had back walking to lunch with Ran - and a peculiar idea entered my mind.

Hey, it said, abruptly. You should ask Kamrusepa to verify the time with the Power.

What? The rational part of me asked. Why?

Don't ask questions, it said. Time is short. Just do it.

"Uh, hey, Kam," I said, feeling stupid for following an arbitrary gut feeling. "Can you use the Time-Inferring Arcana?"

The technique I was referring to was probably the simplest arcana in the discipline of chronomancy, so simple that even a lot of the uninitiated knew it. It measured what was sometimes referred to as the "universal tick", the smallest possible measurement of time of time in the universe, and how many had passed since the dawn of time. Of course, the greater challenge was interpreting that number into useful information, which Kam was fortunately trained to do.

She turned in my direction. "Mm? Yes, of course I can use it."

"No, that's not what I meant," I said. "Can you use it now?"

"Now?" She looked puzzled. "Why? We're about to be transpositioned."

"I don't know," I said. "Just a gut feeling, I suppose-- C'mon, do it."

She thought about it for just a moment, then shrugged, and withdrew her scepter. It was gold, though not ostentatiously, and had a statuette of an hourglass at the top. She spoke the words, which only took a moment.

 T i m e - I n f e r r i n g

"...𒇲𒉎𒅇, 𒍥𒀭, 𒀀𒀀, 𒊹."

She curled her lip in thought, then turned to me. "It's the 28th of April 1409, at 5:06, and 53 seconds. Satisfied?"

"Oh," I said, not sure what I'd expected. "Yeah, I gue--"
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(From this point forward in this scenario, all further scenes with context provided will take place in the Sanctuary. As a result, it shall not be included as part of the location.)

In the present day, there were two methods understood by which a human being could be safely transported a significant distance by arcane means: Transpositioning, utilizing the World-Bending Arcana, or teleportation, using the Planar-Cutting Arcana.

The former functioned more or less as described in the name, "bending" reality so that one area of space connected with another, but was limited in that it needed more or less a clear, open space between the starting point and the destination, like the Aetherbridge had. It goes without saying, but if you pulled one section of space towards another and anything substantial happened to be compressed in the middle, bad (and more often than not, explosive) things would happen to all parties involved.

The latter didn't have this problem, instead slicing the target through a higher plane with greater than 3 dimensions, thus allowing them to move a lot relatively despite, from a human perspective, not really moving much at all. However, this process expended an absolutely ridiculous amount of eris unless it was mathematically refined to a degree that could take hours, even for a short distance. As a result, it was rarely employed.

The reason I bring this is up is because I'd been transpositioned innumerable times in my life, and teleported once, too (from one end of a room to another, as part of a university experiment back in Oreskios) but what I experienced in that moment was different.

First, there was a brief sense of upward movement, but not upward momentum. It was more like everything around me was falling gently downwards; the people, the room. But this lasted only a moment before the greater part began in earnest.

It was sort of akin to the experience of going under for surgery, except it stopped short just at the last moment. I didn't fall unconscious, but my thoughts became, for want of a better word, simpler. Like right before one falls asleep. I was in a place that was utterly dark, but I didn't feel afraid-- Rather, I could only think of the fabric of my clothes on my skin, the movement of my breath through my body. The lingering sense that I was forgetting something, but couldn't quite place what that thing was.

I'm not sure how much time passed during that moment. It felt like both quite a while, and not very much at all, as though every second was stretched out to last a minute.

Then, quite suddenly, the world returned. I was still sitting on the same bench, alongside the same people. I could still see the mural lining the sides of the walls. But now the view of the Mimikos below was gone, replaced with only hard stone beneath my feet.

I looked up, glancing around. Everyone else seemed to be in similar states of confusion and recovery. Kamrusepa was blinking and rubbing her eyes, Ran's head was lowered and she was taking deep breaths. Only Lilith seemed to have bounced back instantaneously, already looking at her logic engine as she had been a moment ago.

"Ugh." I recognized the sound as coming from Ptolema, who was looking around, squinting. "What happened...?"

"Our transportation happened," Kamrusepa said, trying to sit upright. "Evidently. Not quite what I expected..."

"No kidding," Ptolema said. "What was that?"

"Not transpositioning," I said. "That's for certain."

"Yes," Kam said. "It would seem I was off-base on this occasion, unless they did something to cloud our minds deliberately." She shook her head sharply. "Though that couldn't have been possible, not without us feeling our resistances break--"

To my left, Ophelia's aura of prototypical feminine beauty was abruptly shattered as she made a high-pitched retching noise, craned her head forward, and then promptly vomited all over the floor, causing everyone to let out various words of exclamation. Lilith, the closest in proximity, instinctively leaned away and guarded her logic engine with the fabric of her clothes.

"Oh, gods," Kamrusepa explained.

"Um! Are you alright, Ophelia?" I asked.

"Y-Yes," she said, taking a few deep breaths. "I'm sorry, I just, um--"

"It's okay! You're good!" Ptolema said, looking concerned. "Are you feeling vertigo, other symptoms? Do you need me to cast somethin'?" She had a habit of slurring her speech a little bit whenever she was worried.

"N... No, I'm alright," Ophelia said, shaking her head. "That just... Caught me off guard, that's all. Oh, God." Her face flushed up. "This is so embarrassing. Right when we got here..."

"I'm sure it's alright, dear," Mehit said, now having recovered herself. Despite the strange experience, she appeared suddenly at ease now that our trip was over. "Don't get yourself too worked up."

"I-I need to change my clothes and take a bath right away," she continued, shifting away from where she was sitting. "And do something about, uh, the mess..."

"They'll have no trouble sending someone to clean it up, I'm certain," Mehit said, ironically sounding more motherly than she normally did when speaking with her daughter. "I'm sure this happens all the time-- Frankly, I felt a little ill myself."

"I'm not sure how I feel about not knowing what just happened to to us," Ran said, her tone grave.

I wasn't sure how I felt about it, either. Another basic fact about arcana was that it couldn't affect the mind directly - its creators in the Imperial Era had deliberately made that impossible because of how it could be be misused. So in order to create a result, it would have had to impose some effect on the chemistry of our bodies. Either deliberately and directly, as Kam had suggested, or by doing something that would strain them so that it would happen incidentally.

The first seemed outright nefarious, while the latter simply confusing. Either way, I wasn't happy about it.

"Well, I shouldn't think we'll have to wait much longer for an explanation, one way or another," Kam said dismissively. "Now, then--"

"Wait," I said.

She turned, looking in my direction. "Mm?"

"Can you verify the time, again?" I asked, still not really certain why the words were leaving my mouth. I had only a jumble of vague thoughts, and an unexplainable sense of urgency. Like the window for something was rapidly closing.

She looked at me for a moment. "You're acting a little odd, Su. Are you feeling entirely well, yourself?

"I'm fine," I said. This was a lie, though largely in a technical sense, since I was pretty sure I hadn't felt strictly fine since I was about eight years old. "It's just... A thought. Please, it'll put my mind at ease."

She raised an eyebrow. "Why, are you suspecting some manner of foul play? That it's actually been hours since we were moved, and the purpose of that peculiar phenomena just now was to disguise the passage of time, for some equally dark affair?"

I blinked. That was actually - relatively speaking - a pretty logical explanation for my actions... But in truth, the idea hadn't crossed my mind consciously whatsoever. I'd been going completely off gut instinct.

"...uh, something like that," I said.

She narrowed her eyes. "Come on. You're not normally one for this kind of conspiratorial thinking."

"It's not conspiratorial, just... Speculative," I said. "Go on, you must be a little curious. It'll only take a moment, won't it?"

She contemplated this for a moment, then clicked her tongue. "Well, I suppose it's not entirely unfathomable. Perhaps if it was part of some kind of precautionary measure, or a side-effect of whatever means they used to transport us. After all, they've already been quite excessive in their caution..." She sighed, then lifted her scepter and spoke the incantation for a second time.

T i m e - I n f e r r i n g

"...𒇲𒉎𒅇, 𒍥𒀭, 𒀀𒀀, 𒊹."

"There," she said. "And, as it turns out, it is the 28th of April 1409, at 5:10, and 27 seconds."

"Three and a half minutes," I muttered to myself.

"Quite. Not exactly the most challenging feat of mathematics I've seen you perform, I confess." She twirled the scepter once in her hand, then reattached it to her belt. "Hopefully that suffices to put your mind at ease. I'm afraid if you keep asking, I'm going to have to start inflicting you with luxury debt for it." She smirked.

By all rights it should have put me at ease, but for some reason, I still felt unsatisfied. Like there was a shoe that hadn't quite dropped yet in the situation. Had I been expecting something different...?

Hey, I asked the voice from earlier. What was up with that?

Beats me, it said, or rather conveyed to me through the abstract pulses of shapeless ideas by which the mind communicates with itself. I'm just the messenger.

The messenger? For whom?

There was that feeling for a third time. Like I'd been here before, at some point. Having this conversation with myself...

"If it's all the same to everyone else, I would prefer to leave this place now," Mehit said, her eyes briefly glancing to the slowly-expanding pool of vomit on the floor. "Whatever you're talking about over there, I think it would be better discussed in the accommodation has been set up for us."

"Uh, yeah," Ptolema said. "To be honest, this room is starting to give me the creeps a bit."

"I'm glad someone said it," Ran said.

"Yeah," Ptolema nodded. "Geez, why's the mural even still with us? Did the walls move too, or is this room just painted to look the same? Whatever."

We began gathering our things. In the equivalent position to what had been the terminus of the floating platform in the chamber we were in previously, this one had a set of stairs leading upward, from which a rich, warm light radiated. I noticed that Kamrusepa was smiling widely as we got ready, with more sincerity than one usually saw on her childish face. It made her look very young, for a moment.

"What'cha so happy about, Kam?" Ptolema asked, apparently having seen, too.

"I would've thought that was obvious," she replied cheerfully. "It's hitting me that we're about to finally see the order's sanctuary. A secret that the public at large have been wondering of for hundreds of years, that only a handful have ever learned - and in just a few seconds, we'll be let in on it." She giggled to herself. "It's thrilling, don't you think?"

"Heheh, I guess it is pretty neat," Ptolema said, grinning.

I tried to smile, too, but it was forced. At this point, it was better to try and be optimistic than let myself languish in worry and doubt. But that was always easier said then done.

"I hope whatever they put us up in is nice," Ptolema said. "Think I could use a bath, too!"

"Well, you were running around all morning," I said.

"That's you guys' fault," Ptolema said, which I suppose was correct.

Finally, we headed up the stairway towards the light. At first, for just a moment, I was surprised to see that we appeared to be outdoors, with the stone floor giving way to dirt. I briefly considered if Kam's theory about us having been transported to somewhere on the surface could have been correct.

But then I looked, and saw it.

As it turned out, we were inside some large, dome-like structure, built out of a slightly tinted, segmented glass, reminiscent of a greenhouse. Overhead, several arcane lamps emanated false sunlight to the ground below. Beyond that glass was not a view of the Empyrean or even of the skies of the Mimikos, but rather a murky darkness, in which I couldn't make anything out.

What surrounded us more immediately, however, was a garden. It was beautiful and well-kept, strikingly so; flower bushes of all breeds, even those that were seasonally incompatible - roses, dahlias, lilies, tulips and hyacinth, many more I didn't recognize - lined a path that cut a cross-shape through the area, framed by several tall willow trees. The scent of pollen in the air was thick and rich, more than you'd ever find in the city.

"Oh, wow," I heard Ptolema mutter. "This place is, uh... I mean, I was expecting something indoors..."

"It's beautiful," Kamrusepa said, her eyes alight. "But what is it? Where are we?"

But funnily, it wasn't the flowers or trees that drew my attention. Rather, it was the grass, of all things. It had been allowed to grow just a little so that it seemed close to wild, and instead of green, it was coloured a shade of deep, rich blue, bringing to mind coral rather than something you'd see on land. It gave the area a surreal, unearthly atmosphere.

This was Skia, or Shadow Grass, that grew on the lower planes of the Remaining World. You almost never saw it on the Mimikos. Before the collapse of the old world, plant life was made green by the presence of chlorophyll, but chlorophyll required iron to be synthesized. Because it could no longer be found in any life save for human beings, in their labours to mimic the old world, the Ironworkers engineered plants for the Mimikos that would produce the colour by other mechanisms, but in their earlier trials, they hadn't bothered - hence them taking on shade typical to copper-based life.

It was funny to see it here, of all places. Most people associated it with the Great Interplanar War from three centuries ago. You often saw it growing at memorial sites. It was strange...

There was something else awaiting us at the top of the steps. A welcoming party, consisting of two of the four men in our class, as well as a woman who I hadn't seen before, accomplanied by a few floating platforms of similar nature to the one following Kamrusepa. One of them was Seth, who looked much the same as he had in the morning... Except that some of his clothes were scuffed up, for some reason. He was grinning widely.

The other was someone who I haven't mentioned yet: Bardiya of Tuon.

No relation to Kamrusepa, despite what you might think. Though most of the world had slowly lost their unique naming conventions to Inotianization over the centuries since the Mimikos was settled, taking up their custom of birthplace-naming, the Rhunbardic cities - probably because of when they'd made enemies of the entire world during the Tricenturial War - had bucked the trend and held onto theirs, still using patro- and matro-nymics. Eshti Whomeversdaughter, Uhrut Eshtison; you get the idea.

That being said, they still often took home names when they left for the outside world. But because they often didn't ascribe as much significance to place of birth, and sometimes didn't even keep records, they tended to use the names of entire cities rather than neighborhoods or family estates. As a result, overlap was very common, and Tuon was the second largest city in the entire kingdom.

Bardiya was a bit over average height, with broad shoulders, and had a face that was a little too severe to be called conventionally attractive for a man - strong nose and brow, sharp jaw, and a long face for someone so young. His complexion was pretty similar to Ophelia, except with darker, more golden blonde hair that curled slightly at its terminus around his ears, and brown eyes. He was clad in a black, woolen chlamys cloak over a conservative white himation, and held himself with something of a slump, like someone who spent too long doing desk work.

The fact that they were here dispelled any remaining uncertainty as to if there were further steps in our journey. This was it: The sanctuary itself.

As soon as our gazes met with their group, Seth waved, calling out to us.

"Hey!" He said, with a smirk. "You girls sure took your time, huh?"

"Go to hell, asshole," Ptolema said, her demeanor instantly changing upon him speaking. "I know you guys left fifteen minutes earlier than us."

"Hey, I'm out here waiting out here for you, aren't I?" he asked, holding his hands out to the sides. "And after I treated you to lunch earlier and everything, too."

"Yeah, for one luxury debt at a street stand," Ptolema said. She stuck her tongue out in faux-disgust.

"It's very considerate for you to wait out here for us, Seth," Kam said, smiling widely. "Very gentlemanly."

Though her words were much kinder than Ptolema's on the surface, they were laced with a subtle underlying hostility that you didn't normally hear from Kamrusepa. Like I mentioned earlier, she and Seth did not get along. But she was never the type to express her dislike of someone in an upfront fashion - in fact, the people she was most polite to were those she would complain the most about behind their back.

"Hey, thanks!" Seth replied. It wasn't clear to me how aware he was of Kamrusepa's low opinion of him, though it was probably at least a little. They clashed openly every time the class needed leadership. "Technically it was his idea, though." He pointed in Bardiya's direction.

The other man smiled slightly, though a hesitance in his tone betrayed his awareness of the situation's awkwardness. "Yes, well, it didn't seem quite right to leave no one to welcome them, since Theodoros had his father waiting," he said in reply. Bardiya had a deeper, more resonant voice than you'd expect for someone of his age and build. It was authoritative and intellectual, though with a hint of conscientiousness that betrayed the immaturity of the speaker. "Of course, that was before the servant arrived..." He gestured towards the woman.

"Hey, don't worry about me," she said. I hadn't turned to focus on her yet, but her voice was relatively low for a woman, and sounded very relaxed. "Catch up. I can wait."

"Um, actually, if you don't mind, I would appreciate it if you would help me with my bags." Mehit stepped forward towards the servant. "I'm not part of their class, and I'd like to just get to my room. There are rooms ready, I hope?"

"Yeah," the woman said, nodding. "Just load them up here..."

"How long have you been out here?" I asked Seth, while Mehit pulled Lilith forward and began loading her luggage on to one of the floating platforms.

"Not too long," Seth said. "'bout ten minutes, maybe fifteen? Theo's dad sent us over here when we said we wanted to wait for you to show up."

I blinked. "You came in through a different entrance...?"

"Yup, that's right." He nodded, then looked behind him. "There's another stairway like this one over on the other side, built underneath some trees." He smirked. "I was planning to wait over in those bushes and jump out and surprise you when you came up, but he vetoed it."

That's peculiar, I thought. Splitting our group made some sense, but going that far...

"Because it was a perverse suggestion," Bardiya said, firmly.

"Seriously," Ptolema said. "You should take some lessons from Bardiya on how to be less of a creep, Seth."

"Ah, c'mon, it would've been fun!" he said, and shook his head. "I swear, I know you're all supposed to be a bunch of super-geniuses, but it feels like I'm the only person in this class with a sense of humor, sometimes."

"Mm, perhaps the only one with your particular brand of it, at least," Kamrusepa said, and then glanced towards me, with a coy expression. "As a matter of fact, Su was actually showing off one of her jokes earlier--"

"Give her a break, Kam," Ran said, my face starting to flush up in anticipation of a retelling of the story. "We're all tired out from the tip."

"Oh, very well," Kam said, with mock-disappointment. "I assure you I was going to be quite charitable, though."

"Yeah, I'll bet," Ran said, crossing her arms.

"Heh, you're lucky to have someone like Ran in our class to keep Kam's bullying at bay, Su," Seth said. I detected a hint of passive-aggresssion in there.

"Come now, I'm just teasing, Seth," Kam said, also with passive-aggression. "You needn't make me out to be such a nasty character."

"She's a good friend," I said, in a tone that I meant to be dry, but instead came out as surprisingly earnest. Ran gave me a peculiar glance, the looked a little embarrassed herself, turning to face the ground. "But I'm used to handling Kam at this point, I think."

"Handling me. Good heavens." She sighed, then paused, and regarded Ran and I with a peculiar searching look for just a moment. It looked as though she was thinking of saying something. But she must have thought better of it, because instead she let the moment pass and turned to face the boys, clapping her hands together. "But regardless! How was your trip? Better than ours, I hope."

Seth seemed to find even the notion of this amusing, letting out a lengthy laugh and a whistle, while Bardiya regarded this reaction for a moment, then spoke to us in his usual, straight-laced tone. "It was... A little troubled, perhaps."

"Wow," Ptolema said. "If Bardiya's saying it was troubled, it must have been a real mess, huh?"

Of everyone in the class, Bardiya had the most measured, adult persona, which led to a conception of him being as sensible one in the room to an even greater degree than myself, sometimes... Though there was another side to his character, that only came out under certain circumstances.

He allowed himself a small chuckle himself, pushing a stand of blonde hair behind his ear before speaking. "To briefly summarize, we almost missed our Aetherbridge ascension due to Theodoros being delayed on account of a problem with his luggage, which incited an argument with Ezekiel--"

Our group collectively groaned. Incidents involving him were not an uncommon occurrence.

"--and then, after the ascension, we had a series of disagreements on the directions we had been given to the meeting with the orders envoy in the Empyrean Bastion."

"I still think it was really weird that they were counting alleyways as proper streets," Seth said. "Who does that?"

"It's only sensible," Kamrusepa said, her tone authoritative. "Unlike in conventional cities, where alleyways are largely a product of urban planning, the bastion was constructed in a very deliberate fashion, so it can all but be considered one giant building. Thus, why would a passageway not be counted, regardless of whether or not we perceive it as alley-esque?"

"Uh... Didn't you need Ran to point out that the directions were counting them, Kam?" Ptolema asked.

"I'm not sure I remember that, no," Kam said, quickly and dismissively.

"Yeah, you did," Ptolema said. "I remember Ran said that we needed to make a left, and you said, 'are you sure'--"

"In any case," Kam said, loudly. "What happened after that, Bardiya?"

"We were about fifteen minutes late to our scheduled meeting as a result," he continued. "Their agent, a masked woman, rushed us quickly through a carriage journey to a series of stone hallways, which she informed us were built into the walls of the bastion, then down into some lower chamber which she told us she could not enter, before hurrying us inside. After that, we took a seat, and were teleported here."

Alright, there were things about that which needed clarification, when contrasted with our own experiences.

"Uh, hold on," I said. "You were teleported, specifically?"

"Ehh, not exactly...?" Seth said, speaking up again. "We're not quite sure what happened, to be honest."

"Indeed," Bardiya said, with a small nod. "It was unclear what exactly took place - we experienced something of an altered state of consciousness for a few moments, and then we were."

Oh. Well, perhaps I'd been jumping to conclusions.

I'd also meant to ask them about the room they'd been led into, and to maybe speculate a little bit about why exactly there were apparently two ways in to the place from the same location and by the same means, when one would have sufficed perfectly well. But the momentum of the conversation got away from me while I was composing my thoughts, and I let it slip my mind.

"Ah, that happened to us, too..." Ophelia said, speaking up for the first time. "It was very strange. Did you not have a chance to ask Theodoros's father about it?"

"Eheh, well, I kinda meant to," Seth said. "I guess we kinda got caught up in introductions, though-- You know how it goes." His eyes narrowed slightly. "Uh, by the way, are you... Okay, Ophelia? You kinda look... I mean, not that you look bad or whatever, but you're kinda pale?"

"She's a little sick," Ptolema said.

"I'm... fine, thank you," she said, doing her best effort at a smile.

"Putting that aside, did you ask what this place even is?" Kamrusepa asked, looking around. "I've never seen anything quite like it."

"Yes, it is quite remarkable," Bardiya said, looking upward. "It's a closed ecological system, of course, but advanced even within that context. Theodoros drew a comparison to a snow globe when we arrived."

"Do you know what's outside?" I asked.

"Not yet," he said.

"Well then, why are we standing around here!" Kamrusepa said, enthusiasm picking up once again. "We're here, we've greeted one another. Let's get moving! You said Theodoros went on ahead with his father?"

"Yes," Bardiya said, nodding. "To the guesthouse. It's just over there."

He pointed, and I followed his finger. There, down the path and shaded by a number of trees, was a moderately-sized, two story building, encircled by more brightly-blooming flowers. Built of pale marble, it had an antiquated appearance, though only somewhat, giving the impression of a contemporary temple or government building, except that the exterior was painted in much more lively colours.

Above the front doorway, just about in visible distance, was a symbol. At first glance, it was the most typical of medical symbology, the caduceus -  winged staff encircled by a serpent. But in this case, it crossed over with the ouroboros, being one serpent biting into its tail instead of two. I recognized it from the letters we'd received, and from my paperwork I'd stumbled onto from time to time, growing up.

The seal of the Order of the Universal Panacea.

I steeled myself quietly, my free hand curling into a weak fist. This was it.

The beginning of the end.
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I stepped over to the platforms.

"I'd set my luggage down, too, but I'm afraid it would be a little redundant," Kamrusepa said, gesturing to her own platform as she strode up towards where Lilith, Mehit, and the servant were standing.

"How do those things work, anyway?" Ptolema asked, doing the same. She didn't seem interested in relinquishing her single item of baggage, keeping it slung over her shoulder. "I'm lousy with machines."

"Lilith would be able to give a much better explanation than me, I'm sure."

Lilith didn't respond to this, simply lugging her own baggage in silence.

Kamrusepa chuckled, shaking her head a little, then turned back to Ptolema. "It's an artifice. Just a simple logic engine to give it a sense of where the ground is, and an incantation to make it follow and move, Ptolema."

"Oh," She scratched the side of her neck. "That's kinda a let-down."

An 'artifice' referred to any device, or more broadly any human creation, that required the Power in order to function properly. Though this afforded tremendous advantages in creating pretty much anything, it was a limitation in that arcana couldn't be simply enabled or disabled - by nature, they used up the energy they had at their disposal, then failed and needed to be recast. Even runes that contained complete incantations still needed a human being to recite the words of initiation and punctuation to work.

This meant that anything dependent on the Power required an arcanist to renew its functionality on an intermittent basis. While this was fine for specialist equipment and things that were utilized frequently by the public, it meant you rarely saw personal objects with any arcane element.

A qualifier to this explanation is that it didn't mean that the Power wasn't involved in the construction of most things - quite the opposite. Fortified bronze, steelwood, the echoglass used in logic engines... All of them were manufactured using incantations, and couldn't physically arise otherwise.

Kamrusepa snorted. "Sadly, we're still quite a ways off from a little thing like this being able to float on its own power. How would that even work? Gas? Pressurized air...? I suppose it could theoretically exert the force electromagnetically, but it's hard to imagine how such a thing could be achieved, without iron."

"Heh, it's unlike you to be cynical about technology, Kam," Seth said.

"I'm not being cynical. I said it would be difficult, not impossible," she said objectionably. "Why, do you have some kind of suggestion of how it could be done?"

"You could try to imitate it biologically," he said. "Y'know, maybe like a hummingbird--"

"Oh, don't be ridiculous," Kam said, not even letting him finish. "Even putting aside how little weight it would be able to bear, it would be far too noisy. Cacophonous, even."

While the two of them bickered, I hauled my luggage up onto one of the platforms, assisted by Bardiya, for whom I offered a muttered words of thanks. He turned to help Ran in turn, but she waved him off. She didn't like handing over things to other people, even for trivial affairs like this. Ophelia, meanwhile, was stacking hers up herself, with the exception of the box, which she kept on hand.

At one point, Seth gestured to it and gave her a knowing look, to which she responded with an expression of embarrassment. Presumably, there was some Biomancer-secrecy going on between them.

"You're all ready to go, then?" the servant asked, her tone impassive.

"Uh, looks like it," I said," glancing around to see everyone else's progress. Then I actually turned to get a good look at the woman for the first time, and was taken aback.

She was a tall woman, dressed in a the kind of grey, laced dress that you'd normally expect to see on a servant, and looked Lluateci, with soft facial features and a dark, red-tinted complexion. Her hair, tied into a ponytail, was black and wavy, with what looked like blue highlights.

And she was outrageously, offensively good looking. She had one of the most ideally-proportioned faces I'd seen in my entire life. High cheekbones, a jaw that was just a little wide in a fashion that conveyed maturity without being masculine, soft, bright green eyes. Lips that started off thin in the corners but were lush in the center, perfect eyebrows...

And that's to say nothing of her limbs, which were all incredibly long and skinny, not to mention graceful in their movements. Almost having a tree-branch quality, like she was some kind of fucking dryad.

I considered myself to be reasonably pretty. My family had been well-off enough for me to have had good distinction treatment, and people would compliment me relatively often. Sometimes, by virtue of the sheer statistics, they were probably even being sincere rather than acting out of social obligation. But looking at her, I felt like some sort of paleolithic throwback, a misshapen ape-creature that had just emerged from a primeval swamp.

I'd assigned this lady the label 'servant' when I'd seen her in my peripheral vision based on where she was standing and the rough colour of her clothes, but could a person like this possibly be a servant? Someone who was here to run around doing errands for us? The notion felt incorrect, even though I was annoyed that it felt incorrect.

Oh, gods. I suddenly realized she'd made eye contact with me while I was gawking at her, and now had her eyebrows raised raised in a expectant look. Quickly, say something, or else or she's going to think you're some kind of pervert! I opened my mouth to speak, but the part of my consciousness that was supposed to generate some kind of generic question to fill the conversational void couldn't keep up.

"Uhh... Ughhh." I said, my tongue lulling at the base of my mouth.

She stared at me for a moment with a surprised, puzzled expression, then suddenly broke into laughter, a grotesquely pretty look of amusement lighting up her face. "You, uh, wanna try that again, kid?"

"U-Um," I glanced to the side, clearing my throat. "S-Sorry. I meant to say, uh. Who are you, exactly?

"Oh, right!" Seth suddenly chimed. "We didn't introduce you, did we?"

"Eh, it's okay," she said to him, with a casual shrug. "I only met you guys a few minutes ago anyway. I can introduce myself." She looked back at my direction. "I'm Sacnicte."

"Heh, it's gonna be tough to get the pronunciation for that right," Seth said.

"Don't worry," she replied flippantly. "I'll probably fuck up all of your names for the whole weekend."

Sacnicte. Yep, that's a Lluateci name, I observed to myself. She's probably from the Duumvirate. That would make sense, if this sanctuary is connected to the Empyrean Bastion.

The Lluatec were one of the two Parties that had abstained from settling the Mimikos in the aftermath of the Covenant Schism (or at least that was the Grand Alliance's side of the story; in the Duumvirate, it went that they were forbidden from settling) and instead made their homes in the smaller, more experimental habitats created by the Ironworkers in the Empyrean. Though by the modern era, they made their own, too. Of the two, the Lluatec, who today were divided into six nations of varying influence and power, were regarded as the more xenophilic of the two, and had traded with the polities of the Mimikos since the 8th century.

Even so, they were nonetheless a rare sight on the surface, even in Ysara, which had the largest migrant population. I only knew a handful at the academy.

"Your Ysaran is very good," I said, because it is a matter of cultural necessity to ritually embarrass yourself in this way when meeting a foreigner.

"Thanks," she said, flatly.

"Uh, so," I went on. "Are you a servant of the order? What exactly is your role here?"

"Servant is kiiiinda right," she said, glancing upward thoughtfully. God, all of her motions were somehow amazing. I doubted you could take a bad photograph if you tried. "The formal title is 'steward', I guess? A few of us mind this place when no one is around, make sure everything keeps running and no one tries to sneak in and steal anything."

"Mm, I've heard of roles like that before," Kamrusepa said. "Arcanist conclaves will sometimes give them to apprentices to try and test their trustworthiness before bringing them deeper into the organization." She made a thoughtful expression. "Well, and to extract some free labour. You know how these affairs go..."

"I'm not an apprentice or anything like that," Sacnicte said. "I'm not even part of the order, really. This is just contract work." She crossed her arms idly. "But I am supposed to run errands, along with everything else? Keep things clean when the golems go wrong, help guests out? And I wear this thing, so hell, I guess I am a servant." She seemed to find the notion amusing.

"Well, servant or not, it's a pleasure to make your acquaintance," Kamrusepa said, beaming wildly.

"Likewise," she said. "So, shall we get moving?"

"Please," Mehit said.

With that, our party, which was now at the level of size where people were breaking off into smaller groups and talking among themselves, began to make its way down the pathway towards the guesthouse. I ended up near the back, alongside Ran.One thing that I'd begun to notice about the garden was that, even though the air felt remarkably fresh, the lack of wind made the environment feel notably artificial after a little while. Not a bad artificial, per-se, but it added to the surrealism of the environment.

It was like a stronger version of the phenomena I mentioned with the Great Lamp earlier; something in my brain knew that what I was seeing was, on some level, fake, even if superficially it appeared normal. And that falseness kept striking me whenever my mind focused on it.

I really couldn't understand why the order would bother maintaining something like this. Ptolema's initial observation had been on the nose - a well-decorated indoor environment would have sufficed.

There were numerous pressing questions about our circumstances.

Of course, I raised the most important of them.

"Ran," I said, quietly.

"Mm?" She glanced up at me.

"That woman they're having escort us... Uh, the steward..."

Ran raised a hand to her face and began rubbing her eyes with a discontent expression, seemingly having already anticipated what was coming next. "Su, I hope you're not about to get strange with me and go about how pretty you think she looks. I haven't drunk enough to have that one of those conversations with you right now."

"W-What? No!"I said, frowning and looking slightly embarrassed. "I was just going to ask if her role seemed strange to you. Someone who's supposed to be a steward, but who isn't part of the order, and for whom this is 'just a contract' - and from outside the Grand Alliance, too--"

"Uh huh," she said, her expression skeptical.

"Don't make this peculiar, Ran," I said firmly.

"You were sure glaring at her like that for a solid 30 seconds," she said. "And sounding like you were having a seizure when you opened your mouth."

Fuck, I thought. Was it really 30 whole seconds?

Sometimes, I really wished Ran was less observant. A lot less observant, preferably. Between her and Kam, I couldn't get away with a single faux pas.

I clicked my tongue. "I mean... It's not like I'm attracted to her," I said. "But, uh, she is incr-- I mean, kind of striking, you have to admit. " I furrowed my brow. "I'm surprised no one else seems to be saying anything. Seth most of all, considering, uh... Y'know..."

Ran sighed. "Everyone's an adult here, Su. It shouldn't be a surprise to you that they have better self-control over their responses to people than the average 14 year old boy."

The implication being that I, evidently, didn't.

"So, you do think she's like that? That I'm not losing my mind?"

Ran stared at me for a few moments, then shrugged, turning to look in the direction of our destination. "She's pretty good-looking. Statuesque, maybe."

"But I mean really good looking, rather," I said, dying on this hill. "Not just in a mundane way, in a one-in-a-million way. The sort of person who ends up being world famous, like as a model, or a songstress, or in some epic poem..."

"No, I wouldn't say she's that amazing," she replied, in a tone so utterly flat that a nomadic steppe-culture could be established on it. "Can I veto the rest of this conversation?"

"Oh, come on--"

"What are you two girls whispering about?" Seth said in a lively tone, turning around to face us in response to Ran starting to speak. "Nothing about me, I hope?"

"Su was just telling me how much she admires your sense of restraint," Ran said.

I snapped my mouth shut tightly. This was not a topic I was comfortable continuing in the company of anyone else, let alone a guy. He'd absolutely get the wrong idea. I made a focused effort to put the subject out of my mind for the time being.

"Pfft, that sounds unlikely," Ptolema, who was standing next to him, said.

"Heeey, c'mon, Ema," he said, with a playful expression. "You know me! I'm the most restrained guy you'd ever meet!"

"Yeah, right," she said, and rolled her eyes. "My dog's probably more restrained than you, and my dad has to keep him locked in the house so he doesn't tear up all the roses."

"Man, you won't even let me take compliments," he said with a smile, shaking his head. "My ego's gonna be in tatters by the time this weekend is over."

"Ran was just kidding around," I said, hesitant. "Uh, not to say I don't think so, I mean. I do think you can be pretty restrained."

"Heh, I getcha." He stretched his arms up in the air casually, before letting them flop back down to his sides. "Coming from a serious girl like you, that means a lot, Su."

Gods, we really didn't know each other very well.

"I'm not sure what to say to that," I said.

He chuckled.

Seeing him from behind now, his clothes looked even more scuffed up. The back of his white tunic and blue longskirt were both stained with dirt, and his exposed elbows were grazed, too.

"What happened to you, anyway?" I asked.

"Eh?" He looked behind at me, again.

"Your clothes are all messed up," I said, gesturing. "Was that from the argument Bardiya said happened? With Ezekiel?"

"Ooh. Nah, nah." He made a dismissive motion with his hand. "Not this time. I just slipped in the mud and got all dirty when I was rushing around in the rain. Should've learned a trick to stop it like you!"

"I'm always telling you to buy an umbrella," Ptolema said.

"Weren't you soaking wet, when you tracked us down this morning?" Ran said.

"Yeah, but I don't care," she replied. "But he's always running around under overhangs and falling on his face. 'Cause he's got two left feet."

"Hey, it's not my fault Ysaran's build their roads so lumpy and narrow," he said. "And I don't wanna get an umbrella. Can't get too accustomed to the terrible weather in the bay, or I'll stop missing home."

This statement made sense to me. If you got too used to living in a foreign place, you could start to lose something, a bit. A subtle discomfort that pulls you back.

"I could never get used to the sun when I was living in Mekhi," I said. "It would tear right through me and make me feel like I was going to pass out. I had to carry a parasol just to get through the walks to the House of Resurrection."

"Heh, I bet an aloof Saoic girl like you twirling a parasol around drew a lot of attention in Tem-Aphat," he said.

I blinked, taking a moment to process the words, then frowned and blushed, looking downward with embarrassment.

"Oh, uh, sorry," he said, seeming suddenly embarrassed too. "Didn't mean to make you uncomfortable, or anything like that."

"It's okay," I said, avoiding eye contact awkwardly.

"Quit being a creep, Seth," Ptolema told him.

"Yeah, yeah."

Our walk up the path came to an end as we arrived at the doorway to the building. It looked a lot older, close up. The stone was stained, with some vines and moss growing up the sides, and the wooden elements had the darkened, hardened character that you only saw with old structures. That combined with the angular, Second Resurrection period Rhunbardic architectural style gave it a stately, noble air. Like it belonged in a countryside villa, rather than... Well, whatever this place was.

A bronze sign attached to the side of the double doors at the entrance gave it a name: 'Abbey House', written in Inotian rather than Ysaran, for some reason. Ophelia, who was still looking pretty worse for wear, looked at it carefully.

"Well now," Mehit said, actually sounding relaxed. "This looks rather lovely. What an unexpected surprise."

A bizarre surprise, more like, I thought. This is starting to verge on surreal.

"Abbey, huh," Seth said, also noticing what I had. "I don't think I see a church..."

"Heh, maybe not yet," Sacnicte said. "C'mon, I'll show you inside."

"Ah, hold on just a moment," Kamrusepa said. "Bardiya, did you know where Theodoros and his father were headed? Were they going somewhere private?"

"No, I don't think so," he said, with a shake of his head. "I believe there's a lounge just near the entrance. They were settling down in there."

"Oh, my," Kam said, a little anxiety suddenly in her voice. "I better compose myself..." She straightened her back, taking a few deep breaths.

"C'mon, Kam," Ptolema said. "It's only Theo's dad. You don't gotta get all anxious."

"Only Theo's Dad, Ptolema?" She scoffed. "We're talking about one of the greatest Transmutation arcanists of our era. How could I not be a little anxious?"

"This is a rare side of you, Kam," Seth said. "It's kinda cute."

"You--" She jabbed a finger at him. "You keep your mouth shut." She inhaled, then twisted the door handle herself.

Sacnicte led us inside. The interior was modestly decorated a similar archaic charm. True to Bardiya's word, the entrance fed right into a little lounge-esque enclave, with several plush chairs assembled around a tea table and a fireplace, though it was presently unlit. On a side wall was an ornate-looking clock which reported the time as just short of half past five.

And by that fireplace...

Was Theodoros - looking slightly anxious, as he almost always did, though a little better than this morning - and another much older man in a wooden wheelchair who greatly resembled him. He had the same softer-than-average Inotian features and thin lips, thick red hair, and the beginnings of lines on his face. He was also a little overweight, with a heavy gut, and was dressed in a casual-looking, bright red tunic and a thick, sandy-coloured longskirt. The clothes of a much poorer man, or one who was simply apathetic.

His eyes were bright brown, tired, and had a certain meekness. But somewhere in that gaze, there was a sharpness to them that you rarely saw; of someone who had spent a very, very long time learning to look at things very, very carefully.

"Ah," he said, a warm smile crossing his lips. His voice was high for a man, but he spoke in low tones. "Good to see the rest of you all made it here safely, too."

Linos of Melanthos. Theodoros's father, and one of the six members of the inner circle of the Order of the Universal Panacea who had revealed their identities a decade and a half ago. But prior to that, I'd known him as the distant but kindly father of a close childhood friend.

But neither of these was what he was known for publicly. Rather, most would recognize his face from academic journals, portraiture at universities, and newsheets, all on account of his status as the man who had all but literally written the book on the subject of organ synthesization using the Power. The visionary behind the Melanthian Formula, the equation that allowed one to modify an incantation to produce a generic organ to one specialized specifically for the body of the patient.

A Great Arcanist, by any standard.

Even before the others had mentioned him having waited for Theodoros at the entrance, I'd been expecting him to be the first one we'd meet. He was known as the most personable and least eccentric member of the inner circle.

"It is very good to meet you, sir," Kamrusepa said, stepping forward into the lounge and holding out a hand. "On behalf of all my class, allow me to say how much of a tremendous honor--."

"Please, there's no need for any of that," he said, reorienting his chair slightly and taking her hand, giving her what looked like a soft but affectionate shake. "I'm the one honored to be meeting with you; I'm not sure I'm qualified to speak the whole order, but thank you for accepting the invitation. You must be Kamrusepa, the class representative?"

"That's right, sir," she said, her tone unusually meek.

He nodded, holding the smile. "Theo was just telling me about you."

"Oh?" She glanced to him for a moment, then broke into an awkward smile herself. "At least some of it good, I hope...?"

"More or less all of it so far," he said kindly. "When I asked if he expected your group would any problems, he said that you were always very well-organized, so he didn't expect any."

"Oh..." Kam looked genuinely flattered. "Why, thank you, Theo. That's very kind of you to say."

"Uh, no problem," he said, looking slightly embarrassed. "T-Though, I didn't put it in those exact words..."

"Probably called her fussy or something," Ptolema said quietly, as the platforms with our luggage slowly filed in after Sacnicte. There were some snickers and general murmurs of assent.

I speculated to myself that he had probably called her something a little more severe than 'fussy', but that was neither here nor there.

"In any event," Linos said, "there's no need to stop and chat yet on my account. Go get settled in and the like; I'll be here all weekend." He looked over to the aforementioned 'statuesque' servant. "Sacnicte, could you show everyone to their rooms?"

"No problem, sir," she said. Casually, she withdrew a cigarette from the inside of her cloak, and lit a match.

Oh gods, I thought. She smokes, too. She's so cool!

"I want to change my clothes, mother," Lilith said, abruptly.

"Yes, dear, of course," Mehit said. She turned towards the servant. "Excuse me, but may I ask if our rooms have their own lavatories?"

"Mm? Oh, yeah, they do," she replied, with a nod. "Baths and showers, too. Nothing shared."

Seth whistled. "Woooh. This is gonna be a lot comfier than I expected." He called out to Linos. "Thanks a lot!"

"I didn't build it, so I'm not sure I can take credit," he said, with a chuckle. "But you're very welcome all the same."

"C'mon, Seth," Ptolema said. "Let's get you outta here before you make a total ass of yourself."

Ptolema, Mehit, Lilith, and Ophelia followed after Sacnicte down the hall. Kamrusepa, however, was undeterred.

"You're very gracious, sir, but I'd love to speak to you now, if you'd be willing?" She said. "I have quite a lot to unpack, so once I get started, I expect I won't be truly done until after dinner. And, well-- I've just been so excited to speak to someone from your group."

Though Kam often played up her emotions for dramatic effect, this girlish enthusiasm actually seemed completely sincere. It was funny, seeing it from her, but also kind of endearing.

"Ahh, I'm not being presumptuous, am I?" she went on, almost neurotically. "Are we going to be served dinner, or should we be seeing to it ourselves?"

Linos seemed to find the attitude charming, too, his small smile widening a little, exposing the wrinkles on his face. "I wasn't going to say so until a little later, but yes, dinner will be served tonight. Though it'll be a little late since everyone is still coming in - probably about 8:30." He raised his voice a little for a moment to reach those departing. "Help yourself to any snacks if you're hungry, by the way! There's a pantry down the hall!" He turned back to her, with a slightly embarrassed look. "Not sure if they heard me."

Kamrusepa laughed a little bit, holding the side of her hand to her mouth, and Linos laughed along with her. He'd always been like this; fast friends will almost anyone, especially young people.

Since Theo had been my friend when I was a child (as a result of, if you haven't inferred as much already, the relationship between Linos and my grandfather) I'd obviously known him long before all of this. I - Utsushikome - had held a lot of affection for him, in those days, almost seeing him as an uncle. He was always nice, always generous with his time...

Of course, things were a little more complicated now. Talking to him was inevitably going to be sort of awkward; the dynamic was strange. I didn't know if it was better to approach him as an old family friend, or as an academic superior, or what.

But putting it off would only make the situation worse.

I'd stayed behind as the others left, along with Ran. Since this seemed like as good a moment as any, I stepped forward towards him.

As soon as he noticed my specific approach, Linos's expression changed subtly. His smile became a little more distant, and something in his eyes a bit softer.

"Ah, Utsushikome," he said, his tone gentle. "It's good to see you again."

"Thank you, s... Sir," I said. "It's good to see you too."

The word 'sir' had felt wrong coming off my tongue. It wasn't something I'd ever called him when I was a child. But somehow, in this context, addressing him by his first name felt equally peculiar.

He looked me up and down. "Good heavens, I'd forgotten how tall you'd gotten. What did you end up at...?"

"Uh, five seven," I said. "Well, closer to five eight..."

The others had gone quiet, presumably not wanting to interrupt this reunion, though Ran wore a stiff, odd look, for reasons that no one but the two of us would understand. It always happened, whenever anything adjacent to the subject was discussed.

"My goodness." He crossed his arms, shaking his head, "Well, it always ran in your family, I suppose. Your grandfather used to joke that he'd have have an easier time talking to me if he wasn't always staring at the top of my head. Though that was back when I could walk, so it's not quite as mean as it probably sounds."

I wasn't sure what response he wanted from me. In absence of a better one, I tried to smile, pushing one of my braids away from my face.

"He could be a little abrasive, true," he went on, his eyes now turning a little downward. "But no one could accuse him of not having a sense of humor. And he was good to his friends, when it mattered the most." He nodded to himself, then looked back up to face me. "The two of you really do look alike, you know."

"That's, uh, what people say," I said.

"If you were a man, I bet it would be almost uncanny." He exhaled. "How long has it been since I last saw you, Utsushikome?"

2419 days, my mind provided. And it was afternoon, at four, on that last visit. Me at the dining table, eating biscuits, struggling to know what to say to Theodoros.

"Nearly seven years, I think," I said. "When I left for Tem-Aphat."

"Seven years..." He sighed. "The time really does get away from you."

Doesn't it just, though? You can still taste the sugar, if you focus hard enough. How much of what you're trying to preserve has slipped away since then? Down through the hole in the bottom of the bowl. Drip, drip...

"Yeah," I said.

"I never would have imagined I'd be seeing you here back, back in those days," he said. "Uh-- Not to speak low of your talents, of course! Just that, well. Back then, it was still a bit of an open question how much we'd be opening ourselves up to the outside world. Still taking our first baby steps."

"You seldom talked about your work, back then," Theo said. "Even to me."

"Indeed," Linos said. "I wish I'd been more open to you both, when you were still children. And to your mother, too." A regretful expression crossed his eyes for a moment, but then they flicked back towards me, once again full of kindness. "It's a bit of a cliche, I know, and I know you hardly knew each other. But I'm sure he would have been proud of you, all the same."

"Thank you," I said. The words came out a little stiff.

"Um," Kamrusepa interjected, warily. "I know I said I was excited, but I can wait until later to ask questions, if you'd prefer to catch up on your own..."

"Oh, no! No, forgive me," he said, suddenly looking a little embarrassed. "I'm just getting a little too sentimental. Product of old age, you understand."

"Perhaps you ought to be looking for a cure for that here, then?" Kamrusepa joked, though it came out more insecure than her jokes normally did.

Linos broke into a chuckle anyway. "Not sure we'll ever crack that one, I'm afraid. Though you never know, Zeno might have some ideas."

This was in reference to Zeno of Apocyrion, one of the most senior members of the conclave; the founder of Neuromancy, who I mentioned a while ago. Of all the inner circle, he was probably the most renowned. It was a little surreal to think he was probably already somewhere in the structure, and to hear him referenced so casually...

"I also have a nasty habit of forgetting the other people around me when I'm talking to someone. Speaking of which--" He turned and regarded Ran, pointing his finger. "You're... Ran of Hoa-Trinh, right?"

"That's right, sir," she said, her tone formal.

"You're a friend of Utsushikome's, aren't you? I think I met you once when the two of you were younger. Hell of a thing that you both ended up in the exemplary acolyte's class."

"Yes, sir."

I glanced in her direction for a moment. Those might have been the words that came out of her mouth, but the ones that came out of her eyes were 'luck had nothing to do with it'.

"Well, it's good to meet you properly. Any friend of Utsushikome and Theodoros is a friend of mine, as well." He gave her a respectful nod, then looked back to Kam. "Now, then. As I'd meant to say, I don't mind fielding a few questions."

"Wonderful!" She said, her eyes lighting up.

"Though," he said mirthfully, "As a warning, you might be surprised at how clueless I'm capable of being. Frankly, I probably know less than half of what I ought to, being up in the ranks of this place."

She laughed a little bit, then put a finger to her mouth. "Well, I'll start with something simple. It feels a bit silly to ask, really, but to begin with... I've been wondering where we are, exactly? What is this place?"

He looked surprised, raising his eyebrows. "You didn't notice when you came in? Outside of the glass?"

"I'm afraid not," she said. "I couldn't make much out other than... Maybe some vague shapes? Like fog?"

He blinked, then broke into a small chuckle. "Is that right? Well, I suppose now that I'm thinking about it, I can believe someone without context might not know what they're looking at. Or maybe where they're looking at is more appropriate?"

She looked confused, raising an eyebrow. "I'm not sure I follow."

"I would've thought the mural might've given a hint. What you're seeing isn't fog, it's water," he said. "We're at the bottom of the sea."
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"The bottom of the ocean...?" Kam looked behind her, out of one of the windows. "How is that possible? We were up in the Empyrean--"

"Perhaps it would be better to say an ocean," he said, correcting himself. He reached over to the table in front of him, and poured himself a small cup of tea from a pot, setting it on a plate before bringing it up to his lap. "To be specific, we're under the northern Innocent Sea in the Atelikos."

I blinked, a little taken aback.

It was widely known that, when the Ironworkers were attempting to recreate the old world, they made seven attempts. The Mimikos was the seventh and final, while the other six were abandoned, becoming what were today known broadly as the Lower Planes. The Atelikos, from the Inotian for 'unfinished,' was the sixth. In contrast to the bowl shape of the Mimikos, it more resembled an octagonal plate or pan, and while the surface of the Mimikos was around 63% water, the Atelikos was closer to 97%, with the only land area being solitary islands or archipelagos.

...at least that was what I'd read. I'd never been there personally-- Well, until now, apparently. Travel to the lower levels of the Remaining World had been restricted since the Great Interplanar War; most people, even most arcanists, never did it. Knowledge of the subject had even begun to fade from the public conciousness.

If what he was saying was true, then I wondered why the order would go to such lengths. There were a lot of simpler ways to base yourself somewhere impossibly remote.

"That was cross-planar travel?" Kam said, her eyes wide. "But, the eris expense would be tremendous."

"It's not as bad as you might expect," he said, his tone relaxed. He sipped the tea. "You were probably wondering why you had to wait until a precise time that was a pretty arbitrary number, right?"

Had I wondered that? It sounded like something I would've found strange, but I'd been so overwhelmed by everything going on back in that place...

"That's because the teleportation only initiates when this sanctuary lines up almost exactly with the position of the Empyrean Bastion," he explained. "Honestly, it's far from my field of expertise as it can get, so some of the finer points go a little over my head. But the trick of it is that Mimikos and the Atelikos aren't entirely stationary, but rather shift and bob with the weight as they turn and their lamps orbit them. As a result, what happens to be in the same place on the other plane is constantly in flux. Years ago, we mapped out the windows where this sanctuary's location corresponds closely with somewhere discreet, and, well. Those became our entrances."

"I thought you could only travel between planes with a fixed, anchored gateway," Ran said, her brow furrowed. "Where one location is linked to another permanently, regardless of the change in position."

"I see you know a bit about the subject," Linos said. He shifted forward, clasping his hands together. "No, that's the modern method, but there are others. This is a more archaic one that hasn't seen use since the Tricenturial War. It saves eris and can be done on the spot with only a little preparation... If you're willing to put up with a lot of inconvenience."

And risk, I thought to myself. If it had happened slightly too late or slightly too soon, we would have been transported into the water or some bedrock, and would presently be extremely dead.

Almost seeming to pick up on inner monologue, Linos made a slightly guilty smile. "I'm sorry we didn't inform you what was to happen in advance. If it's any consolation, we have plenty of failsafes. There's never been a single incident since this sanctuary was built."

"Oh, no, you needn't apologize, of all things!" Kam said, seemingly on behalf of all of us. "I'm sure that you know what you're doing. And hearing this, well, I must say I'm incredibly impressed. It's more than I would have ever predicted. And to think I was imagining you using something as basic as an arcane refuge..."

I flattened my brow. I was starting to wonder if there was anything the order could do that wouldn't impress Kam.

"I think the organization did have one, at some point before my time," Linos said. "But all it takes to infiltrate or destroy an arcane refuge is one lucky turn for a prospective intruder. We wanted something truly elusive, that couldn't be accessed through a static entrance at all."

"Forgive me for interjecting," I said, "...but doesn't the treaty of the Grand Alliance forbid permanent settlement on the Lower Planes?"

"Ahah. Well, yes." He looked away for a moment, scratching the back of his head.

"Um, are we going to have to take an oath of secrecy after all, then...?" I looked over to Kamrusepa. "Because there was a questioner this morning who asked if it would be alright if we talked about this place when it was all over, and I think Kam said it was fine."

"I said it was conditionally fine, Su," Kam said, her face flushing a bit. "Don't give the Grandmaster the wrong idea."

"Don't worry. There won't be any need for oaths," Linos said, in a reassuring tone. "This place is legal, though it's a bit of a technicality. This structure was erected before the treaty was ratified at the Illykrian Assembly, and was missed during the decolonization beforehand. So as long as we don't build anything new, it's acceptable." His brown eyes flicked downward for a moment. "As for talking about it after the fact, we have a measure in mind to make sure the location remains discreet. So you needn't worry."

"A measure, hm?" Kamrusepa raised an eyebrow, the corner of her lip curling upwards. "Would you mind indulging me?"

"I probably shouldn't discuss the specifics," he said. "Although, I think you'll probably have a sense of it by the time this is all over.

That was a little mysterious.

"There was another thing," I said. Ran glanced at me for a moment, subtly tensing.

"Of course," he said. "Go ahead, Utsu."

Utsu. It was really only him and Theo, who still shortened my name that way.

"When the teleportation happened..." I looked downward for a moment, trying to moderate myself so that the strange feeling of paranoia - was it paranoia? - didn't leak into my tone. "...we experienced something strange, like we weren't anywhere for a few moments. Just in a sort of void. Ophelia-- Um, you know Ophelia, right? I'm assuming you looked into everyone, when you arranged all this."

I saw Ran relax again, but her expression also became puzzled.

It's not time for that. Not yet.

"Well now, I'm not sure I'm important enough to have much in the way of arranging." He let out a weak chuckle, scratching at the side of his head. "I did look into everyone a bit, though, yes. If only so I wouldn't make any silly blunders."

"Right," I said. "But no, it was enough to make Ophelia throw up. It was very severe."

"Oh, I'm so sorry to hear that," Linos said, a frown crossing his features. "Is she alright?"

"She's doing well enough, I think," Kam said. "I expect she said she just wanted to get up here so she could clean her clothes as soon as she could. She did say that, didn't she, Su?"

"Yeah," I said with a nod.

"I wish she would have said something," he said, with a small sigh. "I would have asked Sacnicte to get her some medicine. Though she's a biomancer, of course, so perhaps that's a little condescending of me... But yes, I'm afraid that's a side-effect of interplanar travel, though it doesn't surprise me that you haven't heard of it. After all, you're all from the 14th generation."

"It always happens...?" I asked. Something about this was still nagging at me.

"Yes," he said. He took another sip from the tea. "Though some people experience it worse than others. It's a consequence of the disparity in time passage between separate planes. Time moves slightly slower here relative to the Mimikos, to the tune of about eighteen seconds per day, and that dissonance means that the body can't be directly transferred from one to another, since it would be--"

"Out of sync," Kamrusepa interjected, eager to please. "I read about this phenomena when I was studying my discipline. Ugh, blast it." She slapped at her forehead with her fingers, though in a playful way that made it clear she wasn't self-chastising with much seriousness. "Now I feel foolish not for having realized what was happening there and then."

"Well, you were going in without much in the way of context, so that might be a little unfair on yourself," Linos said. "But yes. Since the body - as an amalgamation of objects - would be moving slightly too fast relative to the rest of reality if it was simply transported directly, the universe needs a moment to adjust it first. That's what you were all experiencing."

"It felt like a long time," I said. "More than a single moment."

"That's because you're temporarily existing outside of any external conventional time, Su," Kamrusepa said, holding up a finger and using her I'm-very-smart voice. "Your only sense of it would have been from your own body, which is a very subjective experience."

"Yes," Linos said, with a nod. "Some people get it much worse than others. Your poor grandfather used to say that it felt like hours for him, Utsushikome, so maybe something of it runs in your family."

It was funny how the idea of inherent things 'running in the family' had survived into the modern era, when it hadn't applied in any scientific sense since the collapse.

"How was it for you, Theo?" he asked, turning towards his son for a moment.

"U-Um, it was alright," he said. "I think it felt like it was about a minute?" He frowned. "Maybe closer to thirty seconds..."

"A little worse than I have it, then," Linos said, with a small smile. "I'm a lucky one. For me, it passes in just an instant."

"It was more than that, too, though," I said. "Something happened to my mind. It was like I felt... I don't know how to put it. half-asleep."

"Mm, that's a product of sensory deprivation, most likely," Linos said. "The body is designed to always be collecting information. When it's deprived of it, it gets a little confused about what's going on."

I frowned. I looked to the faces of the others, and saw no indication that any of them had problems with this explanation, even Ran, who was generally more of a skeptic than I was. And looking at the situation objectively, it was hard to find anything that seemed wrong with the explanation.

So why was something about it still bothering me?

"If you don't mind," Ran said, "there was something I wanted to know, too."

"Oh?" Linos looked to her.

"I was wondering a few things about the mural in the room we were transported from," she said.

Theo looked confused, for a moment, but didn't say anything.

I was a little puzzled, too. As a person, Ran was incredibly goal-oriented. It was rare indeed for her to be curious for the sake of being curious.

"Ah!" His eyes lit up with recognition. "The one in the Gynaikeian entrance?"

Ran looked as if she were about to say one thing, then hesitated, her expression contorting in confusion as she switched to another train of thought. "...Gynaikeian? As in, for women?"

Linos's expression flattened a little bit, some embarrassment creeping in, and he let out a soft chuckle. "Ah, yes. You wouldn't know about that, I suppose." He cleared his throat roughly. "You might have surmised as much already, but the order has some, uh, shall we say somewhat old-fashioned customs when it comes to gender. I've never been completely comfortable with it, I admit..."

"Wait, uh, hold on," I said. "You're telling me that we weren't split up to make our group smaller, but... Just because men and women have their own dedicated entrances?"

"Well, in this case, it was a bit of both," he said. "But... That's not incorrect, no."

"Why?" I asked, more baffled than offended.

"It's a hold-over from the conservative days when the group was founded, during the First Resurrection," he explained. "I believe the original logic was that men and women traveling together on a regular basis would be more prone to creating inter-organizational conflict."

He means that they'd have started getting into relationships, and would have become distracted from the work, my brain translated.

"That's hardly a popular belief nowadays, of course," he said, in a reassuring tone that he didn't seem completely confident in. "But, well, the charter of the order can't be changed without a unanimous vote from all full members, which isn't exactly realistic. So the custom has remained..."

I didn't say anything, but I expected the reality was a little more complicated than Linos was presenting. When one has lived for a very long time, especially fixated on so esoteric a goal, it can foster very strange, long-lingering beliefs about essential truths. I felt like it might be worth asking one of the female members of the inner circle about later.

"I suppose that's... Understandable," Kamrusepa said, her tone careful. "We heard a little bit about that from your man back during the trip - that stability and continuity is considered paramount over all else."

"That's the logic," Linos said. "Though I'm not sure how much I agree with it. In fact..." He glanced upward, and then gestured a hand outwardly. "The bedrooms here are split by sex, too. The ground floor is for men, while the upper one is for women. Your friends are probably learning that right now."

"It really is a good thing Fang isn't here," I said, my voice flat.

"Mm-hmm." Kamrusepa nodded, holding a finger up to her lip. "Well, I suppose there's a certain antiquated charm to it? I mean-- It's a harmless custom, in the end."

"That's sort of an unusual attitude for you, Kamrusepa," Theo said, chiming in for the first time in a while. "You're always getting, ah. Worked up about women being treated differently. That sort of thing."

"I think the word you're looking for is 'sexism', Theo," I said.

He scratched the back of his head. "W-Well, you know. I didn't want to make assumptions about her politics, or anything..."

What was that supposed to mean?

"I wouldn't call this ill-treatment," Kamrusepa said, although something in her tone had a certain tactical reservation. Like she was conscious that her attitude didn't quite make sense. "It's just a little quirk, and it's almost pleasant to have these things acknowledged, every so often."

"I'm, uh, not sure I understand," Theodoros said.

"Neither do I," Ran said, her expression serious. "Frankly, it comes across as a bit creepy to me."

I bit my lip.

"Tch, never mind." Kam said, making a dismissive gesture. "And come on, Ran. There's no need to be impolite about the issue."

"No, it's quite alright," Linos said. "I admit it's a regressive situation. All I can do is apologize." He looked down into his tea, swirling the liquid inside around a little bit. "But we've strayed rather far off topic. What did you want to know the mural, miss Hoa-Trinh?"

"Mostly just what it was intended to represent," Ran said. "We were speculating about it earlier."

"Ah, right." He took another sip. "It's supposed to represent the Epic of Gilgamesh, but you probably surmised that much yourself, right?"

Ran nodded. "Yes."

"Only because of you, Ran," Kam said, mirthfully. "Without your input, I expect it would have gone over all of our heads."

"It was simple enough," she said, nodding just a little. Ran didn't tend to respond much to compliments. She looked back to Linos. "I was curious about why it's there."

"Hm, I see." Linos looked thoughtful for a moment, leaning his head forward. "The epic is something of a... Motif, for our organization, I suppose." He smirked slightly, although it feels wrong to use the word 'smirk' for him. I wasn't sure Linos's face was capable of producing an expression with any trace of actual smugness. "I'm sure the reason why isn't hard to guess."

"Because it's the oldest story about the pursuit of immortality?" I suggested.

He chuckled. "I confess it's not a particularly deep explanation." He paused for a moment, his expression suddenly introspective. "Although, to be pedantic, that's actually arguable-- Some scholars contend that the resurrection narrative predates it, in some Old Kingdoms era mythology."

Ran seemed to understand what he was talking about, nodding. "It's at least the first one that was fully codified."

"That's true," Linos admitted. "I'm being a little pedantic. It's a bad habit of mine, I'm afraid."

Upstairs, where was a thumping sound, probably from one of the others as they were settling into their rooms. There was a faint stir in the air.

"I'm sorry, what's the 'resurrection narrative?'" I asked.

I had an idea where he might've been going with what he was saying, but I was sort of curious about how he'd frame the concept.

"Ah, forgive me. I'm talking ahead of my audience." He set the cup back onto the dish, for a moment. "There's a school of thought that there are two monomyths when it comes to the stories humans invent concerning everlasting life. The first is the 'elixir' narrative, of which the Epic of Gilgamesh belongs. Where there is some potion or herb that can grant eternal life, if not for being just outside of the reach of man. While the second..."

There was another quiet thump. Overhead, I was pretty sure I could hear Ophelia say something, or issue some kind of command loudly, though not in a fashion that made her out to be in any kind of danger.

"...is the resurrection narrative," Linos continued. "Sometimes called the dying-and-rising myth. It's about a person... Or deity, though the two are often interchangeable in a mythological context... Losing their life, only to be reborn with new, superior life. The two both appear in essentially all cultures, but it's questionable which one came first." He hesitated. "Well, if one came first at all."

"If?" I asked.

"There's an argument that they're stories as old as the human condition itself," he explained. "Concepts - or perhaps desires - that will come naturally to the mind of almost any living person. Primal, rather than cultural."

"You're talking about the archetypal hypothesis of comparative mythology," Ran said.

"Ahah, you know a lot for your age." Linos smiled to her, looking a little impressed. "Have you ever head that, as a byproduct of evolutionary development as tool users, all human beings are born with the instinctive understanding of how to sharpen out a simple knife from raw materials, in the same regard that all birds have an understanding of how to construct a nest? From a certain perspective, you could perhaps see the pursuit of vastly increased longevity in the same light. Something that strikes a chord deep within the heart. That people pursue, without truly knowing why."

"You're being a bit over the top, dad," Theodoros said, looking slightly embarrassed.

"Oh, come on, Theo," he said, though the words were warm - it wasn't a reprimand. "This is my life's work. Let me have my moment."

"Well, I think it's a romantic way to think about it, at least," Kamrusepa said, idly crossing her arms.

Gods, I thought. She's really sucking up like her life depends on it, huh.

"Thank you for humoring me," Linos said. "Really, though, I probably am over-intellectualizing the subject. Most likely, there's just an inherent appeal to both ideas. No one wants to die, after all." He gave a small smile.

"It is rather funny that there's two distinct ones, though," Kam said. "I've never really thought about the subject in these terms, before."

"They have different fundamental appeals, I think," Linos said. And then a funny look crossed his eyes for a moment, his bushy brow furrowing in thought. "What's the better dream, do you think? Living forever, but only being young once? Or having to grow old and die, but then getting a chance to be truly young again, and start over in every sense?"

The dragon versus the phoenix.

"The dragon versus the phoenix," I said, the filter that is supposed to keep my insane trains of thought from leaking out of my mouth apparently malfunctioning.

"Ah, that's a cute way to put it, Utsu." Linos said, pointing to me. "You always did have a literary way of framing things. Personally, I'd pick the phoenix, though I'm an old man, so of course I'd be biased towards fresh starts."

"Well, obviously, either would be wonderful," Kamrusepa said. "Hmm... I'd have said the phoenix in the past, I think, but probably dragon, now."

"I suppose I'd pick dragon too," Theodoros said. "What about you, Utsu?"

"Huh? Oh, uh." I hesitated for a moment. "Phoenix."

That's that your here to do, after all. To resurrect someone.

There was a moment of silence as everyone looked to Ran expectantly. She frowned, seeming annoyed by the question.

"Dragon, I guess," she said, reluctantly. "I don't even really understand the other option. If you die and become young again, but your mind isn't somehow wiped, it's the same as staying young anyway. And if it is wiped, then... You're dead, anyway, right?"

"That's such a you response, Ran," Kam said, with a smirk.

"I don't know how I'm supposed to respond to that," she replied flatly.

"I suppose it's a bit of an abstract judgement," Linos said. He took up his cup again, and took another drink, this time for a few moments longer. "But we've gone wildly off topic, so I digress. The name the sanctuary is also taken from the epic. It's 'Apsu', the title of the sea in which Gilgamesh dives to retrieve the flower. In terms of the mythology, it's sort of a 'primeval sea' that lies beneath the underworld."

"Is that the reason it was built here at all?" I asked. "I'm sort of surprised how much interest the order pays to aesthetics, for a scholarly organization. With this, uh-- Motif, with the gardens. All of this..."

"One should never underestimate the power of aesthetics, Su," Kamrusepa interjected. "Man is a creature that is incredibly responsive to his environment. Reinforce a story in the world that surrounds him, and he'll stay more focused on following the script." Her eyes briefly flickered from me to Linos, presumably to see if this line had impressed him.

"You're quite literary yourself, miss Tuon," Linos said, smiling. "To answer your question, though, no. While it's a quaint idea, this place was chosen because the barebones structure already belonged to one of the members, not because being underwater makes it evocative. As for the deeper details of the mural itself..." He picked up a spoon, stirring the tea. "I might not be the right person to ask - I've only even seen it once, since I don't exactly use the women's entrance often. You'd be better off talking to Anna. She's the one who set up the gateways to the bastion to begin with, and was involved in commissioning, I think."

Ran nodded. "Thank you. I'll do that." She shifted a little on the spot, looking down the hall. "For now, though, I'm going to check out my room."

"I, uh, think I'll go, too," I said. "I want to unpack before the evening gets going."

"Be my guest," Linos said. "It was a pleasure to chat with you both... And especially to see you again, Utsu. I hope you settle in comfortably, and I'm looking forward to your presentation."

"Thank you," I said.

"I'll see you two later, then," Kam said, before turning back to Linos as the two of us started to walk away. "If you don't mind, sir, I still have a few more things I wanted to ask?"

"Of course, of course," he replied, accommodatingly. "Why don't you take a seat instead of just standing there, though? And have some tea--Oh, hell, I probably should have offered everyone tea, shouldn't I? Gods above, my manners are going to rot in my old age."

"It's alright, dad..." I heard Theodoros say soothingly.

The two of us set off down the hallway to the right, the group starting to fall out of earshot.

"We should find that girl who you have a crush on now, so we can get your luggage and our keys," Ran said dryly.

"I don't have a crush on her," I protested.

"Uh-huh. Well, she's probably upstairs." She glanced upwards at the tan-colored stone ceiling.

We turned a corner and came to a stairway leading to the upper floor. The ceiling in the building was unusually high, so it was more steps than you'd expect. It made me conscious of how tired I was starting to feel from the amount of walking I'd been doing over the past several hours.

"So what did you think of Linos?" I asked her, idly.

"Came across as nice enough, I guess," she said. "Seemed to like hearing himself talk. But then, that's most old rich men."

"I can't imagine how strange it must be for Theo," I said. "To be here with him, after being shut out of this part of his life since... Well, since forever."

She looked to me, an eyebrow raised. "Isn't it strange for you?"

I blinked. "Well... Yeah."

"Speaking of which," she continued, "I was surprised you didn't ask him about Samium."

I hesitated, looking downward.

She stared at me for a moment, then sighed. "It's okay. We have plenty of time. Why don't you just focus on relaxing for tonight? Bring it up if you feel like it, or don't."

I was silent for a moment, then looked up again at her. "Thanks, Ran," I said. "Uh, for all of this, I mean."

She grunted.

We came up to the second floor, which was another hallway much like the first, only here the ceiling was taller still, with rafters and the curve of the rooftop exposed openly. It was also decorated a little more fancily, with hand-painted walls adorned with an intricate, flowing floral design that evoked the garden outside. In one section there was a mosaic of a flock of birds flying across an evening sky.

It was nice, but it - well, really, this whole place - felt strangely quaint. Not a setting that evoked a reclusive order of taboo scholars.

The area was almost empty, though I heard the muffled sounds of people behind the various doors, suggesting the others were in the process of settling in. We spotted Sacnicte heading down the corridor along the opposite direction.

"Uh, sorry," I said, calling out to her. "Have you got a second?"

"Oh, hey," she said, in the same aloof, casual tone as earlier. She stopped. "You were wanting your room keys?"

"That's right," I said.

She reached into one of her pockets and produced a keyring, before detaching two elegant, bronze keys and handing them over to us. She passed one to each of us respectively.

"Thanks," Ran said.

"Just doing my job," she said. "You're in room 3, just over there--" She pointed to a doorway to the side, and then turned to me, "--and you're all the way at the other end in room 7, at the back." She pointed to the end of the hall. "I left your stuff at the doors. That's fine, right?"

"Yeah," I said. "That's fine."

She nodded, and left.

"I'm going to go get settled in," Ran said.

"Alright," I said. "I'll see you later, then?"

"Yeah," she said, nodding. "Lemme know if you have any trouble."

"You really are babying me today, you know," I said, with an awkward smile.

She ignored my remark, and moved to unlock her door.

I continued down the hall. One thing that was starting to strike me was how quiet this whole place was, when there was no conversation to fill the air; there were none of the ambient sounds of the city, but few of the countryside, either. No subtle hint of wind, no dripping of water. Just my footsteps against the stone flooring, without even much of an echo.

Soon enough, I came to the door, unlocked it, and stepped inside. The room was nice enough. There was a plush carpet, some archaic-styled furniture, and a large bed, as well as a window with an exceptional view of the gardens outside.

There was also a logic bridge embedded into the back wall of the room. A pillar of black, obsidian-like metal, running from the floor to the ceiling. They really had spared no expense for these accommodations.

Doesn't that strike you as a little strange? I thought, to myself.

Strange? Why?

Because this is supposed to have been the first time they've ever courted outsiders in any serious capacity. Did they build this whole place, just for you?

Alright, that was a little funny, now I was considering it.

Maybe it's not just for guests, I speculated, but rather for lesser members of the order. Or potential initiates.

They were both plausible theories. My inner skeptic was silenced, if only for the time being.

I picked up my trunk and bag, which were where Sacnicte had said they'd be, and moved inside. I closed the door behind me, and began to unpack. I took out my clothes - I brought a dark grey dress, another stola, a blue chiton, a robe - and placed them in the dresser, after which I set the books and runeplates I needed for my presentation on the desk, as well my logic engine. I fished out my medication and some cosmetics and left them in the lavatory.

And I found the pulpy adventure novel that I'd been reading on and off for the past week or two about a ship overtaken by a mutiny. It was a loan from Ran; half of the stuff I read was. I preferred thrillers and mystery, but it wasn't terrible. I deposited it at my bedside table.

I saw the letter from Autonoe, and felt tempted to look at it again. But I left it in the bag.

As I was unpacking, I noticed that, over the bed, there was a scenic landscape picture of a lodge in the autumn. The leaves on the trees that flanked the building had begun to brown, and fall to the earth below... Except it wasn't just any lodge, now that I was taking a second look at it. It was obviously a picture of the building we were in, except for the fact that the environment was different.

But that was strange, too, wasn't it? This place obviously didn't have seasons. Sure, the plants would have to shed their leaves every so often, but...

Well, it wasn't really important.

Running out of essential things to unpack, I abandoned the task midway and idly wandered over to one of the chamber's windows. It had a lovely view of the garden below. The subtle design, the careful mix of wild and curated elements. The contrast of the colours.

This was the first moment I'd really had to myself since the morning, and in the silence, I quickly felt a subtle unease creeping back into my mind.

Don't be anxious, I said to myself. You've come a long way to be here, and to have the chance you'll have now. And soon, maybe all of this, everything that's happened since your mistake that day, will finally be over.

And, even if that doesn't happen... It'll be alright. 

It will be alright.

There was no point in thinking about it at all, at least, not until tomorrow. For the rest of the night, it would be better to just try and relax. Think about comfortable, simple things.

I let my eyes relax, taking off my glasses, letting everything blur a bit. I stared at the bright colors and light of the strange spectacle before me, an let my mind wander. I thought about my presentation.

About Kam's weird speech from this morning.

About Ophelia's mysterious box.

About how uncharacteristically kind Ran was being, and how much I owed her.

And about--

Huh, the thought came suddenly from an unknown place in my mind, as my eyes wandered to another group of trees.

This garden looks a little different from the last time.

I blinked.

The last time...?
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In many schools of classical philosophy, there's a concept called ataraxia, roughly meaning the internal serenity that comes from comprehending the true nature of the world, and living in accord with it rather than conflict. What exactly the 'nature of the world' is depends on who's answering the question, but the unifying thread across all schools of thought is that if people could just get their shit together, embrace the one obviously true answer, and reorient their entire value system around it, then they'd be able to attain this state of peace... At which point all of their emotional problems and dissatisfaction with life would presumably disappear in a puff of smoke. Or something like that?

I'm not really the philosophy type, to be honest.

That said, a distinct memory I had from decades ago was of a pretentious conversation where my grandfather discussed the concept with Linos, who always was a philosophy person, and saying the idea was foolish because it is, by definition, a kind of self-delusion.

After all, the world is fundamentally an awful and confusing place, where terrible things happen to virtuous people for no reason at all. If higher consciousness is to be considered primarily a mechanism for the body to assess its material circumstances, then surely tarache, the absence of ataraxia - meaning anxiety, perturbedness, and disquiet - is the state that better represents comprehending reality. Feeling bad is your mind communicating to you that something is wrong, and the rational reaction is to identify the problem and do something about it, not to bury your head in the sand using ideology.

...of course, thinking about it as an adult, it feels obvious that this is also sort of a simplistic outlook, and one invested in a kind of circumstantial privilege. Most people are subject to factors that make it difficult to change even their own circumstances, let alone the world, and feeling anxious all the time helps no one. So it wasn't like the reasoning of those philosophers didn't make sense.

Right now, though, that reasoning was coming to mind. Something felt dissonant, even though I couldn't draw a conclusion as to what it was that wasn't obviously insane. Every rational impulse in me was telling me to suppress this feeling, that it was meaningless anxiety, and that I ought to focus on something else.

But somehow, that felt like a deeply bad idea.

My thoughts were occupied by this for the next half an hour or so as I finished settling in, unpacking the rest of my things and making sure everything important had survived the trip. There were two affairs that this whole weekend would pivot around: Our presentations, which were to take place over the course of the late morning and afternoon tomorrow, and the other thing, which-- Well, Ran and I would have to play it by ear.

But for tonight, other than making a few final preparations, there wasn't really anything I had planned other than sleeping, so I could afford to focus on trying to put my mind at ease. And so, I asked the question I always did, when faced with any problem.

What do I know, without any doubt?

Well, quite a lot. I knew that I was in the order's sanctuary, in their guesthouse. I knew I was with all my classmates. I knew that it was about 6 o'clock in the middle of spring in the 1409th year since the Covenant had been sworn by the six Parties. And I knew more or less how I'd come to be standing where I was, through an unbroken chain of causality that I could trace back at least a decade or so with relative confidence.

That was the space around the hole. So what was the hole, itself?

I didn't know anything about this place. Or even where it was, technically speaking; Linos had given an explanation, but he could have been simplifying the truth or even lying outright to keep it from a group of outsiders, one of whom had all but admitted her intent to spill the beans.

You can't just trust what people say blindly, after all; even if they seem nice and informed and have a personal connection to you. That's infant-thinking.

...I really didn't need this bout of paranoia today, with everything else that was going on.

I decided to kill the time until dinner by taking a walk and getting a sense of the sanctuary beyond this one building and the garden outside. I spent a little while fussing over my hair and making sure my braids didn't look like frayed messes, then stepped back out into the hallway.

When I did, I heard the sound of a few people chatting from around the corner, the opposite way around the square-shaped central hallway that I'd come up from before. I decided to take a quick look on my way downstairs. The sound revealed itself to be coming from a set of double doors, roughly parallel to where the lounge had been down below, and currently left open. I took a peek inside.

What greeted me was a room that, though about the same width as the one I'd just left, was much longer, spanning half the entire side of the building, and with several tall windows overlooking the back end of the sanctuary. It was decorated with more of the elaborate wall-illustrations that I'd seen in the hall, and appeared to be some kind of library/recreation room. Shelves of books lined most of the walls, and there was a ball table over on the left.

In the middle, in front of where I was standing, were some sofas - upon which Ptolema, Seth, and Ophelia were sitting with snacks and drinks - and a proper, omni-purpose logic engine, as opposed to the portable ones everyone carried around. Alongside the logic bridge at the center, there was a three-foot wide column of uneven machinery that almost reached the ceiling, built of elaborate spirals of echoglass and an intricate matrix of millions of minute bronze gears and switches, with a hydraulic power system that anchored it to a tube in the wall. There was also an archive shelf that was even larger still, filled with rows of large metal cubes; echo mazes, which functioned as the machine's memory.

They even had a maze writer off on the left, which a lot of people never bothered with. It was a separate block of bronze that came up to about the level of my thighs, with a complex, incredibly fine cutting instrument at the top, resembling a bed of needles, attached to a mechanical arm.

Behind that was a doorway out to what looked like a large balcony area. That's not important right now, though.

Seth cut off some explanation he was in the midst of when I entered, looking up and grinning. "Hey, Su! You want something to eat?" He pointed his fork, which was currently piercing a slice of cake, in my general direction.

"Uh, no thanks," I said. "I'm trying to save my appetite for when they feed us."

"Makes sense," he said, with a nod.

"See, she's bein' smart," Ptolema said. "You're gonna end up bein' rude when they stick something really high-effort in front of us and manage like, two bites."

"Hey, I don't remember signing up to this thing with the promise that I gotta sample their fine dining," he said. "I came here to show off what I can do to a bunch of bigwig healers. Beyond that-- Well, I'm gonna enjoy myself."

She shook her head. "You've got the manners of a four year old."

"Hey, it's never stopped me before," he said mirthfully. "Besides, you ate some stuff, too!"

"Like two biscuits," Ptolema said, with a protesting expression, taking a sip of some coffee. "And I barely had anything for lunch."

He chuckled to himself, then looked back in my direction. "Have you taken a look around this place, yet?"

"Not yet," I said, suppressing the instinct to step closer into the room, since I didn't really want to end up stuck in a long conversation. "I was going to roam around the grounds for a little while."

"It's really nice, actually," he said. "There's a big pantry and kitchen downstairs in case we wanna make our own meals, and practically a whole bathhouse built into the side of the building." He stopped and thought for a moment, apparently considering if he was missing something. "Oh, and an eris pool down at the back on the ground floor, if you want to charge your scepter."

"Thanks for letting me know, I guess," I said, then glanced to the side of him.

Ophelia, who was eating a small plate of cheese and crackers, had changed her clothes, now wearing a frilly but modest dark green dress and a shawl. Her hair was damp, too, so she must have washed it. She looked in slightly better spirits.

"Are you feeling better, Ophelia?" I asked, feeling like it was something I ought to say.

"Oh, um, yes," she said, with a small smile. "Much better, thank you. I'm sorry for earlier."

"You don't need to apologize, or anything like that..." I said. "Linos was telling us how some people just have a bad response to it, so it can't really be helped."

She looked a little reassured by this, the smile growing more confident.

"You wanna sit with us for a bit, Su?" Seth asked. "We're listening to some music and talking about the projects we brought."

"She just said she's gonna take a walk around, idiot," Ptolema scolded him.

"I heard her!" he said, holding up a hand defensively. "I just meant for a few minutes. It sounded like we've got ages until they'll get around to serving us dinner."

I really didn't want to get too sidetracked and just spend the whole evening killing time, but I was a bit curious about the music, so I let myself step forward and tap the side of my hand against the logic bridge. Instantly, I began 'hearing' a serene, gently mysterious piano piece, played expertly. It was one of those songs that had a nostalgic quality even if you'd never heard it before; soft, and just the tiniest bit tragic.

"They've got a whole library of music on these things here," Seth said, picking up on what I was doing. "All kinds of genres. Recorded plays and novels, too."

I glanced around the room. "Well, it's probably meant to be here to entertain us. Are all the books around fiction?"

"Most of 'em," he said, nodding. "There's a dart board and a bunch of board games in one of the cupboards, too. Not a bad game room, though I wish they had some echo games."

"Mm, I guess they probably don't want to come across as immature to guests," I said, then furrowed my brow with a little curiosity. "I , uh. Didn't think this'd be the kind of music you'd listen to, to be honest."

"Heh, well." He rubbed the side of his neck. "I was trying to pick something that'd help Ophelia relax. She was feeling a bit off."

"Oh, I didn't realize..." She made a complicated expression - sort of a mix between anxiety and gratitude. "You didn't have to do that, Seth..."

"H-Hey, you don't need to be like that," he said. "It's just music, right?"

"Lilith's probably gonna be super happy when she finds out about this place," Ptolema remarked. "Well, uh. As much as she gets happy about anything, at least."

"I'm kinda hoping she doesn't find out," Seth said. "Knowing that kid, she'd probably kick the rest of us out and bar the doors."

"That will probably happen," I said flatly.

"All the more reason to enjoy it while we can, then, right?" He took another bite of his cake, and then he seemed to recall something, his expression growing slightly more serious. "Hey, Su. If you are going out, would you mind doing me a favor?"

"Uh... that depends on what it is, I suppose?" I said.

"It's nothing too serious, but could you keep an eye out for Ezekiel?"

I frowned. "What for?"

"I haven't seen him since we arrived, and there's something I kinda need to talk to him about. I thought he'd be in his room, but I talked to the servant lady, uhh--"

"Sacnicte," Ophelia said.

"Right, Sacnicte," Seth said, looking to her for a moment and nodding before turning back in my direction. "Yeah, I talked to her, and she said she'd never given him his key, so I dunno where he could've gone. I'm not telling you to look for him or to talk to him or whatever, just, uh..."

"I understand," I said, with a nod. "I'll let you know if I see him."

He smiled wide. "That's great. Thanks a lot."

It was a very strange request. Not many people in the class got on very well with Ezekiel, Seth among the least of all. I couldn't imagine what they had to talk about. I guess it was possible he thought he was up to something, and was just being diplomatic about it...?

"What d'ya wanna talk to him about, anyway?" Ptolema asked, echoing some of my thoughts more bluntly. She snorted. "That guy's a jerk."

"Eheh, well, it's just something we were planning on settling before everything goes down tomorrow, Ema," he replied, a little awkwardly.

She looked at him skeptically. "That's kinda suspicious."

"Seriously, it's nothing," he said. "Just some man-stuff."

"Uh, I'm going to go," I said, stepping back towards the door. I wasn't feeling especially compelled by this particular mystery.

"Sure, sure!" Seth called out after me, seeming happy for my interruption. "Let us know if you see anything interesting, too."

I headed back out the door and down to the hallway, the music quieting and cutting off after a few steps. I passed a room in which I could hear the sound of running water - presumably Mehit having the bath which she'd been talking about earlier - and then returned to the stairwell, heading downwards.

Oh, shoot, I thought, suddenly. Wasn't I going to ask Ophelia about that noise from earlier?

Well, never mind.

Heading down the hall, I came back to the lounge, and discovered Kamrusepa, Theodoros, and Linos in much the same position as earlier, except now they all appeared to have partially-drained cups of tea in front of them. The latter appeared to be in the middle of another elaborate explanation.

"...actually difficult to even find a publisher, at the time. It's a little different nowadays, but the community in Knoron had a very rigid way of doing things, so they didn't usually put out papers from people who weren't part of one of the larger conclaves or organizations. You know, in fear that they might be blacklisted."

"That's dreadful!" Kamrusepa exclaimed, sipping from her cup. "I knew that the nepotism was rather bad over there, but to think they'd suppress such an obviously revolutionary work!"

"Hah, well, when you're older, you might realize how depressingly common this sort of thing is," he said, with a chuckle. "And in any event, I wouldn't exactly call it revolutionary. At the time, I was actually accused of being derivative--" he caught my eye as I approached. "Oh, Utsu! You're back."

"Sorry," I said. "I'm not interrupting something, am I?"

"Not at all," he said, smiling widely. Having a captive (or, well, not-so-captive) audience in Kamrusepa must've been slowly putting him in higher spirits; some of the fatigue in him had faded, and he almost looked a younger man. "I was just telling miss, ah-- Sorry, what did you say your Rhunbardic name was?"

"Murslisdaughter," she said, her pronunciation momentarily shifting to the more harsh, lower-pitched tone of Upper Rhunbardic. "But I'm used to Tuon, or just Kamrusepa or Kam is more than fine."

She probably had trouble even identifying with it, really. Addressing people by their birthplace names wasn't something you really saw anymore outside of the relatively old, and doing so with their lineal names was even less common in Rhunbard.

"It feels too personal, but maybe I'm being a little silly," he said cheerfully. "Kamrusepa it is, then." He looked back in my direction. "But yes, I was just telling her how I published my first paper on organ transmutation."

"You put it so modestly!" She said. "Even though it was the most prolific piece of medical literature in the entire year. Goodness, arguably of the decade until Bing Wen published his treatise on microanatomy."

"Well, it's an old story at this point, I suppose," he said, looking away with embarrassment. "I'm probably boring Theo to death. He's heard it a thousand times."

"It's alright, dad," he said.

"But yes, Utsu," Linos continued. "What did you need?"

"Uh, I was wondering if it was alright for us to roam free around the grounds. I was hoping to get some fresh air." I hesitated. "Well, not fresh. But you know what I mean."

"Oh, I see!" He nodded a few times. "Yes, of course, that's no trouble at all. You should have access to everywhere but the research tower. Would you like me to give you a rundown of the layout?"

"Sure, if you wouldn't mind," I said. I shifted a bit on the spot. I felt restless.

"Mm, I'd be interested to know that, too," Kam said, indly relaxing her head on the side of her hand as she leaned back in the plush chair she now occupied.

"Very well," Linos said. "How should I begin... You noticed the structure that we're within right now, I assume? The bioenclosure."

"That's what it's called?" I asked, curious.

"Well, the proper term is 'closed ecological system', but we use 'bioenclosure' for short," he said. "It's a completely closed off environment - has its own air and water cycle, without anything gong in or out."

"Not even waste?" Kamrusepa asked.

"Not even waste," he said, shaking his head. "Some of our stewards take it out manually between meetings. This deep underwater, it's dangerous to have even a single point of entry or potential weakness for the pressure to start doing its magic, after all." He make a small explosive motion with his hands. "But I digress. This is only one of four such structures here in, connected by tunnels. They're interconnected, arranged in a diamond shape."

"I thought I might have spotted some others further in the distance," I said.

He nodded. "Think of this one, which is primarily for guests and prospective members, as the bottom of the diamond. From here, there are tunnels that connect to the western bioenclosure, which primarily serves as a arboretum, and the eastern, which is the proper headquarters of the order. That's where you'll find most anything of note here - the meeting hall where you'll be showing us your work, our archive and infirmary, the personal rooms of our members, the graveyard..."

"Uh, graveyard?" I asked, a little thrown off. "There are people buried down here?"

"No-- Well, not exactly." he said, with a wry smile. "You'll understand when you see it."

"What about at the upper dip of the diamond?" Kamrusepa asked.

"Ah, that would be the research tower, where we have our laboratories and conduct most of our experiements. The center of our practical work." His smile tapered off a little bit. "Unfortunately, I'm not sure how much access you'll have to it. All of the members more or less have discretion over their own chambers, and they're kept locked. I'd be happy to show you mine later, but..."

"Oh, would you?" Kamrusepa asked, her eyes lighting up. "I'd be delighted to see some of your newer research first hand."

"Aheh, well. Perhaps we'll find some time," Linos said. Was he blushing? "But no-- Utsu, but you're at least welcome to peer around the rest. In fact, it might be a good idea for one or two of you to familiarize yourself with at least the main hall before dinner. It can be a little... Overwhelming, for people visiting it for the first time."

Overwhelming, huh...

"Thank you, sir," I said. "I'll be off, then."

"Um, actually," Theodoros said, then looked between me and Linos, seemingly not 100% certain which one of us he ought to be addressing. "Would it be alright if I accompanied you, Su...? I was feeling curious, too. Er-- Sorry, dad. I don't mean to be in a rush to abandon you, or anything."

"Oh, not at all," Linos replied, crossing his arms. "You're my son, Theo, we'll always have more time to talk. Assuming you don't mind, Utsu?"

I minded a tiny bit. It meant I couldn't be as much of a creep as I normally would, looking around by myself. But there was no point in making a fuss about it.

"Sure," I said, making a small smile. "I mean-- I don't mind."

"Thanks, Utsu," Theo said, getting up from his seat. I detected what seemed like a tiny bit of relief in his tone, which wasn't really surprising. "Bye, dad."

"Take care, Theo," Kam said. "You two try and enjoy yourselves."

"Yes, let me know if you're suitably impressed," Linos said, with good-natured irony. "I'll see you both at dinner, if you're not back before then."

Theo walked over to where I was standing, and we both turned and headed for the double doors together.

"Oh, one thing, Utsu," Linos said, speaking up as we were walking away. "Just so you're aware, Neferuaten mentioned something about hoping to speak with you when you'd arrived, so..."

I blinked, surprised, and turned back in his direction. "She wanted to speak with me specifically?"

"That's right," he said, with a nod. "So she might come over here, or be on the lookout for you."

I wasn't sure quite what to say. I found myself glancing towards the ground without meaning to. "R-Right," I eventually decided on. "Thanks for letting me know. "

 

𒊹

 

The garden truly was artfully designed, in a way that hadn't been obvious even looking at it from overhead. The focus, rather than making it tidy and conventionally elegant, appeared to instead be on the experiential aspect. The soft blues of hydrangea and lilies as you exited the abbey house gave way to subdued violets as you passed under the canopy of the trees, which in turn burst into bright red roses as you walked back into the light, like a fire being ignited. It popped beautifully, and the bushes and branches framed it all like a painting no matter which way you looked.

Whomever had been responsible for it had known what they were doing, so much so that it was evident even to me, who was about as far from a floriculture expert as humanly possible. The only reason I even knew what the flowers were called was because my mother had been garden-obsessed herself.

Having a better look at the building from the outside, I could see the bathhouse that Seth had mentioned, built just a little off to the left and connected to the abbey by a small path with a little overhang. It was bigger than I expected; there was even a separate, outdoor pool that was framed by another segment of the garden.

Not that it was likely I'd be making use of it.

I was struck, looking around, by how much completely unused space there was in the bioenclosure, contributing nothing save for furthering the illusion was actually outdoors, rather than the bottom of the sea. Speaking of that, now that I was looking closely, it was increasingly obvious that what I was seeing beyond the glass walls was, in fact, water, its subtle fluctuations just about discernible if I paid close attention.

For it to be this close to black and so utterly empty in spite of the lamps, however, we would have to be remarkably far beneath the surface. Deep enough that life would likely be unable to survive, and where the cold could turn the human body to ice if the pressure wasn't such that it'd grind every bone in it to dust first.

How had the order been able to build something like this...?

I walked slowly, taking it all in. Theodoros followed.

"I'm sorry if I imposed a bit," he said, after a few moments had passed. "I know you probably wanted to be on your own for a little while."

"It's okay," I said, more relaxed than earlier. Me and Theodoros weren't close friends, now, but we were at least familar enough that I only felt a little stiff around him.

Less layers of performance, even though there were still a few.

"I know that it's probably awkward," I continued, after another moment. "Uh, the dynamic here, I mean. With you, and your dad, and everyone else..."

"It wasn't that, really. Not so much." He looked downward. "I just felt so out place, between the two of them. They're so passionate about all of this, and I just... Well, it's not as though I don't care, but..."

"Yeah," I said, with a small nod. "I understand."

He nodded, with a small smile. "Thanks, Utsu." After that, he sighed a bit. "Sometimes, I really do feel like sort of a fraud."

"It's... difficult," I said. "Having to live in someone elses shadow."

That was probably saying a little too much. I swallowed the air.

"I just wish I had a passion for all of this," he said, slumping his shoulders a bit. "Even if I wasn't skilled, at least it'd be easier to talk to my dad. Or, well. To everyone, really."

I nodded a few times. Theodoros had been - at least with me, and a handful other members of our class - open about the fact that becoming an arcane healer wasn't exactly his ultimate aspiration in life. He'd originally wanted to study a different discipline entirely, but even though arcane practice had modernized considerably from the days of masters-and-apprentices, there was still considerable benefit to be found in studying under someone of great renown.

He could have studied something else and done well enough with his skills, of course, but following in the footsteps of his father had been too great an opportunity to pass up, opening far more doors than he'd ever likely see if he paved his own way. So his plan as it stood was to do that for the time being, and then transition to a different career later, once he had a reputation.

Or so he said, at least. Privately, I wondered if it would ever really happen. Theodoros, at his heart, was the kind of person who usually took the path of least resistance, when push came to shove.

"Which of the bioenclosures should we take a look at first, do you think?" he asked, after a few more moments.

I thought about it for a moment. "How about the arboretum? If we look at the main one first, I feel like we might end up getting preoccupied there until dinner."

"Works for me, I suppose," he said, with a small shrug, then glanced around the area. "...you know, this garden reminds me of the one in your family's old estate, from when we were young."

I hesitated, breaking eye contact and looking ahead. "You think so?"

"Well... It's, ah, not quite the same, obviously. But..." His tone became nostalgic. "I remember us playing around between the rosebeds and up by the big tree at the back, playing out some imaginary scenario or another. Climbing up and down the branches, leaping around and over the arrangements and messing them all up..."

He trailed off, probably expecting me to add something. Instead, though, I simply ended up falling silent, a stiff smile forming on my lips.

"How old would we have been...?" He continued, when it became obvious I wasn't going to speak up. "Eight, nine..."

"Eight," I said, quietly. "Nine was when we moved to Itan."

"A-Ah, that's right," he nodded. "Well, you'd know if anyone would, I suppose."

A few moments passed in silence. We continued to walk, now leaving the abbey and the gardens behind.

"When I think about it," he eventually said, "it really is remarkable, that it ended up like this. With us both in the same class, both finally here in this place for this purpose, after it lingering in the background of our lives for so long. Continuing the legacy of our families."

I bit my lip. "Yeah."

He smiled weakly. I'd forgotten how much his expressions resembled that of his father. "W-Well... It's remarkable for me, at least. You've always been so intelligent, so I suppose it was a given that you'd end up here once you decided to become a healer."

"I'm not that smart," I said, looking downward.

"Oh, don't be like that," he said, trying to make eye contact even as I sought to avoid it. "You're astoundingly smart, Utsu. Gods, I remember you practically scaring the teachers, when we were little. Reading math books six years ahead of anyone else... And retaining so many little things that everyone else misses. I remember when we'd walk through the old art museum in the middle of town, when both of us could barely even talk yet, and you'd just recite fact after fact, like there was a whole archive in the back of your brain..."

I said nothing.

"It's silly to say," he said, giving up and looking ahead himself, scratching the side of his head. "But, you've always been an inspiration to me, in that way. Even when we were young. And I really am glad we could reach this place, together."

"...yeah," I said, for a second time. "Thank you."

It was in moments like this that I felt the most distant from Theodoros, even though he was trying to invoke the times when we'd been the most close. Even though it wasn't fair to him, it felt like a scab was being picked at. A carefully brokered compromise between the different parts of my mind torn apart.

"Um, p-pardon," he said, his face flushing a little. "I didn't mean to embarrass you, getting like that."

"No, it's alright," I said.

"I apologize," he said again, a little bittersweetness creeping in. "I really need to learn to take a hint, with this sort of thing." He smiled helplessly.

"Really, it's okay," I said, looking at him and making an active effort to sound reassuring. "I'm just not sure I'm in the right mood to reflect right now? I'm just, uh..." I rubbed my eyes. "I'm tired, I think..."

"Right, of course," he said, with a nod. "I understand."

He didn't. But that wasn't his fault, for whatever others he might've had.

We continued our exploration, taking the western path where they diverged. By this point, we could clearly make out the two other enclosures through the dark waters ahead. The one we were headed to was a similar square shape to the one we were in, while the other, to the east, was larger, and looked like a pyramid with the tip sliced off. Based on what we'd been told, that was where the headquarters of the order was based, so presumably they needed more space.

Soon, we came to the edge of the bioenclosure and spotted one of the tunnels that Linos had described, wrought out of stone and thick glass. The center of the passageway was sealed by a heavy, rectangular bronze wall, with a rounded doorway in the center. To the left, built into the wall, was a lever marked "RELEASE SEAL" in large, engraved lettering.

"Suppose it's pretty obvious what we're supposed to do here," Theodoros remarked.

"Yeah," I said.

He reached over and pulled the aforementioned lever. A bell, which I hadn't noticed earlier, rang from overhead, and the doorway - which appeared incredibly thick, just shy of a foot at minimum - was slowly pulled backwards by a gear mechanism over the course of about half a minute, before finally hanging to the left and opening wide.

"Seems air-tight..." I said, idly.

"It must be a precaution," he said. "If one of the other enclosures were compromised, this would keep it sealed off from the rest. You know-- So it wouldn't flood, too."

"With how deep we are, if one of these cracked, I'm not sure it would make much difference," I said. "This whole place would be drowned in a matter of seconds. The pressure must be unimaginable."

"Hmm, that's true." He put a finger to his chin. "Well, I'm sure they have their reasons."

We headed into the western structure. Despite Linos having called it a 'arboretum,' it didn't seem that much more populated with plant life at first, or even visually distinct beyond the fact that the grass was the dark green shade found on the Mimikos, instead of the deep blue from the field we'd just departed. In fact, it was hard to understand what purpose it had at all - unlike the area around the abbey, there appeared to be no particular design to it, and there wasn't anywhere close to as great a variety of flowers. More than anything, it reminded me most of a city park. It had a little meadow, a sloping hill with a few trees. I even saw a bench on the incline.

It would take another minute or two for the other shoe to drop. But first, Theodoros spoke up.

"Oh, drat," he said, suddenly, clicking his tongue and sounding fretful. "Utsu, can we stop for a moment?"

I halted, and looked to him. "What is it?"

"I'm, ah, so sorry about this," he said, "but I just remembered that I forgot to take a dose of my medication for the evening. Would it be alright if I dashed back to the guest house, for just a moment?" He looked anxious. "You can go on ahead without me, if you like-- It's just, well, if I don't have it a couple of hours before dinner..."

Like I said before. Theodoros was one of those people who seemed to have a thousand chronic conditions. This in particular was probably a stomach issue I recalled afflicting him.

I sighed a little bit, but smiled patiently. "It's alright. We've only been walking for a few minutes. I can wait up for you."

He smiled in turn, adjusting his glasses. "Thank you. I'll-- Well, I'll be right back, then."

He dashed off, pulling the lever to reopen the door and disappearing beyond it.

Perhaps it was going a little against the spirit of the thing, but once he was gone, I continued to look around the arboretum, since it was an open area and he'd easily spot me upon his return anyway. I walked forward a bit, my eyes roaming around idly as I descended the gentle slope.

In retrospect, it was remarkable that neither of us noticed it when we'd come in. After all, the thing was already in plain sight. All it takes to distract the mind, I suppose, is a little presupposition and some shadows in the right place.

It started when I observed that, for some reason, this area of artificial greenery seemed smaller than it had looked from outside; narrower, more like a rectangle than a full square. Curious, my eyes roamed upwards towards the ceiling.

I said a moment ago that this bioenclosure appeared the same as the one we'd just left, but looking at it now, I could see that wasn't the case. The overall construction was about the same size and shape, but from within, it was now clear that unlike the other, it was divided into two discrete segments of about the same size. I, and all that other stuff I just described a moment ago, were in one half, while the other was sealed off, and appeared to have discoloured, thicker glass on the outer periphery where it met the sea... As well as an open roof. In other words, it was full of water.

But water wasn't the only thing within it. There were lights, illuminating something else altogether, standing starkly within the inky void.

It was difficult to describe. The human mind is only really used to conceptualizing the familar and placing them in a handful of broad categories; rocks, plants, animals, machines. Without a context to place something in, it's difficult to even process its existence.

My mind wanted to call it a tree, and in many senses, it did resemble one. It had a thick component at the base which looked like what one might refer to as a 'trunk'. But the actual material it seemed to be comprised of - which looked, rather than bark, like something between metal and dense fungus - and everything else about its structure defied that similarity.

It was huge, reaching almost to the roof of the enclosure, the 'branches' shaped like a bizarre, three-dimensional spiders web, or perhaps an unfinished cocoon, twisting and suspended at an impossible angle by the aforementioned trunk growing from the earth below. And it shone, faintly, with surreal color, like light reflected in a puddle of oil. A muddy, incomplete rainbow that defied physics by seeming to reach upward, like an impossibly oriented aurora.

But even that description fails to convey the strangeness of everything about it. The way it grew, its fundamental structure, wasn't right in a way that was instantly obvious; it bent uncomfortably, like a tree that had grown in heavy winds, but not in a consistent direction. It looked like an almost physically impossible object, and that was if it was growing on land, let alone a place like this.

But there it was, regardless. In defiance of all sense.

Oh my god, I thought.

Wordlessly, I approached the periphery of the glass which was closest to it, gawking, wide eyed. Increased proximity only enhancing my perception of its unlikely size. It was ridiculously tall; likely ten, maybe fifteen times the size of the abbey house, large enough that it'd be a substantial landmark even back in Old Yru.

"U-Uhh." I found myself saying, out loud.

I stared for about a solid minute. The thing hung there, perfectly still, looking down me at with its alien extremities. It didn't have eyes, but you could easily picture them on there. You could picture next to anything on it; more so than anything I'd seen today, it thoroughly disrupted my sense of reality.

What is this thing? I thought to myself. Is it something the order put here? That's the only logical conclusion, isn't it?

I peered at it closely, as if it might suddenly reveal itself to be an optical illusion. I looked away and then back at it again. I stepped to and fro a little, making sure it responded as a three-dimensional object in my field of view should. But nothing, despite repeated tests, proved amiss.

I suddenly felt very unhappy about the fact that Theodoros had wandered off. Was I hallucinating? What if I left the area and this thing vanished, and then no one believed me when I even told the story? Obviously that was a ridiculous idea; things this big wouldn't just vanish, unless this was an illusion and someone was playing some kind of elaborate prank on me.

What if it is an illusion? Maybe this is how they haze new members, a skeptical voice suggested. They show you the bizarre hell-plant, and then if you bring it up later at dinner, they all act like you're nuts and snicker at you behind your back.

Gods, it would be just like a creepy old organization to do something like that, wouldn't it? And the class director had said they were trying to bring me into the organization. Maybe this was all some weird test.

Well, I wouldn't play along with their game. That much was certain.

I reached for my scepter--

"Careful," a low, slightly-amused female voice said, from somewhere behind me. "You might not like what you find out, if you spoil the magic."

I jumped, and sharply turned.

And then I saw her.

Standing a few meters away, at the bottom of the hills gentle slope, was a woman. She was about my height or just a little taller, and was Mekhian, with dark tan skin and smaller facial features than the average, save for her eyes, which were relaxed but attentive. Her hair was straight and came down past her shoulders, with sharp bangs cut along her fringe, and she was dressed in a white, half-sleeved robe with a handful of pieces of prominent jewelry; golden bracelets, a ruby necklace...

In an inverse of most cultures, Mekhians associate the colour white, rather than black, with death. For that reason, they were the robes of a grandmaster of the Mekhian tradition of Thanatomancy; one who had passed all trials, and attained the highest rank possible.

But on top of it, she also wore a black sash. For she had always been an iconoclast, and an iconoclast must ever make themselves known, lest their disagreements be no more than daydreams..

When she saw that I had made eye contact, she smiled.

She reached, lazily, for the scepter at her waist.
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Her scepter was very similar to mine, with an inverted ankh at its head. But it was longer, golden instead of silver, and the symbol was crowned with a metallic laurel - all symbols of her higher status, in different regards, with one exception that was purely personal choice. Embedded at the top of the shaft was a diamond of near-black metal: False iron.

She spoke, quietly and slowly, but with precision.

"...𒊬𒃶𒋾𒄿𒄿,𒀀𒄀...."

I knew those words. It was the start of the Anatomy-Beguiling Arcana, one of the most common used in combat.

A rudimentary lesson for both war-arcanists and healers was that there were three types of natural resistance that individuals possessed against offensive applications of arcana. When the Ironworkers created the Power, they explicitly designed it to be 'kind'; that is, to resist being used in acts of violence against other human beings. Though this didn't offer protection against indirect methods like summoning fireballs or telekinetically chucking rocks at people, if you tried to use it to, say, command someone's skin to fall off, it simply wouldn't work. The incantation would default, venting its eris to the Higher Planes.

However, if you stop and think about it critically for a second, there's obviously no absolute way to define what a 'human' is. People don't have some kind of self-evident essence that inherently distinguishes them from any other animal or object in the eyes of the cosmos. So the early arcanists of the Mourning Period quickly realized that there had to be some criteria by which the Power was checking if its target was a human or not.

When they consulted the records of the Ironworkers regarding the matter, they learned that they'd struggled to devise one single 'test' that could reliably identify all, or even the vast majority of people. Any they'd tried had either been too narrow in scope and exclusionary towards some individuals, or too broad and subsequently encompassed animals or entities that resembled living humans - such as mannequins and cadavers. In the end, they'd instead devised three fairly strict tests to be applied in tandem, but with the qualification that only one had to be passed. The idea was that even in the unlikely event that someone might be physically the norm enough that they'd fail one test, almost no one would fail all three.

And thus, what were now called the arcane resistances were born.

The first was the anatomical test. 'Is the target shaped like a person, externally and, to a lesser extent, internally?' It was considered the most common to fail. Missing or damaged limbs and organs, or even just especially odd proportions, could get you.

The second was the motion test. 'Are the fluids and soft tissue of the target moving like that of a person?' This was harder to fail - only people with circulatory conditions or those native to the Lower Planes tended to do so naturally - but the easiest to subvert in combat. Once someone loses a pint of blood and their pulse is going bananas, any motion taking place within their body is going to be very different from the average person.

The third and final was the neurological test, which is self-explanatory. It was the least likely to fail of all; only people with dementia, severe head wounds, or very rare developmental disorders tended to be misidentified.

Having all of your resistances be perfect had become an incredibly important factor for war-arcanists, or soldiers in general. Most modern militaries wouldn't recruit you if you had even one that was defunct. It was also a key element in arcane healing; the Power had no means to draw a distinction between restorative and destructive use of itself on a person, and so having more could actually be a disadvantage for civilians. If someone with no resistances fell from a rooftop and shattered their spine, the state healers could likely act in time to save their life. But if they had all three? Much less certain.

Thus, a simple way of conveying them had evolved, which one now saw on most medical documentation: They were marked AMN, with any missing conveyed by an absence of that letter, or any unreliable or conditional ones marked with the corresponding letter being bracketed. For example, my resistances were "AM(N)".

But I digress. Mankind being as mankind is, once scholars had obtained this information, they quickly began devising ways to undermine this protection, both arcane and mundane. The Anatomy-Beguiling Arcana, currently being cast at me, was one such example. It was designed to undermine the anatomic resistance by fooling the Power into seeing a funhouse mirror version of ones proportions.

...well, actually, that's not really how it worked at all. But there's no real way to explain it that won't hold this up for several more minutes, so please accept it as an explanation for the time being.

It wasn't a complicated incantation; an accomplished war-arcanist with part of it inscribed could get it done in under two seconds. The woman in front of me wasn't an accomplished war-arcanist, she didn't have it inscribed, and I knew for a fact that she wasn't even trying to speak the words as fast as she could. But she was still better than most by a wide margin. I didn't have long to act.

Though the Power itself was largely rigid and mathematical in nature, it utilized the abstract focus of the caster to determine its target. As a result, the easiest way to stop an incantation in progress was to simply break that focus. I grasped my scepter, pointed towards the earth in front of me, performed the math--

1 cm3 = planck 2.441e+98 planck length, 100 cm3 area x incantation base cost of 32 x 4.096e-99 = 1.31072e-95, increase base incantation power by 20, 1.31072e-95 x 20 = 2.62144e-94

--and began speaking the words of the Matter-Shifting Arcana, designed to simply move a block of space, and everything in it, from one position to another. My hope was to bring up a cube of the earth in front of me with such speed that it would blast out into the air, making it impossible for her to focus on me amongst the grit.

It was a crude approach, to say the least. Any arcanist was inherently limited by the amount of complex incantations that could reasonably be inscribed on their scepter, their only options beyond that being either incredibly simple ones - like what I was doing - or performing more advanced ones entirely manually, which required incredibly lengthy castings as well as expert memory and pronunciation throughout. The Entropy-Denying Arcana, for example, was a complicated incantation which I used often and, thus, had inscribed. I knew all the formulae by heart and was probably better at casting it than 90% of people who'd learned it, and could do it in about six to eight seconds.

If I was to try and cast it without my scepter, on the other hand, it would take me at least a solid three, maybe even four minutes. It made a huge difference.

I spoke swiftly. ".... 𒄭𒅗𒈣𒈣𒁹𒁺...."

...But as soon as the words left my mouth, the woman in front of me suddenly increased the speed at which she was speaking, too, the words flowing much faster. A subtle smile appeared at the corners of her mouth.

Oh, hell! I thought. She wasn't going easy on me, it was bait!

She finished hers just before I did, the pulse of the defense being stripped running subtly through me. She immediately started speaking another. But it was too late for me to stop my incantation and counter it instead-- I'd already committed the eris in the incantation. If I changed course now, it would discharge and probably blow my face off.

Cursing to myself, I finished it.

M a t t e r - S h i f t i n g

"....𒉈𒆠𒆷𒉌𒍣, 𒊹."

The eris dial on my scepter sunk by about 5%, and a box of earth and grass a few meters in front of me shot up from the ground violently with an impossible sound, before scattering into the air in a dense cloud of dirt. But before it could get far, she finished her second incantation, idly tipping her scepter upwards to face the air.



M a t t e r - A n n i h i l a t i n g

"....𒉈𒆠𒍥𒆤, 𒀉𒌍𒌍𒀭𒌓. 𒊹.

With a brief, high-pitched screeching noise, a large rectangular area of the falling dirt - comprising the vast majority of it - disappeared instantly, removed from existence. Without so much as taking a breath, she segued into the words of initiation for another, which I quickly recognized as the Air-Thrusting Arcana, another very simple incantation. But I'd already started my own, and spoke as fast as my tongue would allow, tracing the final component in my hand to save time.

Arcana could be invoked both verbally or non-verbally, by tracing the runes on a surface, or some combination of both at once. My skills were still very limited in that regard, confined to the techniques I knew well. Even then, my efforts were often slow and awkward. (A lack of polychronicity was maybe my weakest point as an arcanist.) But the true masters of arcane combat could flow between one and the other with ease, or even trace multiple components at the same time with different fingers.

There was still a little dirt left in the air. I dashed over to it, rendering myself a moving target and hopefully worsening her focus, and managed to finish my incantation in what must have been a quarter of a second before she did.

E n t r o p y - D e n y i n g

"...(𒌍𒌷𒀭)(𒌍𒁁𒀭)𒅥𒌈𒆜𒈣𒂠, 𒋢𒀀𒅆𒌫𒃶,𒈬𒊹."

An invisible barrier formed in front of me, and my eris dial sunk considerably, by about 15-20%. The result of the lousy, embarrassingly simplified math I'd used to get it done first. 



A i r - T h r u s t i n g

"...𒁺𒂷𒉘𒄴, 𒊌𒀾𒅇𒄿, 𒊹."

The blast cracked the air like rolling thunder, and was strong enough to throw me off my feet - or it would have been, were it not for the barrier. The wind roared in my ears, and the grass bent sharply backwards, the remnants of the dirt flying back wildly until it pushed up against the glass walling.

She raised her eyebrows slightly. "That was very quick," she said. "You've improved."

I didn't waste time offering a retort. Instead, I took the opportunity she'd given me by spending a moment doing something other than casting, and sharply brought my scepter up to face her. I began reciting the Anatomy-Beguiling Arcana myself -  because I was a less experienced healer than her, I had all three inscribed on my scepter in full. It took me just shy of 5 seconds, and sunk my eris dial by another 5 or so percent.

"...𒀭𒂗𒊬𒃶𒋾𒄿𒄿,𒀀𒄀...."

She didn't try to stop me, and instead merely smiled, amused. "More pragmatic, too!"

I began casting the next, the Motion-Beguiling Arcana, without hesitation. But this time, she didn't allow it to happen so easily. Her scepter shot up and pointed towards herself, and she spoke an incantation quickly - one that I didn't recognize until it had already happened.



L i g h t - W a r p i n g

" ...𒀀𒊌𒋛𒊬𒆕𒆠𒄩, 𒌈𒀊𒂠𒄭, 𒊹."

The Light-Warping Arcana, the favourite of illusionists and, allegedly, assassins. She vanished in a fleeting patchwork of multi-coloured light, completely breaking my focus on her. I could hear her move, just a bit, and see the shifting of the grass beneath her feet, but this made it impossible to cast anything direct.

Were I a war-arcanist - who usually had some degree of physical training - the logical counter would be to tackle her. But I expected the result of me trying that would just be making a total ass of myself. However, that wasn't to say it was some perfect coup de grace that would end our duel on the spot. In fact, I had several counters inscribed on my scepter. With what she must have known - or at least suspected - it was, actually, a pretty terrible tactical move.

But testing the extent of her skills against mine wasn't the point of this. Rather, this was a dance. To see if I knew the moves, and could act in concert with the music.

I had no sense of when the next attack would come, since she'd most likely either whisper or trace the incantation, so I made the next move right away, and began speaking the Death-Sensing Arcana, another staple technique of Thanatomancy. Though life-sensing would probably be a name which better conveyed its practical application - it was a divination technique that granted the caster knowledge of everything, at least everything in the target radius, that was dying.

...but of course, as even many children could tell you, most everything that's alive is dying; cells all through the body, dropping like countless millions of flies. The actually dead, so long as it was recent, burned brightest of all in its perceptions, but it could pick up everything more physically complicated than bacteria.

However, even inscribed, it was a relatively lengthy incantation. Long before I could finish, I heard the fleeting whisper of the word of termination - probably deliberate, she could have done it in total silence if she'd wanted - and felt another arcana take effect, accompanied by a low, base tone at the bottom of the range of human hearing.

W o r l d - D e a f e n i n g

"...𒀉𒈾𒄿𒄿, 𒄷𒈾𒀀𒇉𒅋𒀝𒅈𒋜𒆕𒊹.

The World-Deafening Arcana, which suppressed all sound waves, rendering an area utterly silent. As well as its applications in stealth, it was an excellent way to make an otherwise proficient vocal caster completely flub their incantation. When one can't hear the sounds coming off of one's own tongue, it becomes incredibly difficult to say anything reliably.

And, no doubt, she'd remembered that the Life-Sensing Arcana was the one from my repertoire that I was least skilled at casting.

I had to stop at once before I committed any eris and put myself at risk of a discharge. Having frustrated my attempts at a counteroffensive, her next move would most likely be to strip me of my motion defense. She was probably already in the process of speaking the words.

But this time, she was the one who had fallen for my bluff.

While I'd been casting the Life-Sensing Arcana vocally, I'd been subtly tracing the beginnings of the Entropy-Accelerating Arcana in my palm - it was one of the only few I knew well for the option to even be viable. I waited a moment, until she had probably committed the eris, then finished the rest vocally with as much swiftness as I could muster, coming precariously close to tripping over my words in the process. As I finished, a painful groaning sound filled the air, like metal grinding against rock.

E n t r o p y - A c c e l e r a t i n g

"....𒋜,𒌅𒋫,𒅥𒌈𒆜𒈣𒂠, 𒋢𒀀𒅆𒌫𒃶,𒈬𒊹!"

The Entropy-Accelerating Arcana, like its cousin, was an abstract application of the Power rather than a single-use one. In crude terms, its function was to accelerate the loss of energy and coherency from a system. You could use it to do things like partially emulate the effects of rapid aging on tissue (which I know sounds extremely sinister, but it really does have some medical applications) or, though it was a horrifically inefficient way of doing it, make a stone wall crumble to dust.

But it could also be applied, rather than on a physical target, to the higher planar-level on which the Power operated, disrupting its ability to hold energy thus rendering any arcana within range much less efficient, causing almost all in progress to fail at once, and any cast from that point forward to expend far more eris than normal.

The downside was that it would also affect the caster-- Well, unless you had an incredibly developed understanding of how eris moved through the Higher Planes. But that wouldn't matter much in this case, because I only used enough eris to make it last for a few seconds. Regardless, it was still intensive and rushed, and my dial sunk by about another 10%.

As soon as it took effect, she appeared again - a few meters off to the left of me and, as I'd hoped, in the process of speaking her next incantation. Now that the numbers for it would be insufficient, she'd have no choice but to finish it and let it fail due to an eris deficiency. And that gave me at least a few seconds to make my next move. I spun my scepter in her direction and started casting the Motion-Beguiling-Arcana, before she could start it again herself--

...except, she didn't stop. And, as she raised her voice to speak more loudly, I could hear that wasn't the arcana she was casting, either. And the numbers she was speaking were much larger than what they should have been.

No way, I thought to myself. She saw it coming?!

Of course she saw it coming, another part replied. You're trying to beat the master with their own tools.

I started casting at once regardless, but she finished quickly, her lips turning upward into a gentle smile.

E n t r o p y - R e v e r s i n g

"...𒆠𒈪,𒌷𒌷,𒀭𒊩𒌆𒅅,𒋢𒀀𒅆𒌫𒃶,𒈬,𒊹."

Suddenly, the dirt that had been displaced or else blown around a little earlier reappeared and shot back to its original position, reassembling itself in back roughly into the shape it had held earlier - grass included - and blasting everything in its path in the process. Which, due to the manner in which our positions had changed earlier, included me. Because I'd broken my own shield by stopping any active arcana a moment ago, it flooded me, pushing me off balance. I stumbled forward, losing my balance and, a moment later, my progress in the incantation as I had to gasp for air.

If I'd been far enough in when that had happened, the discharge might have seriously hurt me. That she'd gone ahead with it anyway was testament to the faith she had in my abilities.

Well, that, or she was sincerely trying to kill me. That was also a possibility.

I tried to start again, but some of the dirt got in my throat, and I ended up coughing violently instead.

Damn, damn!

I couldn't do anything for the next several seconds, trying desperately to clear my throat, hacking and coughing with my mouth on my fist. By the time I'd finally recovered, she'd already finished another.

M o t i o n - B e g u i l i n g

"...𒄴𒄠/𒂔𒄴𒋤𒅆𒍣𒃶𒄖𒐊𒐊. 𒂵𒀀𒊹."

...and right away, started on the third and final.

Of my three resistances, my neurological resistance was the only one that was slightly compromised. It phased in and out intermittently, on a roughly 50/50 basis. There were ways to capitalize on that weakness much faster than using a beguilement.

So in other words, this was it. If the words finished coming out of her mouth, then I'd lost.

Unhelpfully, I found myself panicking a bit, trying to think of my next move within the few seconds I had. Could I use something to try and create another distraction, or maybe knock her off balance? No, it was too late for any incantation I didn't both have inscribed and know front to back. Could I get behind something? There was nothing in sight. Could I shout something or do something physically to try and distract her? We hadn't exactly agreed on any rules in advance, but that wouldn't be following any dueling conventions I'd ever heard of... And even if it worked, it would only buy me a second.

But then I noticed it.

At the upper end of one of her exposed arms, close to where it met the elbow, she'd been grazed a little bit - it might've happened when I'd pulled the ground up, since there'd probably been some sharper pebbles scattered around... or maybe somehow when she'd been concealed by the Light-Warping Arcana. It didn't matter. Since we were relatively close, I could just about see a hint of blood.

This was the chance I needed, and the one I was willing to take in my desperate state of mind. Without hesitation, and in a manner that was incredibly uncharacteristic, I kicked a sandal into the dirt and all but threw myself towards her, taking up one of my fingers and biting it while I aimed my scepter with the other.

There was another way to get around peoples resistances that didn't involve using the three beguilements, or for that matter, any other arcana at all. There was one exception to the rule on using the Power on humans: oneself. After all, if one couldn't, it would be impossible to do things like create shields or to use any type of divination arcana - since they involved feeding information directly into the mind.

This had been examined during the Mourning Period, too, and a loophole had been discovered as a result. Compared to the strictness of the resistance, the mechanism by which the Power judged the caster to be, well, the caster was pretty liberal in nature. It had to be, otherwise it could lead to making some people being functionally unable to use the Power at all. Thus, anything part of the same unbroken bloodstream was perceived as the same individual.

As a result, if you happened to have access to your opponent's bloodstream, and shared a blood type so that, even in just one little spot, it would be hard to distinguish where one ended and the other began... Which in this case, I happened to know I did...

Well, you see where I'm going with this.

I didn't have much time - if she realized what I was doing, she'd be just as able to take advantage of it as I was. I half-lept on top of her, thrusting my left forefinger at the wound with the hope that I'd drawn enough blood, and spun my scepter upwards to face her head. She didn't seem too surprised, but raised an eyebrow, just finishing her own incantation--

She hasn't realized! Now, quickly!

---and, having it on my scepter and knowing it by heart, I rushed out the first half of the Life-Slaying Arcana.

L i f e - S l a y i n g

"...𒋤𒋛𒄭𒂗𒌷𒈿𒇲𒄴! Heed my grace, in the name of those lost!" I shouted, saying the ceremonial words. "SUBMIT!"

She stopped her incantation, and looked down at me - my head was a little lower, because of the awkward way in which I'd grabbed her arm - with a curious expression. A moment passed in silence, the last of the dirt still in the air settling into place.

Eventually, she cracked a small smile. "Unorthodox, to be certain," she said, "but cunning, all the same. You've become much better at improvising."

I hesitated, not sure what to do with the compliment.

Up close, like this, her age became more evident. At a distance she didn't look much older than I was, but here, I could see the subtle stiff, pulled-back quality to her skin, the thinness and lack of colour. The hardness of the veins in her eyes, and the deep-set fatigue beneath them.

Regardless, she was beautiful, in a way. High cheekbones, a nobility and strength in her eyes...

Suddenly, I became aware of the awkwardness of the moment, with me still pressed up close to her, panting from the adrenaline rush, and my forefinger - which was now starting to feel quite sore - pushing hard into her arm. I sharply disengaged, lowering my scepter and turning my eyes toward the ground.

"U-Uh. Forgive me, grandmaster." I hesitated. "That wasn't appropriate conduct for a duel."

"Considering I ambushed you without explanation, I'm not sure 'appropriate conduct' applies." She shook her head slightly, closing her eyes. "I just praised you for your quick thinking, and you're still apologizing."

"Oh," I said. "I'm sorry."

Her smile widened slightly. "You haven't changed." She let out a small sigh. "But, in any event. I accept your mercy and surrender this duel to you, Utsushikome of Fusai. Well done."

Yes! I thought to myself. Somehow, I managed to impress her!

Wow, another part said. It's a little embarrassing how pleased you are about that.

"Uh, thank you, grandmaster," I said, still not looking up. "You honor me."

"However," she added, curling her brow. "I will note that you pronounced the character '𒂗' in your final incantation incorrectly. So if this would have been a real fight, it would have failed, and I would have disintegrated you, since you'd disabled both our defenses." She made the kind of sad smile one might give to a baby that had just managed to make a mess all over their crib, but in a way that was at least cute. "Assuming we weren't both set aflame by the discharge, that is."

Damn it!

I cursed to myself. Why had I tried a physical tactic? I knew physical tactics made me tense up and slur my speech. Stupid, stupid.

I should probably provide some context for all this.

This woman who I was speaking to was Neferuaten of Amat, another of the members of the order's inner circle. She was best known as the second of the two founders of the school of entropic Thanatomancy, and the first to teach it practically, rather than in theory. In scholarly circles, she was renowed for her creativity and unorthodox methods which had resulted in the first major shakeup in what was widely considered the most stagnant discipline in hundreds of years. An achievement for which she was loved by foreign scholars and loathed by many local to her, especially her superiors.

She was also the only other member of the order, besides Linos and my grandfather, whom I knew personally. I'd studied under her in Tem-Aphat. As both an arcanist and an individual, I had a great amount of respect for her.

...alright, that might be understating it a bit. Of all the people I'd ever met, she was probably the most intelligent, both intellectually and emotionally. In years past, I'd often found myself shocked by the kind of observations she made, by the way she perceived the whole world in a manner that felt revolutionary.

Most people, for all their superficial differences, tend to think along very similar lines. They parrot the same pieces of conventional wisdom over and over, regurgitate outlooks they read in books that are themselves regurgitated from other, older books. But when she spoke, this ferocious novelty came through, an unwillingness to accept any pre-packaged understanding. Not out of blind skepticism, in the way some people are, but rather out of a kind of unceasing inquisitiveness. It was striking.

I owed a lot to her, for many reasons.

I'd learned that she was part of the order years and years ago, before I'd ever even considered studying Thanatomancy. A couple months ago, though, I would never have expected to be meeting with her in this context. But it was funny how these things turned out.

I wondered if maybe she'd somehow planned it all, from the very beginning. I wouldn't put it past her.

"Still, though," she said, her fingers twitching subtly as she invoked a healing arcana over the wound. "I really am impressed that you noticed the wound, You're as perceptive a pupil as ever."

I blinked. "You knew it was there?"

She gave a small nod. "I made it myself, before I approached you."

"You mean, you planned all of that in advance?" I asked, taken aback. "You wanted me to try that tactic?"

"A little test," she said, with a nod. "I told you as much when you left the House of Resurrection, did I not?" The edge of her smile twitched into just a very slight smirk. "Just because you graduated, doesn't mean the lessons have come to an end."

I scratched at the back of my neck. "I'd sort of got the impression you meant that in terms of life," I said. "Not literally."

She chuckled slightly. "Perhaps it was a somewhat indulgent act of me." She paused, her expression growing a little more serious. "But there are some things that can only be understood first hand. And I wanted to see for myself if you'd kept yourself sharp these past few years."

"I've still been doing all of the exercises," I said. "The focus training, the conscious tongue movements, the meditation..."

"The physical training?" she asked, an eyebrow raised.

I hesitated, glancing downward. "I've sometimes been doing the physical training."

She chuckled. "Well, your diligence is coming through, either way."

"Thank you, grandmaster," I said, bowing my head again. A little disappointment came into my expression. "I really did think I'd caught you off guard, though."

"Oh, come now. Don't look so dejected." She crossed her arms. "I have been doing this for quite a long time. There's no shame in winning through taking a small chance I offered you." Her smile became more mischievous. "Or perhaps you did win, and I'm merely saying this to save face at having got overconfident and lost to a novitiate less than two decades from her induction."

I smiled, raising my head a little bit. I very much doubted that was the case, but it was nice of her to say it, all the same.

I opened my mouth as if to speak.

I've missed you, I wanted to say.

I didn't, though, in the end. It felt too awkward, for the context. I pulled my mouth back shut.

"Really, though! You should be proud." She continued. "Your weakness was always in dealing with surprises, and you handled that one remarkably well." She gestured towards the glass behind us. "Especially since I caught you already taken rather aback by one of our experiments."

Oh, right. With the fight, I'd almost forgotten about the towering abomination in the foreground.

I turned my eyes back towards the the towering plant behind us. "I was sort of wondering about that."

She turned her eyes up towards it. "It's quite breathtaking, isn't it?" She stepped a little closer towards the glass, with me following in turn. "It's an old project, started by a member of the order who is sadly no longer with us. I play a small part in its maintenance, though Durvasa is its primary caretaker at this point, bless him."

"I've never seen anything like it," I said. "Is it a plant?"

"In a manner of speaking," she said. "The biomatter is akin to a fungus, but it's far more dense, which is the reason its even able to stand in the face of the enormous pressure-- The consistency is closer to limestone than wood. In addition, rather than grown, it's development could probably be better described as construction..."

"Construction." I took a second to process what exactly she'd meant. "You mean, someone put it together manually? Like a sculpture."

"Not far from the truth," she said, nodding. "The components, though biological, were all fabricated and assembled with the Power. Although make no mistake. At this point, it is very much alive."

"I see," I said, and then asked the obvious question. "Why... do something like this?"

"That's a bit more of difficult a question to answer." She pursed her lips. "As I understand it, the original purpose was one part proof of concept and one part ideological symbol, but I fear it's become subject to a certain amount of ambition creep." She approached the glass a little closer, coming right up to the edge. "It was intended to be a life form that could survive both indefinitely and under any circumstances, even in the most hostile of environments... And that was able to recover from almost any damage, regardless of its nature."

"Is that why it's underwater? Um-- More directly underwater than us, rather."

She nodded. "Yes, that's right. At this many fathoms, the bottom of the ocean is arguably the most hostile environment in the world, possibly even more so than outer space. There's no better place to test the strength of a lifeform than it unless you can find yourself the inside of a black hole."

For some reason, there was a funny look in her eyes when she said that last bit. Like she was making an inside joke.

"The idea," she continued, "was to demonstrate that, even if it might be eons until its achieved for us, a pure, true immortality - not the fragile sort that we aspire to as human beings presently, but that of a divine, truly unkillable creature - could theoretically be possessed by a biological life form." She looked back in my direction and smiled slightly. "All carbon-based life, however alien in appearance it may seem, is close kin to mankind in relative terms. If it can be done for it, then..."

"It could be done for us," I finished. "For people."

"That is the theory," she said, with a small nod.

I scratched behind my ear. "But, something like that... Something meant to be able to survive in any place, to be hard to kill... Wouldn't be... Like this, would it? It would be a mold, or something. A hyper-simplistic life form."

"Well, I did say it was subject to ambition creep," she said. "You're quite correct - a colony of microorganisms would be the best candidate for the goal-as-written, and that was how this begun in a laboratory dish some decades past. Many incredibly resilient ones even evolved naturally, such as the infamous tardigrade, which can sometimes survive in a state of stasis even in a vacuum." She clicked her tongue. "However, even the most simple forms of life ultimately require energy and some degree of base materials in order to survive. At some point down the line, someone got the fool idea in their head that, for something living to be truly classed as undying, it would have to possess the ability to obtain or synthesize these independent of its material circumstances."

"But that's physically impossible," I stated.

She raised an eyebrow. "Is it?"

"It must be," I said, with a moderate amount of confidence. "A living being can't thrive with more than a handful of ways of collecting nutrition, or the maintenance the inactive ones require will surpass what's brought in by those that are active. It's why more complex life tends to have fewer. Plants photosynthesize, extract from the soil and water... Wheras we just put everything in our mouth."

She nodded a few times, looking vaguely pleased with the answer. "That's a fair explanation for the energy problem. What about base materials?"

I hesitated. "Well, isn't that obvious? Because you can't get base materials from nowhere," I said. "Life can only thrive in places in which its base components are abundant."

She tutted. "Not quite approaching the issue from the mindset of an entropist." She looked back up at the tree, gesturing towards its trunk. "Technically speaking, organisms only require new base materials because of imperfections in their operation. Human beings only thirst because we haven't evolved better ways of cooling ourselves than sweating and disposing of waste materials than urination, and we only need to dispose of those waste materials because we have no means of making good of use of them. These are flaws in our design; were there an engineer, I'd call it shoddy work." She looked back to me. "A perfect being, however, would be - aside from energy - a closed system. Nothing would go in or out."

"Is that what you've been trying to accomplish with this...?" I asked. "It doesn't really look like much of a perfect being."

I stared at the entity once again. At the massive, bulging structure, like some deformed bees nest, and the jagged outcroppings that seemed to have no concern for the laws of physics. The strange colours danced in front of my eyes. It hurt to look at, like the part of my brain meant to conceptualize objects didn't know how to file it properly.

"Looks can be deceiving," she said.

Well, she was right about that, at the very least.

"Does it work?" I asked.

"To a limited extent," she said. "It is, at this point, far more theoretically efficient than any naturally-evolved form of life in the world, even those cultivated by the Ironworkers during the long silence. It barely produces any waste whatsoever - never sheds biomatter save for a tiny amount from the outer shell, the reabsorbtion of which should become possible with a new component I am presently designing."

I scanned the interior of the glass chamber. Sure enough, I could see a small measure of detritus - resembling chunks of crystal - at the foot of the trunk, among the ocean sands.

"It is, however, very much a work in progress," she continued. "The mechanism I have designed to reintegrate waste is overactive, and slowly damages itself inadvertently. As it stands, it still requires twice-yearly maintenance to prevent imbalance and decay." She snorted, laughing a little to herself. "More a monument to our failures than a symbol to our success as things stand, I suppose. A being intended to live under its own power forever, and it can't even last as long as the average garden plant."

"It's still sounds pretty amazing to me. I mean, even for something that's just a concept," I said. "That it's able to do even that much, under so much strain-- Most people would call it practically a miracle."

"You're very kind, Utsushikome." She ran a hand through her hair idly, letting out a relaxed sigh. "But alas, there are no miracles, save for the ones we make for ourselves. I would wager I'll be working on this for a very long time indeed, should I be fortunate enough to live to do so."

"Fortunate?" I blinked, then looked to her with sudden concern. "Have you been ill?"

"Not at all. I've simply been - and continue to be - old." She gave a wry smile. "But that is why we are all here, after all, and why I'm set upon this mad endeavor to begin with. So in that respect, you needn't fret for my sake."

I wasn't quite sure what to say to that, and it sounded like she wanted me to change the subject. So, I did.

"What about the energy supply?" I asked. "That explains one of the two, but..."

"Ah, right," she said, with a nod. "That part is Durvasa's purview, and also the reason for its... Somewhat unorthodox appearance. You see--"

"Utsu? You still out here...?"

The voice had come from off to the left, so both of us turned in that direction. Theodoros, it seemed, had just returned to the bioenclosure, the seal sliding shut behind him. I held up my hand, and he spotted us after a few moments and began sprinting over. I saw some anxiety in his expression; he probably hadn't mentally prepared himself to speak with another conclave member just yet.

Fortunately for him, that anxiety would, in about, five seconds, be replaced with a far stronger expression.

"Um, hello!" he said. "Pardon me, I wasn't expecting someone else. Utsu, would you mind introdu--Oh my goodness." His cut himself off as his gaze turned towards the entity in the foreground.

"Ah, you must be Linos's son," Neferuaten said, with a warm expression. She glanced in my direction. "The two of were out here on a romp together, I presume?"

I nodded. "That's right."

She looked back towards him. "It speaks well of you both to be curious about this place, beyond what's required of you. You'd be surprised how many people just sit in the guest house for almost their whole stay, as if they're terrified something peculiar is going to gobble them up."

I can't imagine how they might get that impression, part of me thought.

"But, in any event!" she said, cheerfully. "Let's make introductions. I'm Neferuaten of Amat, grandmaster of entropic Thanatomancy, and second Magi at the House of Resurrection." She smiled. "I've heard many great things about you from your father."

"O-oh... Oh, yes, pardon me." He turned to her and sharply bowed. "It's a great honor to meet you. I've always greatly admired your work in the, ah..." His eyes flicked back to the glass nervously. "I'm terribly sorry, but can we talk about the-- Rather, I'm not the only one seeing this thing, am I...?"

"Uh, no, Theo," I said, trying to sound reassuring. "It's definitely there. Though, if it's any consolation, I had the same reaction."

He nodded, not looking particularly soothed by this. "That's... A small relief?" He gawked at it. "What is it?"

"In fact, you caught me in the middle of an explanation about the very subject," Neferuaten said. "Perhaps I ought to start over?"

"That might be for the best," I said, looking at Theodoros, who's eyes were so wide they looked on the verge of popping out of his skull.

"Very well," she said, with a gentle nod. "Incidentally, to make discussing this a little more convenient, the name of the project is the Nittaimalaru."

"I'm not much of a linguist," I said. "Is that Viraaki?"

"Old Viraaki," she corrected.

"What's the translation?"

"Everblossom," she said.
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Though we retread some ground and brought Theo largely up to speed on what we'd discussed, we never got back on the subject of the energy supply of the construct.

After all was said and done, Neferuaten offered to give us something of a guided tour around the last of the three bioenclosures we were permitted to explore, the one which housed the order's primary headquarters. Since there didn't seem to be anything else in the arboretum aside from greenery and because, frankly, I was becoming intimidated by the number of bizarre surprises that I'd experienced over the course of the afternoon and evening, we'd agreed.

As we passed through the seal, I noticed something that I hadn't the previous time. Behind the lever, there was some kind of mechanism that was connected to, rather than door itself, what looked like a line of echoglass that ran underground.

"What's that for, exactly?" I asked, as the heavy doorway slid open.

"Hm?" Neferuaten looked over her shoulder at me with a curious expression, before it shifted into one of recognition as she followed my line of sight. "Ah, sharp eyes. That leads to our logic engines on the lower level - it keeps an accounting of whenever someone passes through one of these."

Why? I wanted to ask, but this was beaten out by what felt a more pressing question. "There's a lower level?"

"Indeed," she said. "Linos did not mention it?"

"We only talked about the layout for a minute as I was going out the door," I said.

She gave a thoughtful nod. "I suppose he might not have thought it of interest to a visitor," she said. "It plays host to a combination of administrative and research functions that require too much space to be viable on the upper levels. Much of this sanctuary requires the Power to operate properly, or at least pleasantly - air circulation being one such example - and such affairs are handled there, alongside keeping the different buildings supplied with eris."

"What about the research tower?" I asked.

"Mm, that's a little more complicated," she said, with a small smile. "It's honestly all little cramped and unpleasant, and not very exciting... Though I suppose there are a couple things that one might consider worth seeing. I'd offer to give you a tour there, as well, but I'm not sure we'll have the proper time before dinner."

"Uh, I think I'd rather pass on that anyway," Theo said. "I don't really like going underground."

I furrowed my brow at him. "We're pretty close to underground already, Theo."

"Well, you know what I mean," he said glancing downward.

I wasn't sure I did know what he meant, but I shrugged the matter off regardless.

We passed through the tunnel into the next bioenclosure, the pyramind-roofed one I had seen earlier. The grass was once again the blue skia of the one containing the abbey house, it and was the most modest so far in terms of the gardening that had apparently been done. There were only a handful of trees, and the grass was trimmed short - the only exception was what looked like a large pond, off to the left, and what appeared to be a greenhouse nearby, filled with various jarred herbs. It was almost domestic, like someone's back garden.

However, these were details I didn't process at once, because the bioenclosure was dominated by an extremely large structure in roughly the center.

The impression I got immediately was of a converted church. It was three stories tall, but those stories weren't of equal height, or even equally proportioned throughout the building; it looked like the ground floor had an incredibly tall roof, whereas the subsequent two were more standard, except for a part near the back where the uppermost floor rose abruptly in height and jutted out to the side slightly, with a series of sleek pillars holding it in place. There was also a bell tower - of all things - rising from a dome-like segment on the right that stood another two stories about the rest still, reaching almost half way to the roof of the bioenclosure itself.

As for the architectural style, it was if nothing else unique, which was saying something in the post-revolutionary period where you couldn't walk five steps in Old Yru without stumbling into some novice architect's bizarre-looking experiment. The stone was a featureless dark, muddy grey that gave a impression of antiquity that, more than anything, reminded me of the faux-ruins we'd seen back in the lower levels of bastion earlier. Except, unlike them, it looked less primitive, and more like something that belonged in an entirely alternative history, where masonry had developed in another direction altogether.

The building was curved, rounded in a fashion that went past merely imitating the organic, to looking like it was organic, as if it had been wrought out of the shell of some giant beetle; the whole thing even turned inward a bit at the far edges, like a dead insect curling in on itself. The surface of the stone had only a handful of discernible lines, and was so polished and reflective that I could see the forms of our own bodies staring back at us amidst the grey-brown edifice. Even the windows had an almost orifice-like quality to them; I couldn't see a single sharp edge.

Except for the bell tower. It, alone, looked sharp, and was wrought in a traditional Rhunbardic style - like a dagger jammed into the body of a beast.

The whole thing was, above all else, appallingly ugly, which lent it a kind of novelty in of itself. Things like this, in polite society, just didn't get built. You could go to the architectural commission of the most liberal city in Inotia with the concept and you'd be laughed out the door. If I had seen this in any other context, I would have sincerely wondered if it were some kind of landing craft for a race of trans-dimensional beings, such did it seem engineered to be offensive to human sensibilities on a gut-level.

More than just that, though, it was oppressive. Being in its presence alone was suffocating, and just looking at it made part of me want to give up on this whole idea and run off back to the guest house.

"Huh," Theodoros said. "That's. Certainly something."

"It's quite impressive, is it not?" Neferuaten asked. A slyness in her smile conveyed an awareness of how we were probably reacting to the sight.

"I'm not sure 'impressive' is quite the word I'd use," I said.

"Perhaps it's a little off-base, yes," she said. "What would you suggest, then?"

"I'd, hm-- I'd say 'peculiar', I think," Theodoros said.

"Not unfair," she said, with a measured nod.

"Bad," I said, with Ran-esque bluntness. "It kind of looks... Bad."

"Not unreasonable, either," she said, not seeming particularly inclined to defend it out of any sort of sentimentality. "Frankly, I'm a little surprised your reactions are so subdued."

"I think I've hit my limit for surprises today, between the trip here, the fact this sanctuary is literally in a bubble at the bottom of the ocean, and what we saw a moment ago," I said. "I could probably watch someone be murdered in front of me and still not feel anything."

"Let's hope that hypothesis isn't tested," she said, with some amusement. "For whatever it's worth, the interior is quite a lot more pleasant. And you do get used to it, eventually."

"How eventually is 'eventually'?" I asked.

"Hmm." She put a finger to her lips, considering the question. "I believe it took me something in the range of around fifty years. Give or take a few."

I snorted.

One thing that set Neferuaten apart from almost any other professor I'd had all through my over two decades of education - primary, secondary, tertiary, preliminary and higher university, at the House of Resurrection, and finally with the exemplary acolytes class - was how easy it was to talk to, despite what must have been an immense age gap. I'd already begun falling back into the more casual dynamic we'd had when I was her disciple.

It was rare to really get on that well with someone more than a generation or two removed from you, which was probably a product of how much human longevity had been extended from what was "natural". Back in the Old Kingdoms era, when people almost never even saw 100, it'd probably been easy for even individuals at the complete opposite extremes of age to get along well, considering how much smaller the disparity in time and formative experiences would have been. In the present, though, it could be striking how little you could relate to one another beyond the superficial.

It wasn't like Neferuaten was immune to that - there was still a sense of distance. But she was so patient, so laid-back in any situation that it wasn't as obvious. She was the kind of person who seemed to have unlimited emotional and mental resources, who'd have a conversation with a random stranger and somehow make it interesting enough to last hours. And there was a certain vigor, an essential childishness to her on some level, that almost transcended the passage of the years.

Theo still seemed a bit nervous talking to her, but I didn't expect that would last very long.

"There are two entrances - aside from the kitchen, which has a little door around the back." She indicated with her finger. "One which goes directly into the main hall, and another which feeds directly into the area below the belltower, where we hold public conferences. As it stands, it's the more likely of the two to be unoccupied. Shall we start there?"

"Sounds fine to me," Theo said.

"I don't see any problems," I said, nodding. "Are any of the other council members about, at the moment?"

She considered the question. "Everyone except Zeno has arrived, but at this time of the evening, they'll likely be either in their chambers or in the tower, rather than walking around the building. We're more likely to run into a servant. Of course, that's not a certainty-- But I assure you no one will bite, even if we do. Everyone has been eager to meet your group." She considered her words for a moment. "Well, I suppose Anna might bite a little bit. But I'm sure I'll be able to hold her at bay for you."

Theodoros frowned, a bit of anxiety creeping into his expression. "Er, what do you mean, exactly? Does she not want us to be here?"

"Oh, no, it's not like that," she said, with a shake of her head. "But she has a way of being a little abrasive with people, especially younger people. She's a woman with very high standards, even for the rest of us." She quirked her brow. "Your father never talked about her?"

He looked hesitant. "My father doesn't really like to talk about his work here."

"I see," she said, with a small frown. "But no. To be serious, I doubt we'll run into her. Even more than the others, she's never about on her own." She gestured forwards with the flat of her hand. "Shall we, then?"

We nodded.

We began to circle the structure, heading towards the rear door. The bell tower looked down on us from overhead, the bright bronze of it shimmering in the artificial light.

"So, Utsushikome," Neferuaten said, as we walked. "You mentioned some strange thoughts you'd been having, since your arrival?"

"Oh, uh, right," I said, feeling a little embarrased. I'd mentioned the subject in passing earlier, around when she'd offered to give us the tour. "It's nothing, really. I think I'm just feeling stressed, from... Well, everything..."

"Humor me," she said, with a smile. "It's good to get these things out of your system. Unless you don't want to do it in front of Theodoros...?"

"I won't judge, Utsu," he said. "I mean-- I'm the last person in the world who could put someone down for feeling anxious about something silly."

I frowned, looking downward uncertainly. "I don't even really know how to explain it." I scratched at the side of my head. "I guess it's sort of like deja vu, but not quite...?"

"How do you mean, exactly?" she asked.

"Well, with deja vu, you have the sense of something having happened before. That what you're experiencing now is something that's happened in the past. You don't get any actual new information, just that vague sense of repetition. Whereas this is..." I took my glasses off for a moment, rubbing my eyes. "It's more like I'm getting flashes of a distorted version of what's happening. I get these feelings, like there's something I desperately need to be doing. But when I try to place why, it's like... Trying to remember a dream, except one that's happening tangential to right now instead of while I was sleeping. I just see these strange, nonsensical versions of the places and people I'm talking to, that aren't connected to reality at all."

She considered this for a few moments, her eyes wandering, before flicking back to face in my direction. "Do you know the science behind deja vu, Utsushikome? As a neurological phenomena?"

"Uh, no, I don't," I said, feeling strangely embarrased, like this was an admission of a personal failing rather than not knowing a piece of trivia. "I think I might have read an article about it at some point, but I can't remember now."

"I'm actually being a little mean in asking that," she admitted, with a playful look. "Truthfully, one of the most popular hypotheses is that it is not a neurological phenomena at all, per-se, but rather the mind operating correctly. The result of a good long-term memory, doing its proper job, if perhaps with a little too much diligence."

"You mean," I said, furrowing my brow curiously, "...that whenever you have deja vu, you really have experienced that thing before?

"It's not so absurd an idea, is it?" she asked, with a slight tilt of her head. "Though we find it difficult to recall anything but notable events on impulse alone, over the course of our lives, human beings amass a quantity of experiences that is difficult to truly fathom; 15 hours a day, every day. Even much of our dreams is taken in unconsciously - filed away somewhere in the backs of our minds." She looked ahead, a thoughtful expression on her face. "And look at the world that we human beings have constructed. We are predictable creatures by nature, sharing similar standards of order and beauty, even across cultures. And that predictability has transferred into our cities, our arts, our words to one another. All filled with patterns, repeating over and over again."

She's so... Precise, I thought to myself before continuing.

"Even if that's true..." I said. "I don't think I've ever seen a place like this before. Not in my whole life."

"Well, I'm not per-se saying this is what you're experiencing... Though, I wouldn't rule out the possibility that you've gone through something that evokes similar experiences, even if the specifics are not the same," she went on. "A good memory can be more astute than the conscious mind. It can perceive similarity, repetition of events where the other might fail, and drive you to act in accordance with that knowledge."

"Um, pardon my interjection..." Theodoros said. "But I thought that the cause of deja vu was, ah. Something to do with communication between the two sides of the mind being delayed? Not implicit memory, which seems to be what you're discussing."

Neferuaten looked at him with a slightly more exasperated, though by no means judgemental look. "That is an alternative theory, indeed. I confess that I'm framing it this respect more out of a desire to a make a point, than a complete devotion to scholarly accuracy."

"Oh," he said. "Er. Sorry, I was just trying to be part of a conversation."

She chuckled at these words. "There's no need to apologize."

"I think it's interesting, at least," I said, wanting to change the subject. "Point aside."

"Thank you, Utsushikome," she said, with a nod. "As for said point, what I suppose I'm trying to say is that if you feel that something is wrong, you shouldn't dismiss it, but rather trust in yourself. In yourself, and your own mind. For as human beings--"

"We have nothing else," I said, finishing the sentences. "But our minds."

She'd always said as much.

A small smile. "Now I'm the one that's being predictable, it seems." She sighed to herself. "But yes. Remember that, and you might surprise yourself."

It was simple advice, but it still felt helpful and reassuring to hear it, and this was a stupid non-problem to begin with. I nodded, smiling softly.

"Though, truthfully, what you're experiencing seems closer to presque vu, an adjacent phenomena," she said. "The sense of one being on the brink of a revelation." She smiled widely. "If you happen to stumble upon one, I hope you'll share it with me, Utsushikome."

"Yeah," I said. "I mean... Of course."

I turned my head upwards as we walked, facing the ceiling.

We soon came around the other side of the building, coming across a segment of it that was difficult to describe as either wholly indoors or outdoors. It was an extremely large, round overhang of about 20 meters across, wall-less but suspended by many pillars, and with an ornate mosaic flooring below that depicted a stylized map of the entire Mimikos, albeit with some of the ascendant islands shaved off the periphery. There was also a stone door which was presumably our destination, although that wasn't the first thing that caught my eye.

In the center of the circle was a statue, about 8 feet high, and of the kind of ornate-but-formulaic design that characterized art from the Second Resurrection. It depicted a tall, skinny woman, though her two sides, left and right, were very different in nature. The left was beautiful and youthful in a generic, almost ethnicity-less way, dressed in the most delicate of silk peploi, with long and unrealistically tidy curls falling elegantly over her shoulders. Her lip was curled into a gentle half-smile, kind but slightly mysterious, teasing. Her right...

Well, her right, to say the least, was very different.

On that side, she appeared to be skinless, although it was hard to tell with a statue; I recalled it being a matter of hot debate among the boys in my class back in secondary school. It was possible she was simply incredibly emaciated, or that there were supposed to be growths - like scales - erupting from her flesh. Her hair was made up of hateful, eyeless wyrms, biting and hissing at each other, and her flesh, which was naked sake for a tasteful rag covering one area in particular, was covered in numerous stab wounds, bleeding openly. As for her face, it was grim and wide eyed. Mournful and contemptful both.

I recognized the figure depicted at once; I passed one of her temples whenever I went to the distribution hall to pick up groceries. This was Phui, Dying Goddess of Love Given Way To Anguish, one of the eleven deities of the now largely defunct Ysaran-Inotian Pantheon.

At the foot of the statue, however, was a separate surprise. Bardiya, of all people, was standing there, examining it with a discretionary, thoughtful look.

"Bard...?" Theodoros said, his brow furrowed.

"Ah, it looks like one of your other companions has a curious nature, too," Neferuaten said, cheerfully, and called out. "Hello there!"

"Oh, good evening," Bardiya said, his head only half-turning. "Pardon me, I didn't hear your group approach. I was just examining the craftsmanship of this Phuic idol. 8th century, if I'm not mistaken? From Illykrios."

"You've a good eye," Neferuaten said, stepping forward. Theodoros and I both hesitated in concert, him presumably also feeling that this nascent conversation had skipped a step that conversations, especially first meetings, were not supposed to, and left us behind a bit. "It was one of the artifacts reclaimed from Rhunbard at the end of Tricenturial War. Or a reproduction, I couldn't really say for certain."

"No, I feel largely certain it's genuine," he said, his eyes squinting. "The texture doesn't show any of the signs of low-information duplication, though I suppose I'd need a magnifying lens to see for certain. But the indentures look natural enough, to me."

"You'd know better than I, most likely," she said. "To be honest, I barely keep up with what they use to decorate this place."

"It is a curious choice," he said, still not turning around to actually face her. "I would have expected Gia. Life, and all adjacent, would seem a better divine portfolio for the context."

"Ah, yet life is but a thing inflicted upon us, valueless in of itself," Neferuaten said. "Love is what gives it value, and drives us to seek more of it out."

Is this what it was like, when people without interpersonal complexes met each other? It was baffling to watch. It felt like cheating. They were already having a conversation, and they hadn't done any of the rituals they ought to have, like talking about how much they'd been looking forward to meeting the other, or how much of a pleasure it was.

This is disgusting, my social anxiety said. How do they know the other person isn't secretly forming a negative opinion of them? Don't they CARE? 

"I'm Neferuaten of Amat, by the way," she continued, extending her hand as she finally reached him. "You must be Bardiya of Tuon?"

"Regrettably," he said, turning and taking it. "Thank you for your invitation."

"Of course," she said. "I read your paper on non-invasive liver repair, and the incantation you created with it. The method was quite novel - rare to see for a walk-in treatment."

"Thank you," he said, with a deferential nod. "We are in desperate need of restorative approches to critical organs for tetra- and petra- centennials that do not require extensive arcanist attention. The approach of low-intervention maintenance to life extension has become synonymous with stagnation because of its accessibility to the common people, relative to the clone-and-replace methodology. One of my main aspirations is to contribute in some small way to remedying that."

"A noble cause indeed," she said. "A good thing to have, coming into the field."

"I would not flatter myself," he said solemnly. "A cause is noble when it produces results. Until that point, it is but vanity, and thus far all I have accomplished are an amateur's experiments - finding alternate methods to do that which has already been done."

"You shouldn't be so critical of yourself. For your age, it's still a great achievement."

"Perhaps," he said, reluctantly. He looked over her shoulder. "Ah, I see you have Theo and Su with you."

"Uh, hello again, Bardiya," I said. I edged forward a bit, hoping this would allow to assert myself as a conversational participant.

"Hello," he said, before shifting his attention back to Neferuaten. "I'm familiar with your work, as well, of course. But considering the circumstances, I expect there's no praise or observation I could offer that you wouldn't find tiresome."

I'm familiar with your work. He'd said that so casually, like he was talking to some other student, and not arguably one of the most respected Thanatomancers in the entire world.

Bardiya had always had the uncanny ability - or maybe it was a curse - of not seeming to respond to social divides at all in his interactions with others. Whether it was age, wealth, Party, sex or experience, he hopped right over that stuff like it was a puddle.

Sometimes this worked in his favor, though it could also cause problems. The amount of occasions I could recall where he'd got on to the bad side of a prominent scholar or academy patron because he didn't 'show enough respect' was well into the double digits. Kamrusepa had impressed on us an unofficial command to keep him contained at any social functions that involved our class.

"Oh, on the contrary!" she said, with a faint smirk. "I'm a glutton when it comes to flattery; age and experience have done nothing to dull my appetite for it. Gods know, if anything, I need it more than ever just to get through the days." She glanced over her shoulder. "But I promised I'd show these two around our main building, so I probably shouldn't indulge myself too much right now."

"Um... What are you out here for, anyway, Bard?" Theo asked, following in my wake. "I didn't really know you were interested in religious art."

"I'm not, especially," he said, with a shrug. "But I have a passing knowledge of the history from when I studied architecture, and my sister was a temple priestess, so I've picked up some knowledge through osmosis. And I was taken a little aback by seeing such a thing in this terrace."

"It's not so out of place, is it?" Neferuaten asked, turning to regard the statue herself. "This place is a temple, in many ways. If a godless one."

"Why is it here, exactly?" I asked, looking at the marble-wrought eyes of the thing. The imagery really was disturbing, even if I'd seen it so many times over the course of living in Oreskios and Old Yru that I'd become somewhat numb to it.

In the stories, Phui was the third-to-last of the gods to fall during the end of the world, who attempted to take her own life after the death of her lover. But the breaking of the heavens had left her unable to die, meaning that no matter how she much she cut into her flesh, how much she starved herself of food and drink, reprieve would never come. Only relentless, unceasing pain, and grief for that which she had lost.

Yeah, it was a real mystery why the pantheon wasn't popular any more.

Neferuaten turned to me with a curious air, raising a finger to her mouth. "Why don't you tell me, Utsushikome? You've been witness to our peculiar tastes for several hours, now. Can you form a hypothesis for why this statue would be here, in the courtyard of an irreligious organization, in a little glass box at the bottom of an otherworldly ocean?"

I furrowed my brow. "Is it something I could even guess?"

"Easily," she said, with a nod. "In fact, considering your sentimental nature, you may well be exceptionally qualified to do so."

Was that a hint?

I looked downward, thinking. I thought about everything I'd witnessed so far; the strange ruin in the trip, the mural, this whole place and the story behind it, the guest house and its strange name, and tried to reach a conclusion. I closed my eyes...

...and then, thinking back to the picture that'd been hanging in my room, I realized. She'd been right. It was, actually, pretty simple.

"It's a recreation," I said. "Like what we passed through to reach the gateway. This whole place is a recreation of somewhere else."

"Well done!" she said, and begun a little soft applause. "I knew you'd be able to figure it out."

"That's why there's so much that seems odd or impractical for its seeming purpose," I continued. "Why the guest house looks like it was transplanted from some pastoral countryside village in Rhunbard. And why this whole building is like this. The structure this was based on was probably some kind of temple originally - which is why there's a bell tower that looks like it doesn't belong there, and why the other building is called the 'Abbey House'. An abbey accompanies a church. They're in separate enclosures, but in the original structure, they must have been close by."

"Very astute, indeed," she said.

"S-Sorry," Theodoros interjected. "I think I've fallen behind, here. How are you drawing this conclusion, exactly...?"

"You didn't see the place we passed through on our way here, Theo," I said. "That was what planted the idea in my head to begin with. Ran told me that, in the Empyrean Bastion, there's a rumor that the fortress's original creators reconstructed places of significance to them from the old world at the base of the structure. We passed through an old ruin that looked like an example of that. This place must be something along the same lines."

"The more I hear about the stuff your group saw, the more I feel like we got the short end the stick," he said.

"Indeed," Bardiya said, looking between me and Neferuaten with what had evolved into an expression of relaxed curiosity. "It does feel as though we missed out on some important context."

"What I'm most curious about, though," I continued, "is why? Why do this?"

Neferuaten smiled thoughtfully, looking off to the side. "It's a story that I'm not sure I'm the best qualified to tell. Much of the details predate even my own membership. Hm, how much should I say..." She paused for a moment, her brow wrinkling just slightly. "Before this place was constructed in the aftermath of the Great Interplanar War, the Order of the Universal Panacea had another headquarters that was more mundane in character, built simply on land in the Mimikos. It is that upon which this place was based. As you speculated, I believe it was originally an abandoned temple, though much of the details are unknown to me."

"What, ah. What happened?" Theodoros asked, frowning. "My father's never mentioned this before."

"A great tragedy took place there," she said. "One in which many members of the organization lost their lives, and the original structures were destroyed. After all was said and done, it was decided it would be inappropriate - disrespectful - to simply move on and establish a new headquarters wholesale... But at the same time, it was not an option to simply remain and rebuild. Thus, we arrived at this." She turned back to face me. "A peculiar compromise, to say the least."

"Quite," Bardiya said. "Would it not have been better for everyone to simply let go of the past?"

At this, Neferuaten laughed openly and without restraint, which wasn't something that happened often. It was softer and more delicate than you'd expect; musical, almost.

"U-Um." Theodoros spoke up hesitantly. "I'm not sure I see why that's so funny."

It's because it's such an easy thing to say, I thought to myself. 'You should let go of the past.' That's the platitude; the one the world drums into you again and again. 

But it's not so simple, is it?

"Ah, forgive me," she said, shaking her head, a wide smile still on her lips. "That was untoward. No, you're quite right, Bardiya. It was a profoundly awkward thing to do, going far beyond memorialization, and into the realms of outright fetishization. I would like to think I would have dissented against the idea, had I voice in the organization that, at the time, was of any consequence." She sighed. "In some ways, we human beings ought never to have been given a tool so awesome as the Power. For all the good it does us, it often enables our worse indulgences."

"It must have taken a tremendous effort, compared to something more practical," Bardiya said. "I saw little in the abbey or the gardens that looked as if it had been duplicated with the Power, either. Most everything must be a by-hand reconstruction. It must have had a tremendous cost - if not in wealth, than man-hours."

"A cost that I can, at least, say I didn't pay any of," Neferuaten said. "But we're skirting close to me gossiping about my colleagues behind my back, so I should probably stop there. Lest I get myself into trouble."

That was clever, a part of me noted. She's acting as though she just revealed more than she ought have, but really, she didn't say very much at all. But now everyone probably feels like she trusts them in some special way, and will be more liable to open up to her in the future.

What? That's stupid, another part objected. The grandmaster is a good, virtuous person, not like us. She wouldn't try to socially manipulate people. It paused for a moment. ...plus, even if she did, everyone manipulates others anyway, so it's fine. Now move the conversation along, you neurotic idiot.

"You don't have to answer this," I said, "but out of curiosity, when you said ' a great tragedy'..."

"Ah, I should have assumed you would be curious, Utsushikome," she said, looking towards me. "Without saying too much, the secrecy of the order was compromised, with the consequences one would expect. Though this was before the moderation that the Grand Alliance brought about, so the punishment imparted on those who violated the Covenant was even more severe."

That would explain the excessive caution. Old wounds...

"In any case," she went on. "Now you have your answer-- That is why there is a statue of a quasi-dead, largely historical goddess here. This was presumably a part of the original structure devoted to her worship specifically. As far as I'm aware, however, no true believers in the Old Pantheon have ever graced these halls, so she must be quite starved of attention, by now. Were she not a statue, I'd expect her to be grateful for our interest."

"Are you a woman of faith, madam?" Bardiya asked.

Neferuaten raised her eyebrows. "Me? Oh, goodness, no. I haven't a religious bone in my body." She snorted. "If anything, I'd consider defiance of the gods one of my foremost pastimes."

"The everblossom does seem to flirt with it a bit," I said.

"Only flirts?" She smiled. "I must do more to step up my efforts." She idly crossed her arms. "I've always found the Dying Gods uniquely unappealing, however; a product of Mourning Period-era fatalism more than a proper belief system. ...though, I suppose there is one concept that I like, from the mythology."

"What's that?" I asked.

"That the gods are condemned to suffering, as we are," she said, still smiling. "For in the unlikely event that there truly are some manner of divine beings, and they did create us and our inherent condition, no punishment for that act could possibly be sufficiently great." A certain severity entered her eyes. "If man's lot in the Remaining World is the one he is to bear for the rest of time, then I hope whatever realm they have found exile in is a thousand times worse."
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The heavy stone doorway swung slowly open as Bardiya pushed at it, and our group stepped forward.

True to Neferuaten's word, the interior was a lot more pleasant than the exterior, although it maintained some of the oppressive quality. The room we arrived in was large and octagonal, with tall huge pillars reaching up to a high ceiling and bare wooden rafters, surrounding a central area in which there was a impractically large, round table, with a cavity in the center which hosted a currently-unlit brazier. Tall windows of stained glass faced us on all sides.

In the temple this place was an imitation of, this would have been the main hall. There was some peripheral wooden seating to the sides, and I could even see the altar, near the back, which appeared to have been converted into a stand for several stone busts. I recognized some of their faces from classrooms in the the academy, and in other schools I'd attended - they were all foundational healers from the Mourning Period or the First Resurrection. There was Yue Xie of Shaorang, who designed the first ever incantation intended to extend lifespan in the year 17 (it didn't work). Esasil-Um-Kattu, the first healer period, who performed his first treatment in the year 2 (which killed the patient). And also somewhat less ancient figures, like Ubar of Tahrun, who created the Senolyte-Slaying Arcana.

As she said, still for worship, I mused to myself. Just of a different sort.

Sometimes I wondered if other people had an internal narrative as smug as mine could be about everything.

Aside from that, there were also several logic bridges, subtly built into indentures near the central chairs. That gave me a pretty good idea of what this room was for, which allowed me to feel smart for approximately 2 seconds before Neferuaten spelled it out.

"Welcome to our humble conference room," she said, gesturing a hand in front of her. "This is where we conduct meetings with our lower-ranked members, as well as, more recently, the outside world in general."

"Is this where we'll be giving our presentations?" Theodoros asked.

"Well surmised. Yes, that's correct," she said. "As I understand it, the current plan is for links to be established to the Academy of Medicine and Healing, along with four affiliated universities, in addition to the rest of our own membership. We'll be seated in the middle, there--" she pointed, "--and you'll approach from the other side of the room, where we stand now, and give your presentations. After that, we'll ask a few questions, then let you go." She smiled.

"I see..." he said, his eyes turning to the ground. There was more than a hint of anxiety in his tone.

"You're nervous?" She inquired.

"A little, yes," he said. "I mean. Normally, I don't have a problem with this sort of affair, but doing it in front of so many people... Thousands, perhaps... It's a little frightening, don't you think?"

She chuckled to herself. "Oh, absolutely. It's utterly terrifying."

He blinked. "You agree?"

"I couldn't agree more," she said, with a nod. "I can't stand performing for an audience. The pressure of it always tears up my guts, even now. I'd love it if I could just sequester myself away in some tower, without worrying what people think."

"But you're one of the most important arcanists in Mekhi," Theodoros said, not seeming to know how to process this. "You must do numerous presentations like this every year, surely?"

She nodded. "Probably half way to a hundred, yes."

"Then--"

"Part of getting older," she said, "is understanding that, if one wishes to achieve anything of note, then there is no choice but to bend oneself against ones own nature from time to time. To accept a measure of unhappiness as the norm."

He frowned, and looked away, scratching at his neck. "I suppose."

"Don't take this as some sort of attempt at profound guidance, though," she said jovially, as she advanced further into the room. "It's possible I'm just neck-deep in my captor's paradox. If you can make a life for yourself just doing what you love, you should absolutely do that instead."

This got a little laughter from me, but not Theo, who still seemed perturbed.

"If I might inquire," Bardiya - who seemed to have attached himself to our trip, now - said, "if you feel as much, why did you decide to make your identity known to the public?"

"Oh, I didn't," she said casually. "I was against the idea. I was against today's event, too. Outvoted in both cases, alas."

Theo blinked in surprise at this, a little shocked, whereas Bardiya took it in stride, only furrowing his brow and nodding. I, on the other hand, knew Neferuaten, so had already suspected as much.

"I'm, uh, not sure I understand," Theodoros said. "If you're not happy about all this, why are you giving us a tour? Or going along with it at all...?"

"Well, it's not as if I'm bitter over it," she said, looking over her shoulder. "Or that I hold it over any of your heads. On the contrary, if I were able to put a stop for it, it would probably be for your sakes." She approached a small cabinet, to the side of the altar, and checked a few of the drawers. "Ah, here we go." She withdrew and held up a small metal key. "We'll need this for a little later."

"What's that for?" I asked.

"Snooping," she said, and tapped her nose with a childish grin.

I blinked, then opened my mouth to ask for elaboration, before ultimately deciding it wasn't worth the effort. Neferuaten was good at keeping things close to her chest. If she wanted to surprise us, she would.

"When you say 'our sakes'..." Theodoros continued.

"You are young," she said, rejoining and ushering us to the other side of the chamber. "Very much so, in young miss Eskhalon's case. And becoming a public figure of any sort is, regrettably, for life. I think you should have the luxury of a few more decades before having to decide if that is something you want. Your class being paraded around as it is already seems irresponsible, but all this..."

The frown he wore deepened considerably. If her goal was to make Theodoros give up on this entire idea and spend the following day hiding under the bed in his guest room, she was making good progress.

"It's only a few thousand academics," I said, feeling like I had to reassure him a bit. "It's a lot, but... I can't see it making that much difference, in the grand scheme of things?"

"Perhaps not on its own, no," she said, as she led us to a heavy wooden door, near the back of the room. "But things get set in motion. Before one knows it, you're being thrown forward from one social expectation to another, at it all becomes a blur... But I digress."

She opened it, and gestured to a set of steps within.

"I would presume this takes us to the bell tower," Bardiya said, crossing his arms idly. Theodoros now seemed a little lost in thought, his gaze off to the side.

"Correct," Neferuaten said. "Unless you'd rather not bother? There's not much to see other than the view, in truth."

"I don't mind," I said. "I mean... We're here, so we might as well?"

Bardiya nodded in assent at this, and Neferuaten shrugged, stepping forward through the doorway.

We climbed the steps, which were narrower and a little more haphazard than I'd expected, like the tower was even older than the rest of the building - or the original was, at least. As we did, we passed by various portraits, depicting people from all four corners of the Mimikos, in styles of dress that varied from recent to hundreds of years old. Beyond that, though, there was no clue as to the identity of the depicted.

I looked at them curiously. "These pictures--"

"Relatives of members, past and present," she explained, guessing where I was going with it, "who are no longer with us. This tower is a memorial, of sorts."

"Oh," I said, "I see."

"They're quite well done," Bardiya commented. "Good brushwork and colours, a distinctive style that's not unrealistic..."

"Mmm," Neferuaten hummed. "You think so?"

He nodded. "May I ask who painted them?"

"I did," she said. "And thank you for the compliment, incidentally."

Bardiya seemed unphased by this, merely smiling, while Theodoros, again, looked surprised. "You, uh... Paint?"

"Oh, on and off. It's just a little hobby, really. I started doing it for the order when the last fellow who used to keep up the tradition retired. You'll see some of his work in just a minute." We ascended a few more steps, and then she pointed over to the wall again. "Ah, here we go."

Sure enough, there was a marked change in art style. While Neferuaten's portraits felt much more likely, with the subjects wearing very distinctive, often even happy expressions, these ones were more solemn, with a grim air - though the actual attention to detail felt a little stronger.

"Mm, a more hyper-realistic style," Bardiya commented. "Early Second Resurrection, if I'm not mistaken."

Neferuaten smiled. "In spite of what you might say, young man, I'm getting the increasing sense that you missed your calling as an art critic."

He shook his head. "I merely make observations. I lack the critical eye for such an affair."

"If it's supposed to be a memorial," I asked, chiming in, "why do none of them have names?"

"Good question!" she said. "It's a precautionary measure, in case infiltrators accessed the sanctuary and tried to learn our identities. Less important now, but unless everyone in our lower ranks chooses to make their's known, then I expect it will remain. It would be a little awkward for only some to be labelled, don't you think?"

I nodded, thinking to myself.

Soon, we reached the top of the tower. As she'd said, there wasn't very much to see. The view wasn't unimpressive - I could clearly make out the abbey house down in the distance, and, if I squinted, the Everblossom project - but it wasn't so high as to render the moment breathtaking, despite being quite close to the roof. Bardiya stopped to take it in, but Theodoros didn't even seem to really care much other than being put off by the height.

My gaze turned towards the bell itself. It was impressively large and ornate, with the design of a serpent running around the rim, and was attached to a fairly complex automatic ringing mechanism overhead.

"As I said, not much to see," Neferuaten said. "It's a good spot to come up and think from time to time, but little else."

"When does it ring?" I asked.

"Do you want to know when it's supposed to ring, or when it does in reality?" She asked, staring upwards at the ceiling.

"Uh, former then latter, I guess," I said. Bardiya moved over to the bell itself, ducking his head and peeking within the interior.

"The bell is intended to ring at only two special occasions," she explained. "The first is when a new discovery of some note is made, usually after the conclusion of a successful experiment. That happens about once every few years. The second you can probably infer from the context clues of it's location."

I bit my lip. "Death."

"Indeed," she said, with a nod. "When a member, or someone close to them, passes away, the bell is struck ten times. When a discovery is made, eleven."

"Why the disparity?" Bardiya asked. He tapped at the inside of the bell with his scepter. It made a satisfyingly resonant metallic sound.

"One of our countless peculiar traditions," Neferuaten said. "Supposedly, it is intended to symbolize how, though each death is a tremendous tragedy, the will of mankind to triumph over it will always be greater, and will ultimately be victorious." She chuckled. "Personally, I suspect that someone simply did it too many times once, and justified it with some colorful explanation they presumed would sound poignant."

"What about the reality, then?" I asked.

"Zeno will sometimes start the mechanism when we are late assembling for meetings," she said, breaking into a small smile. "He likes to think of himself as the first among equals. That he ought to keep the rest of us on our toes."

"That sounds a little frustrating," I said, frowning.

"Yes, he's a bit of an old cunt." She sighed wistfully to herself, before turning to regard the group as a whole. "Shall we move on, then?"

We headed back down the stairs and into the conference chamber, Bardiya and Neferuaten idly chatting about the artwork as we went. Theodoros fell behind a bit, still looking insecure, his arms crossed. I dropped my pace a bit to walk beside him.

"I'm sure it'll be okay," I said. "We're done presentations for bigger audiences at the academy, haven't we? That one we did at the end of last year was for close to 2000."

He winced. "I don't think I handled that particularly well, either. I barely got any sleep, the night before."

Truth be told, I hadn't, either. Every time we had to do any sort of grand public performance, it made me anxious for weeks. I was just better at concealing those feelings then he was.

"But you got through it, didn't you?" I said, trying to sound reassuring. "In the end."

"This feels a bit different," He said, troubled. "That was mostly for students, not-- Well, not for people like this. And what she said, about being a public figure..."

"She just has a cautious mindset," I said. "And can be a little hyperbolic. Trust me, I know her."

He looked a little more at ease hearing this, nodding to himself.

"Um, Utsu," he said.

I looked to him. "Hm?"

"Can I... Uh..."

He paused, not seeming able to find the words, his face growing a little flushed. I looked at him, at first expectantly, then with confusion.

"Never mind," he eventually said. "Sorry. My mind's all over the place."

"Oh," I said. "It's okay."

We arrived back in the conference hall, which turned out not to be quite as empty as we'd left it. Up near the rear doorway, there was a small, mostly-wooden construct only a bit over a foot wide, scooping up detritus from the floor. It was shaped sort of like a beetle, with an oval body and several little legs.

Cute, I thought.

'Cute?' Who was I now, Ophelia?

"Try not to get too close to the golems," Neferuaten said. "The proper ones we use to help with experiments are hardy enough, but these little things are bit useless. They'll break or give up on the task if so much as tap them with the side of your foot."

"I think I've seen one of these at home," Theo said.

"Mm, I'd expect your father got it from here," Neferuaten said. "We have more of the things then we know what to do with. The plan was to make this sanctuary capable of complete self-maintenance, but at some point, I'm afraid things got a little out of hand..."

I heard the subtle sound of gears churning within its chassis as we passed it by. Mundane, then. Not artificed.

We passed beyond the doorway, and through a hallway that Neferuaten offered little comment on, before proceeding through a set of wooden double doors. We arrived in another large room, this one more typical, though still impressive in its own right. It looked like something between an intersection and a library. The walls were lined with shelves of books (and at least 4 doors) across two floors, with twin staircases on either side connecting them. In the center was something like a lounge, though far larger than the one in the guesthouse, with chairs and sofas gathered around an open, round fireplace.

Adjacent to that was the largest feature of the room: An orrery, depicting the celestia of the Remaining World. The Tower of Asphodel was at its center, reaching from floor to ceiling, while each of the seven planes were set in orbit around it. The bowl of the Mimikos and the smaller bodies of the Empyrean at the top, followed by the Atelikos, and then the rest, culminating in the Nadir at the bottom. They were connected to the Tower by bronze beams, each set in their own position.

This was partly a truthful depiction, and partly a common artistic license. While all the planes technically overlapped in physical space, their metaphysical relationships were more complex, and were not positioned differently so much as they were perceived to by virtue of the dimensions they inhabited being different. For example, the Thyellikos was physically much, much larger than the planes higher than it, and so the critical bodies, its actual planets, were far more distant from the Tower of Asphodel.

Even this explanation would require multiple qualifiers. The human mind wasn't really built for understanding interplanar physics.

"The main hall," Neferuaten said. "...or at least, it was at one point."

"It looks more like a library," I said, stating the obvious.

"Yes, rooms here have a nasty habit of catching library-itus," she said, curling her lip. "An unfortunate side-effect of any space inhabited exclusively by scholars, I'm afraid."

"That's an impressive orrery for a private building," Bardiya remarked. "The design is typical, but the scale isn't too far from what you'd see in a museum."

"I'm not exactly sure who put it here," Neferuaten said, crossing her arms. "It wasn't part of the original building, and it doesn't really fit with our work. It does give the room a bit of an intellectual air, though, so that's nice."

I squinted at it. "I'm not sure there's any other reason people build orreries. I mean, they make you learn the stuff by heart in primary school, so it can't be educational."

"Hah, that may very well be true," she said, with a cynical, but mirthful, look. "I suppose most decor beyond a certain point is little more than social broadcasting, when one gets right down to it."

"Um," Theodoros said, speaking up for the first time in a while, "would you mind if I, ah... Took a look at some of these books...?"

I blinked at this. It seemed like a bit of an odd request for the middle of a tour, even for Theo, who was nearly as bookish as Ran.

"Be my guest," she said. "In fact, feel free to pan out and look around as much as you like. Though keep in mind that most of our literature to do with our work is in the research tower's library, so don't expect to find anything too revolutionary."

Our group split up a little. Bardiya headed to the lounge area, while Theo went up to the second floor. I stayed on the first, idly peeking in all the enclaves of shelves. Most of the books were fairly dry texts on history, natural philosophy, and arcane lore, though there were spots where I found popular fiction or more entertaining biographical texts. Other than that, there were also a number of other interesting knick-knacks and mementos on the shelves, like some statuettes that looked like they were from the First Resurrection. Many newsheet articles that referenced the order had been framed and put up on the walls, some of which appeared to have been published centuries ago.

What I found most interesting, though, was at the far end of the room. Framed in a prominent position, with space given to accommodate its reading, was a complete copy of the Covenant of the Mourning Realms, the root of law and society on the Mimikos, signed by the six parties at the First Convention. It listed a multitude of overly-wordy commandments, all of which were beaten repeatedly into the heads of schoolchildren until they were forced to swear the oath themselves at age nineteen.

The Covenant had been written largely as a reaction to the destruction of the old world, and was embedded with the trauma of that event. Thus, most of the tenants revolved around preserving its memory and knowledge, as well as avoiding what were perceived as the mistakes that led to its annihilation. 'I will preserve knowledge in all forms, from both desecration and destruction, and will not seek to distort it either willfully or through misrepresentation.' 'I will hold human flesh as sacrosanct, and will seek only to elevate mankind, not to deviate from its image.' 'I will pay heed to the suffering of others, and make sure none are left behind so that others may profit.'

For all that older people waxed about its importance, the truth was that the parts of it that weren't so vague as to be platitudes were pretty reactionary and emotionally-driven. It wasn't even useful; politicians turned interpretations of it into law back and forth as suited their agendas and personal values. It wasn't difficult, now that I'd escaped the low-key patriotic indoctrination that all children go through, to understand why the Uana and Lluatec had rejected it outright.

Which made it vexing that it had become so culturally embedded that questioning it, even just slightly, was seen as politically unthinkable.

"Ah," I heard Neferuaten's voice from behind, in tandem with her approaching footsteps. "I see you've found one of the room's centerpieces."

"Why is this here...?" I asked, frowning in confusion at the lengthy roll of parchment.

"Why?" She considered the question for a moment, or at least mimed doing so. "It's the foundational text of modern society. Should it not be here?"

"Well, rather... The Order of the Universal Panacea was founded out of a desire to defy the Covenant." I said. "It's hard to think of a stranger place for it to be hanging then its main hall."

She hummed. "It can be good, I think, to remind oneself of the rules one intends to break," she said, "else one might forget the reason they broke them to begin with. Why do you think the founders of the Parties wrote the Covenant the way they did, Utsushikome?"

"Um." I thought about it for a moment, hesitating. "...is this the sort of question where you have a specific response in mind?"

"No," she said, shaking her head. "Just answer in whatever way seems most truthful to you."

"Uh, well..." I crossed my arms, looking upward. "They were probably upset about what they'd lost, and wanted to do something to make sure it would never happen again, in order to feel catharsis. Without really thinking about the long term."

She considered this answer for a few moments, smiling to herself, before she eventually spoke.

"All human beings, I think, desire the same fundamental things. Freedom from pain. Love from others. Continuity and meaning to our existence." She looked closely at the document. "People express those desires through many contradictory means, and the scarcity of those things drives them into conflict, but in the end, the core is the same. Everyone, from the most innocent of children to the greatest of history's monsters, are suffering, and desire an end to that suffering."

"I'm not sure I understand," I said.

"I'll be clearer," she said, her voice gentle. "When pursuing something you truly believe will help mankind, it is important to remember that even those who loathe you, you would see everything you do turned to ruin, are still only acting out of a desire to, in some capacity, ease the experience of living. Because if you allow yourself to hate them for their obstinance, that hatred will fester, and after a while, you will no longer be pursuing your goal to help others... But rather, simply out of spite, to soothe your own anguish." She looked to me. "Do you follow what I'm saying now, Utsushikome?"

"I... think so," I said, nodding. "You're saying that it's important to have compassion for what your enemy believes, even if you think their ideas are awful."

She nodded. "That's more or less it, but I think I'd put it slightly differently." She closed her eyes for just a moment, taking a breath. "I would say... Even if the forces of circumstance force you to act against them, never forget that your enemy is the bucket, and not the other crabs. Do that much, and your goal will always remain clear in your heart." She smiled.

I hesitated as I processed her meaning, then smiled back.

I admired the grandmaster for many things, but it was this that I loved about her the most, ultimately. How much compassion she had, how much kindness, even towards those who were undeserving of it.

Without that, I thought, I probably wouldn't be here.

"Alas," she said, "regrettably, this copy is actually here for a different reason. If you look closely, you can see the Biological Continuity Oath has been amended to unambiguously permit our research."

"Oh," i said. I took off my spectacles, peering more closely at it.

Sure enough, the wording had been altered slightly, from 'deviating significantly from the natural structure of the human body' to 'deviating destructively from the natural structure of the human body.' A subtle change, but one that completely altered how the command read.

"Why, though?" I asked. "I don't see the point."

"The founders of the order believed it would help our case, if we were ever discovered," she said. "To show that we still believed in the ideals of the Covenant overall, even if we showed this one bit of defiance." She chuckled. "A laughable proposition, as it turned out. The Administrators happily executed a number of our members as oath breakers, and would have gone further, had they the chance."

From behind us, Bardiya approached. "Pardon if I'm interrupting," he said.

"Not at all," Neferuaten said. "I think we were just finishing."

"Yeah," I said. "I guess we ought to move on if we're going to finish before dinner."

"Mm, that's a fair point," Neferuaten said, nodding, then raised her voice a little bit. "Theo, you still coming along?"

"Oh, er. Are we leaving? Just a minute." He came into view on the railing overhead, then proceeded towards the stairs at a quick pace, tripping over a little bit and having to catch himself. He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose as he approached. "Sorry, got a little caught up in looking at the encyclopedias. The collection here is, ah, quite excellent."

She smiled. "This room is open for anyone staying here, so if you'd like to finish looking around later, you're welcome to do so." She gestured forward. "Shall we, then?"

She led us through the doors, and we visited a few more, less exciting rooms. A dedicated lounge with a long glass window. A room full of artwork and other precious objects donated by past patients. A media room, with countless shelves full of echo mazes.

The others chatted and asked questions as they walked, with Bardiya and Neferuaten increasingly hitting it off. Meanwhile, I slowly grew quieter, stewing in my thoughts again now that attention wasn't really being paid to me. Again and again, I kept being struck by the strange sense that I'd somehow seen this before. But every time I tried to predict what would be in the next room, I failed, so I started to dismiss it as cognitive bias.

Other things were swirling through my mind, too.

What would you do if you found him in one of these, right now?

I suppressed the thought.

Eventually, we came to an unremarkable looking doorway, from which I could smell the faint scent of cooking food - chicken? Some kind of roast...?

"This is the kitchen?" Bardiya asked.

"Indeed!" Neferuaten said, cheerfully. "Shall we take a peek, or would you like to keep dinner a surprise?"

"To be frank, I wouldn't mind grabbing a little snack," Theodoros said. "I didn't really realize until I got to walking how long its been since I last ate."

My stomach had been grumbling a bit, too. I'd been starting to regret not taking Seth up on his offer before this excursion.

"Seems a pity to waste your appetite when we're so close," Neferuaten said, reaching over to the door handle. "But it's hardly my place to mother you. Let's take a look inside, I'm sure we can find something small in the pantry--Oh. Oh dear."

We glanced over her shoulder to look inside the room for the source of his reaction. The kitchen looked decent enough - well stocked, clean, relatively spacious. And indeed, there appeared to some food in the oven, though a little more smoke was rising out then seemed entirely normal.

But this was not the highlight of the room. No, that was the young looking man, with dark black hair and servants clothing, hunched over a table, unconscious. Drool was spilling softly out of his mouth.

"Well," Neferuaten said. "I suppose that doesn't bode particularly well for dinner."
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The first thought in my mind was: Is he dead?

But no, that was silly. I could see him breathing, if I squinted, his chest subtly rising and falling from its prone position.

He didn't look exactly well, though. Despite having a darker complexion, I could tell that he was paler than he should've been, a little sickly. And the position he was lying in didn't look exactly comfortable.

Before I could assess his condition in any deeper regard or take action myself, Neferuaten was already stepping forward, flicking her scepter upwards and reaching over to touch the side of his neck.

A n a t o m y - M o t i o n - N e u r o l o g y - B e g u i l i n g 

"...𒊬𒃶𒋾𒄴𒄠/𒂔𒄴𒋤𒅆𒍣𒃶𒄖𒐊𒐊,𒄀𒈣𒊑𒅘..."

The words for the beguilements flew out of her mouth far swifter than they had earlier, and she weaved them all into a single, lengthy incantation - a tactic that was bad for duels, since it gave your opponent time to interrupt you and render the whole effort meaningless, but good for when you needed to be swift in other contexts.

After that, she digressed right into the Vitality-Perceiving Arcana, commonly used for field diagnosis.

"Is he hurt...?" Theodoros asked, following in her wake.

"Doesn't seem so," she said, her tone a little more focused. "No substantial wounds, breathing and heart rate is normal." She leaned over, bringing her face close to his head.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Checking to see if he's drunk." She sniffed, then lowered her eyebrows. "It would seem not. I suppose I ought to have more faith in our staff."

She pushed him a little bit, trying to rouse him. He groaned subtly, and twitched, but was otherwise unresponsive.

"Worrying," she said. She turned her head towards us. "Would you young men mind lifting him up onto the table? And Utsushikome, if you could turn off the oven, please. Would be rather unpleasant if a fire started while we were dealing with this."

"Uh, right away," I said. She's going to try and resuscitate him. That was a procedure so standard that you learned it in basic first aid. If someone is unconscious, they have to be put in a safe position before you try anything that might rouse them, just in case they react badly and hurt themselves.

While I inspected the dials on the cooker to determine how to disable it - to my surprise, it wasn't gas-based, but used the Power, presumably from the sanctuary's central supply - Bardiya and Theodoros stepped forward, carefully hoisting the man up from his seat and onto his back on the table before him, shoving some kitchenware to the side as they did so. I could get a better look at him, now, Stepping back over. Like Sacnicte, he looked Lluateci, and was short and somewhat feminine for a man, with a round face and short, roughly cut black hair, and large eyebrows. His resting face had something of a somber look; mournful, regretful.

"I know a little Neuromancy," Neferuaten went on, "so I should be able to rouse him. Be prepared to restrain him if it comes to that."

She rose her scepter, and spoke an incantation I didn't recognize - something to do with creating something, and then moving it in a complex fashion. The three of us watched, our expressions tense.

After a few moments, he stirred, a heavy breath coming from deep within his lungs. His eyes flickered open, and he glanced around him, confused.

Neferuaten smiled a bit, some relief showing on her face. "Ah, good. I was worried for a moment." She looked towards him directly. "Are you alright, Yantho?"

The man turned to regard her, seeming still only half-aware of his surroundings, then opened his mouth silently for a moment. He glanced left and right, seeming to be looking for something.

"Oh, tch." Neferuaten said, tapping her head. "Foolish of me." She started glancing around herself, inspecting the nearby counters and tables.

"Um," Theodoros hesitated. "What are you doing?"

"Yantho here is one of our staff," Neferuaten explained, as she moved some plates. "Regrettably, he suffers from an ailment that makes it difficult for him to speak. There's a artifice that he uses to communicate with others. I assume it should be around here."

He frowned. "The Power can't do anything about it?"

Neferuaten shook her head. "It's an affliction of the mind rather than the body, as I understand it, so no."

"You are being somewhat insensitive, Theodoros," Bardiya said. "He can still hear us, after all."

"Oh." His face flushed. "Right... Sorry..."

"Ah, here we are," Neferuaten said, with relief.

From the area around the oven opposite to us, she retrieved what looked like a circular slab of glass with a logic bridge attached to the rim, then returned, holding it out for him to grasp. The moment ended up lingering on in a way that was a little awkward, since at first, he still seemed too uncertain of his surroundings to understand what she was expecting him to do.

Eventually, however, he seemed to pull himself together, and sat up with a slightly embarrassed expression, taking the object from her hand. He tapped the side of the logic bridge, and some black sand shot out of a recess within the glass. It spun around as he gathered his thoughts.

"How are you feeling?" Neferuaten asked, with a kind expression.

He frowned for a moment, then held up the glass sheet. The sand formed words in Ysaran. I'm alright, director. Why am I here? What happened? 

I assumed 'director' was the proper title for members of the inner circle, though I actually knew very little about the ranking structure of the organization. For a variety of reasons, I'd never felt like prying too deeply into it.

"We were hoping you could tell us," she said. "We found you collapsed in your seat on the table."

Hearing this seemed to make him uncomfortable, and a few moments passed before the sand moved again, forming a new set of words. I have no idea. The last thing I remember was checking the oven, then sitting down for a moment.

Checking the oven. Was he the chef, then? I remembered the order was supposed to have their own private one.

The words reassembled once more. Is it possible I simply fell asleep? I have been feeling a little strung out.

"I doubt it," Neferuaten said. "You were difficult to rouse." She pressed her tongue against the inside of her cheek, looking thoughtful for a moment, then spoke another incantation quickly.

A n o m a l y - D i v i n i n g

"...𒈣𒄀𒌈𒀭𒊍. (𒌍𒍣𒍥𒊒𒊬𒉌𒌫𒐼). 𒄭𒌋𒌋𒌋𒌋, 𒊹."

"Hm... I don't detect any arcana that could have been used to disable you," she said, furrowing her brow. "And there was nothing on your body to suggest signs of assault."

"He might've been drugged," I suggested.

Yantho turned a little sharply in my direction art the words, as if he'd only been vaguely aware there were other people in the room before that point. The sand swirled a bit, then reformed once more. Are these the guests from the academy?

"Hm, I should do a proper introduction." She gestured between him and the three of us respectively. "Yantho, this is Bardiya of Tuon, Theodoros of Melanthos, and Utsushikome of Fusai. The latter is one of my former disciples." She looked towards our group. "Inversely, this is Yantho'Ic'Tal. He serves as an aid for our group, for whatever tasks the golems are not sophisticated enough to assist with by themselves."

"Good to meet you," Bardiya said. He moved to shake his hand, while I also mumbled some generic greeting. Theodoros seemed to be trying to disappear into the background outright, presumably still feeling awkward from earlier.

Yantho didn't seem fond of the attention, his shoulders tightening a bit. The sand stirred. It's a pleasure to meet you all. I am sorry that it had to be in such circumstances. It scattered and reformed. I don't know how I could have been drugged. I don't remember having anything to drink for at least the past hour.

"Concerning," Neferuaten said, her eyes narrowing.

"P-putting that aside," Theodoros said, his voice uneasy. "You think someone did this deliberately, Su?"

"Uh, I didn't mean to imply that," I said, scratching my head. "I was just going along with what the grandmaster said, since she was checking for incantations..."

"It's not inconceivable," Neferuaten stated, nodding. "But neither did I mean to insinuate definitively. After all, myriad are the manners in which the mind can simply stop working for a while with no need for outside help."

I didn't say anything, but it wasn't difficult to see why she might suspect some manner of foul play. After all, the sanctuary had just had its biggest single influx of guests in its entire history. For an incident to occur right after that...

But of course, she couldn't say as much. Implying our group was potentially responsible would be rude, and on the off chance the guess was correct, tip her hand.

"Yantho," Neferuaten continued. "Was the chef not with you, before you fell unconscious?"

No. She said she was leaving the sanctuary earlier today, so I was preparing it alone. A pause. I had assumed you would have known. 

Not the cook, then.

Suddenly, a moment after uttering those words, a realization seemed to enter into the young man's eyes, and he set down the artifice, hopping off the table and rushing over to the oven. He pulled it open.

It would be hyperbole to say that the meal inside was ruined. Some smoke did escape, and the smell of overcooked, somewhat charred meat was much more clear than it had been when the door was closed, but the contents still looked technically edible. The roast lamb appeared dry as a bone and quite shrivelled, and the potatoes looked like they probably had a texture somewhere in the range of a softer-than-average piece of wood, but if I were at home, I'd have been tempted to just cover the thing in spices and sauce and try to make it work.

For a formal dinner for a group of guests at a function like this, though...

"The food..." Theodoros said, with some distress.

"Oh dear," Neferuaten said. "That's not good, is it?"

Yantho scrambled back to the table for a moment, retrieving his transliterator, upon which a message quickly appeared. Director, I am so sorry about this. I can prepare something else at once.

She smiled sadly. "That's very diligent of you, but you need to be examined properly at once so we can determine what happened, and if there's any danger to your health. ...and there's no need to apologize. It's hardly your fault."

He wrinkled his face with embarrassment. I must accept some responsibility. If I had been aware of myself and my surroundings instead of idling, this might not have happened.

"Come now," she said. "There's no need to self-flagellate. Let's leave it at that, hm?"

He looked downward silently, fiddling his hands together. He didn't look happy about this resolution, despite her kindness.

"But," Theodoros said, "What will we do for dinner?"

"Not hard to tell what's at the forefront of your mind, master Melanthos," Neferuaten said, in a sly tone. "We'll manage something, I'm sure. This is one of the most sophisticated arcane research facilities in the Remaining World, It would be rather bleak if we had no mechanism to conjure a serviceable meal in a half hour, though it might end up being a little more slapdash than we'd planned." She sighed, putting a hand to her head. "Honestly. Our chef apparently deserts us, then someone or something sabotages the meal on top of that... If I didn't know better, I would swear someone was trying to ruin the whole affair. It certainly isn't making it look like we're running a particularly tight ship."

"We're probably going to have to stop the tour here," I said. "Right?"

"I'm afraid that might be for the best," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "I ought to take Yantho to our biomancer myself, just in case there's any funny business. I'd tell you to feel free to look around on your own, but... On the off chance that there's an intruder about, it might be better to simply head back to the guest house as a group. I'll pay a visit to our security center in regard to that on my way, and then see if I can't sort something out in regards to dinner."

"Rather a pity," Bardiya said. "I was looking forward to finding out what that key you picked up was for."

"I'd forgotten about that." She clicked her tongue, pursing her lips for a moment. "Tell you what: Why don't we finish this tomorrow morning? There is something interesting I'd like some of you to see."

Something interesting...?

"Though, do me a favor, and don't mention it to my collegues. If they found out, they'd probably get a little fussy about it." She chuckled quietly to herself, then flicked her gaze towards Theo. "Ah, not to put you in an awkward position with your father, Theodoros. I'm only being half-serious."

"Oh, it's fine," he said. He sounded uncomfortable, but then, he always sounded uncomfortable.. "I'm sure I can keep a secret for one night."

It was strange that she'd request that when we didn't even know what she was planning to show us. I wondered if it was a joke I was failing to understand, somehow.

"Er." Theodoros coughed into his fist. "By the way, is it still alright if I raid the cupboards?"

She raised her eyebrows. "Seems a little redundant if we're stopping here, but by all means, be my guest." She gestured in their direction.

Oh, something in my brain said. It's about to happen.

What? I blinked, trying to process the thought. What do you mean, 'it's about to happen'?

Don't worry about it, it said. You'll see.

It was that same feeling again. Like I'd somehow seen this before, or... That I'd seen the pieces, but broken up and scrambled, all out of order...

Theodoros headed over to the door to the pantry at the rear of the room, sliding it open with an eager expression. Meanwhile, I found myself shivering a bit. It was oddly cool in here, for a room where the stove had just been on.

"So, young man," Neferuaten said to Badiya idly, as they waited. "What's your impression of our little group, now that you're seeing it first hand?"

"I'm not sure I've witnessed enough yet to judge," he said, with a measured expression. "The building is very nice."

I heard Theodoros slide the door open.

"Very tactful," Neferuaten said, with a sly little chuckle. "I have to confess that I haven't quite been able to get a read on you, so I'm a little curious. That, and I can't exactly ask anyone else here for an unbiased perspective." She glanced in my direction. "No impoliteness intended, Utsushikome."

"It's fine," I said, scratching the side of my head. "I mean... I do have ties, even considering everything, so..."

Bardiya's expression stiffened a bit. "Well, I don't know if I should--"

"Um." Theodoros interjected suddenly, his head in the doorway. "Sorry, could you take a look at this? Something's... Not right."

Neferuaten raised an eyebrow. "What is it? Is there something in there?"

"No, that's not it..."

Curiously, she stepped forward to where he was standing, and I followed in tow, along with Bardiya and Yantho. I peered in through the doorway to the chamber, which was half in shadow.

The pantry looked a lot more advanced than I'd expected - judging by some of the rune-inscribed metal structures, it had stasis fields for most of the raw ingredients, which were only really used for food storage at high-end resturaunts. It was larger, too, almost a small room in its own right, with even a little window up in the corner.

At first, my eyes didn't process anything wrong. There were shelves, there were barrels; everything you'd quantify as 'pantry stuff'. It was only when they adjusted to the diminished light, and I saw the details of the room rather than simply the general shape, that I noticed.

Calling the contents of that room 'rotten' feels wrong. The word conjures up a bad smell, images of flies and mold and decay, and this did not match that description. No, what I was seeing was far stranger than just that.

Everything inside looked ancient. Like the pantry had abandoned a decades ago, with everything within simply left to decay into nothingness. The fruit had shriveled to the point it was barely even recognizable in shape, and the meat looked as though it would practically turn to dust at a touch. Even preserved stuff in jars and bottles had taken on strange colours, or the moisture had somehow escaped, leaving the contents clearly inedible.

But it wasn't just the food, either. The shelves, too, showed signs of extensive aging. The wood in some places had bent out of shape, or even started to crumble, and there was an accumulation of dust all over the place. The color had drained from the blue-painted walls.

"Hm," Neferuaten said, as she peered in, with a subtly more focused expression than normal. "That's curious."

She stepped forward into the room slowly, her eyes narrowed.

"W...What happened, here?" Theodoros said, bemused.

"I don't know," she said, the words coming carefully. "The logical explanation is that something went wrong with the stasis arcana. It's not unheard of for a Chronomancy incantation to cause something like this, when the mathematics fail. But that should have been detected at our administrative center elsewhere in the sanctuary." She glanced behind her. "Yantho. Was it like this earlier? When you retrieved the ingredients for dinner."

He held up his artifice, anxiety creeping into his expression. I don't know. I asked the golems to assemble them for me while I was looking for miss Vijana. I didn't see if they brought them from here or a different pantry.

"I see," she said, frowning. "Interesting."

"Miss Vijana...?" I asked.

"That would be our absent chef," Neferuaten said, clearly preoccupied. She had begun inspecting every nook and cranny of the room carefully, wearing a discerning look. She withdrew her scepter and begun mumbling some analytical incantations.

I started looking around, too. Something about this development felt very unsettling, and my natural response when faced with something that made me uncomfortable or I didn't understand was to search for a logical explanation. Theodoros and Bardiya waited by the door. The former looked a little afraid - he kept glancing towards the exit.

"Do... failures, with the arcana maintaining this place, happen often?" I asked, as I opened a cabinet, scanning the contents. I touched something that must've once been a piece of beef; it was brlttle and hard, like the oldest leather.

"Not usually, but we've recently restructured our eris bank, which has been causing some anomalies," she said, her voice still unfocused. "Though only for peripheral systems. The essential ones have several failsafes, as well as a reserve supply in the event of an emergency."

"So there's no chance of the oxygen failing and us all suffocating to death, or anything like that," I said, my tone dry. Theodoros winced.

"Hah, well. Never say never," she said.

Not very comforting.

"Utsushikome," she said, her tone suddenly more serious. "Come and take a look at this."

I turned, and walked over to where she was currently standing. At the far corner of the room, beneath the little window. Her gaze was fixated at the wall. My eyes followed.

There was markings. Little vertical lines, scraped in the paint, no more than half a finger in length. Groups of four that were then struck through; a tally.

They covered the wall, their carving awkward and uneven. From almost the base of the floor, right to just under the window, each row having ten groups of five at least, while some went as long as twenty, or even thirty. I wasn't as good at counting visually than I was with mathematics in the abstract, If you added it all together, then the total number would have easily been in the thousands. Well into the thousands.

But the question was... What were they counting?

Another subtle shiver ran through me. My jaw clenched instinctively, like I was touching a block of ice.

 

𒊹

 

In the end, the grandmaster concluded it probably had happened on account of some malfunction with the stasis fields - there was one where the runework had been disrupted - but wasn't able to discern the exact cause, and said that the sanctuary's arcane engineer would inspect it later. After that, with a lingering sense of disquiet hanging over us, everyone had headed back to the guesthouse.

...everyone save for myself, that is. I felt even more like I needed to clear my head than when I'd set out with Theo to begin with. Maybe I'd been a mistake to bring him along. Maybe I ought to have stayed in my room...

I'd ended up making some excuse and breaking off from the other two, wandering around the grounds. I'd circled the building while trying to clear my head, and eventually made my way to the graveyard that both Linos and Neferuaten had mentioned. True to what he had said back then, there was obviously no one buried here; the gravestones were too small and close together to be anything but memorials.

Compared to everything else in the absurd facility, it was a very modest affair. A few simple headstones, smaller then a proper cemetary, with only names, numbers, and some with a few words. There weren't even any flowers. Just through what knowledge I had of the organization, I quickly realized that they were supposed to represent members of the order who had passed away.

It felt like a funny contrast with the belltower. One with faces but no names, this one with names but no faces. The dead needed no secrets, not even from the oathguard.

Though the idea somehow hadn't occured to me on the approach, I pretty quickly stumbled upon the one belonging to my grandfather. It was newer than the others, the stone still having a bit of a sheen to it, and on the periphery. Like all the others, the words upon it were succinct.

█ █ █ █ █ of Fusai

929 - 1397

Faithful Comrade

Funny choice of words, considering he'd been practically kicked out of the organization. Even beginning to see the name was enough to make me feel a spike of unease. My eyes flickered to the side, instinctively avoiding it.

I lingered there, for a while, just staring and thinking. Eventually, I heard slow footsteps behind me on the grass. I glanced behind me, and saw Neferuaten approaching again. Her expression appeared a little more weary than earlier, a subtle exasperation in her eyes.

"Oh, grandmaster..."

"I had a feeling you might be somewhere out here," she said. "You never were one to worry too much about your own well-being."

I frowned, a little embarasshed. "I'm sorry."

"No, no," she said, shaking her head. She moved up to stand behind me. "I'm the one who ought to be apologizing. I'd hoped the tour might help you calm down, but the result was the opposite of what I'd expected."

"It's not your fault. You didn't know that all that would happen..." I said, with a frail attempt at sounding more cheerful than I was." I glanced towards her. "Did you find anything out?"

She shook her head. "Very little, beyond what we already talked about. We've ruled out an intruder, but the rest is still a mystery."

I nodded. "Do you have any theories?"

She snorted. "None that aren't embarrassing. I'd love there to be a connection between the pantry and what happened to Yantho so that we could wrap a pretty bow around the whole thing, but..." She glanced back in the direction of the building. "Well, in any event, Anna herself decided to take a look at it, so the situation is in good hands."

Amtu-hedu-anna. The oldest publicly-known member of the Order, and an almost unrivaled runecrafter. She'd come up a few times in passing already. In her public life, she had a fearsome reputation for diligence, and an infamous intolerance for any who lacked it. If she was looking into what had happened, I didn't doubt there'd soon be an answer, even I wouldn't be privy to it.

"It must be hard for you to be here," she said, her voice a little softer.

I frowned, confused. "What do you..."

She gestured forward, towards the gravestone.

"Oh, right." I said, turning back towards it. "I... yeah."

We were silent, for a few moments. I lowered my gaze a bit, turning towards the ground.

"For whatever it's worth," she said,her tone taking on a certain grimness. "I'm sorry that you were put in this position. In my opinion, it's all grotesque." She clasped her hands together, and the pace of her words slowed, became more deliberate. "One of the ugliest concepts that human beings have invented is forgiveness. Not the act itself, but the idea, the notion that people have some obligation to pardon even those who hurt us terribly, so that some nebulous healing can take place for the benefit of the community. And that those who won't, or even just aren't ready to forgive, are the ones lacking in some essential maturity." Her lip curled downwards. "It's a blunt and nasty thing, wrapped up in pretty silks."

"But I wanted to come," I said, though the words felt wrong as they left my mouth. I had to come. But it didn't make me happy to be here.

"I know," she said. "But it's worse for you than it could be. And will probably get worse yet."

Oh, that's right.

I was quiet for a moment, clasping my hands together.

"I heard..." I hesitated over my phrasing. "I heard that you - uh, the order - were going to offer me some sort of ceremonial position...? Because of my grandfather."

She nodded, still frowning. "I thought you might've."

"It's true, then."

She sighed, and her posture slumped a bit. She looked her age, for a moment, the weight on her face seeming to hang heavier. "There have been so many occasions recently when I have considered abandoning my membership of this misbegotten organization. It's a grim thing you notice in scholarship, that the accumulation of knowledge and resources goes in tandem with stupidity and pigheadedness."

"Why don't you...?" I asked. "Quit, I mean. It seems as though you have a lot of disagreements."

"Because I am too old," she said, with a defeated smile. "And more importantly, too important. If I leave, it will sabotage the work, and I will never again be as useful as I am now."

I thought about these words. "It must mean a lot to you," I said. "...trying to stop people from dying, I mean."

I felt a little stupid, as the words left my mouth. I had plenty of basis for theories on why Neferuaten was invested in this particular field of academic research, from little bits of context I'd learned while studying under her. While I'd often talked to her about my personal circumstances, we'd only spoken in general terms about her own.

That was the nature of a relationship between a teacher and a student, in spite of everything else. Asymmetrical.

She let out a few tired-sounding chuckles, then said nothing more. We fell into silence for another few moments.

"It will be quick," she said, "and uncomplicated. We - myself and Linos, to his credit - did manage that concession. You will be summoned before the presentation and offered the position of an Esteemed Associate, the highest rank we have for those who haven't contributed research themselves. It's generally given to donors. You'll also be offered the chance to be named as your grandfathers apprentice and heir to his arcane practice on our register, which would grant you right of attendance to some of our meetings, as well as his personal research. Not that there's much of that left here, since we ejected him."

"And if I refuse it...?"

"Nothing will happen, most likely," she said. "At worst, a handful of people will be upset. If you're feeling conflict averse, though, I would suggest accepting for now, and then amending your answer by letter after the meeting is over. The whole process should only take a few minutes." She narrowed her eyes slightly. "Sadly, there will probably be some very charitable things said about him during the process. For that, I can only apologize. I would suggest simply not coming, only it would likely be sprung on you during your presentation instead."

"It's alright," I said. "It'll be alright."

But as I said those words, my voice cracked a little bit. Something about Neferuaten's kindness in everything she said, and how little I deserved it, struck something in me. My eyes started to well up a bit. I looked away, hoping she wouldn't see.

She saw anyway. "Utsushikome..." she said, reaching out a hand hesitantly, before placing it gently around the side of my shoulder.

The tears dripped down my face quickly, and then seemed to dry up as quickly as they'd come, replaced instead by two familar feelings. A terrible sense of shame and loss that seemed to well up from the deepest part of my heart, and a fanatical desire to allay it, no matter what it took.

"Uh... S-Sorry," I said stiffly, rubbing my eyes. "I, uh..."

"There's no need for that," she said, her tone warm. She took the other arm, and placed around my back, forming a loose embrace. "Once again. I'm the one who ought to be apologizing."

I wish that were true, I thought to myself.

I stayed like that for another few moments.

When I finally pulled myself together and she lowered her arms, I turned back to the gravestone. "If it's alright for me to ask... What did you think of him?" I asked. "It never felt right to ask you, back in Tem-Aphat."

She seemed taken off guard by a question for a moment, but then made a gentle smile. "You don't want me to answer that."

"Why not?" I asked. I was taking a tone I normally wouldn't with her, in this strange moment. The gulf of time that had seemed to exist when I'd first met her again an hour or two ago seemed to have evaporated outright.

"Because the only truthful answers I could give you would be either a gross simplification, which would only hurt you to hear, or something incredibly long-winded and complicated, which would probably bore you to even more tears." She hesitated, and shook her head. "Forgive me. My sense of humor always starts to come out crudely, in moments like these."

"But... I do want to know," I said. "Even if you say nice things. What he was like, before his mind started to change. Before-- Well, before everything happened."

She looked as if she was about to shut down the request again, but then stopped herself, closing her eyes. She looked away from me, but didn't turn to the headstone, either, instead simply looking into the dark waters.

"Do you know the difference between grieving and mourning, Utsushikome?"

I looked puzzled. "They're synonyms."

"Not quite," she said. "Grief is the pain we feel from loss. Mourning, on the other hand, refers to the rituals we undertake in response to it. The agony that one feels upon learning that someone has died, versus the act of bringing significance to that agony." Her gaze grew more distant. "One does not imply, nor resolve, the other. One can grieve for someone for years and never begin to mourn them, or mourn them despite never having felt grief at all. Or continue to mourn, when grief has long since faded..."

I blinked, trying to discern the context of the words. "This is how you feel about my grandfather."

"No," she said, shaking her head. "This is something he said to me on our first meeting, when I first told him about what had happened to my family. He said that he had spent his whole life grieving without beginning to mourn, and that I had spent my whole life mourning without beginning to grieve." She chuckled. "He was perceptive."

"You cared for him,"

"More than that," she said.

"You loved him?"

"No," she said. The word came out very quietly. "But he was an inspiration to me. The brilliance of his mind, the majesty of his innovations. The depth of his passion and compassion, and the degree to which he felt the pain of others as if it were his own - and acted in accord. And how he seemed to turn that grief in his heart, the pain of his own loss, into miracles. Like an alchemist of old, transmuting lead into gold. Over and over again."

I winced a little bit, even though I'd told myself I'd wanted to suppress any feelings I had until she was finished talking, since I'd wanted the truth, even if I didn't want to hear it.

I don't know if she noticed, or if it simply happened naturally. But regardless, she stopped, and turned to me, her expression more somber.

"But none of that changes the fact that, in the end... Whether I blame the dementia or not... You were a victim of that same grief," she said. "And that was unforgivable."

I didn't know what to say. I looked into her eyes for a few moments, vivid and dark. Gentle and manic.

If she knew the truth, the voice said, the whole truth, instead of the one you've curated so carefully, she would never pity you like this. No one would. Not her, not Autonoe, not even Ran. No one.

They'd all loathe you, if they knew what you really were.

I swallowed my breath.

"That's fair," I said. "I know, intellectually, he must've been a good person, before I knew him. People always say so."

"If I could give you another word of counsel, Utsushikome," she said. "Never feel that you are obligated to consider the very personal 'intellectually'. We are human beings. Every so often, it is alright to hate something that has hurt you, and think no more of it."

I thought about this for a moment, then nodded, my motions stiff.

She exhaled, stepping back a bit. "I won't say you have to, but we probably ought to be getting along. It's been decided to hold a dinner in the abbey tonight, with the main building being investigated, so there might be other people coming this way, soon."

"It's alright," I said, rubbing my eyes. "It's stupid of me to be acting this way, anyway."

"You're far from stupid, Utsushikome." She said sympathetically, and gestured towards the exit of the bioenclosure. "Shall we, then?"

"Right. Uh-- Thank you, by the way," I said, the words coming out strange. "For this."

She looked at me sympathetically, the corners of her eyes wrinkling as she smiled.

Then she leaned over and, in an impulsive, almost casual gesture, kissed me on the lips. Before turning, heading to the exit.
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"So let me get this straight," Ran said, lowering her brow.








We were back in the guesthouse, near the lounge, now abandoned by Kamrusepa and Linos as dinner was about to be served. The lighting of the entire sanctuary had changed abruptly at a little after 8PM, dimming to something more in line with a summer twilight. Long shadows were cast from the chairs by the still-lit fireplace, some reaching as far as the front door.








"You spent over an hour with one of the highest-ranking members here, some of that alone, and you still didn't ask about Samium? About the whole reason we're here to begin with."








"I thought you said I could 'bring it up if I felt like'?" I said, looking away and scratching my head.








"Well, yeah," she said, "but that was kind of assuming you wouldn't stumble right into a perfect opportunity right afterwards."








"There wasn't a good time," I protested.








"Call it a hunch, but I have a feeling there's not going to be a good time to say, 'hey, don't ask me how I know this, I hear you've been hiding the dying grandmaster of a banned discipline in your basement, would you mind if I had a quick chat with him'?" She crossed her arms. "You're going to have to go out of your comfort zone a bit to make this work."








I shifted a little, uneasy. "Are you angry with me?"








She rolled her eyes. "Don't be stupid, Su. Of course I'm not angry with you, I'm just..." She hesitated, biting her lip. "Confused. Worried."








"I'm not trying to run away from this, Ran," I said, trying to make my voice firm. "I'm the one who wanted to search for him to begin with. I'm not going to get cold feet at the last moment, after years, just because it's a little awkward."








"That's not what I mean," she said, frowning. "Listen-- I know you. When something is frightening you, you'll get over yourself and do it when push comes to shove, but that won't stop you putting it off to the last minute and making everything about the process a thousand times more frantic and miserable than it needs to be."








"That's hyperbole," I said.








She raised an eyebrow. "Do you deny it?"








I glanced to the side.








"What I'm afraid of," she continued, "isn't you outright not doing it. It's that you'll wait until the day we're supposed to leave, and then try to make things work in hurry. And it'll all fall to pieces."








"We have three more days," I said.








"Yeah, but without having even asked them about the situation, that's like saying we have plenty of time to cross a lake when we don't even have a boat."








I sighed.








"What do you want me to do?" I asked. "Bring it up in the middle of dinner?"








"No, of course not," she said, shaking her head. "Just... Try to keep it in mind, alright? Don't squander the next chance, if it comes up. Otherwise, I'll have to ask for you, and that's going to provoke a lot more questions."








She wasn't wrong. It wasn't a given that they'd even let me see him, and I had a myriad of reasonable explanations for why I'd want to without even having to touch on anything complicated. For her, it could come across terribly.








I couldn't let myself be selfish. I had to think of Ran in all this, too. What it would mean if I threw all of these years work for both of us away.








"Neferuaten said she'd continue the tour tomorrow morning," I said, after a moments thought. "I'll bring it up then. I promise."








"Alright. Good, then." She sighed, then nodded. "Just don't let yourself get distracted, alright? That lady always makes you act like your brain is leaking out from your ears. You go from being the world's biggest contrarian to going all 'yes, grandmaster' to every word that comes out of her mouth, and asking questions like you're a primary school student."








I frowned, fiddling with my hair to try and disguise the fact I was blushing a bit. "She's smart."








She shook her head. "Smart people can make the people around them feel smart too, by knowing how to talk on their level. If someone makes you feel stupid when you speak with them, what you have isn't an intelligent person, it's someone who's good at appearing intelligent. And has some reason to want to."








"That's a really conspiratorial characterization, Ran."








"Whatever you say, genius." She slapped the side of her hand on my arm as she stepped past me. "Come on. Let's go."








𒊹







Maybe Ran was a little right about Neferuaten after all, because in the end, her estimate about preparing a second dinner quickly turned out to be wildly optimistic. You could blame it on a lot of things, like the fact that the guest house's kitchen was much smaller and difficult to work in compared to the one in the main building, or that the pantry it had was so under-stocked that a conjuration incantation had to be dug out of some dark corner just to supply the meat. Or you could (probably most accurately) blame the fact that there was no chef.








Several larger, humanoid golems - faceless constructs that looked like mannequins wrought out of bronze - were summoned, and did help with some of the simpler aspects of the process, but Sacnicte, who had de-facto fallen into the role of cook, simply wasn't qualified as an executor for the process. Mehit ended up helping first, followed by Kamrusepa and Neferuaten, and ultimately several others in more peripheral roles. Yantho even reappeared towards the end, defying the former's instructions of rest to presumably make sure we hadn't somehow managed to burn the entire building to the ground.








The ultimate product of all this, while not bad, was undeniably basic. What you could charitably refer to as traditional Rhunbardic cuisine, and less charitably as an assemblage of ingredients roasted without much skill or creativity, with a great deal of fat layered on to compensate for these deficiencies. Roasted quail with bacon wrappings. Crudely spiced potatoes, some of which had been mashed. Parsnips, carrots and broccoli. Lots of gravy.








However, the food had come so late that most of us didn't seem to care. Even I - who obviously wasn't as eager as, say, Theo - entered what can only be described as a fugue state the moment the plate was put down in front of me.








We were crammed into the little dining room on the far side of the abbey house, which was clearly not intended for more than about 10 people at absolute maximum. We numbered 15. All of the students (save for Ezekiel, who apparently had reappeared at some point, but gone straight to his room with the intent of eating alone) plus Mehit, Neferuaten, Linos, and even Sacnicte and Yantho, since it was decided it would be unreasonable for them to prepare their own meals at such a late hour - though Linos told us that it was commonplace for the 'stewards of the sanctuary' to eat alongside the order's upper ranks anyway, to foster a sense of solidarity within the organization. (Whatever that meant.)








Finally, there was one man in attendance who I hadn't met yet. He was a Viraaki who looked a bit older than Neferuaten and Linos, but carried and dressed himself in a fashion you'd expect from a younger man. He was clad in a colorful, patterned robe of bright purple, with a navy sash across his waist. Hard lines adorned his face, which was gentle for that a man, and it was rare that he wasn't smiling. His smiles were complicated, though. Laced with intermittent mischief and somberness.








This, I understood, was Durvasa (who's birthplace name escaped me), the Biomancer of the order who Neferuaten had mentioned earlier, and another member of the inner circle. He'd come along with Yantho, having been inspecting his injuries, though his conclusions hadn't been shared with the rest of us. He seemed friendly enough, though I'd barely spoken to him, since the size of the group had grown to the point where one collective conversation was functionally impossible. We hadn't even been able to fit around the same table, and had to drag one in from a bedroom and stick it on the end.








Incidentally, this had the unfortunate side of effect of turning my attempt at sitting towards the edge of the group to me sitting almost in the dead center. Again, though. Hunger was beating out even my self-consciousness.








As for everyone else in the sanctuary, including the rest of the order members, they'd apparently decided to either forgo dinner or were eating alone. No one seemed interested in asking too much about that.








"Phew, this is great!" Ptolema said, shovelling an entire quail breast into her mouth at once. "The meat tastes so rich!"








Kamrusepa, who was vegetarian and thus had been served served something even more low-effort, was making a valiant attempt at still pretending the order could do no wrong. "It has a very... Rustic charm," she said stiffly, slowly placing a sliced piece of parsnip in her mouth. "It was very gracious of you to put this nut roast together for me on such short notice."








I remembered her saying at some point that being served nut roast as a meat substitute was sort of like telling someone you didn't like the color of a dress, and so being given a potato sack to wear instead.








"Sorry if it's kinda crap," Sacnicte said, from way off to the side. "I don't cook much for other people. Or, hell. At all, really."








"It's not too bad," Seth said. He was the only one who wasn't eating much. Ptolema subtly shook her head at him.








Ran shrugged. "The potatoes are decent enough."


Theodoros said something that might've been, 'it's really good,' but his mouth was so full it sounded closer to "Mhtts urrleh ugg." Kamrusepa chuckled with amusement.








"I think it was a valiant effort," Mehit said, with sincerity. "Everyone did their best with what we had." Next to her, Lilith was slowly mashing up all of her potatoes with the back end of her fork, and drowning the resulting mush in gravy. She had very specific preferences when it came to the texture of her food.








"Frankly, if anyone ought to apologize, it's us," Linos said. "We went as far as having you all list your dietary preferences in your paperwork, but everyone's been so busy, no one thought to check that the cook had come in she ought to have." He removed his glasses, rubbing his eyes. "It's absurdly embarrassing."








"Y'think something might've gone wrong with the whole, uh, process?" Ptolema asked, pointing with her fork. "It's pretty hard to get here, you know."








"Well, the staff have it a little easier than you did," Linos replied. "But I do take your point."








"All of this does, however, raise the question of what is to be done tomorrow, assuming she does not appear in the interim," Kamrusepa said.








"Yantho'll take care of that," Sacnicte, with a dismissive gesture. "Assuming he's tired of pretending he's sick, or whatever."








That was surprisingly rude. The boy glared at her in response.








"Are you trained, Yantho?" Kamrusepa asked, pushing a parsnip around her plate. "In culinary matters, I mean."








He set down his fork for a moment, and took up his plate from where it was resting on the side of his chair. I haven't had any formal training, but I have a decent amount of experience. Really, I'm better suited as an assistant, but I can manage. He paused for a moment, before adding: Though, what happened to the pantry means we have less ingredient diversity than I'm used to, so it might not be up to everyone's standards.








Kamrusepa clicked her tongue. "Linos, are there any other conjuration runesheets for food in the sanctuary, beyond what we found?"








'Runesheet', to explain, was shorthand for an inscribed incantation, usually on a metal plate or series of plates. Because the words were all already present, they only needed activation by an arcanist to function, rather than any actual skill - you just said the words of induction and termination. It was basically the same principle by which incantations were carved into scepters, only with the potential for greater complexity at the cost of even less control by the caster.








The most common used for runesheets was conjuration, as it required complete information down to the anatomic level to create something properly, which was a titantic amount of data. Almost everything basic in the modern era was conjured in rune-mills rather than produced conventionally, including essentially all raw ingredients. No one had grown crops or raised animals on any serious scale for centuries.








"I think there are a few others in our archive," he said, with a nod. "But not for anything fancy, I'm afraid. They were bought in case we were ever found by the oathkeepers and had to survive under siege, but I'm not sure anyone ever took the idea completely seriously. So it's just things like potatoes, rice, raw meat, maybe some salt..."








"You can go a long way with just meat and salt!" Ptolema said.








"Careful you don't turn into a caricature of yourself, there, Ema," Seth said, with a small smirk.








She ignored him.








Kamrusepa pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Tell you what, Yantho. Why don't I give you hand for dinner, tomorrow? I used to work at a restaurant when I was younger, so I have a fair bit of experience myself."








"You used to work at a restaurant, Kam?" I asked. She'd never mentioned this before.








"Oh, yes," she said. "A very long time ago, though."








For some reason, there was a terseness in her voice that almost made it seem like she regretted the admission. Odd, for something so innocuous.








Yantho hesitated, then held up the plate again. That is very kind of you to offer, but that doesn't seem appropriate. You are a guest, and have other obligations.








"Please, it wouldn't be any trouble at all," she said, with a smile. "It'll be in the evening, so it should be well after our presentations are done, I presume?" She left the question open, her eyes turning to some of the authority figures in the room.








"I imagine so," Neferuaten said, after a moment. She was preoccupied with a conversation with Theodoros on the other side of the table which I could only make snippets out of. "Worst case, it could run long, but I very much doubt we'd keep going after dinnertime. The audience wouldn't tolerate it, I don't think."








"It's settled, then!" Kamrusepa said, cheerfully. "I'm sure that together we'll be able to make something lovely, Yantho. And quite a bit healthier, at that."








He looked a little embarrassed, but smiled, nodding his head.








It felt strange for us all to be sitting here with the leaders of the order, having such a casual and chatty dinner. It no doubt helped that most of the members present were already connected to one or more of our group, but still, it seemed like the disparity in status that had been obvious in the conversation with Linos a few hours ago had already melted away, giving way to what felt more like a normal conversation between adults than anything.








It was nice, in a way that took me by surprise. For the first time in days, I felt relaxed, and forgot about everything else on my mind.








The dinner went on like that for a while, until we'd polished off pretty much everything save for some of the vegetables. Sacnicte and Yantho stepped away to get dessert ready - some simple cakes and cream was all that there'd had time for - and everyone else started chatting even more vigorously. Wine also arrived at some point, and with it, a general loosening of tongues, although people weren't going that far. There was a child present, after all.








Ran and I ended up talking to Ptolema about something inane, Linos was trying to comfort Theo after he was shaken up earlier, Bardiya was engaged in some conversation with the two servants way on the side of table, and Kamrusepa was unsubtly trying to network with Neferuaten in a more brazen manner than she'd tried with Linos, earlier.








Durvasa, despite his arrival, had barely had a presence during the dinner, other than making a few introductions upon his arrival. Instead, he'd only been quietly conversing with Ophelia, who had ended up sitting next to him. I was left feeling a little unsure why he'd come.








At one point, he caught my eye and gave me a curious, inquisitive look.








"So," Linos asked during a lull in the conversation, taking a small gulp from his wine glass. "If you don't mind me asking, what drew all of you to study arcane healing? I know about Theo and a little about Utsu, but I'm ashamed to admit my knowledge of the rest of you just about starts and ends at your credentials."


"I've talked to you about everybody before, dad," Theo said, sounding embarrased.


"Well, yes," he said, seeming to enjoy this reaction. "but I want to hear it first hand."








"It is a bit of an intense question for the time of night, don't you think?" Neferuaten commented, scooping up the last of her peas. "Let them relax. They'll be more than enough grilling tomorrow, I imagine."








"Oh, come on! Don't make me out to be such a villain," Linos protested, though his smile made it clear he wasn't truly offended. "They don't have to answer. And besides, this whole, uh--" He spun his finger in a circle. "This whole event isn't just about them giving us a lecture. It's supposed to be a chance for us to meet some of the brightest people in the new generation! I don't want some pre-prepared line like we'll get at the event. I'm curious."








"Well," Kamrusepa said, eagerly. "Personally, I think I was drawn to it because of a period of illness I had as a child. I was stuck in bed for a few weeks, wasting away, and it got me thinking about the human condition for the first time. About how much we exist at the whims of our fragile biology, even to this day, and how much we stood to gain by changing that."








"You never told us that before, Kam!" Ptolema said. "Whaddya catch?"








She looked a little annoyed at this question. "What does it matter what I caught? It's irrelevant to the explanation." She hesitated. "I caught the Umbrican Flu. Type of gastroenteritis, nasty thing. They only developed a treatment for it a decade ago."








Personally, my on-the-spot suspicion was that Kamrusepa hadn't caught anything at all. That backstory sounded like it had been designed at a board meeting. Neferuaten looked as though she suspected something too, since she was chuckling to herself.








"What about you, Ptolema?" she asked. "If you're going to pick at me, then surely you don't mind sharing."








"Oh, I dunno, really," she said, with a shrug. "I'd love to say it was something deep, like to do with my mother or whatever. But I always wanted to do something where I could help people, and I did really well at dissections in biology during secondary school." She scratched the back of her head. "Everyone started saying I'd be a great surgeon, and my dad had already decided I should be an arcanist, so it just kinda happened."








"You make it sound easy to come this far, when you put it like that," Linos said.








"Hey, I'm not saying I don't work hard!" Ptolema said. "Once I decide I'm gonna do something, I give it my all, y'know?"








A few chuckles and giggles spread through the table at this. Ptolema blushed a bit, crossing her arms.








"My whole family have been healers for decades," Seth said, still slowly picking away at his chicken. "My old man was a biomancer, and half of my mom's side of the family were Thanatomancers." He shrugged. "No reason to break with tradition, right?"








"Must've been rather uncomfortable, having those expectations placed on you," Bardiya said.








"Eh." He shrugged. "It's not like they forced me. And growing up around this stuff can help you a ton. I mean-- Look how many people here have family who are healers. Me, Theo, Lilith, Su..."








Ran coughed to herself.








"What about you, Su? Why'd you take it up?"








"Oh, uh." My eyes flicked downwards. "I don't know, really. I've always been good with numbers and have a pretty good memory, so becoming an arcanist felt like a given. And I suppose I liked the idea of doing research that might help others, too. "








"Really?" He frowned a little. "That's it?"








I made an awkward smile. "You sound disappointed."








"No! No, nothing like that." He looked a little embarrassed, then broke into a grin, glancing away. "I guess I just figured you'd have an answer that was... I dunno, more profound, since you're usually so high-mined."








He had probably been expecting an answer to do with my grandfather.








"I could invent something, if you wanted." I took my first sip of the wine that had been served to me. I didn't actually like drinking - I hated anything that interfered with my thinking - but it had felt strange to turn it down when no on else had. "Or talk about why I studied Thanatomancy specifically."








"Eh, no, it's okay. I feel kinda weird about it now." He let out a stiff laugh, then looked to my left. "What about you, Ran?"








"No comment," she said, not looking up from her food.








"Knowing her," Kamrusepa said, her tone teasing, "she probably took it up just so she could spend more time with Su."








Ran shot her an obscenely icy glare, which produced some more laughs from around the table.








"I know you're kidding around, but I think that'd be really sweet!" Ptolema said. "I wish I had a friend who'd go that far for me."








"We're not that close," Ran said, slicing a parsnip down the center. "Don't get the wrong idea."








"Y-Yeah," I said. "We barely talked for nearly half a decade when I was studying in Mekhi."








"I do remember when I spotted the two of you together during a visit of hers," Neferuaten said off-handedly.








"Oh-ho, this sounds like a funny story," Kamrusepa said, with an eager smile.








"It's not, really." Neferuaten looked in my direction, a small smile on her face. "Do you mind if I tell it, you two?"








"Uh, I suppose it's fine," I said.








Ran only offered a shrug,








"It was during the summer," she said, pouring herself a little more wine from an adjacent bottle. "I was in the market shopping for some odds and ends, when, as I passed by one the largest bookstores in the city, I saw the two of them carrying an absolutely colossal number of tomes - far more than they could clearly manage, dropping one every few moments and having to stop to pick it up. Utsushikome herself looked on the verge of tears, and miss Hoa-Trinh was trying desperately to calm her down." She set the bottle back down. "I approached them and, after a little awkward discussion, discerned that, after a discussion about how scholarly texts were much more inexpensive in Tem-Aphat compared to Sao on account of our laws against placing them over two luxury debt, Utsushikome had volunteered to obtain every book for the next two school years for her... Though sadly had overestimated their ability to transport them."








"Aww!" Ptolema said. "That's so sweet!" Ophelia, who seemed to be paying attention to the conversation for the first time in a while, giggled a little at a resolution to the story.








"That sounds just like Utsu," Linos said. "She's always been generous."








My face flushed. "Ahah, well... She's making it sound more melodramatic than it was..."








That, and that wasn't quite the reality of what had happened. We'd actually been on the way to return the books, since I'd stupidly bought them for Ran without asking a few days earlier, only for it to turn out they were different editions than the ones in the Arcanocracy with disparate formatting, making them useless for her. Ran had told Neferuaten a version of the truth that made me look like less of an idiot.








She kept looking downwards at her plate, through all of this, holding a standard dour expression.








"Still, you must admit, Su. The two of you do always seem to do everything together," Kamrusepa said. "It doesn't seem unthinkable to me you'd be planning your lives around one another. Were they like that when they were young, Theo?"








"Mm? Oh, uh." He hesitated, glancing at me briefly in the awkwardness of the moment. "Well, I went to a different tertiary school... But yes, they've always seemed close, I suppose. People at the university always used to think they were, er." He cleared her throat.








"What were you saying, there?" Kamrusepa asked. She seemed to find all of this very amusing.








"N-Nevermind," he said.








By this point, I feeling so embarrased that I'd sunk a bit into my chair.








"Let's, uh, not linger to much on the point, hm?" Linos said, seeming to pick up on this. "Anyone else want to share their reasons? Who do we have left--Ophelia, Bardiya..."








"It was largely a product of circumstance, in my case," Bardiya said, his tone as formal as ever. "I originally became an arcanist for entirely different reasons - I'd planned to be an artificer, following after my father. But events in my later teenage years led me to take up the curative arts, at first in an informal capacity. As chance would have it, I turned out to be better at it than I expected."








"Oh? What sort of events?" Linos asked. "This sounds interesting."








His eagerness to move the conversation away from me was kind, and honestly, I felt relieved regardless of the result. But it had probably prevented him from drawing the obvious conclusion from the context. A few of our class were already going a little stiff-faced. We knew Bardiya. We knew where this was going.








He raised an eyebrow. "I'm referring to the revolution, of course," he said.
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The atmosphere of the room chilled almost instantly, with several people's faces going tense. Kamrusepa's class-reputation-at-risk alarm bells started ringing, and she opened her mouth, likely intent on aggressively changing the subject.

But once Bardiya got started on something like this, not even she could stop him. Not looking up from his plate, he continued speaking before the first syllable had left her mouth.

"I joined the cause after the Paritists took Ikkaryon from the noble council, since I'd already had some basic first-aid training. It wasn't much, but doctors were in short supply, let alone experts in the Power. They had to take what they could get, since so many people were wounded during the riots. But it wasn't until the war was almost over that circumstances arose which led me to my discipline."

"Calling it a 'war' is a bit much, don't you think...?" Ptolema said, with a nervous laugh.

It looked like she regretted the words before they'd even left her mouth. Bardiya gave her an immensely chilly look, and she all but lurched backwards into her seat.

"When the Administrators ordered the provisional government to be put down," he continued without further hesitance, "they employed a new type of artificed gas against our forces. It was intended to induce rapid fatigue-- A nonviolent solution, in theory. The idea was that those afflicted would simply collapse, or at least be so exhausted they would give up and go home. At first, it seemed merely ineffective. The leadership got everyone masks two days later, and we thought nothing more of it."

I tensed a bit, myself. I followed the revolutionary-sympathetic press. I knew where this story was going.

"But nine months later, when we were marching on the gulf, something began to happen," he continued. "People who'd been in the initial riots - my friends, many of them - were starting to take ill in large numbers. They experienced all sorts of problems. Heart rate instability. Respirtatory difficulties. Migraines that became chronic, and then disabling. The tumors followed soon enough." He stabbed his fork into a lingering piece of quail breast. "As it turned out, the gas had an unexpected side effect. In a minority of the affected, it damaged the anima script, specifically the histones. It compromised their cells ability to reproduce properly."

"It was an easily fixable defect," he went on, "but we had almost no arcanists specialized for it. So we did the only thing we could do. We pulled together, and played it by ear. I hadn't gone through my recognition ceremony yet, so I couldn't cast, and had perform supplemental duties instead. Going over textbooks, trying to assemble the incantations from what our diagnostic arcana managed to infer."

Linos, at this point, was looking like someone who had just stuck his hand into a pool full of sharks, and was now witnessing the water turn a vivid shade of red. "Were you... Able to help them?"

"Some," Bardiya said. "But most didn't see the end of the conflict. And those who were left still suffered terribly. The most we could do was prevent death - to stop their degrading anima scripts continuing to cause damage. What was already done was done."

Linos nodded, looking downward. Everyone else just stared.

"But one learns a great deal very quickly when forced to improvise in the field, especially when compared to a classroom," Bardiya continued. "And I came to see what potential for good the discipline of anima artificing had, despite its relative unpopularity." He gestured forward. "There you have it. How I found my way into the healing arts."

"Well." Linos coughed into his fist. "That's a very understandable motivation, to be certain."

"Yes," Kamrusepa added, her voice terse. "Thank you very much for sharing, Bardiya."

It wasn't hard to tell that she was feeling very frustrated. Her eyes kept going to the faces of Neferuaten and Durvasa, hoping to gauge their reaction.

Bringing up the revolution - or the civil dispute, or whatever you wanted to call it - in company you weren't familiar with was a dangerous proposition, especially when there was a lot of disparity in age between the people listening. People tended to be hyper-polarized around it on generational lines, with ours, the 14th, being the most universally sympathetic (though even then, there were exceptions) and each preceding one less so than the previous.

Then 10th and earlier, made up on those who had lived through both the Tricenturial and Interplanar wars, were the most contemptful of the revolutionaries. People who viewed the Grand Alliance as mankind's supreme political accomplishment, and any problems with the way it was managed as, at best, a lack of perspective, and at worst an entitlement that threatened to destroy a world order they saw themselves as having made great sacrifices for.

Even if that meant defending the occasional mass-killing, apparently.

Though like all attempts to build a political narrative, that only described rough trends in what was, in reality, an incredibly messy situation. Since it was quite easy to keep ones age physically ambiguous until practically the brink of death, many people in the modern era didn't identify themselves with a generation at all, or increasingly used generational labels as of a way to denote more than age. There were people in their 300s who were closer to the culture and material circumstances of the young, and thus identified themselves as a younger generation for the purpose of solidarity. Inversely, there were people our age who'd fake centuries more experience for the opportunities that would bring them.

But I digress. The point was that, if one of our hosts happened to have a perspective strongly opposed to Bardiya's, this entire weekend could take a turn for the worse very quickly.

"C'mon, Kam," Seth said, with a nervous laugh. "This is really personal stuff, and the guy did ask. Give him a break."

"I am being quite sincere," Kamrusepa said, with a notable absence of sincerity. "Though, we are guests here, so I do think it would have been courteous, perhaps, to have found a way to avoid giving such a charged response to the question."

Bardiya said nothing. He ate his food in silence, as if the conversation around him wasn't happening.

"Kam," he said, this time with a little more sternness. "Seriously. Drop it."

"'Drop it?'" She said, in the incredulous tone she always used when anyone appeared to challenge her authority. "I'm not holding onto anything to begin with. As I said, I have nothing but respect and sympathy for Bardiya's motivations. I was merely responding to you picking at me saying as much with my own perspective, which was that it was a little inappropriate."

To a neutral observer, this probably would have looked like Kamrusepa was dragging the uncomfortable atmosphere out for no good reason. But after spending more than 2 years with her, I was starting to get a sense of how she thought. What was actually happening was that she was signalling to Neferuaten, Linos and Durvasa that she didn't empathize too much with Bardiya's position, while also trying not to come across as outright antagonistic. That way, even if this made them develop a lower opinion of the class, she herself might escape as an exception.

It was pretty slimy.

"Alright. Great." Seth said, sounding frustrated himself. "Well, everybody's heard your feelings about it now, so let's leave it at that."

"As you like," she said, impassive.

After that, the room fell into an uneasy silence. It was only broken a couple of minutes later, when Sacnicte returned from the kitchen with the cakes. Sponge, in honey and chocolate flavors, along with a bowl of cream, vanilla powder, and chocolate sauce.

"Uh, hope everyone's looking forward to a delicious dessert...?" Her tone became progressively more deadpan as she tuned in to the atmosphere of the room.

"Thank you, Sacnicte," Neferuaten said.

"Yes. Thank you very much," Mehit said, the words firm. Like she was putting a bullet point on the previous conversation. "It smells absolutely lovely, don't you all think?"

It actually smelled pretty generic, and possibly somewhat burnt. Nevertheless, we all read the room and mumbled assent to varying degrees, with the exception of Durvasa, Linos, Lilith, and Theo, the last of whom was looking at the new additions to the table warily.

"Uh, I think I'm actually going to excuse myself," he said, shuffling up from his chair. "I think I might've eaten too much during the main course. I'm feeling a tad bit ill."

"You gonna be okay, Theo?" Seth asked.

"Y-Yeah, I'll, ah. It's nothing serious, I'm sure. I'm just a little queasy." He smiled.

"If you're sure." He shrugged, taking a couple gulps of wine from his glass. "You lemme know if you need anything, alright?"

"Right. Thanks." Theo looked over in my direction. "Hey, Utsu?"

I looked up towards him as I was taking a honey cake for myself. (When faced with unappealing food, the best choice is always to take the least flavorful option, and then drown it in some kind of sauce or topping, because sauces and toppings are more difficult to get actively wrong.) "Yeah?"

"Before you go to bed, would you mind--" He hesitated, biting his lip. "Would you mind stopping at my room? I wanted to talk to you about something."

"Oh," I said, not really sure what to make of the request. "Sure, I don't mind."

"Alright," he said, looking more uneasy than he probably meant to. "Uh, well then, excuse me..." He shuffled away from the table, moving towards the door.

"Which of the two would you like, Lili?" Mehit asked her daughter, as he left the room. "The chocolate, or the honey?"

"I'm not a child, mother," she stated, taking one of the plates with chocolate cakes from the tray. "I do not need a middleman to serve me dessert."

Neferuaten chuckled. "She's quite precocious, isn't she?"

"I--Yes, very much so," Mehit said, with a stiff nod. "She has always been a very willful child."

Lilith glared at Neferuaten. "It is vulgar to talk about someone in front of you like they aren't there, old woman."

The room collectively winced, especially Kamrusepa, though she didn't look as annoyed as she had a little earlier. She'd written off Lilith in terms of embarrassment to the class a long time ago - and she was a child, so the whole situation felt more trivial.

Nonetheless, Mehit looked vexed. "Lili! That is in no way an acceptable means to talk to one of our hosts! Do you want me to take that pudding from you?"

"No, no, it's alright," Neferuaten said, seeming more amused than anything. "If anything, she's quite perceptive. I am rather elderly, unfortunately."

Despite these words, however, Lilith seemed to be second-guessing herself in a way that was uncharacteristic for her. Her gaze quickly flickered between Neferuaten, her mother, and the dessert in front of her. Finally, not looking up as she drizzled a large amount of chocolate sauce on her cake, she muttered something very quietly.

Neferuaten raised an eyebrow. "Pardon, what was that?"

Lilith took up her fork, and ripped off a large chunk of the cake, which she subsequently placed in her mouth. She chewed, swallowed, and then - still very quietly, but louder - said, "Sorry."

Mehit blinked several times, taken aback. Several members of our class had the same reaction.

"Woah," Ptolema said. "Lilith actually apologized for something!"

"I know, right?" Seth said, grinning. "I didn't know she could do that!"

"I rather feel like we've just witnessed a dragon," Kamrusepa said, amused herself. "Whatever Yantho put into those cakes must've been quite something, Sacnicte."

A few people started breaking out chuckles or more overt laughter, which made Lilith look annoyed, and Mehit incredibly embarrassed. It was hard to tell how much she was blushing because of her complexion, but her whole face seemed to tighten up, her eyes almost closed.

I was really feeling increasingly bad the woman, as this day had gone on. No part of any of this had to be enjoyable for her.

"Well," Neferuaten said, smiling, "I rather feel like I'm missing something here, but for whatever it's worth, I accept your apology, young lady."

Lilith grumbled something inaudible.

"And I ought to apologize, too," she said, turning to Mehit. "I shouldn't have been making comments about your daughter. It was irresponsible."

"It... Is quite alright," she said, giving a rigid smile herself.

"This must all be tiring for you," Neferuaten replied sympathetically, lowering her voice a bit so that the exchange became more personal. "If you prefer, I could arrange it so the two of you could eat in private tomorrow, instead? I know this sort of affair can be difficult in public, even for an ordinary child." She subtly gestured towards Lilith.

"That is very kind of you to offer. Perhaps it would be for the best." Mehit hesitated after this, looking regretful, as if this was admitting some kind of defeat. "I'm very proud of my daughter. I'm happy to be here to support her."

"Of course," Neferuaten said, nodding. "I understand."

As this was happening, slowly, regular conversation was returning to the table. Ptolema was chatting to Seth, Kam had started saying something to Ophelia. For a few moments, it felt like the atmosphere of the dinner had decisively returned to normal, and that we'd dodged a serious argument.

But since the resolution of the exchange, Linos had been looking uneasy, saying nothing. He hadn't even seemed to react when his son had left the room, and his face was terribly flushed, with some sweat trickling down his brow.

Suddenly, he looked up, and addressed Bardiya again.

"I--" He hesitated. "Uh, Bardiya..."

The young man looked up from his dessert, pushing a curl of blonde hair out of his eyes. Everyone else grew quieter again.

"I just wanted to say," he continued. "That I'm very sorry for the friends you lost. No one should have to go through that in our age, regardless of the circumstances." He exhaled. "I apologize for not saying that sooner. Just sidestepping it all by saying it it was an 'understandable motivation' was-- Well, it was cowardly of me." He scratched at the area behind his ear.

Bardiya didn't seem to respond to this emotionally at all, simply giving a measured nod.

"Obviously, the Administrators were at fault for using a completely untested chemical," Linos went on. "It was completely unethical. Grotesquely so."

"Mm." Bardiya sipped a bit from his wine glass, then looked thoughtful for a moment before finally speaking. "I appreciate the sentiment, despite the fact that you are stopping short of condemning the crackdown outright."

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kamrusepa bite her lip.

"Well..." Linos said, hesitant. "Obviously, it was a complex issue..."

"The administration of the Old Yru Convention were placed in a difficult position," someone said, from off to my right. "The paritists that overthrew the city council were illegitimate in the eyes of alliance law, acting dictatorially, and spurning their offers of surrendering power to a transitional government to diffuse the situation. Further, they were confiscating property. Executing whomever they liked."

Because he'd said so little, it took me a moment to realize who was actually speaking. It was Durvasa, who was now leaning forward, his head against a fist. His voice was higher than I would have expected, with a bit of a nasal quality, but he spoke with confidence as he focused his gaze on Bardiya from his end of the table.

The room was dead silent again now, with the exception of Lilith, who was continuing to eat as if nothing was happening.

"Half of Ysara and Sao, and every nation with investments in Ikkaryon, were threatening to withdraw from the treaty if nothing was done," he went on. "It was obviously a rushed response, but the Administrators weren't left with very much choice in the matter. It was that, or risk two centuries of perpetual peace."

Bardiya didn't even flinch at this escalation of the conversation, though a certain hardness entered into his voice. "You criticize the provisional government for its violence, and yet ignore the fact that the city council let thousands of people die during the famine. And then killed close to a thousand more when people demanded change instead of doing anything that would compromise their ideology."

"Oh, please," Durvasa said, his tone dismissive. "The only people who still defend the meritist government are fools and iconists, if indeed such a distinction can even be made. No one would seriously argue that they didn't all but tie the noose around their own necks."

I glanced at Kamrusepa in response to that assertion. She seemed almost frozen in position.

"But it doesn't change the fact that the paritists overplayed their hand spectacularly, and acted with utter callousness. The Administrators approached them fully willing to enact most of the reforms the rioters had demanded. Instead, they squandered it all in a power grab and a chance to settle some petty grudges."

"I have always found it strange," Bardiya said, tapping the points of his fork against his plate, "how the city council was allowed to kill so many people, and never once be declared 'illegitimate' by the Convention. And yet, once we took power, it only took the execution of a dozen wealthy individuals - many of them responsible for those same atrocities - for us to be called brutes and tyrants, unworthy of continued diplomacy. Indeed, it is tempting to conclude the so-called 'humanists' in Old Yru valued some humans more than others." His upper lip twitched just slightly. "But of course, I am no politician, so I cannot claim to be versed in such concerns."

At this point, several people on the table were now actively looking away from the exchange, as if afraid they'd get pulled in. Ptolema was staring at her shoes. Ophelia looked anxious. Seth kept opening his mouth as if to interject, then stopped himself.

Ran, for her part, was looking in my direction. I could read her expression. Don't get involved, it said.

Sacnicte was the only person watching with a sort of disaffected amusement. But then, she was a foreigner, so she had that luxury.

At about this point, I was wishing I did, too.

"As for your assertion that they would have somehow resolved the tensions in the city themselves rather than passing it on to another local administrator who would have continued the same disregard for our humanity with a somewhat lighter touch, I am skeptical," Bardiya went on. His tone had an edge to it now. "Especially considering they had already pledged to the meritists not to engage in land redistribution, despite 9/10 parts of the city being owned by gerontocrats."

Oh dear.

"'Gerontocrats'?" Durvara repeated, incredulous. He scoffed, crossing his arms. "Oh, I see. Well, that certainly makes your position a little clearer."

"Durvasa," Neferuaten said. Her tone was soothing, but uncharacteristically firm. "Let's all step back from this. Master Tuon has already made it clear how he is personally invested in the situation. I doubt it will do much good for anyone to push the point."

"I-- I agree completely," Linos said, with several firm nods. "This is my fault, in any case. I ought to have let it be and said something in private. I let my self-consciousness get the better of me."

"Hey, c'mon," Seth said, with no small amount of unease. "You shouldn't apologize for trying to be kind about it, just 'cause, uh..."

Just because someone wasn't interested in being kind, I finished, internally.

"Thank you both for your counsel," Durvasa said, sounding a little annoyed. "But it's a little hard for me to move past a guest of ours all but confessing contempt for my entire generation."

"I do not feel contempt for your generation," Bardiya said, pouring himself more wine. "Frustration at times, perhaps."

"Really?" Durvasa replied, his lip curling downward. "Because it certainly sounds as though what you're saying is that it was right to steal the property of people based on no metric other than age. Not wealth, not social status - just age alone." He pointed his fork towards Bardiya. "That's what the provisional government called us when they tried to justify it, no? 'Gerontocrats.'" He snorted. "I suppose it would be foolish to expect a nuanced approach from a pack of glorified thugs."

"No one was stripped of anything essential. Only excess property."

"'Excess property' is certainly an interesting way to describe people's homes and businesses. Thousands of people expelled from places they and their families had lived for centuries, because they happened to be 'residing' somewhere else at the moment the paritists issued the decree." Outright disgust had creeped into his tone now, and his eyes were narrowed. "And you are not as subtle as you think in your evasion of my point. Why was this 'stripping' made on generational lines? Were there not wealthy people born after the turn of the millennium in the city, who somehow escaped demonization?"

"One could count the major property-holders of the 12th generation and lower on one hand," Bardiya said. "The provisional government had promised decisive action to lessen inequality, and without currency, there is no way to make clean divisions in wealth classes that does not require comprehensive investigation in every case."

"Ridiculous," Durvasa said, with a sneer. "There were countless ways they could have judged it more fairly, if they were insistent on the prospect. Instead, they chose age--"

"They made a judgement," Bardiya interjected.

"--because they had built their whole campaign of populist uprising around it. Around cultivating a mood where it was held acceptable to frame the people who built the society they'd grown up in as villains in the most absolute of terms."

"The elder generations had countless opportunities to reverse the crisis before it reached fever pitch," Bardiya said. Though his tone was still measured, I could see that he was growing flushed, his hands tensed up. "Instead, they opted to consolidate their wealth repeatedly, and offer nothing but scraps for us. And then, as they turned towards meritism as a political bloc, demanded years of civil service for even the right to those scraps - which they happily cut off the instant there was even modest scarcity, leaving us to die."

"Listen to yourself. How much you're willing to generalize so you can excuse your open contempt." He practically spat the words. "As I said, no one would defend the actions of the meritist council. But your people punished those who had nothing to do with it. And then you raised an army to punish more all across the continent, in cities and nations which had done no such ills."

"That they were less overt in their excesses does not make them innocent," Bardiya said. "All over the Mimikos, people were growing more and more flippant towards the material needs of the later generations, the vulnerable and impoverished most of all. And that continues even now."

"Needs?" He scoffed. "You know nothing of needs. You who lived your whole life eating for nothing, having your bodies maintained for nothing, being housed for nothing-- Though it would seem the latter does not meet your lofty standards."

Bardiya said nothing. He'd stopped eating now, simply looking down at his plate. His hands folded together.

You could have heard a pin drop in the room at this point, and almost everyone looked uniquely uncomfortable. Seth had his teeth gritted. Mehit and Linos were both staring longingly at the exit to the room, and even Lilith had started to look annoyed.

I didn't want to think about what face I was probably making.

One of the only exceptions was Neferuaten. She watched the scene play out closely, her expression impassive.

At some point, one of the lamps in the room had gone out. Now some of the hard shadows in the hallway were here, too, stretching out from the table towards the windows.

"I'm surprised you even came here," Durvasa said quietly, after a moment, cutting into his cake. "You're one of those people who think the Summer Compromise was 'betraying the revolution', I expect."

"There is much to criticize, to be certain," Bardiya said. "Its efforts to placate the wealthy undermined what positive changes it made, in many ways."

"You probably loathe our work here," Durvasa said, with a little exhale of bitter laughter. "See us as a gathering of gerontocrats, trying to extend our lives at the expense of the young like a pack of vampires."

This was bad. Bardiya, if nothing else, could be counted on to be absurdly honest. Kamrusepa bit her lip with strength enough to draw blood. It rolled down the side of her chin, but she didn't seem to notice.

"Durvasa," Neferuaten said. She didn't sound impatient, per-se, but her voice was a little more tired than the first time. "This is foolish. The whole point of this venture is generational outreach. Burning bridges like this over ideology serves no point."

"Oh, you're defending this whole idea, now?" He raised an eyebrow at her. "I thought you didn't approve of any of it. Yes, I distinctly remember you focusing on that point at length."

"I was against the affair," she said. "But sabotaging it after we've already started is the worst of all possible worlds. These are young people, Durvasa." She gestured over our group. "Even if they're keeping it to themselves, the greater part of them probably agree with him. You're creating a rift."

"What I'm doing," he said sternly, "is not abetting violent radicalism."

Neferuaten closed her eyes for a moment, slowly letting out a deep sigh. "That's--"

"I have been trying very hard to be polite, and conscious of my words, since I am a guest, and I do not represent only myself, but all of my class," Bardiya spoke up suddenly. His voice was cracking a bit, and he was looking up now, his gaze heavy, and with a certain instability in his bright brown eyes. "But since you ask, yes. I cannot help but view this project as indulgent. We live in a world in which untold amounts of people die decades or even centuries before their time because they lack the status to be afforded more costly therapies, and instead you are focusing on extending the lives of an already privileged minority, perhaps specifically your own--"

"That is QUITE enough, Bardiya," Kamrusepa snapped.

And when I say snapped, I don't use the word lightly. When she got angry - truly angry, which happened rarely but suddenly - her manner changed almost completely. The words came out with none of her usual playfulness, but strict, sharp, and quick.

Neferuaten began rubbing her brow, sitting back in her seat.

"It is one thing to be disrespectful to our hosts, but it is quite another altogether to openly attack the very thing we are here for to begin with, and personally at that. I will not have a member of my class painting us in such a disrespectful light."

Her class. That spoke a lot about her attitude, to say the least.

Bardiya didn't respond to this whatsoever, but Seth spoke up at once. "Fucking hell, Kam," he said, frowning and raising his voice a little himself. "Give him a break. The guy practically dragged him kicking and screaming to saying it."

"G-Geez, you guys..." Ptolema said, starting to look distressed. "Let's not all start yelling at each other..."

Kamrusepa turned to Seth with a swift intent reminiscent of a predator that has just heard something snap a twig on the other side of the tree. "What the grandmaster was doing - and may I remind you we are talking about one of the most accomplished men in all of modern Biomancy - was expecting just a little respect and deference for his position from a guest, something Bardiya has seen fit not to provide." She rubbed her eyes, too. "But of course you're siding with him. Of course." She looked towards Durvasa, lowering her head. "Sir, I'm so sorry about this. I take responsibility for them both as class representative."

"Frankly, I think my appetite is just about spent," he said, not even addressing her directly. He rose abruptly from his seat. "I'm not interested in sitting here and watching the rest of you argue among themselves."

This was clearly not the reaction Kamrusepa was hoping for by taking his side. Shock filled her eyes, which then gave way to embarrassed desperation. "Sir, I promise--"

But he didn't seem interested in listening. He stepped through the door, slamming it shut behind him.

...and in that moment, for just an instant, Kamrusepa looked unlike herself. Fragile and insecure, almost lost, like a child that had wandered too from her parents. Her eyes widened, and her usually-animated hands trembled, then fell slowly to her lap.

But then she rallied, and turned to Bardiya with an angry expression. "I hope you're pleased with yourself. He might not even speak with us tomorrow, now."

"I am sorry if I have inconvenienced you," Bardiya said, stoic.

"You're sorry you've inconvenienced me," she repeated, with dry incredulity. She shook her head, looking away. "Oh, well, that's all well and good, then. When I'm thinking tomorrow, about how I've lost one of the best chances to make inroads into the Biomancy scholarship community in my life, for the stupidest reason possible, I'll be able to feel a nice warm feeling in my chest because you're sorry about it."

"Let it go, Kam," Seth said. "It's not like they're gonna stop the whole event. Have some goddamn empathy instead of thinking about your career for once."

"Sometimes I wonder how you all got into this class. You're still such children," she said. She took up her wine glass, and downed almost the entire thing in one go. "Honestly. Acting as though this doesn't happen every time. That he doesn't try to derail every event we have into a fiasco because he can't resist telling his damn sob story again."

Bardiya flinched at that, a pained look flashing in his eyes. And something about the way Kamrusepa said it created an itch in my mind. The dismissiveness, mixed with the framing which was apathetic to the unfairness in the situation. Admitting that Bardiya merely talking about his trauma invited controversy, but not showing any criticism to that state of affairs, instead regarding it as a mere liability.

Hello, it's me from the amygdala again, I heard. (Or rather, felt abstractly. On the off-chance you're taking these moments of internal monologue literally.) It's time to have that political argument we talked about earlier.

What? No, not now! I thought. This is even worse than that last time!

I'm afraid it can't be helped, it said. The adrenal glands have already been contacted, and the neurochemistry is in progress.

DESTROY EVERYTHING! The adrenal glands said, unhelpfully. ENEMIES SURROUND US!

In my defense, I did warn you, the first voice said. Well, good luck!

Thus, less than a second after Kamrusepa had finished speaking, I found my mouth opening in what felt almost like an instinctual motion.

"I don't understand you sometimes," I said, quietly.

She looked at me, frowning. "Oh, don't start with me, Su."

Ran raised an eyebrow at me, too, but didn't look as actively objectionable than I'd expected. She'd probably already written this all off as a problem we'd have to work around.

"You can be so kind, most of the time," I said. "You help everyone with their studies and coursework, even when it doesn't benefit you. You even do it for me all the time, even though you act like we're academic rivals. You can be kind of condescending and have a nasty sense of humor, but you're not mean, and you're not bad at empathizing with people, either. You even defend us when you're talking to the headmaster." I took a breath. I was getting worked up; the words were coming too quickly. "The only time that changes is when we talk about politics."

"Don't try this with me, Su. Least of all right now." Her eyes flickered in the direction of Neferuaten and Linos, who were keeping quiet since Durvasa's departure. She'd let herself give into impulse for a moment, but was probably becoming concious that she needed to look like an adult in the room so long as there were still council members here. Maybe she was even regretting speaking up at all.

"It's bizarre to me," I said, "I mean-- Stop me if I'm being inappropriate in saying this, Bardiya. But all he did was talk about his experiences. The things that no one could argue were horrible. It was Durvasa who escalated it and kept pushing the topic, yet you're blaming him for it."

"Who's to blame isn't the point, Su," she said, wrinkling her nose at me. "When you're accepting the hospitality of someone else, you need to defer to them."

"But he barely said anything inflammatory," I said. "He didn't even raise his voice."

"He challenged him," Kamrusepa said. "Repeatedly."

"So what are you saying?" I asked. "He should have just pretended to agree with him?" In my peripheral vision, I saw that Seth was nodding along to my words.

"I didn't say that, but it certainly wouldn't have hurt," she said. "No one loses anything from a white lie or two every so often to keep things civil."

"That's the whole thing, though," I said, adjusting my glasses. "Because we're students, everyone we meet in circumstances like these are going to be authority figures, which means they'll nearly always be from the earlier generations. And probably wealthy, too. Which means there's never not going to be a risk they'll be upset. So what you're wanting from him, in practical terms, is to keep it all to himself all the time."

"I don't have the power to make him keep it to himself if I wanted to," he said, her tone flat. "That much is obvious."

"But when he doesn't, you get angry. Even though he's the victim - the one who had watch people die in a cruel and stupid way." I furrowed my brow. "It's like you don't even think about what he's probably feeling."

"What are you trying to get me to admit, Su? That I lose my sense of compassion when I'm thinking about our careers? Seth already beat you to that jab a minute ago."

"I think she's saying that you're being a little political yourself," Ran said.

"Gods above, it would be wonderful if I could have one exchange with Su where you didn't rush to be her knight on a white horse, Ran," Kamrusepa said, irritated. "You're both acting as if this is all so simple. Everyone lost things in the civil dispute; some relative or friend or another, some piece of family history. And yes, that's tragic. But Bardiya isn't some innocent party. He was a soldier, and he and his friends were shooting at the bloody grand alliance army. Frankly, they're lucky they even tried something non-fatal to begin with."

Bardiya suddenly stood up himself, tucked his chair in, and left the room without a word. Unlike Durvasa, he didn't slam the door, but did close it firmly behind him.

I was pretty sure I heard Linos mutter something self-deprecating to himself as it happened.

"Oh, now he's leaving. Of course he is." Kamrusepa crossed her arms. "He's happy to defend his vaunted paritists glorified pogrom until his face turns blue, but now that I've questioned the narrative for just a moment, his delicate feelings have been hurt."

Seth shook his head, wide-eyed, speechless.

"I don't know how you... Or Durvasa, or whomever... Can act as though a group of people who had nothing, and had to fight for their lives after they were just trying to survive, are somehow equatable with the people who stormed in and ended up killing them. It's not as if they even knew what the provisional government was doing."

"Part of being an adult, Su," Kamrusepa said, "is taking the long view. If Bardiya and his friends had laid down their weapons, it would have been for the best. But there are worse things for civilization than a handful of people dying."

This was the second time today that I'd heard someone preface a statement with 'part of being an adult is', but in this case, the person saying it clearly wasn't. Ran subtly snorted, and Ptolema looked increasingly confused and upset. Ophelia was looking away entirely now, towards the far window of the room, from which the dimming light of the sanctuary rooftop was cast.

"Is that really something a healer should be saying?" I asked. "That it's preferable for people to die, then try to affect any change?"

"Oh, don't be such a stereotype, Su," she said looking away herself.

"We're supposed to want to save people, to make the world better. To defend a bunch of people who practically committed murder--"

"You're a murderer too, dour girl."

I stopped, and blinked.

It took me some moments to process the words.

They'd come from Lilith, who now seemed to have finished with her dessert. Now she was just slowly swirling her spoon around in the last remnants of the chocolate sludge on the plate and, occasionally, dipping a finger into her cream bowl and licking little bits of it up. Her expression was irritated, but disconnected.

"All arcanists are," she said. "It's how it happens. So having fights over moral high ground like this is very stupid and annoying. Please stop."

With a much sharper suddenness than before, the room fell deafeningly quiet. At first people looked incredibly shocked at her, but then it became looks of vague sorrow, or disquiet, or embarrassed offense.

Mehit, at first, looked furious, like she was about to truly scream at her, in comparison to her more gentle scoldings. But then that anger seemed to drain out of her all at once, and she was left looking like she didn't know what to do or say at all.

The silence lasted for a long time.

It was Sacnicte who eventually broke it. "I'm, uh, gonna go help out in the kitchen, I think," she said, standing up. "Hope you all liked it, I guess."

After she left, Ptolema coughed into a fist, clearing her throat. "Is she, uh--"

"Yes," Neferuaten said, seeing the question coming.

"Oh," Ptolema said. She made a wobbly, bittersweet smile. "'s good, then."

Silence returned. Distantly, the clock from out in the hallway lounge ticked.

I looked at Ran, for some reason. She seemed less affected by the moment then everyone else. She was looking down at the table, and I saw the subtle but unflinching determination in her eyes which was always, always present, no matter what.

"Well," Neferuaten said, eventually. "I think it would be better for us to call this a night. Durvasa was one of the people who supported this event to begin with, so I am sure that won't refuse to participate. He is probably just in a poor mood and needs to calm down."

"Absolutely," Linos said, again with firm nods. He's pretty deferential to her. "I'll talk to him. Get this all sorted out."

"Sounds good," Seth said, with a small smile. "Would still love to talk shop with the guy, for whatever it's worth."

"Yeah, me too," Ptolema said.

"I--" Kamrusepa hesitated for a moment. She sounded a little meek, now, all the fire gone from her. "I hope I didn't go too far, back then, and set a bad impression, grandmasters." She laughed stiffly. "Even though I fuss when other people do it, I sometimes lose track of myself, too... It's a nasty bit of hypocrisy, I'm afraid." She smiled awkwardly. "I apologize - to everyone, I mean."

"Uh, sorry if I made things worse, too," I said.

"These sort of topics bring out the nasty side in all of us," Linos said reassuringly. "I'm just glad Theo wasn't here, he might've had a panic attack-- Gods, look at me, talking that way about my own son in front of strangers."

We all chuckled a bit at that. But make no mistake: The conversation was unquestionably dead, and the silence resumed again at once as we focused on finishing off our food and drinks.

"I think... I might've had this red wine before," Ophelia spoke, quietly, after a while.

"Really?" Neferuaten raised her eyebrows. "It's nothing special. Just an old vintage from Tem-Aphat I had lying around."

Grapes were one of the only crops still grown naturally, and almost exclusively in Mekhi.

"Mm," Ophelia said smiling. "I think they used to serve it at a restaurant in Pallataku. I went there often. It's nice, nostalgic."

"Everything's nostalgic to someone," Ran said.

I found myself nodding at the words.
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The two of us walked up the stairs, and through the hallway to our rooms. The light of the sanctuary had now dimmed to something resembling moonlight, leaving the gaslamps, hung intermittently, as the primary source of illumination. The painted walls looked different like this. Fresher, more vivid in their colors, like the flowers almost could have been real.

We soon came to the door to Ran's room.

"Hope these beds are comfortable," she said, as she unlocked it. "Haven't felt this tired in a while."

"Me neither," I said, distantly. And then, because it felt like I ought to say something more, "we'll sort it all out tomorrow, alright?"

She turned and looked at me for a moment, her eyes tired. Then, she made a small smile. "Yeah. Have a good night, Su."

"You too," I said.

She shut the door, and I turned and headed for my room.

I unlocked the door, and stepped forward. Unlike the hall, the lamps hadn't lit themselves automatically, so it was nearly pitch black inside now. I could barely even see my own body. I stood moved over towards the bed, then sat down.

Phew.

I let my mind empty for a little while. My eyes adjusted to the light. Something about the changed atmosphere and the high ceiling gave the room an almost strangely religious air. The blue light from the tall windows, against the dark-painted walls.

Ran really was right. I hadn't realized how tired the day had left me until I sat down. The constant travel, walking, talking. Getting surprised and worked up over and over. My whole body ached, and my eyes felt stiff in the corners. Normally I had trouble sleeping in places I wasn't accustomed to, but after what happened during dinner, more than anything, I felt a pull towards the pillow.

And for a moment, I thought about not bothering with what I needed to do next. How many times had I done that?

Four, my memory supplied. The day after your last appointment. The day you were in the hospital. The day you missed your ship to Mekhi. The night before the first major exam at the academy.

Every time it had been more than warranted.

Every time it had weakened the habit. Just a little bit.

I shook my head. No matter what happened this weekend, four was already too many.

I stood up, and lit the gas lamp on the desk, then walked again to my trunk. This time, I reached into a special compartment at the bottom, one that had its own little combination lock, and withdrew a small brown book. Then I went into the lavatory, took the mirror over the sink down - since there wasn't one anywhere else - then brought it over to the desk, too. Finally, I grabbed a glass and poured some water from the sink. Then I pulled up a chair, and sat down.

I unscrewed the bottle again, and this time let four drops descend into the liquid below. Then I drank it. Four was enough to influence the flavor if you used too little water, so I'd filled the glass right to the brim. I drank it in five gulps, before gasping a bit as I set it back down.

And then, once again, I looked at myself.

Rounded looking face. Dark eyes. Long black hair. Puffy lips. Small but long-ish nose. Freckles. I took off my glasses, and undid my braids, letting my hair fall loosely over my shoulders.

Then, I reached over to the little book. it was a plain, black journal, upon which was imprinted the words "Acclimation Log". I'd scrawled a little text in next to this: "Vol. IV."

The sacred text, the holy relic of this unrelenting quest.

I'd made the addition to give it a sense of continuity. You were only supposed to ever need one log, of course, but I was so far off the rails in terms of proper practice at this point that even this kind of awkward improvisation felt better than doing nothing. I'd said as much to Kam back in the morning. To live as a human, people needed narratives to believe in, even if they weren't quite true. 'People have to sleep.' 'People have to work.' 'People have to die.'

But those were just vague rules, phrasing I'd used because it had been easier in the context of that conversation. What really mattered, on the day-to-day level, was the idea that it was all for something. If someone invented a elixir that made people not to need to sleep, it would, in retrospect, recontextualize all nights everyone ever wasted sleeping as wastes of time. Not something that occurred for some inherent purpose, but whims of circumstance, a tragedy of when you happened to be born.

If you accepted that all unfair things in the world could be removed, if only someone knew how - fatigue, labor, death - then to exist in the world we had now, with all its grotesque imperfections, was to know that you had been violated by fate.

So it had to have some higher value. For it not all to be for nothing. For suffering to exist for some reason. For ones life not just to be objects, colliding into one another.

Until they didn't.

That was what this crude text on the cover was, pathetic as it looked. A narrative. The concept of 'this will lead to something.'

And that mattered more than anything in the world.

I flipped through it, until I came to the first page that wasn't already filled, which ended up near the back. I took up a pen from a container they'd placed at the head of the desk and, at the top, I scrawled the date, followed by "Day 4412".

First, I did the exercises. I closed my eyes, then, using my right hand, touched my face and body at various points, making an effort to be conscious of my breathing and the sensation of my body, to be as in the moment as possible. I made a few faces. I smiled, I frowned. I stuck out my tongue in a stupid looking way.

Then, I wrote the words 'Basic Facts:'

I looked upwards, staring at my reflection. At my dark brown eyes. The shape of my eyelashes and eyebrows. The faint but discernable sweat where my bangs met the surface of my forehead.

Then I opened my mouth, and began to speak.

"My name is Utsushikome of Fusai," I said. "My birthday is the 11th of October. I was born in Oreskios, in the Yonta District Hospital. My natural hair colour is black. My natural eye color is dark brown. I am five foot, seven inches tall. My blood type is B negative."

I stared for a few more moments. Then, I looked back down, and scribbled: Low association.

Recollection: 

"My first memory is from when I am two years old," I continued. "I am at a beach on the coast of Altaia, where my family is on holiday. My mother has led me around the corner of a cliff face to a 'hidden' cove, and has convinced me I have discovered it myself. I am overjoyed, because the sand is untouched and covered in shells."

I wrote. Low association.

Interpersonal: 

"My relationship with my family is mostly good. I love my mother very much, and she's always very supportive whenever I talk to her about anything, though I don't like how angry she can get about politics, and I sometimes feel how much she pushes me with my schoolwork is an expression of her own regrets about failing to become an arcanist, even though she didn't even want me to go through with it at first. I love my dad, too, and he's only ever kind to me, but he gets upset and withdrawn so easily that it can be hard to talk to him about anything serious. He's also very stingy, and that can be frustrating."

I took a breath. This one was longer than the others.

"My two best friends in school are Iwa of Suyak, who I've known for years and got me into the theater, and Yu Jia, whose family are from the Arcanocracy and I met in art class. I care about them both a lot. There's also a boy I like in another class who I've been seeing more of named Takeuchi, though I don't know if I--" I swallowed. "If I like him."

I wrote, my finger smudging a bit against the ink. Low association. 

If it was just the first part, it might've been a medium. But that wasn't how this was supposed to work, and you couldn't break the rules, no matter what your opinion on what might've worked better was.

Personal Trivia:

"My hobbies are reading, watching plays, and playing echo maze puzzles. My favourite book is The Season of Excess by Anna of Terthai. My favourite food is sanbeiji. My favourite color is turquoise. If I were to get a pet, I would probably get a cat. My favourite time of the year is summer. My favourite part of myself is my voice, which everyone always compliments. What I'm most proud of is how good I am with numbers. What I dislike about myself is how I sometimes have trouble talking to people."

I wrote. Low association.

Personal Extrospective: 

"I hate how it seems like nothing is ever going to get back to normal after the revolution," I said. "Half the places in this town that used to be around when I was growing up are gone, and a lot of them haven't really been replaced. And everyone is always so angry all the time... It wears you down, living in a world where it always feels like everything is tense, like it could all blow up at any moment. You never feel entirely safe." I broke eye contact with my reflection for a moment, my gaze flickering off to the right, but quickly reasserted it. "And it frightens me sometimes how high the expectations my family are. That everyone has. It makes me want to withdraw into myself."

The words were passionate, but they came impassionate, despite my best efforts.

I wrote. Low association.

Personal Introspective:

"Even if things are hard, I feel like a lot of things have happened to make me happier lately." I blinked a few times. My eyes almost hurt from how tired I was. "I've cleared every exam at the top of my class, which is already for over-performers. Everyone is saying I'm going to be an amazing arcanist, just like my grandfather. I feel so happy when people talk about me like that. Like everything I don't like myself is falling away, like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon. And that all my fears of being left behind were stupid after all. It's such relief."

A little fluid rolled down from my eyes, along the side of my face, as my voice started to crack a bit.

Ah. I guess I wasn't just tired after all, huh?

Gods.

I wiped my hand over my cheeks, then wrote. Very low association.

I wrote in the final entry. Meta-Perspective:

I furrowed my brow. I didn't think I could do this one right now. It was hard, even at the best of times.

You have to try, I thought. For her sake.

I stared deeply at myself in the mirror, and tried to twist my brain around and come with an answer. I felt my imagination grinding awkwardly against itself, reaching for something and failing, like a machine with the gears just a little too far apart. Too worn down from overuse to operate like it ought to.

I'm angry. No, I'm hopeful. No, it's too late to matter. No, I just feel numb. I hate this. It's all your fault. You're so disgusting. No, you've done well. I empathize with you. It's been hard, but you've never given up. I'm excited. No, there's nothing to be excited for. None of it means anything. None of this means anything. 

None of it has ever meant anything. Not since the very start. All we're doing is deluding ourselves.

The person in the mirror stopped looking like a person, like a glamour had been dispelled suddenly. Instead, she just a became a mess of colors and shapes on the glass. An image which provoked no response in me at all.

I went back to the lavatory, and poured myself another class of water before returning. I unscrewed the bottle, and added another two drops. I drunk the whole thing, then picked up my pen again. I wrote. Unable to answer today.

I closed the book, then took it back over to luggage and placed it back in its little pocket, leaving the lamp on. I took off my clothes. I collapsed onto the bed, wrapping myself in the sheets.

I fell into what was, for me, rare: A dreamless asleep.

 

𒊹

 

I wasn't sure when exactly I woke up because, like an idiot, I hadn't bothered to bring the clock over to the bedside table earlier in the night. I felt like it'd been at least a while, but had no sense for the specifics; it could have been as early at 2, or as late as 5 or even 6.

I tried to get my mind to shut back down, but it filled itself with complicated thoughts almost immediately, and now that I wasn't quite so exhausted, the mattress actually felt kind of old and lumpy. There was in indent in it where someone with a particular body shape had obviously laid many, many times, and it was not an indent suited to me.

Typical. The one thing these people apparently hadn't wanted to spend a huge amount of luxury debt on.

I pretty quickly gave up. But it wasn't like I was going to get up, either. What was I going to do in a place like this in the middle of the night? Even the idea of using a logic bridge felt too mentally taxing. Grumbling to myself, I reached for the small pile of books I'd deposited at the bedside, hoping to find that mutiny novel Ran had lent me. I grasped for something that felt the right size.

What I pulled back wasn't that. Instead, it was something unexpected: the brown notebook that I'd been given by the class coordinator before we'd set off, with all his notes about the Order of the Universal Panacea.

With everything else that had happened, I'd completely forgotten about it. So much for using it for 'research', as he'd suggested.

Thinking about it again, giving it to me really felt like an odd gesture. How much free time did he think I'd have? And even if I'd had a lot, what would I really get out of centuries-old speculation about them?

I opened it up anyway. I hadn't really been into the novel that much, so it was a acceptable substitute.

True to his word, it was surprisingly easy to read for something that, presumably, he'd only really intended for himself. It had an index with all of the order members along with their inferred specializations, which made it easy for me to guage who was who without much difficulty, despite the lack of names. Neferuaten was listed under the title "The Illusive Entropist," which struck me as charmingly childish. I never would've imagined that Nindar had a side of him like this.

I snorted to myself when I realized I'd started thinking of him as his first name instead of his birthplace one. It really didn't take much to start conceptualizing someone without their veneer of authority, once you knew a little about them.

Some of what he had written was obvious, or even a bit wrong - like claiming she probably had children - but he got a surprising amount correct. Her gender, her rough age, that she was probably from coastal Mekhi. He even had a little list of candidates that narrowed it down to her alongside six other women, and one man as an outside bet.

More impressive still, though, was his documentation of her approach to research, and his examination of what she prioritized. He noticed her focus on treatments that were preventative rather than reactive, and remarked that this was unusual because it showed that she wasn't too invested in her own mortality and those already old, but rather improving the chances of the contemporary young.

He also speculated that she was working with other, less well-known groups in addition to order, having identified her style of publishing - albeit somewhat masked - in other sources. I wondered if that was true, and if so, if the rest of the order knew about it.

I was flipping through the pages, looking for interesting parts, when a sheet of parchment suddenly came loose from another section much deeper into the book. Unlike the rest, the material looked new, probably only replicated in the last year or two.

Curious, I lifted it up, and folded it open. To my surprise, the text was dark red, and said--

 

YOUR LIFE IS IN DANGER

DO NOT TRUST ANY WITHIN THE INNER CIRCLE



FIND THE ARCHIVE ON THE TOP FLOOR OF THE MAIN BUILDING

REMEMBER YOUR OATH

 

I blinked.

Huh...?

            


023: INTERMISSION ∞ 1


                
Please take note: this content of this scene originally took place on a higher plane over the course of a relative 0.0003 seconds, largely through the medium of pulses of light in an area of ultra-compressed, abnormal space. Due to the difficulty of conveying or translating this literally, it has been adapted into something comprehensible by human beings, with only an estimated 61% information loss. Please accept our apologies for this inconvenience, and try your best to enjoy the content regardless.








Thank you.








<You are seated in a comfortable plush chair in a dark chamber, surrounded by rows of the same in all directions. Though the room is evidently quite large, it difficult to tell quite how large it is, because you cannot make out the walls and ceiling, which seem too distant for the limited light to reach. As far as you can tell, the seating continues infinitely into the distance, until your eyes can no longer make it out.>








<Other than yourself, you can see no other people in the room, and it has only one notable feature. Not too far ahead of you, give or take 12 rows, is medium-sized stage, with the curtains, a shade of dark purple and covered a design meant to resemble the roots of a tree, drawn shut.>








<Why are you here?>


<Isn't that obvious?>








<Suddenly, a spotlight, bright and vivid, lights the center of the stage, followed by another, and then another. The curtains draw back. With applause from the audience, two figures step forward. From Stage Right comes a tall man in a brown suit, with shaggy black hair and a serious expression. He is the DIRECTOR. From Stage Left comes a short woman in a fanciful white-gold dress, carrying a bag, with sharp cut blonde hair and a playful expression. She is the PLAYWRIGHT.>








<They both move Downstage Center, and bow before looking forward, towards the audience.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <waving her hand> Thank you, thank you! Goodness gracious, what a spectacular turnout tonight. Just outstanding. I'm humbled to see so many people sharing in our enthusiasm for this project. Humbled.








DIRECTOR: <skeptically, squinting> I don't really see much of an audience--








PLAYWRIGHT: <interrupting> Let me start by thanking all of you for coming out tonight. We hope, from the deepest recesses of our hearts, that you've been enjoying the production so far. And I know, I know! It's been a tad bit slow. If you've been feeling a little bored, put off that there haven't been any good deaths yet, any bouts of grisly violence to break up the meandering conversations and general pedantic waffling, then I want you to know: I understand completely. I can't begin to express how much I'm on your side of the court with this one.








DIRECTOR: It's a little unprofessional to bring this up right away, don't you think?








PLAYWRIGHT: Personally, I fought for those sort of changes! You know-- In my draft, there was going to an explosion that would stop the lift they were all on half way up, and then the room would be flooded by a mob of violent insurgents! And then there was this epic battle sequence where they'd have to fight their way to the central chamber, and reactive the engines. I wrote this part where... Oh, bloody hell, what's she called...? The blonde one who's all prudish, er...








DIRECTOR: <flatly> Ophelia.








PLAYWRIGHT: <snapping her fingers> Right, right, that one. I had this nasty scene put together where her arm got stuck in the elevation mechanism and everyone went, 'oh no, we have to help her!' and so they rushed to try and disable it, but it was already too late, and-- Oh, I wrote this delightfully piquant description of the moment, the prose just flowed beautifully. Hold on, I think I have it here...








DIRECTOR: This really isn't necessary.








PLAYWRIGHT: <withdrawing a folded-up sheet of paper from her pocket, then speaking with excitement> Here we go, here we go. Ahem. "Suddenly, the chamber is filled with the terrible screech of metal grinding against metal. Ophelia cries out, her girlish voice filled with pure dread, as the bone of her forearm arm first creaks, then crunches like pork crackling bitten into by hungry mouths, the splinters pushing out towards the flesh until, with a foreboding wet tearing, it is pulled..." <scanning paper closely> Er, hold on, I think I might've had to redo this next part...








DIRECTOR: <with disgust> I imagine they get the idea. Everyone is very impressed, I'm certain.








PLAYWRIGHT: Of course, a certain someone saw fit to excise all of this from the final draft. So now what we have is a straight half hour of nothing happening, which I'm sure everyone found quite thrilling.








DIRECTOR: <annoyed> It's not "nothing happening", it's allowing for foreshadowing and character development. And it would have been structurally incoherent. Narratives based around mystery and intrigue must start at a slow pace, and then slowly escalate over time, capitalizing on the growth of dramatic tension. One cannot insert an action sequence in the midst of such a thing and then return to the normal narrative without the entire thing suffering from tonal dissonance.








PLAYWRIGHT: <imitating his voice with mockery> "Structurally incoherent! Dramatic tension! Tonal dissonance!" <shaking her head> Honestly, it's shocking me how little you understand modern storytelling. Only pretentious people care about this sort of technical nonsense. The average person, they want momentum! Thrills! <addressing the audience> I'm so terribly sorry about this, everyone. I do what I can, but there's only so much one can do working under such interminable conditions.








DIRECTOR: Are you quite finished?








PLAYWRIGHT: I just don't understand it! Really, I don't. After all, we've had things like that in the previous scenarios, or concepts even more extreme! And you never complained then.








DIRECTOR: Yes, but that was when we had a bit more room to... <sighing, rubbing his brow> Never mind. We need to stop obsessing about errata and get to the point.








PLAYWRIGHT: "Errata," he says. <rolling her eyes> Fine. How should we start this?








DIRECTOR: First thing, we ought to introduce ourselves. Otherwise none of this will make any sense whatsoever.








PLAYWRIGHT: Introduce ourselves? Don't they already know who we are already, from the last scenario? The one you made me throw out because it was "too unstable", or whatever it was you said.








DIRECTOR: <rubbing his eyes> No, we didn't. They weren't even supposed to see it.








PLAYWRIGHT: Oh. Typical. <turning to the audience, smiling> In that case, I should be happy to! Ladies and gentlemen - and people of other gendered persuasions, or lack thereof - allow me to present myself humbly before you. I have the honor of serving as the "playwright", for lack of a better word, of this production. My role is that of, at the risk of indulging in a little self-flattery, an artiste. I design the core scenario, along with all scripted events and twists, and am also responsible for the consistency of the setting itself. I hope very much that you have been taking joy of work thus far!








DIRECTOR: <formally> And I am the director of the production. It is my role to put her work into practice. I maintain the setting, direct the flow of events along their assigned course, and perform edits to elements of the scenario should they turn out to be, shall we say, unviable.








PLAYWRIGHT: That you believe are unviable, you mean.








DIRECTOR: <ignoring her> In other words, while my colleagues role can be considered architectural, mine is managerial, with elements of improvisation. Together, we are responsible for the overwhelming majority of duties pertaining to the continuance of scenario planning and orchestration. <quieter> Not as though that means much at this point.








PLAYWRIGHT: Now that we've got to that out of the way, we can move on to the matter at hand! <she looks at him> We can, can't we?








DIRECTOR: Yes.








PLAYWRIGHT: And we said I could do the speech this time, right? We did say that.








DIRECTOR: <sighing> Yes.








PLAYWRIGHT: Spectacular! <clearing her throat> Now, I'm sure you're all wondering why we've stopped the performance in the middle like this. While I apologize if this has damaged your immersion, there's no need to panic! This will just be a brief interruption. We'll be back to the real story before you know it, just as soon as we clear up a couple of matters.








DIRECTOR: In order to ensure that your participation in the experiment is even potentially useful, some elements must be clarified. This was established in a much earlier iteration.








PLAYWRIGHT: Oh, come now. You're only going to make their eyes glaze over if you insist on putting it so technically. <turning back to the audience> As much as I hope you've been enjoying the narrative up until this point - in spite of the problems we discussed - there are, unquestionably, a few more fundamental issues. As my friend pointed out overall, the genre at hand is mystery. But what, indeed, is the qualification that makes a mystery?








<Several moments pass in silence. The expression of the PLAYWRIGHT slowly becomes more dejected.>








DIRECTOR: Are you expecting me to say something?








PLAYWRIGHT: ...I confess I rather was hoping you would, yes. Just to make this a little less dry.








DIRECTOR: But I have no way of knowing what you expect me to answer.








PLAYWRIGHT: <with a exaggerated sigh> Nevermind. Of course, I'm talking about solvability! What defines a mystery is the ability for those witnessing it to put the clues together themselves and discover the answer before it's revealed! But here we have the problem.








<She reaches into the bag and withdraws a paper rod. She points it at the DIRECTOR.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Pow! Crrrk! Hiss!








DIRECTOR: <baffled> What exactly are you doing?








PLAYWRIGHT: I'm using magic, of course. <tossing the rod over her shoulder> Well, they don't call it that, but it might as well be. A pseudo-supernatural device, for which no firm logic has been established. For all you know, it could do anything! It could turn the sky into cream, or make everyone think their faces were falling off, or kill someone from a thousand miles away! Fantasy settings are certainly fun, but while something like that exists, how can you possibly have solvability? Wouldn't something have to change, for you to bother thinking about the answer at all?








<The PLAYRIGHT moves to Stage Right. Sighing, the DIRECTOR moves to Stage Left a moment later.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Well, yes. What you need is constraints. Narrative guarantees. So that's what we're here to provide you faithful participants with.








<The PLAYWRIGHT claps her hands. At this signal, from overhead, a black board is lifted by stagehands to Upstage Center, before being placed the ground with a satisfying thunk.>








PLAYWRIGHT: We will now provide you with three rules - no more, no less - that you can trust in absolutely while contemplating the narrative. With these, it should be possible to make reasonable deductions, to an extent, despite the nature of the setting and the ambiguity of its greater circumstances.








DIRECTOR: I think you might be getting a little ahead of yourself. They're not even going to be fully aware of what they ought to deducting, yet.








PLAYWRIGHT: <scoffing> Well, of course not. I'm not expecting them to leap into trying to piece things together right off the bat. But! It will, if nothing else, provide some perspective on what they're saying, and what they might consider worth remembering or thinking about. <indicating the board> Now then, without further delay, our first rule!








<Words suddenly appear on the board in white text, emerging from nothing.>







1. THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE PROTAGONIST IS ALWAYS TRUTHFUL








PLAYWRIGHT: This one isn't quite to do with what I talked about a moment ago, but it's a genre staple regardless. Essentially, everything that you see from first person perspective, from the viewpoint of, er... What is it...?








DIRECTOR: <flatly> ...you can't be serious.








PLAYWRIGHT: I have trouble with human names! You know this. Don't make a scene of it in public.








DIRECTOR: Utsushikome.








PLAYWRIGHT: Right-- Good heavens, though, why does it have to be so lengthy? Quite unnecessary. <looking back to the audience> But yes. Both from this point and retroactively, everything shown from her point of view can be considered completely honest. She will not attempt to mischaracterize reality in her statements. And - since I know some of you will be listening closely for any weasel words here - to be clear, that extends to her internal monologue, too. In no capacity can she lie in her role as the point-of-view character. Though take note: that does not apply to telling lies to others within the scenario! <looking towards DIRECTOR> Was that everything? I always get a bit muddled with this one.


DIRECTOR: You missed the part about witholding information.


PLAYWRIGHT: Oh, right. Tch. <clearing her throat> As a technical exception, she may choose to withold information concerning what is presented, but only if she makes it explicitly clear that she is doing so. For example, at that scene in the graveyard, the name on the gravestone was withheld, but the explanation was made clear within the context.








DIRECTOR: Another thing to consider is that this does not render her a "reliable narrator" in the strictest sense, where she can be trusted to observe all things that she sees accurately and report them in accord. It is possible she may misreport reality, either through assumption or deliberate deception on the part of others.








PLAYWRIGHT: Pay heed to the "on the part of others" there. She cannot deceive herself, such as through a dream, and report it as "her perceptions". That would be a kind of lie, after all. However, this does leave open the possibility of some sort of collective delusion or illusion. Which brings us to the second point!







2. ALL EVENTS FOLLOW THE RULES OF CONVENTIONAL REALITY, UNLESS INDICATED OTHERWISE








PLAYWRIGHT: <wrinkling her brow> Hmmmm, this one is rather difficult to put into words. It's a little abstract...?








DIRECTOR: Allow me to explain. <folding hands together> In essence, all events depicted will follow the physical laws of the universe that the audience is familar with, unless there has been specific signalling to indicate an alternative. For example, all humans are familiar with the idea that, say, the complete destruction of the skull is fatal. And that can be taken as fact. Unless, of course, a quasi-supernatural element is introduced beforehand that indicate that rule might be subverted. A "Skull-Obseleting Arcana", if you will.








PLAYWRIGHT: <clapping> Wow! Amazing! I actually understood what you said!








DIRECTOR: <dryly> Yes, I suspected using a violent example might do the trick. But of course, this tenant can also be applied on a grander scale. For example, it would be impermissible for the audience to be "tricked" by some fundamental strangeness to the way the world operates in order to mask their path to the truth. It must be indicated before it becomes relevant.








PLAYWRIGHT: "Relevant"? "Indicated"? <clicking her tongue> I don't know about that. Those sound an awful lot like weasel words to me.








DIRECTOR: To be explicit, "indicated" means brought up either directly, or indirectly to the point it should be possible to infer. While "relevant" refers to the point in which a deduction must be possible to make for the narrative to remain coherent. Though, of course, there are limits to how absolutely these terms can be defined - at a certain point, good faith is required. Though, the final tenant will serve to offset this somewhat.








PLAYWRIGHT: <grinning> Well then, let's get to it!







3. ALL SYSTEMS INTRODUCED CANNOT BREAK THEIR OWN RULES AS DEFINED WITHIN THE NARRATIVE, UNLESS INDICATED OTHERWISE






PLAYWRIGHT: This one is a bit funny, because it relies on an assurance that's more direct then meta-textual. Essentially, it means two things. Firstly! That any fantastical systems or rules within the story will be explained accurately, unless a character explicitly disagrees at the time, or it's specified otherwise before it becomes important! And secondly, that those rules will never be broken or subverted once set, unless that subversion is explicitly mentioned before it happens!








DIRECTOR: In this case, it might be wise to give a direct example. In case they get the wrong idea.








PLAYWRIGHT: <dismissively> Yes, yes. Well, to pick something at random, you know those three rules of when someone can be attacked by the Power, that what's-her-face explained in her fight? Those can be taken not just as her assumptions or misconceptions, but as absolutes. It might seem a little arbitrary, but that's the rule! Consider it a reassurance from a divine source!








DIRECTOR: It's not entirely unreasonable in a logical sense. After all, almost everyone featured in the scenario is a scholar. They wouldn't be able to say flagrantly untrue things about their reality without it being challenged








PLAYWRIGHT: Oh! Oh, I like that. Excellent hand-wave. Very good.








<The DIRECTOR sighs deeply, already looking exhausted from being in public.>








PLAYWRIGHT: ...and I believe that's everything! With those three unquestionable rules, you should be able to take your first steps in surmising the truth. Keep a critical eye, watch closely, and don't be afraid to revisit earlier sequences, and you'll be well on your way. We have the upmost faith in you!








DIRECTOR: <fatigued> Yes. The upmost faith.








PLAYWRIGHT: But of course, you needn't feel obligated. If you'd prefer so disregard such endeavors, and simply let it all roll over you like a flooding river over an ants nest, then by all means, be my guest! What's most important is that you enjoy the production. Even if, you know, you're some sort of deviant who likes listening to long-winded discussions about politics.








DIRECTOR: Are we done?








PLAYWRIGHT: <annoyed, looking to him> Goodness, you really are determined to be a spoilsport about this. But yes, I believe we are. Thank you all for your patience, and with that out of the way, we leave with a taste of what is to come from our faithful chorus. Once again, please try to enjoy yourselves!








<The audience applauds as the two bow, and then exit Stage Left and Stage Right respectively. A few moments later, a new figure arrives from Stage Left. She is a woman wearing a hyper-modest black dress, covering all flesh from head to toe, and wearing a porcelain mask. This is the CHORUS. She moves to Downstage Center.>








<She begins reading from a script, her voice flat and monotone.>








CHORUS: The battle has begun. Those bold enough to stand in defiance of entropy move to their anointed places, and all possibility of delay or stalemate has been eliminated. Assembled on the side of man is his wisdom, his many tools, and his great will. While assembled on the side of the enemy is that which is and will always remain undefeatable; despair, and inevitability in the face of the infinite.








CHORUS: Who shall be the first to make a move, in this long-ordained confrontation? Who will prove victorious? Will those of mankind unite in the face of opposition, or fall into disharmony and hatred, as has ever been their fatal flaw?








CHORUS: Only the fates may decide the result. So let us bear witness to truth's advent, and know at last if the outcome shall be triumph, or tragedy.








<She lowers the script, bows, and moves to exit Stage Left. The audience applauds with even greater enthusiasm as the lights dim and the curtain closes.>



            


024: In Fading Image


                It started, what felt like a thousand years ago, on a beach.

Mind you, I use that word with quite a lot of generosity; there were little tides to speak of, and the influence of the sea extended only a dozen meters inland, with what coastline there was counting just as much of its weight in pebbles and rocks as sand. It was the last place you'd want to spend a sunny day in-- Not that it was a sunny day by any stretch of the imagination. It was the end of winter, and the lamplight, half masked in the tall clouds, bore down without any warmth or kindness. I didn't want to be there.

I had to be, though, because I'd lost something important. And I don't just mean my dignity, though I'd absolutely lost that too. My hands digging into the rough ground, my fingernails chipped and filthy, clothes stained with the damp soil.

I was still in primary school back then, though approaching the tail end. Through a series of very dumb events that aren't worth recounting, I'd managed to offend some group of bullies, who'd been dedicatedly targeting me for some months in sequence.

Children at that age, just at the cusp of adolescence, can be quite novel in their cruelty. When someone is younger, they're incapable of the kind of focus to really torment someone - they might be spectacularly violent or mean for a day or two, but it's rare you'll see a long-term commitment. And when they're older, they'll usually have either started to develop a sense of empathy that keeps them from certain acts altogether, or at least an intuitive sense of how much they can get away with that keeps them restrained.

But between maybe nine and thirteen... Well, they've capable of being awful, but often haven't quite learned to what degree they can safely escalate it yet. So they'll push their luck until they get some kind of punishment. A backlash from teachers, a parent, some manner of authority figure. Like a stone hurtled into the air, trying to see how far it can soar before it's pulled inevitably back to the ground.

Back then, I was a very shy, closed-off child who didn't really know how to talk to others, and had few people, adult or child, who would make a fuss for the sake of my well-being.

So as it turned out, they discovered they could push it pretty far indeed.

Recently, they'd moved up to petty theft. They'd raided my bags at some point during the day, and stolen my logic engine, as well as some other sentimental errata. A little blonde-haired doll I brought to school, some nice pens. After the day was over, they'd told me they'd buried them in that tiny beach, in a rough area a few yards wide. There was some wider context for the 'joke', and they'd framed me as being a worm or a mole or something. When I'd been very young, more like six or seven, I'd dug a big hole in the garden behind the schoolhouse, though even I couldn't tell you why at this point. Because it had been so public, the story had stubbornly followed me.

Even today, there are few feelings I loathe more than the one I associated with that. Of being tied to a past I couldn't even see myself in anymore.

Anyway. They were telling a lie, obviously-- Or at least I assume so, since I never saw any of those objects again. Only an idiot would have fallen for it. But I needed the logic engine for my schoolwork, and the thought of telling the teacher I'd lost it tore into me with painful embarrassment. And the doll was something ferociously sentimental. I couldn't face a world where they were both just... Gone.

So, I dug. Scraping up little holes wherever I saw patches of things sticking out of the muddy, rocky sands, as the Great Lamp slowly fell towards the horizon.

At some point, a finger of mine got cut quite badly on a sharper fragment of stone. Even as I tried not to use it afterwards, the wound inevitably got sand in it, and stung with this dull, throbbing ache that filled me with a sense of total powerlessness. Of being so at the mercy of the world that I barely existed at all.

I started to cry, then. A pained, ungraceful blubbering, pained and throaty. But still, I dug. As the lamplight grew ever more orange, as the cut throbbed ever more terribly.

At some point, I heard footsteps approaching. At first, I ignored them, but then I realized they were light, and I suddenly felt afraid that it was one of the bullies, come back to mock me for my efforts or enact some further cruelty. I looked up.

It wasn't them.

"Ah..." She spoke hesitantly, though with obvious concern. "Are you okay?"

I blinked, stunned for a moment, only half about to see through murky eyes.

"What are you doing...?" She asked, when I didn't respond.

I'm not sure quite what happened in my brain at that moment. Something about a mix about lingering suspicion of this stranger, general fatigue and awkwardness, and the suddenly intense embarrassment about it all, about how real the painfulness of this all would feel if I admitted it to a stranger, led to my mind becoming a strange cocktail of impulses.

And then, without even seeing the words coming as they left my mouth, I suddenly told the worst lie in my entire life.

"A-ah, er. I'm f-fine," I said. "I'm just building a sandcastle."

She blinked, too. She looked at me. At my muddy cotton clothes, my fingers. The shallow hole at my knees, and all the others around me.

"Oh," she said.

A moment of silence passed between us. Then, she continued.

"Um... Would you like me to help?"

 

𒊹

 

Abbey House Upper Floor | 7:19 AM | Second Day

There was no "morning" setting to the sanctuary lighting, it seemed. Dawn had come almost at once, flooding the area once more in warm, subtly-sterile light.

Faced with troubling evidence of something dangerous and delicate, evidence that called into the question the trustworthiness of people around them, a rational actor would likely decide to keep it to themselves. To bide their time and act normal, telling only the people they trusted absolutely under the most secure of conditions, so as to retain what could very well be their only advantage: surprise. I liked to think of myself as a rational actor.

I liked to think a lot of stuff about myself. 'Being contrarian about everything isn't offputting, it just demonstrates critical thinking.' 'It's not weird that you still wear your hair in twin braids at your age.' 'No one can tell that you're depressed.'

You know. All sorts.

"Uh... Sorry, what is this, Su?"

Ptolema looked at the paper with bleary eyes, scratching at her wet hair. Ophelia, who was sitting adjacent to her, was giving me the nicest, most empathetic look someone could give while still conveying that they thought the recipient had completely lost their marbles.

In fairness to her, I probably did look, and assuredly felt, a little crazy. After I'd found the note, I'd considered rushing out to someone else's room, probably Ran, and shaking them awake right then and there. However (in a moment that said quite a lot about my priorities) I found myself too embarrassed to actually do it. As a result, I'd ended up pacing up and down my room instead, waiting until I'd heard someone wake up.

When I finally heard people come out of their rooms, I rushed out to the source of the voices almost immediately. I'd found Ophelia and Ptolema in the game room we'd spoken in yesterday, only this time they were out on the balcony drinking tea, and in Ptolema's case eating a few crackers, since breakfast was apparently not being served yet. They'd greeted me like like normal, sane people, which of course I'd responded to by launching into a panicked, incoherent explanation, before eventually giving up and simply thrusting the note at them.

My general respectability wasn't helped by the fact that I hadn't gone through any of my hygiene routine. We were all still in our pajamas - or in Ophelia's case, a very modest nightgown - but I hadn't even showered yet. My hair was a tangled mess, and, to say it in the bluntest terms, I probably smelled pretty bad.

"I told you," I explained. I found it in the book that the professor gave me."

"Book...?"

"A book about the order. He gave it to me after we had a conversation about them, about my grandfather. After you brought Ran and I to his office."

"What kinda book?" She asked.

"It's an old journal of his-- Look, that part isn't important," I said, impatient. "What matters is that I was reading it in bed, and this fell out of one of the back pages. It must have been put in there beforehand for me to find."

She yawned, not seeming as alarmed by this as I'd hoped. "Uh, right..."

"What does it say, Ptolema?" Ophelia asked, leaning her head over.

"'Your life is in danger,'" she recited sleepily. "'Do not trust any within the inner circle. Find the archive on the top floor of the main building. Remember your oath.'"

"Oh," Ophelia said. "That does sound rather serious."

Yet in her delivery, she still sounded more worried about me than the content.

"It's got to be some kind of warning," I said, undeterred. "About someone in the inner circle of the order planning something."

"Like what?" Ptolema asked.

"I don't know, something dangerous! That's what it says!" I exclaimed. "Something so serious he couldn't even tell me directly!"

"Why wouldn't he be able to tell you directly?"

I opened my mouth to respond, but hesitated.

Why wouldn't he have been able to tell me directly? I could come up with some potential answers, but they were all conspiratorial to the point of absurdity. That the room had been bugged, or he'd been somehow hypnotized with Neuromancy in such a fashion that he couldn't say it out loud. But even if those were the case, why do it with such subturfuge, with such a vague message, instead of spelling it out properly?

Of course, these thoughts had crossed my mind earlier in my room, too. It's hard to spend two or three hours fretting about something without stopping to think about it at least a little. But they'd seemed hollow, a way to calm myself down from something self-evidently serious.

Yet actually talking to someone about it instead of stewing in my own juices was making the whole situation feel a little different. I struggled to come up with some kind of answer that didn't make me look like an idiot.

"He must've still wanted me to go to the conclave, for some reason," I said. "To not back out at the last minute. For whatever is in the archive he's talking about, or--"

"But then, how would he know you wouldn't just read it during the trip?" she asked, furrowing her brow. "Or before then, when we were all waiting around for Lilith to show up?"

I blinked, breaking eye contact and staring into the middle distance for a moment.

How embarrassing, came the thought. You're being outsmarted by Ptolema. Is that all it takes? Losing an hour or two of sleep?

"Would you like some of our tea, Utsushi...?" Ophelia asked, with concern. "It might be easier to express your feelings about all this if you calmed down a little bit."

And now she's patronizing you. This is going wonderfully. "I... look," I said. "I know there's a lot about it that doesn't really make sense, but you have to admit that this is pretty scary, right? I'm not just being hysterical about this." I frowned anxiously. "There's almost no way this could have got in the book unless he'd left it there, and the wording is obviously referring to the conclave! It says 'the inner circle' right there!"

"I mean... It's kinda spooky, yeah," Ptolema said. "I don't blame you for being scared or anything... But are you sure no one else could've got at it, at some point? 'Cause this feels like just the sorta thing that Ezekiel would do as a shitty prank. He's always getting at you for being neurotic." She squinted at the paper. "The text is all capitalized and huge, too, with lines that look like they were done with a ruler. So you can't recognize the handwriting at all."

I frowned. "I left it by my bed after I unpacked, but I'm pretty sure I locked the door."

But was I actually sure? Being honest with myself, that whole part of the night was a blur. I'd been obsessing over the funny feelings I'd been having for the whole evening and hadn't been able to get my head clear. I remembered deciding to go for a walk, going down the hallway... Maybe I'd gone for my keys? Or was that before I'd gone to bed?

I rubbed my eyes. I was supposed to have a good memory, but trying to pry the information from my mind just made my head hurt.

"Well, even if you did, it could've been when Sacnicte brought your bags up, right? I saw them lying by your door myself." She made an awkward smile. "Like I said, I'm not trying to act like you're nuts for feeling scared about this, or whatever. Just that maybe it might be too soon to start freaking out?"

Maybe they're in on it, I thought. Maybe you've already doomed yourself by confiding this much. See, people go around calling you 'paranoid', but you let your guard down for just one moment--

I shook head, pushing away the intrusive thought.

"If whoever wrote this is telling the truth," I said, gesturing towards it, "then something awful could be able to happen. I'd rather be 'freaking out' a little prematurely than just sticking my fingers in my ears and pretending I hadn't seen it."

Ptolema frowned. "Hey, c'mon, I didn't say that."

"What are you lot shouting about, pray tell?" Someone interjected.

The voice was Kamrusepa's, but was surprisingly distant, so it took me a second to process where it was coming from. She was standing on an adjacent balcony further along the building, leaning idly against the railing. Though she was still wearing a nightgown - a much less modest one than Ophelia, which showed her arms and part of her legs - she already looked a lot more put-together than the rest of us, with makeup applied and her hair tied up in some transitional state of complex preparation. She was clearly going all-out for the day of the presentation.

But Kamrusepa was one of those people who, no matter how she styled herself, always looked kinda like a kid. It was unfortunate, considering her personality and ambitious nature.

Not that I was one to talk. About the only thing I had on her in that respect was height.

"Su found some creepy note in a book that professor Inadu gave her," Ptolema replied, raising her voice a bit. "It says that somebody in the order is dangerous."

I frowned, annoyed. Kam was perhaps the only person, excepting Ezekiel, who I wouldn't have shared this with. Hell, if someone from the inner circle told her to murder me, she'd probably do it.

"What?" She scoffed. "That's absurd."

"No, it's real!" Ptolema said. "We were trying to figure out if it was a prank or not."

"Can you two please not shout about this...?" I said, my face getting flushed. "Even if you think I'm being stupid, I'd appreciate it if you didn't let the entire sanctuary know about it."

"What's Su saying?" Kamrusepa said, still shouting.

"Oh, she's--" Ptolema's gaze flickered as she tried to reconcile two irreconcilable goals. Then she continued shouting, but in kind of a more raspy way, like she was trying to capture the auditory aesthetics of whispering without actually doing it. "She's telling us to try and keep quiet."

I sighed, rubbing my brow.

Kamrusepa rolled her eyes, went back indoors for a moment, then returned with her scepter, spinning it idly for a moment before mumbling what was probably the Form-Levitating Arcana, which was the most common for simple feats of flight, since created a link between the mind of the caster and the Power's manipulation of their body. Then she hopped off the edge of the balcony and floated over to our group.

"Show off," Ptolema said.

"There," Kam said, as she descended. "Now then, what's all this about?"

"This thing," Ptolema said, holding up the note and tapping it with the side of her finger. "Here, take a look."

I reached out objectionably. "H-Hey, don't just..."

Kamrusepa snatched it between her fingers, examining it closely. At first, her expression was skeptical, even flippant, but slowly, her eyes narrowed.

"This was inside a book from the class coordinator?" she asked.

"That's what she said," Ptolema said, nodding. I didn't have the willpower to yell at her for talking for me despite me standing right there. "Some journal of his? That's what you said, right, Su?"

"Um, yes," I said, nodding.

"'Journal'?" Kamrusepa raised an eyebrow.

"It's sort of private," I said, not wanting to embarrass him by giving the details in the event that this was all some sort of misunderstanding. "It's something personal that he wrote himself. He didn't just give it to me as an off-hand gesture."

"Hmmm. Well, the red text is rather on the nose," she said, furrowing her brow, "but I'm not quite so callous as to dismiss this outright. You were saying you thought this might be a prank?"

I scratched at my head. "I left my things unattended for a while, so Ptolema thought Ezekiel might've snuck it in."

Kamrusepa snorted. "I can certainly see that possibility. It would be just like him to notice you're worked up about all this and try and make it worse."

I frowned. "Worked up?"

She smirked, though not in a malicious way. "I hate to be the one to break the news to you, Su, but you probably haven't been as subtle about the fact you've been dreading this whole affair as you hoped. It's not very difficult to pick up on."

My face grew even more flushed. I averted my eyes, looking towards the garden.

Ophelia had started nodding. "I didn't want to say anything sooner in case it sounded dismissive... But that's where my mind went straight away, too. He's always doing things like this. If the journal had looked interesting, or been the easiest book for him to reach..."

Which it had, I thought. if I hadn't locked my door, it had been right on top of the stack I'd left on my bedside.

"Well, our first move should be to ascertain if this theory has any weight, so we know how seriously to take this," Kam said. "I'll cast the Form-Chronicling Arcana. That should be able to tell us if the note was written prior to you having received the book, or after the fact."

I was surprised. The Form-Chronicling Arcana, from what I knew about it, was a simple Chronomancy technique used to infer determine how long a discreet object had existed in its current form, as well as information about its past state if you used a more advanced variant. Offering to perform it was welcome, but unexpected, since I'd expected her to just dismiss the entire situation.

"Wouldn't that just tell you how old the paper is?" Ptolema asked, as she broke another chunk of cracker off in her mouth.

"Not if I target the text specifically," Kamrusepa replied. "In any event, if if it's the latter, we can more or less conclude it's probably someone's idea of a joke - if not Ezekiel's, then someone else."

"Who else might it be...?" Ophelia asked.

Kamrusepa bit her lip, her eyes wandering upward in thought. "I don't trust that maid, Sacnicte. She comes across as a textbook troublemaker to me." She clicked her tongue. "If it's the latter, though... We might need to look into properly."

"I'm... Sort of surprised you're taking this so seriously," I said, shuffling on the spot a little.

"Why?" She said, as she took up her scepter again. "Of all the negative impressions I might've given you cause to form of me, I was rather hoping indolence was not one of them, Su."

"It's not that," I said. "But you seem like you're enamored with the inner circle. I thought you would've just dismissed the idea that... Well, that one of them might be up to something bad."

She snorted. "I do trust the members of the order," she said, and stole one of Ptolema's crackers, biting into and continuing to talk with her mouth full. "Broadly speaking. But it is rank stupidity to have absolute faith in anyone in the face of implication otherwise, especially someone with whom you have no prior acquaintance."

Can't argue with that, I thought.

"You're usually always gettin' at Su for being paranoid about stuff, Kam," Ptolema said.

"Well, usually her paranoia does not come with physical evidence," she said, and flipped up her scepter with her left hand to face the paper, then brought her right up to present before me. "Speaking of which, let's get to it. Take my hand, Su."

I blinked. "What for?"

"So you can see the result for yourself, obviously," she said. "I have a feeling any less won't put your mind at ease."

Again, this was surprisingly helpful. It was possible to share the mental 'output' of divination incantations, though it made the process of casting it much more wordy and awkward, and so was only done very rarely, or in circumstances in which confidence in the caster was limited. I'd only ever seen Kam do it for tests, but never for indulging anyone else.

Was she trying to make up for last night...?

Her expression was slowly growing irritated as I thought about this and dragged out the moment, so I snapped out it and took her hand. Then, straight away, she begun the incantation.

F o r m - C h r o n i c l i n g

" ...𒈪𒊑𒉌𒈬,𒉘𒄴𒌓𒐊𒐊𒐊𒐊, 𒅎 𒍥𒁍𒊹."

Sure enough, I could feel the result in a way that was impossible to fake; the focus on the red ink (or at least, I was hoping it was ink), and the nature of the information feeding into my brain.

1 year, 218 days, 17 hours, 44 minutes, 53 seconds

What?

Kamrusepa blinked, also obviously confused. "Well," she said. "That's a dark horse result if I've ever seen one."

"How long has it been?" Ophelia asked.

"As strange as it may sound, close to two years," Kam said. "And there's no way to really falsify such a result. I confess I'm left feeling rather stumped as to an explanation."

I felt the same. It would've been one thing if it had been as late as a month or so ago, when the order had first afforded the invitation - if he'd wanted to set this all up far in advance, for some reason - but this strained all sense. Despite fitting so perfectly into the circumstances, and even coming across as addressed to me specifically... It couldn't be.

Ptolema scratched the side of her head, wrinkling her brow in skepticism. "You sure you didn't mess up the incantation, Kam?"

She regarded her sardonically. "I'm always flattered by your immense faith in me, Ptolema. No, I did not 'mess up the incantation'. Su can vouch for that much."

I nodded, looking downward thoughtfully. "There didn't seem to be anything wrong with the target or scope. It's really strange."

"Perhaps we've taken it out of context...?" Ophelia suggested. "It could be talking about something else, and have just slipped into the book by mistake. The professors office is... Well, it's quite cluttered with paperwork..."

"That's the only thing I can think of," I said. "But, well-- Who would have a note like this just lying around? And it really seems like it's talking about the order."

"'Inner circle' isn't exactly an exclusive term. It's used by most arcane organizations," Kamrusepa said. "That's not to say I'm satisfied with this explanation either. But I'm struggling to come up with alternatives."

I pursed my lips, trying and failing to produce one myself.

"And I mean," she continued, "it's only really the first part that makes that much sense for our circumstances. What does 'remember your oath' even mean? Have you sworn many oaths, Su?"

I shook my head, the frustration no doubt showing on my expression. "Only the Covenant. I don't have a license yet, so I haven't even sworn the Healers Vow." And I probably never will. "I was confused by that part when I first saw it, too."

She nodded, continuing. "And this bit, about the 'main building'. Do they mean the spire at the back of the sanctuary? Or the hall where they seem to do most of their meetings and recreation? I admit it's probably the latter, but you'd think if it were this serious, they'd be a bit more specific." She passed it back to me. "As outlandish as it may seem, I can only speculate this was all written in reference to some other life or death incident in the coordinators personal life, then left in it by accident."

"How would that even happen?" I asked.

"He could have been using it as a bookmark," Ptolema suggested.

"A bookmark."

"Hey," she said, with a shrug. "I've used some pretty weird stuff as bookmarks before."

"That said, there's one thing we can do to strengthen or refute this theory," Kam said, crossing her arms. "And that's to assume this note is genuine in spite of all this, and to check if this 'archive' exists. We're been given leave to roam about as we like outside of the spire, so verifying the main hall shouldn't be too difficult. And we might be able to look into the former with some choice inquiries, if we can't persuade them to give us a tour. "

I scratched at my messy hair. "The note makes it sound like the room could be hidden..."

"We should be able to infer if that's even a possibility based on the layout of the lower floors," she said. "It's not absolute, of course. But if there is an archive, then we'll know this might be worth taking further."

I nodded. The logic was a bit muddy - neither outcome would really prove nor refute anything absolutely - but it was probably the best move we could take without outright panicking. It really was surprising how seriously she seemed to be taking this.

"Neferuaten was showing some of us around the sanctuary yesterday," I said. "We're supposed to finish this morning. She mentioned possibly taking us into the tower, too."

"Interesting," Kam said. "Is there an open invitation?"

"I can't picture her objecting," I said. Although I'm not sure how Bardiya will feel about it, if he's still interested.

"In that case, I'll come along, too," she said, with a decisive nod. "Better to look into this sooner rather than later, so it's not cause for preoccupation during our presentations, and my mind will be clearer if I can confirm it for myself." She looked to Ptolema and Ophelia. "Either of you interested in joining us?"

"I might be," Ophelia said. "I haven't really left the guesthouse yet, and... Well, it would be good to put everyone's mind at ease, I think." She smiled diplomatically.

"Ptolema?" Kam asked, looking to her.

"Nah, no thanks," she said, holding up a hand. "I gotta focus on getting ready for my presentation. It's still kind of a mess right now." She made a goofy smile. "I hope you guys don't find any archives, though. I'd kinda like not get murdered this weekend on top of everything else."

"Suit yourself," Kam said, looking back in my direction. "Did she say when she'd be here, Su?"

"Uh, not specifically," I said. "I assumed it would just be some time after breakfast." I hesitated. "I was thinking it might be a good idea to tell her about this, too. I trust her, and if there really is something bad going on, she might have the context to put it together. Or at least be able to tell us if the archive exists."

Kam gave me a flat look. "Su."

I blinked. "What?"

"Remind me. What does it say on that paper you're holding, again? Second line?"

I hesitated, then broke into an annoyed frown. I wanted to communicate to her that this was different, that I knew the grandmaster in a way that the coordinator couldn't possibly have been aware of, even if he did write the letter. But there was no way to say that which didn't make me sound, again, like an idiot.

"If we're going to entertain this for a bit, then we need to do it comprehensively. Not pick and choose." She turned back towards the other balcony. "Now then, I'll see you all at breakfast."

 

𒊹

 

Well, I thought, as I made my way back to my room. I guess that was a better result than nothing.

I still couldn't tell if my reaction to the note had been over the top or not. No doubt the shock of the moment, with it falling into my lap all written in red, had frightened me and distorted my thinking. But somehow, it still felt like everyone should've been taking it more seriously.

But was that really rational? In the face of so much evidence that seemed to render it impossibly unlikely to have been what I'd taken it for?

I shook my head, mumbling to myself as I unlocked my door again. Maybe Ran had been right, and my mind was subconsciously looking for any excuse to stop thinking about what really mattered, this weekend. To invent or overblow some crisis until it was all pushed to the back of my mind, where it was less frightening.

I washed my teeth with antibacterial elixir, took a quick shower, then dried myself out using the Power. I wanted to look my best for the presentation too, but that could wait until later. For the time being, I braided my hair and put on the nicer of the three arcanist robes I'd brought for the trip. This one was in traditional Saoic style, colored pale blue and with a knotted white sash.

Briefly, I caught my face in the mirror I'd moved the night before. My face flushed, and I lifted it back into the lavatory.

I went back out the door and down the stairs. Doing the aforementioned tasks, I'd noticed that my scepter had started to run a little low on charge, so the first thing on my agenda was to find the eris pool that Seth had mentioned yesterday. It wasn't particularly difficult-- it was the second place I checked, right across from the dining hall.

The name "eris pool" was actually a bit of an anachronism. In the modern day, most scepters were charged with pure radiant energy, stored in a complicated crystalline and lead matrix that went a bit over my head in terms of design. But that hadn't always been the case. Though the first scepters had been little more than braziers on sticks - with arcanists drawing energy from the flames in a very inefficient fashion - for centuries, they'd utilized an electroconductive fluid to contain eris, which had been kept in pools and filled the shaft of the scepter, connecting to their hilt with a complex mechanism to prevent discharges.

Though what you saw today were more like altars than pools, influences remained of what had been. They were raised up and rounded, resembling basins, with the light within playing strangely against the surface of the glass, so that your eye could almost mistake them as containing fluid. Pulses of vivid violet color swirled within the structure itself, fading out of the visible spectrum as they approached the base at the floor.

I unhooked my scepter, and placed it in the notch at the center. The process took about five, maybe three minutes, depending on the craftsmanship of the basin. I thought about just waiting, but I could hear voices coming from the lounge, so I decided to be social. I'd have to come back this way when it was time for breakfast anyway.

I passed by some golems as I left the room. A waist-high one, with long spindly legs, and another humanoid one resembling a marionette, both marching towards the dining room to presumably help with making breakfast. Turning into the lounge, I saw Seth with Theodoros, along with Sacnicte - who, in opposition to what felt appropriate, was just sitting around with them and hanging out like it was nothing remarkable - and...

Someone else, who I hadn't seen before.

He was a young man, though not resembling of the others in our class. He had ear length, light brown hair, a light-bronze complexion, and quite delicate-looking features... Yet they somehow didn't come across as immature. In fact, he was surprisingly good looking, to the point that there was something reminiscent of a statue in his appearance. His party was hard to place. My first thought was Inotian, but he could have been Rhunbardic, even Ysaran.

Seeing him gave me a vague sense of familiarity and recognition, though, which meant he probably hadn't undergone distinction treatment. That set him apart from the rest of the class, save for Ran, who'd only had surgery when she was older.

He wasn't dressed in a servants uniform, which was the expectation my mind jumped to at first glance, but rather a long brown and dark gold chiton of a fairly fashionable cut. If anything, it looked nicer than the robe I'd just put on.

"Oh!" Seth called out, noticing I was there. "Morning, Su!" Theodoros saw me, too, but averted his gaze for some reason.

He waved me, and the man's eyes followed. They were dark shade of blue. "Good morning," he said, in a gentle voice.

I couldn't place it, but something about him gave me an off feeling.

"G... Good morning," I repeated, stepping forward hesitantly.

"If you're wondering about breakfast, it should be about twenty minutes," Seth said, setting down his cup of coffee. "Yantho was feeling really down on how things went yesterday, so he's doing something big to make up for it."

"Big in what sense?" I asked.

He shrugged. "Dunno. Smells like olives, though, so probably something Mnemonic." That meant either Ysaran or Inotian.

"I dunno if I'll be up to it. I ate a lot last night," I said, holding my arms together. My eyes turned again to the stranger. "Sorry to be rude, but who is this?"

"Oh, right," Seth said, "Sorry, brain dead. This is--"

"Balthazar of Isan," the man interjected, with a friendly tone. "Sorry about that. I ought to have said something when you were giving me a nasty look a moment ago."

I blinked. "Nasty look?"

Seth smirked. "You were kinda glaring at him, Su."

"Oh, uh..." I averted my eyes, then made a nervous smile. "Sorry, I was just surprised. I have sort of an unfriendly resting-face."

This wasn't quite true - when I was young, people had always told me that my face was pretty warm. It was just that I was used to frowning all the time.

"No need to apologize," he said. He extended his hand, and I leaned down and shook it. "You probably weren't expecting anyone else to be staying here. It's understandable to be confused. May I ask your name?"

"Utsushikome," I said, as I walked around to one of the seats and perched myself down. My legs hurt from standing all through the previous conversation. "Of Fusai."

"Utsushikome," he repeated, nodding slowly. "That's Kutuyan, isn't it? 'Unexpected Child.'"

I scratched the back of my neck. "I think it's something like that."

"It's pretty," he said, with a soft chuckle. "Must be a nuisance, though. Sort of a tongue twister-- Well, not that my own exactly rolls off it, either."

"We usually call her 'Su' for short," Seth said. "Pretty lucky for me, since I can't pronounce anything in Saoic languages without making a total ass of myself."

"Is that right?" Balthazar raised his brow curiously, then glanced back to me. "How do you feel about it?"

What kinda question is that? My smile stiffened a bit, and I laughed awkwardly. "I mean... One nickname is as good as any other, right?"

"I guess you could probably shorten it in a lot of ways," he mused, resting his chin on his hand. "Utsu, Utsushi, Shiko..."

There was an instinctual twinge in my neck and the pit of my stomach. I pretended to fuss with my bangs, concealing my face with the side of my hand.

"Shiko's pretty cute," Sacnicte said, sipping some of her own coffee.

"Mm, yeah!" Seth said, nodding. "I like that a lot."

"It, er." Theodoros spoke up. "I think it should be up to Utsu what names for herself are the best."

"Well... Yeah, obviously," Seth said, with a touch of embarrassed defensiveness. "I'm just kidding around."

I took off my glasses, rubbing my eyes. There was a momentary silence.

"Uh, so," I said, after it passed. "Pardon me if this is a bit of a rude question, but why are you here, exactly? At the conclave, I mean."

"Oh, I'm a parasite of your group," he said, with some amusement. "A glorified hanger-on, essentially."

"Right before you showed up, Bal here was telling us that he's here with grandmaster Zeno," Seth said, gesturing towards him. "Apparently one of his conditions for agreeing to be at this whole thing was that he got to invite an extra student of his own picking, from wherever he wanted. Not for the presentation part - just the networking."

So still nepotism, just more direct. Well, you couldn't fault him for a lack of transparency, at the very least.

"Like I said, a parasite," Balthazar said, as he took another sip. "The old man happened to take a liking some work I put out in a student journal a year or so ago, but compared to the rest of you, I'm nothing special."

"What's your discipline?" I asked.

"Thanatomancy," he said.

"The same as me, then," I said, frowning.

"Really?" he said, not sounding too surprised. He leaned forward, crossing his arms. "What's your school?"

"Entropic," I said.

He stared at me for a moment. The corner of his lip turned a little more upward, subtly. "Ah, I'm transformative." He leaned back in his seat. "Probably for the best. It would be a bit awkward tomorrow, if our work was too similar."

"Mm," I said. I found my eyes narrowing a bit. "What healing academy do you go to?"

"The College for Humanitarian Arcana, in Qatt."

I knew the school. It was probably the second best institution for studying healing arcana in Ysara, but it had a very subdued reputation in comparison to the Old Yru academy. They never made a fuss about their discoveries and tried to plump up their reputation at every opportunity like the headmaster did.

I probably would have preferred to have gone there by a fairly wide margin. But the high publicity of going to the College of Medicine and Healing had been part of the point to begin with.

Balthazar was looking vaguely amused. "You're a pretty aggressive questioner."

"Oh," I said, and hesitated. "Uh... Sorry."

Why was I acting odd with him? He was acting perfectly personable. I couldn't find any logical reason for being put off. I must've still been shaken up by what had happened earlier.

"No need to apologize," he said. "I'm happy to ease your curiosity."

I found myself feeling embarrassed again, but also somehow annoyed. Around that moment, I heard someone else coming down the stairs.
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I'd been expecting Ptolema, since she'd looked almost ready earlier, but it ended up being Ran instead. I suspected she had also slept badly, but it was always hard to tell with her. Her brain was like a rock. You could throw sleep deprivation, alcohol, or even most drugs at it barely notice any perceptible change.








"Morning, Ran!" Seth said again, cheerfully.








"Morning," she replied. "No breakfast yet?"








"They're still getting it ready," I said.








She grunted. Her eyes wandered to Balthazar, and flickered with curiosity for a moment as he smiled back at her. But whatever impulse she might've been having to inquire further didn't stick.








"In that case," she said, heading towards the abbey door. "I'm gonna take a walk."








"Is everything alright...?" I asked, puzzled.








"I just need to clear my head," she said, as she opened it. "We'll talk later, Su."








And just like that, she was gone.








"Pretty brusque, even for her," Seth noted, looking a little curious.








"Yeah," I said, frowning.








"I, uh," Theo hesitated. "I hope nothing happened."








I nodded distantly, still looking to the door.








Another set of steps came down a few moments later. Once again, it wasn't Ptolema, but rather Kamrusepa, who had obviously spent quite a long time on her hair in anticipation of our big event. Her defiantly puffy mass of ginger locks had been methodically brought to heel and straightened, and now dropped asymmetrically over her right shoulder. It was surprisingly long like this-- Half way down to her waist.








As she made eye contact with Seth, there was brief moment of uneasy tension. Usually, whenever the two of them fought over something, the next day Seth would act like nothing had happened at all. I thought it to be either as a testament to his lackadaisical demeanor, or a very advanced form of passive-aggression.








But he didn't do that this time, for whatever reason. He didn't look angry. Just... Recitient. Uneasy. Theodoros seemed to have picked up on the atmosphere too, slowly biting his lip.








It ended up being Kamrusepa who spoke first, with a subtle sigh. "Good morning, everyone!" she said, with a stiffness that betrayed the awkward atmosphere.








"Uh, morning," Theodoros said, not making eye contact.








I was about to say something about her hair - maybe break the ice a bit - but Balthazar beat me to the punch, speaking up first.








"Ahah," He said, with another small smile. "Good morning. You must be Kamrusepa, right?"








She did a very subtle double-take for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. Apparently she'd been so focused on Seth she hadn't noticed our new arrival at all.








"...quite right, yes," she said, with a short nod. "You have me at a disadvantage."








"I'm Balthazar of Isan," he said, though he didn't extend his hand this time. "I'm here as a personal guest of Zeno of Apocyrion. Nice to meet you."








She looked at him for a moment with eyes that reminded me of a customer at a butchers shop evaluating a slab of meat of unknown of origin, probably making the mental calculations of their relative standing. Then, she broke into a smile. "A pleasure to meet you as well," she said, stepping forward and shaking his hand. "Personal guest, hm? I know the order's charter permits them for the inner circle, but I wasn't aware there'd be any present this weekend. Are you a disciple of his?"








"You just missed the explanation, Kam," I said, and I found I couldn't keep a note of suspicion out of my voice as I spoke. "He's from the Qattian academy. Apparently Zeno took a liking to some work he put out."








"As she says," Balthazar said, with a nod. "Although, I suppose you might call me a disciple of his, in a roundabout fashion." His smile changed a bit, and his eyes shifted slightly, as if enjoying some inside joke. "Don't worry, though, I won't be in your hair beyond us sharing lodging. The old man largely just wants me to sit around and look pretty until tomorrow, then show me off a bit to his friends."








"Is that right," She asked, and then a playfulness came into her tone. "And are you worth showing off?"








"Hah, scarcely." His smile turned a bit sheepish. "Frankly, I expect this whole business will turn out to be a waste of time for me. I'm a little jealous of the rest of you, for all the publicity you'll be getting."








Kam nodded, seeming somehow pleased by this admission... Probably because it placed him in a less professionally intimidating position. "I'm sure you'll get something worthwhile out of it all the same. If you're not here to participate in the conclave, then perhaps you're being scouted for a low-level position in the order."








He didn't seem of a mind to respond to this notion, only smiling as she spoke.








"So," Kam continued, looking back upward. "I see we also have one of the staff with us?" She made a small gesture towards Sacnicte.








"I can get out of here if it bothers you," she responded impassively, taking a sip of her drink.








Kam scoffed. "I'm hardly making that suggestion. I was just a little puzzled."








"Saci was just checking up on me and Theo while we were chatting here, so I asked if she wanted to sit down and have coffee with us," Seth said, speaking for the first time since Kam had arrived. There was a certain reticence in his tone. "Nothing too out there."








"Mm, I see." Kam curled her lip, looking towards her. "Forgive me, but... Is this... Allowed, for you...?"








At this, the woman laughed a bit, and I was struck again by how obscenely pretty she was. Everything in her face just clicked for a moment, and I felt the shot of something in my brain's reward system. She didn't seem too bothered by Kamrusepa's rude question. "Because I'm staff, you mean?"








"Well, yes."








"Like I said, I'm not just a servant," she said. "I don't think they're gonna fire me just for taking a break with you kids."








Kids. That was the second time she'd used that word. The more I saw her, the more I picked up on the subtle cues that indicated she was a lot older than our class - not that there was any way to know for certain, since so long as you didn't let your health fall apart through sheer negligence, it wasn't until someone was pushing 400 that you started to see the signs unambiguously, and that could be pushed back another century if you had a decent healer giving you a personalized treatment.








Still. There were trends, little indicators that, while not absolute, you could use to make guesses. Even perfectly healthy bone, long improved from its naturally-evolved form via alternations to the anima script made in the Imperial Era, would still be subtly warped by the unrelenting pressure of gravity through the passing of the centuries. Older people tended to be a little more squat in subtle ways, with shorter faces that sometimes protruded a bit more.








And then there were the eyes. The stereotype was that they were supposed to look more tired, but that wasn't really the case - you had people like Neferuaten, still almost manic in their energy at times, just as much as you had people like Linos. But there was the sense of something hard to put into words draining away as time passed, or if not draining, then at least being changed.








I would have pegged Sacnicte at about a century and a half, three times the age of our class, at minimum. Though I wasn't particularly confident.








"They might fire me for some of the stuff I was saying earlier, though," she added, still looking amused.








"What do you mean?" I asked, feeling a little curious..








"She was, ah, just in the middle of telling us some... Stories about this place, before you and Kam came downstairs, Utsu," Theodoros said.








"You can say 'ghost stories', if you like," Sacnicte said, taking another sip of her drink. "It's basically what I was doing."








"Ooh, now that sounds rather interesting," Kamrusepa said, leaning in a bit.








I furrowed my brow, not sure I shared her enthusiasm. I had enough things to fret about this weekend without worrying about this place also being somehow haunted.








"It's not, really," she said. She set her drink down, taking up a cigarette and lighting it, not asking permission despite us all being relatively close. "If you work with a bunch of arcanists outside of the city anywhere for long enough, you'll see the occasional bit of weirdness. It's a hazard of the profession. If anything, what makes this place a novelty is that it happens so inconsistently." She took a drag. "Last place, breathing would suddenly start to feel like drinking cream every three nights. Took weeks to get them to believe it was happening. Turned out to be a side-effect of survey incantation they'd botched part of the engraving on, so it was interacting with the space it was overseeing rather than just examining it."








"That's... Sort of awful," I said.








"Yeah, I probably could've died," she said casually, crossing her long legs.








Balthazar, at least, looked like he enjoyed the story. "The things arcanists will think they can get away with, once they're out of view of the censors."








I was getting a little annoyed with how every other thing he said seemed to be tinged with this subtle knowing attitude. Maybe that was the reason he was rubbing me the wrong way.








No, that wasn't it. That was too logical an explanation. It was something at a more base level. Something in the way he looked at people-- At me, specifically.








He glanced at me again, for a moment, noticing I'd been gawking in his direction. He offered only a puzzled smile. I averted my eyes quickly.








"Anyway," she went on. "I was just going over some weird shit I've seen here over the past few years. Nothing that you can't explain as somebody fucking up some complicated incantation."








"I'm not so certain about that," Theodoros said, with a worried look. "That story about the monster you saw outside the main building..."








Monster?








"Like I said, that one was probably just me being jumpy late in the night," she said, making a dismissive motion. "You have to understand, I spend months here with no one but Yantho and whoever else they assign to make sure this place doesn't burn to the ground between meetings. Being isolated for that long in a creepy place, your mind starts to play a few tricks on you."








"Didn't stop you telling the story, though," Seth said.








She nodded, curling her lip into what seemed like a half-sardonic 'that's fair' sort of look. "Well, I might've been starting to have a little fun spooking you guys. Hard to resist, y'know?"








"Um... sorry," I said, interjecting. "What's this about a monster?"








She smirked. "Want me to repeat it?"








"Well... You don't have to," I said. "But I am a little curious."








She lowered her cigarette, crossing her arms together as we spoke. "I'll do a short version this time. It was three years ago, and I'd been down here mostly on my own for about three weeks. I'd just been checking the golems operating here in the visitor's bioenclosure, and was heading up to main building. I went through the seal, and was half way across the grass when I suddenly heard a weird sound from overhead."








"What sort of sound?" Kamrusepa asked. In contrast to Theo, who seemed surprisingly harrowed, she obviously wasn't taking this particularly seriously, a clear tinge of amusement in her tone.








Sacnicte curled her lip, looking up thoughtfully. "Kinda hard to describe. Sort of like... Leaves rustling against each other, except instead of something soft, it was coarse, like sandpaper. A whole bunch of little scratching sounds, all moving together in a way that was almost organic." She twirled the cigarette around her finger idly as she spoke, her eyes wandering. "I looked up towards the roof of the building, and that's when I saw it. Near the top, half out of sight, I thought I could make out a... Bird thing, about thrice the size of a human. It had a long, pointed peak, like a pelican, but no eyes that I could see. I dunno if it had feathers, but it was almost stupidly colorful - all pinks and vivid greens, like something from a rain forest." She paused for a moment. "I say bird, but it wasn't just a bird. I saw lots of spindly legs, too. Like a spider."


A bird and a spider...








"What... Happened next?" I asked.








"Nothing," she said, with a snort. "I didn't even really have time to process it, let alone reach for my scepter, before it ducked back around the roof. After that, I circled the building, and even used the Power to fly up there and take a look for myself. Didn't find any sign there'd been something up there, though. Mundane or arcane."








"Very spooky, indeed," Kamrusepa said, with no small measure of irony.








"But you think you imagined it," I said.








She shrugged. "Probably. It was right up by the lamp. Maybe a speck of something caught my eye at a funny angle, and my brain just made a crappy attempt to fill in the blanks... Though I guess that wouldn't explain the sound. Fuck, maybe I was just having a little stroke. Who knows." She took a drag. "There are other explanations besides that, I guess. Could've been someone from the order had snuck in and was doing an experiment without me knowing."








"Can people do that?" I asked. "Just come and go?"








"If they're high enough ranked, then yeah," she said, with a nod. "The logic engines we have in security pick up on all that sort of shit, though. Nobody had come in on that day, but maybe someone had earlier in the week and just never left. I dunno-- I reported it, but that stuff isn't my job. 'course, another option is that it was Yantho playing a prank on me." Her lips flicked upward. "You wouldn't think it, but he has a side like that to him."








"Couldn't it have been a real monster?" Theo suggested. "One of the... Paradox things, from the Lower Planes."








Kam scoffed. "Those can't exist in the Mimikos, Theo. Their bodies only work with the broken physics the Ironworkers created from botching reality."








"I know, but we're not in the Mimikos, are we?" he said, seeming remarkably tense. "I don't know how it's supposed to work here, what's... Plausible."








"As far as I know, it's pretty much the same," Sacnicte said. "I think the only thing a little different is the gravity. The highest place you'll ever see actual monsters is the Tempest." She snorted. "Hell, I'd be more likely to believe it really was something paranormal."








Theo rubbed the side of his head. "That's, ah. Not exactly comforting..."








"Come on, Theo," Kam said, patronizing, though not in a strictly mean-spirited fashion. "You don't believe in ghosts, do you?"








He was silent, looking at her uneasily. Seth sighed to himself, and I was left with the impression that we retreading conversational ground.








"...oh, gosh," she said, with actual surprise. "You actually do believe in ghosts! I, ah...." She seemed taken off guard for a moment, tripping over herself. "Pardon, I wasn't trying to be confrontational. I was just, well--"








"It's not like I believe in ghosts," he said, looking a little embarrassed. "I just think there are probably, well... Forces, in the world, that people can't quite understand within the framework of conventional scholarship. You hear all sorts of stories like this. About... Strange creatures seen in the Mimikos, or physical anomalies that can't be picked up by the Power." He brushed his hair a bit to the side. "I'm a man of science, of course. But the things some people will dismiss outright are, ah, well. It's alarming, to me, sometimes."








I wasn't surprised to hear him say all this. Years ago, when we'd... Well, when we'd both been very young, he'd had some kind of traumatic, unexplainable encounter while on holiday with family, doing a country hike. He'd never been very good at telling the story coherently, but as I understood, a fog had descended over their group in the evening, and he thought he'd seen strange, oil-skinned beings in the shadows. When it was all over, someone had gone missing. The Alliance's rangers and censors had investigated, but they'd never found the cause, nor the missing person.








It was amazing how much people could be changed by little experiences like that, when they were still kids. Sometimes it made me wonder how much people really had any will of their own when it came to who they were.








"Heh, never hurts to keep an open mind, right?" Seth said, although his heart didn't sound completely in it. "My dad used to say that no matter how much you know, it's stupid to think you could ever understand everything."








"'The only thing I know is that I know nothing,'" Balthazar quoted. "Though I'm not sure that's quite the intended application of the logic."








"Honestly, I really didn't mean to be condescending," Kamrusepa said. "To tell the truth, I'm almost a little envious of people who can still believe in this sort of thing in the modern era, where there's very little left at all that can't be explained scientifically. I wish I could hold on to a sense of wonder like that." She looked to Sacnicte. "Did you ever mention all this to any of the inner circle, by any chance?"








"I put it in my report," she said offhandedly. "Never heard anything more about it, though. That's just how it goes."








My eyes wandered over to Kam. She kept glancing at Theo - if I knew her, she was probably fighting the urge to try to pick at his worldview. Nothing had ever happened to confirm it, but I had a strong sense that she was the type of person who would self-describe as a skeptic, probably quite vocally.


Still, she seemed to be trying to mend bridges this morning, and said something else instead.








"You know, on the topic of ghost stories, I actually happened to hear one from Ophelia after you went back to your room earlier, Su."








I blinked. "What, really?"








"Just a little one. Apparently, she got up to get a snack in middle of the night, and saw something peculiar moving around in the kitchen, with long, spindly arms. She thought it was a golem at first, but then it turned to her, and it looked like it had a human face... So, who knows." She let out a thoughtful hum. "So perhaps you're right, Theo, and this place is haunted."








Theodoros looked accordingly perturbed, but for some reason, Sacnicte seemed to find this anecdote amusing, letting out a subtle snort.








There was probably a conclusion to draw from that, but suddenly, another thought tangential to all this came into my mind, and I spoke up before the conversational window closed.








"By the way, Sacnicte," I said.








She looked at me, her bright eyes somehow even more penertrating than I'd expected. "Yeah?"








"Have you ever... Encountered anything odd, in the pantry, over in the main building?"








"Oh, that place." She made a subtle groan, rolling her eyes. "This is about what happened yesterday, right?"








I nodded. The others, with the exception of Theo, looked a little puzzled, but she didn't give them a chance to interject before continuing. "That place, I'm sure is nothing supernatural - it's always fucking up in some way or another. I've lost count of how many times it's broken down and we've had to replace all the food. Should really move it, but I guess everyone here's too rich to care." She took another, longer drag.








"What's wrong with it?" Theo asked.








"It's to do with the eris supply for the sanctuary," she explained, and though her tone remained as casual as ever, something I I recognized as professional precision crept into it. "Everything that's enchanted or uses the Power here, from the golems to the eris pools to the air and heat, gets it from a central source below the main building. It used to run off these big tanks of pre-refined shit they'd bring in from outside every so often, but I guess at some point someone got the bright idea to make this place completely independent, so they built a convention furnace to generate it instead."








Once again, I was struck by how I really did not understand any of the order's thinking processes when it was coming to budgetary decisions.








"They redid almost all of the engravings to tap into the new power source, but apparently, the ones for that room in particular were so shitty and outdated that the people they hired couldn't get it to work. But they couldn't just gut them, either, because it's right on top of the basement where a lot of the most important inscriptions are - along with all the big logic engines - and apparently whatever idiot had originally designed it meant they kinda blurred at the corners. They managed a workaround, but the result is there are anomalies all the time."








"That seems sort of dangerous," I said.








She shrugged again. "Not really. There's nothing essential in there, and if a human was inside whenever something funky started happening with the Power, their resistances would stop it dead." She shook her head. "Not like that stops it being a pain in the ass."








Somehow, I didn't feel like that appeased my sense of unease about the place, not least of all because of the markings on the wall that had still gone unexplained, though I doubted Sacnicte would be able to tell much about them.


"Er, what about the other servant, though--Yantho?" Theodoros said. "He was passed out there, too."


"Oh. That's, uh, probably due to something different," she said, glancing to the side. "I shouldn't say, though. Not my business."


Odd. Had it been something personal?





I thought about maybe asking her about my luggage yesterday to try and pursue the mystery of the letter, but I wasn't really sure what to say, especially in front of so many people. 'Hey, I know this might be a little peculiar, but did you happen to place an ominous note, possibly written in blood, when I gave you my bags? Or if not, did you see anyone else come near them?' It wasn't really something easy to approach with discretion.








Seth spoke up while I was still fussing to myself over it. "Oh, hey-- So, since we got a few people here now and breakfast is apparently still not happening yet, there was something I wanted to bring up."








There was a couple of assorted "sure"'s and "yeah"'s, including my own, though Kam kept quiet. She reached into a pocket of her cardigan and pulled out her logic engine, flipping it open, though her eyes did turn to regard him after looking at it.








"So last night, before dinner? Me and Ema were checking this place out, and it turns out the bathhouse they have at the other end of the building--" he pointed accordingly, "--is actually really nice. They've got a cold, hot, even a temperate bath, like a real one you'd find in the city. Even their own little sauna."








"Oh, that does sound nice," Theo said.








"Yeah!" Seth said cheerily. "So: we were thinking that between our presentations and dinner, we might all have a little party out there, for a bit? Just to relax and celebrate getting over the toughest part of this whole thing."








"A bathing party with both sexes," Kamrusepa said, smirking. "A little risque, even by your standards, Seth."








He frowned. "Come off it, Kam. Obviously I mean we'll wear something, or take turns in the hot bath, or whatever." He sighed a bit. "Hell, the 'bath' part isn't even that important. I just think it could be kinda fun for us to all do something together and work and stress off."








"I, ah-- I like the idea!" Theodoros said, breaking into an awkward smile. "After that's all over, I'll... Well, I'll definitely need to do something to calm myself down, to say the least." He scratched the back of his head, then looked in my direction. "What do you think, Utsu?"








I was hesitant for a second, though I tried not to let it show. I didn't really like doing stuff which involved showing a lot of skin to people - bathing, exercising. It felt... Inappropriate. Somehow unfair, even at this point.








I was engaging in an ongoing battle to avoid people seeing me as an anti-social weirdo, though, and it would probably be fine if I only took off my sandals. So what I eventually said was, "Oh, that could be nice." I smiled. "Well, assuming my presentation goes okay, at least. If it doesn't, I'm not sure I'll be in a celebrating mood."








"Heh, well, if we all fuck it up, maybe we can find wherever they keep the drinks and hold it there, instead." He grinned at me. "I don't think you have anything to worry about, though. You're near the top of the class."








I felt a bit embarrassed. "Ah, well..."








He looked over to Balthazar. "You could come too, if you wanted, Bal."








He held up a hand. "Very kind of you to offer, but I'll pass. I feel like being there as a stranger would probably just make it harder for everyone to relax."








Seth smiled a little more sadly, but he didn't disagree. He turned to the side. "I'd invite you too, Saci, but I kinda assume that would be a no-no for you."








"Don't worry," she said. "I don't really like that kinda thing anyway."








That left Kamrusepa as the only person who hadn't yet offered a serious response, and she paused for a moment as Seth hesitantly edged his head to regard her, both of them still obviously not quite sure how to talk to each other after what had happened. Overhead, I heard the sound of faint footsteps, and I felt a funny tingle in the back of my head for a moment, But I didn't think much of it.








At least, not yet.








Kam, for her part, eventually let out a sigh, and then spoke in a flatter tone, bereft of much of her usual flowery intonation. "Seth, I'm sorry for how I behaved last night."








His brow furrowed in a mixed emotion, and he opened his mouth hesitantly. "Kam, I--"








"I've been fixated on trying to make the absolute most of this opportunity, to the point that it's impeding my judgement." She wasn't making eye contact, instead facing one of the windows. "I was behaving as though the whole class was some extension of myself that I have a right to direct to service my own needs, but that's obviously not the case, and in that wrongheaded attitude I made what was probably an already traumatic conversation for Bardiya even worse. He was, obviously, not at fault, at least not remotely singularly. And if I had a problem with what he was saying, I would have served everyone - including myself - better by keeping my mouth shut."








At this, Seth stared in what I can only describe as complete shock. Seeing Kamrusepa admit fault with this level of unambiguity was like watching a horse sprout flippers and subsequently dive into the ocean. Theo was pretty stunned, too.








"Obviously, I'll say the same to him whenever see him, either at breakfast or before our presentations." She looked in my direction. "I'm sorry about getting frustrated with you, too, Su. I shouldn't have called you a stereotype or implied you're a child just because we disagreed on something. In fact, you were right. It's far too easy for me to stop thinking about people when I become focused on something."








I honestly didn't know what to say. I looked down at my lap, fiddling with one of my braids. "It's... I mean, It's fine. I understand all this is important to you, and it was a long day. And trying to interrogate you about your behavior right then wasn't mature of me, either." I tried to smile. "These things do just happen sometimes, I suppose..."








"Yeah, I..." Seth hesitated, scratching the back of his head. "It's okay, Kam. I wasn't going to bring it up. I'm sure Bardiya wouldn't have, either."








"Be that as it may," she said, "it didn't feel responsible of me to simply leave it at that. So. Again, I apologize."








I heard someone starting to come down the stairs, and once again, I felt that tingling in the back of my head.








In retrospect, I was being pretty stupid in that moment, though I suppose the blame was shared by everyone at that table to some extent. After all, you were taught the signs in school from as early as five years old, and then again and again all through childhood and adolescence, just as surely as smoke means fire and that strangers offering gifts should be stayed the hell away from. The only excuse I can make is that I was still too flabbergasted by the genuine outreach I was witnessing to put two and two together.








"Sorry to interject, but would you all prefer if I made myself scarce, for a bit?" Baltharzar indicated towards the door. "This all seems rather personal."








"Nah, it's... Okay. I don't we'll linger on this much." Seth sighed himself, turning back to regard Kamrusepa. "Look, I get it, Kam, I really do. Like, you're not wrong in thinking that one of these old geezers might, shit-- Throw a tantrum and just not wanna talk to us anymore because somebody dared to disagree with them." He shifted uncomfortably. "And I know you're... From a different kinda background to a lot of us, so I can see why it would piss you off to see a bunch of spoiled kids - from your point of view - treat these kinda opportunities like something, y'know, disposable."








Whomever it was arrived at the bottom of the stairs, and the tingling feeling intensified, now accompanied by a very faint ringing in my ears. I noticed Sacnicte suddenly frown, too. But for a moment or two, it felt so unlikely, so silly a notion in this context that I couldn't convince myself it was worth making a fuss over.








Those two moments were, unfortunately, enough.








"It's not like that," Kamrusepa said, almost sounding a little vulnerable.








"But, Bardiya..." Seth frowned, looking downward. "Even with what he's been through, he really does try to temper himself with this stuff, and--"








"Hey, uh," I interjected. "Sorry... I think I feel a... Rather, cover your fa--"








Behind me, the person approaching turned the corner to face our group. As I spoke, in what could have potentially been a very stupid thing to do, my eyes instinctively flicked in their direction.








It was Ophelia, dressed in another one of her set of covering white dresses/robes. She was staring ahead, her eyes already focused on our group. On, I could only presume, Balthazar, who out of the corner of my eye I could see was also regarding her with something of a curious expression, slowly giving way to one of disquiet.








For one, harrowing moment that in my memory feels drawn out to minutes, everyone was frozen. All of us having probably realized what was happening by the now unignorable odd sensation and the distinct ringing noise, but still processing how to react. Ophelia staring ahead with the strangest look, like she was horribly confused, but couldn't understand why.








I realized, suddenly, what had been bothering me when I first saw him.








The two of them had the same eyes.








And then, in what was becoming a disturbing pattern for the weekend, she keeled over and vommited violently on the floor. But unlike the previous time, it wasn't over quickly. Almost as soon as she fell, she wretched again, this time blood mixing in with the bile being expelled from her throat and dripping from her nose as she outright collapsed onto the floor, twitching and making awkward grunts of pain.








There was no mistaking what it was. Even if the fact it was happening at all betrayed either deceit on the part of Ophelia or Balthazar, or tremendous incompetence from the order.








A prosognostic event.








"Oh, gods..." Theodoros said, paling and covering his mouth in shock.








"Wh-- SHIT!" Seth cried out as he rose to his feet, practically bounding forward and grabbing at his scepter, which was crowned with an eye, one of the Mekhian symbols for biomancy. He started shouting out the words for some incantation.








I rose up, too, though wasn't certain what I was doing yet. I looked to Balthazar again. Blood was trickling out of his own nose, and he was holding up is hand, staring at it with a strange, unreadable expression. Almost like curiosity. His head lulled, his eyes having no focus.








"Stop!" Kamrusepa said, running towards Seth, drawing her scepter, "I can use the Time-Reversing Arcana, but only for a moment! Switch to the beguilements while I cast!"








Seth's eyed widened in understanding, the quickly uttered the words to terminate his own incantation prematurely as Kam begun her own, chanting the words with a razor precision. Save for Fang, she was the fastest in our class in terms of the actual speaking element of using the Power, and the words rolled off her tongue like the eruption of a coiled spring.








"S-Someone get him out of here!" Seth cried out with a panicked gesture towards Balthazar. "And keep his eyes on the ground! Theo-- Come over here and help hold Ophelia!"








The boy was frozen in pure panic for a moment, then quickly nodded and rose, rushing to Seth's side and moving to hold the now wildly-jerking form of Ophelia, who's mouth was starting to froth, as Kamrusepa continued her complex incantation. Sacnicte, who for the first time didn't look casual at all, stood up and took Balthazar by the shoulders, pushing his head downwards and guiding him swiftly towards the door.








He, at least, could still stand. I thanked heaven for small favors.








"Go with her and stabilize him, Su!" Seth shouted as he gripped Ophelia's arm. "I'll try to be out in a minute!"








I didn't really want to. In moments like these, cruel calculations were always being made, and honestly my gut instinct was to stay and help my friend and classmate as much as I could rather than helping this stranger who for some reason I didn't particularly like. But on a higher level, I knew it was the right decision from a medical perspective - she already had enough people there - and I doubted that sort of selfishness would be received well by anyone else.








I ran quickly to the side room to grab my scepter, then followed the two of them out the door, my ears still ringing as I went. On the edges of my tongue, I could taste the faintest trace of iron.



            


026: In Fading Image (𒐁)


                When the Ironworkers - or more accurately the last of them, the title having been an umbrella term equivalent to 'arcanist' in the Imperial Era - attempted to reconstruct reality, they encountered certain difficulties.

As the name would indicate, true iron, the substance upon which humankind's prior civilization had been built, played the foremost role in this process. The ancients had wrought most everything out of iron or some alloy of it since the beginning of the New Kingdoms era, from buildings to accessories to weapons. Even their version of logic engines used it, utilizing a complex system of electromagnetic pulses that was no longer possible in the present day. At some point, it had become understood that sufficiently condensed, sharpened and charged with energy, it would begin to bend the world at strange angles around it, like a heavy object placed on a sheet of suspended cloth.

Even back then, it was already known that the naturally observable universe (or the birth plane of human beings, as it was conceptualized in the present) was, in truth, only one intersection of 4 discreet dimensions in a true world that contained at least 11; a single perspective on a grander reality that was vastly more complex then could be conceived of. What were once thought of as elementary particles were in reality just one face of a many-sided die, and what looked like a tree, or a mountain, or a star to us, could in another plane be...

Well, something impossible to even conceptualize. A piece of an otherworld where things worked so differently on an essential level that trying to visualize it would be as alien as a stick figure trying to understand the concept of 'sideways'.

I'm getting off-topic. My point is that iron, in that special state, was found to physically transcend, or at least influence, dimensions beyond the four native to humanity, warping other planes, which then warped our own in turn. In the following centuries, this evolved into a very exact science, enabling things that had once been thought impossible, like travel between the stars, or even their own efforts towards immortality and the transformation of the human condition, now half-lost as a byproduct of divided and secretive sects of scholars.

At the time the collapse arrived, scholarly understanding of the cosmos, though comprehensive, was still far from complete, and even this power had no hope of stopping it outright. It was, however, advanced enough to allow the creation of an cross-planar edifice of iron that was not dependent on 4-dimensional reality, and which it could not reach. There, what human beings had the luxury to be sufficiently prepared could continue to exist (after a fashion), and the edifice could be expanded to construct new planes in which they might eventually live.

There's a term which comes up in many forms of scholarship: 'Substrate'. It essentially means the foundation of something which also, to some extent, defines its format and nature. For example, a canvas is the substrate for a painting, and a brain is a substrate for the human mind.

A substrate cannot exist within itself. That sounds awkward when I put it so directly, but it's not too hard to understand if you think about it in abstract-- A foundation obviously can't support another foundation of equal weight and nature, because... Well, it would make nonsense of the whole premise. A book is a device for storing information, but it cannot contain within its letters everything about itself and what it contains, because that is already more than it contains. A box cannot hold another box of equal size, unless it is bent or otherwise changed. A mind cannot hold another mind...

Iron, or more specifically that edifice, the Tower of Asphodel, became the substrate for the mortal planes. Which meant that true iron could not exist within it.

Broadly speaking, this wasn't the end of the world. As a mundane element, iron can be replaced in most of its roles in geology and nature by copper, titanium, and various alloys or artificed elements, and the Ironworkers eventually discovered how to hide its absence altogether at a cosmetic level. But biologically, human beings also contain iron, and one of the paramount goals in the reconstruction was to preserve what it was to be and feel human for those who had 'survived'. It probably wasn't until those days that people really understood how delicate a thing that really is. The strange balance of chemistry, electromagnetic crackling, and sensory pulses that, when you're alive, feels so absolute...

A few less-than-logical beliefs around the topic played a role, too. With all the impact that iron had on human civilization, some, even among the Ironworkers, had begun to see it as almost an inseparable aspect of human existence, like it was a part of the soul. I suppose it goes to show that nobody is completely immune to superstition and magical thinking.

But, in any case. The result of this was that the human body was rendered a sort of impossible object; something that could not exist by the very laws of reality itself.

At least, not conventionally.

Some human bodies, or at least the impression of them and the iron within, had been preserved as part of the Tower, frozen in a timeless place. And because of that, it was eventually discovered it was possible for them to exist in the artificed planes as a sort of stable paradox. After all, while a book can't exist within itself, it can still reference other stuff it does contain internally, even if it makes for somewhat awkward reading. A few tweaks and workarounds solved the problem of the iron associated with that human body staying a part of it, and just like that, human beings were walking something at least akin to the earth once again.

However, this only permitted replicas of those bodies within the Tower to exist. The creation of new ones remained impossible, and births not incubated by anima taken by the same mechanism would inevitably fail. And there were far fewer preserved bodies than minds; scarcely more than ten thousand or so for each party.

And though multiple copies of the same body were able to exist at the same time by utilizing this method, it was an existence that was fundamentally unstable. If you have a single egg, and reach through time to grab it from a day in the future, you do not now have two eggs, but rather the same egg twice. And should you try to mix the two together into an omelette...

Well.

There were... Some disagreements that had happened, after that.

It wasn't so bad, most of the time. If everyone could afford high-quality distinction treatment, it wouldn't even be a problem at all except for touching, and that could be easily avoided just by keeping covered and making sure your numbers didn't overlap. Even as it was, you could forget about it most of the time, other than the occasional disaster like this.

Thinking about it directly was, of course, really, really unsettling. Another reminder that the Ironworkers hadn't made things quite as they ought to be, but had merely established a convincing simulacrum. But it was convincing, at least, so if it were the only way in which they'd struggled, it would be okay.

But if you've ever been part of any sort of technical project, one thing I'm sure you'll understand is that sidestepping one problem tends to create, or exacerbate, another.

 

𒊹
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We didn't stop when we got outside the door. Sacnicte dragged him all the way through the gardens, to the wooded area around the periphery of the building. It was only there that I instructed her to put him down, against the side of a big tree in spring bloom facing the edge of the bioenclosure.

I'd been starting to feel like nothing could sway her from her calm, distant affect, but it seemed I was mistaken, because this had shaken her up a lot. Half way through the trip, she'd started muttering what I was pretty sure was 'fuck' in Lluateci over and over and over again under her breath. His blood, still dripping down from his nose and a little from his mouth, was getting all over her shoulders and running down to one of her sleeves, and she kept looking at it and flinching.

When she'd dumped him down, she took off the top half of her grey uniform-dress immediately, revealing a plain white undershirt, and almost lurched back away from him, still muttering to herself. It was only when I started approaching him with my scepter that she spoke up.

"I-Is he gonna be okay?" She asked, the words frantically quick in a way that still managed to surprise me. "Can you fix it?"

"Uh, it doesn't look like a serious case," I said, noting that he still seemed to be to some degree conscious, trying to lift his hand to his face again. "Thanatomancy's not... The best, though, when it comes to first aid. P-Please stand back?"

She practically lurched away as I started casting the beguilements, leveling my scepter at his forehead.

"Shit, shit," she said to herself, pacing up and down. "If the others think... If they think I didn't..."

The primary symptoms of a prosognostic event aren't physical, but mental, though the fundamental nature of the cause is still the subject of some debate. 'Prosognostic' is an Inotian term that basically translates to 'face understanding'. For some reason, the mind becoming aware of the paradox of ones physical body existing simultaneously in two places at once, combined with the instability to reality brought by the two being in close proximity, causes the electrochemistry to react violently. Executive functions become erratic or shut down, and the lower parts of the brain swell rapidly, damaging blood vessels and, without a fast response, neural tissue.

Most of the time, if people who hadn't undergone distinction treatment got more than few moments worth of a good look at each other, it didn't matter what you did - you could treat the physical symptoms as much as you liked, but their consciousness would likely have already cracked and spilled all over the the metaphorical pavement. But if one or more parties had some degree of distinction treatment, which either involved changing the anima script before birth or going through quite a lot of surgery later in life, then you'd at the very least be spared the worst of it.

In those cases, what was most important was to stop the swelling and heal the ruptured veins as quickly as possible. It wasn't as elegant as a Biomancer could manage, let alone a Chronomancer, but I'd been trained specifically how to do this at the House of Resurrection. Most Thanatomancy first aid, except for dealing with infections, involve animating dead cells using the Flesh-Animating Arcana and manipulating them to close wounds and redirect excess fluid, then using the Life-Slaying Arcana to kill any white blood cells that think they're helping, but are actually making everything a thousand times more complicated.

All of this was supplemented by a couple of Divination incantations: The Death-Sensing Arcana, which I described earlier, and the Hive-Conceptualizing Arcana, which fed information to the mind in such a way that allowed you to understand a group of things as one collective thing intuitively, so that they could be directed organically rather than as a cumbersome mess.

I wasn't that good at any of this. Well-- I suppose I was better than most people my age, but I wasn't especially gifted in the way you'd expect for someone the class. I was much better at higher-level incantations that were very conceptually complicated, but didn't require much micromanagement once they were going.

Still. In this case, it ended up being easier than I'd expected. Within a minute I'd completely stopped the bleeding, and the swelling died down dramatically. I could hear his breathing becoming more regular. Sacnicte seemed to pick up on this, and started to calm down herself, stopping her pacing and watching the scene carefully.

I'd started checking him for secondary symptoms - respiratory and bowl problems, mostly - when he suddenly spoke, his voice quiet and slurred.

"I... I felt it, I... I see, I..."

"He's talking!" Sacnicte said, eyes widening a bit.

"Yeah," I said, relieved. "That's a good sign." I knelt before him. "Can you see my hand? How many fingers am I holding up?"

He stared at it for a moment, seeming to struggle, his eyes losing focus and slipping repeatedly. "I... T-Three."

"Can you tell me your name? Can you remember where you are-- The date?"

This wasn't how you were supposed to do it. My anxiety was making the questions all come out too soon.

His eyes lulled to the side a little, his head tilting away from me. "The Sanctuary... Apsu." He coughed out a little splurt of blood that must've still been in his throat." April Twenty... Twenty, uh..."

"Cognition seems a little impaired," I said, biting my lip.

"Is that normal?" She asked, frowning.

"It's too early to say," I said. Though truthfully, I just didn't know. This was a topic I'd barely studied in any serious depth.

It better damn well be, I thought to myself. If someone dies, this whole thing might be cancelled.

Suddenly, I heard the sound of footsteps jogging over to us on the grass, from the direction of the exits to the bioenclosure. I turned my head sharply.

It was Durvasa, moving at a speed that seemed dissonant for a man of his advanced age, clutching his own scepter tightly and clearly having been caught unprepared - his hair was a mess, and he hadn't shaved, his chin and lip coated with stubble that had been absent the night before.

He looked furious. Not at me, but at something. I'd thought I'd seen him angry at dinner, but now his face was curled into a look of barely-restrained rage that made his earlier demeanor seem like little more than passing irritation.

Sacnicte looked to him deferentially. "Sir, I--"

"What's his condition?" he asked me urgently, not seeming to even knowledge her presence.

How had he known this was happening? There was no time for the question. "He seems stable for now," I said. "Mild initial symptoms, and I stopped the blood loss and most of the swelling. He's conscious, but doesn't seem quite lucid."

"April..." Balthazar said again, before trailing off into unintelligible mutterings.

"And Ophelia?" he asked.

"Worse," I said, the gravity of the situation somehow hitting me more as the word escaped my lips. "She--She collapsed, lost consciousness. All the others are with her, but I left right afterwards."

Thinking about it now that I had a moment to actually think, the disparity in their reactions was odd. Ophelia had evidently been the one to have more substantial, probably pre-natal distinction treatment, but the severity of symptoms was usually based on how much you associated the other face as akin to your own.

So why would she...?

He grit his teeth, scowling. "This should never have been allowed to happen." He reached into his dress robe and removed a small octahedron, then pointed his scepter. It was distinctly Viraaki, and much less ornate than I would have expected for a man of his status. Most of it was unpainted steelwood, with the head in the rough shape of a lotus, the symbol of their comprehensive Biomancy tradition.

His casting was, by my reckoning, a bit slower then Neferuaten at her best, but still vastly superior to anyone in our class, with the possible exception of Fang.

M a t t e r - U n f u r l i n g

"...𒅆𒅆𒊑𒃶𒈿,𒌍𒌍,𒀸𒍣𒊺𒄷𒊹."

In an instant, the octahedron unfolded, becoming a simple stretcher which, in turn, revealed itself to be an artifice as Durvasa spoke the words of activation and it rose above the ground. I'd seen this sort of thing before, but it was rare outside of specific military contexts in which space was a concern and arcanists were readily available, so I was a little surprised for a moment that he'd have something like that on him in a place like this.

"Miss Ic'Nal, please move him," he said tersely. "We need to get him as far from here as possible."

"Right, yeah," she said, and raised him from his feet before directing him on to the stretcher. He offered no resistance.

"Well done, miss Fusai," he said, though the words were preoccupied to the point of offering no earnest congratulation. "I will take it from here and perform a further assessment at the temple building. Someone else will be along to see to Ophelia in moments."

"I-I understand," I said.

He offered a curt not then turned to depart swiftly, Sacnicte and the strecher following in his wake.

I almost turned away at that moment to rush back to the abbey house right away, but instead my gaze lingered on them for a just moment. If it hadn't, I might not have seen what happened next.

Just before view of him was blocked by the angle of Sacnicte's body, Balthazar raised his head just a little. I wasn't sure if he was trying to face me or just positioning himself so that air could escape his lungs; he didn't try to make eye contact, and I wasn't even sure he could. But then he mouthed something very softly, before sliding right back down.

The sound didn't carry, and even watching his lips, I couldn't be certain what he saying, or if it was even something coherent.

But what it looked like was the words, "I kept my promise".

After that, I ended up standing at that spot for about another half minute, until it was just me, the tree, and its gently falling blossoms. I didn't know what to make of that. And somehow, I wasn't sure I wanted to make anything of it at all.

 

𒊹

 

By the time I made it back, everything was more or less over already. Kam had managed to cast the Time-Reversing Arcana before it'd been too late, reversing her body to the state it was in before the physical symptoms had appeared, and though they'd flared up again afterwards, it was to a much lesser extent. That left her mental condition the only open question, for which the sole expert we had was Ezekiel - who once again seemed nowhere to be found.

Still, we moved her back upstairs to her bed, and after a few minutes did briefly regain consciousness and display some limited signs of lucidity, which, while not ideal, meant she was not dead. It was rare for a prosognostic event to leave permanent but ultimately survivable damage - what tended to happen was that either the shock would kill you fast, or your mind's defenses would rally and simply block it out completely.

Occasionally, you'd get people who remembered the event, and would occasionally have 'attacks' where it would return to focus, causing a recurrence, albeit a much milder one than the original event. This required lifetime management and tended to increase the risk of early-onset dementia, but that was a rare outcome. So chances were she'd be fine.

Neferuaten had arrived a little after that, though all told, there wasn't much left for her to do. Instead, she seemed to be focusing more on trying to calm us all down and apologizing repeatedly for the fact this had taken place to begin with.

There were five of us in the room: Her, myself, Kam, Theo, and Ptolema. Seth had left to take a shower, while Ptolema had apparently heard the commotion and shown up during the treatment itself, and though she hadn't been able to help (being a surgeon), had stuck around out of concern for her friend. We largely crowded around Ophelia's bed, watching her now-sleeping, cleaned up form with weary eyes.

"All else aside," Neferuaten said, looking down with a tired expression, "she was incredibly fortunate. If you all hadn't been here to stop it from going further, there's a very good chance she would be dead."

Kam simply nodded at the words, her eyes distant. She'd been very quiet since we'd brought Ophelia upstairs.

"But how could it have happened?" I asked. "I thought the order checked everyone's seed keys. It was on the paperwork we had to fill out, and everything."

"I have no explanation. Or at least, no justifiable one." She crossed her arms, letting out a sigh. "So far as I'm aware, Sacnicte verified everyone from your class, and of course us and the other staff. I was under the impression that all other guests had been checked, and most have been on our registry for months, but..."

"But not Balthazar," I said.

"Apparently not." She made a solemn smile. "Zeno wanted him added to the guest list only two weeks ago, so our normal protocols were sidestepped. He confirmed in his paperwork that the usual checks were done anyway, but... But to be frank, he is often tremendously flippant about small risks and what he sees as errata when it comes to the accommodation of his requests." She shook her head. "He loves to make little messes, then expect others to clean up for him."

"It is... Quite spectacularly poor luck, though," Theodoros said. "I mean-- What are the chances? One in a thousand, at most?"

"Several thousand," I said, mutedly.

"Right, yes," he replied, nodding. "Freakishly bad."

"Whatever the probability, that it occurred at all can only be attributed to the most grave incompetence on our part," Neferuaten said, her eyes narrowed. "When something as small and low-security as a restaurant botches things and lets two people in with the same key without veils, that's very likely the end of their business, assuming the owners aren't outright arrested for endangering public health. For it to happen here, right under our noses, despite all our ostensible defenses..." She snorted. "I expect you could all but destroy our reputation as a serious organization of scholars, if you so wished."

There wasn't much I could think to say to that. Apparently everyone else felt the same way, because the room fell into an uncomfortable silence for a few moments.

I watched Ophelia's chest rise and fall, her lips shift subtly as she breathed. Despite what it happened, it was honestly remarkable how little she really resembled Balthazar. Her cheekbones were different. Her nose was really different. Hell, even their skin tones weren't even similar. You could only see the similarities when you stopped looking at the individual features and looked at their faces in totality, the way everything slotted together.

"Uh... So, I am sorta confused about something," Ptolema said, scratching the side of her head.

"What is it?" I asked.

"I guess I'm wondering how there could have been overlap at all," she said, her brow furrowed. "It only happens if two people have the same seed, right? Not if, uh, whoever it came from were... Related, or something."

Neferuaten idly glanced out the window. A subtle gesture to signal disengagement from the conversational moment.

"But... Her and, uh. What did you say his name was, Su?"

"Balthazar," I said.

"Right," she nodded. "I mean. Him and Ophelia, they're different--"

"Ptolema," Kamrusepa suddenly interjected, her tone stiff. "If you would permit me to offer a piece of advice."

The other girl blinked. "What kinda advice?"

"Something I find helpful when it comes to pursuing lines of conversation," Kam replied, "is to get into the habit of asking oneself, 'does what I'm about to say lead to an incredibly personal matter that is, frankly, none of my business?' And if the answer happens to be 'yes', then to stop." She looked over to regard her. "That is, assuming you do value Ophelia's privacy whatsoever."

"Oh." Ptolema's face flushed a bit. "Y-Yeah. Right."

Something about hearing this from Kam felt... Odd, though she'd certainly said it with conviction enough.

"I mean, there are, ah, other explanations for that sort of thing," Theo said, with a informative tone that indicated he truly did, in his heart, believe that he was being genuinely helpful. "Some people alter the sex of the seed very early in natal development, just to get even further away from the template--"

"Yes, Theo, very informative," Kamrusepa said, the words dry to the point of being brittle. "As you say, there many explanations."

His face flushed too, and he cleared his throat hoarsely. "Yes, well. Indeed."

Another, longer uncomfortable silence came after that, the only noise the ticking of the clock and distant chatter from those of us who had missed all this and were now having breakfast in the dining room. I could make out Mehit and Bardiya chatting about something in a manner that was surprisingly lively, though I wasn't able to make any of it out.

I eventually breached the conversational gulf myself, looking to Neferuaten. "What do you think will happen with Zeno, after all this?"

"Hah, well, it's certainly not going to win him points with anyone. I'm probably the councillor with the least investment in this all going well, and I confess even I was entertaining thoughts of strangling him when I recieved the news." She sighed to herself, looking downward. "I wish I could tell you he'd be harshly reprimanded for his appalling lack of professionalism... But truth be told, save for Anna, he's probably the most above punishment here. Both incredibly valuable, and willing to take his ball home with him out of spite if he feels remotely slighted or spoken down to."

This made sense. Out of everyone in the order, Zeno of Apocyrion was by far the most prestigious in reputation, renowned as one of the greatest minds of the entire age. He'd been the founder of an entire discipline, something less than a hundred people all through history could claim.

"It sounds like you find him sort of insufferable," I said.

"Oh, most certainly," she said, a smile now on her lips. "If you will forgive a little casual misandry, Zeno is much like most gifted men who also have the good fortune to be born into high station-- Which is to say, he can go years without someone telling him he is wrong about anything, and has become quite comfortable with that status-quo. Despite his age, you could almost mistake him for a child. Though considerably less cute."

"If you'll forgive me for saying so, grandmaster," Kam said, starting to frown, "I'm a little surprised to learn that such animosity exists among the upper the ranks of the order. I would have imagined that having to spend so long operating in secrecy would have fostered a sense of camaraderie in pursuit of the cause."

At this, Neferuaten laughed quite loudy, to Kam's surprise. She might have even shed a couple of tears.

"Ah... Pardon me," she said, when she finally calmed down. "No, I'm afraid not. For some, perhaps, but I fear our over-familiarity has bred no small amount of contempt."

Kam nodded, then looked down, seeming conflicted. Perhaps her idealized image of the order was finally starting to show cracks.

"In any case," Neferuaten went on. "I expect the full outcome will really depend on her recovery. If she wakes again in a few hours and everyone here agrees to keep quiet about matter - I wouldn't be surprised if there was some paperwork and incentives to that effect - then I imagine they'll be no appetite for further action beyond compensating miss..." She clicked her tongue. "Oh, hell, she doesn't have a birthplace name, does she...?" She coughed. "Beyond compensating Ophelia. But, if this does end up rendering our reputation as a legitimate organization stillborn or worse, there might be something of a reckoning. We'll see."

"I hope somethin' happens because of all this," Ptolema said, frowning. "Ophelia going through all that, nearly dying, and everybody just carrying on... That wouldn't feel right at all."

I nodded along in agreement with the words.

"Er... Incidentally, has my dad heard about it all this yet?" Theo asked. "I'm a little worried about how he'll take it. This work, ah." He bit his lip, looking downward. "It does all mean rather a lot to thim."

Neferuaten made a sympathetic expression. "He was still in bed when I heard about all this, but word might've reached him by this point. I'm not certain."

"Actually, I was sort of curious earlier," I said. "How exactly did you know something had happened, over there? I didn't see anyone leave before Durvasa found me outside the abbey."

"Aha, good catch, Utsushikome." She gave me a sly look. "On that point, I'm afraid I must make a small confession. How to put this..." She raised a finger to her mouth, almost biting a nail. "Because this is a building intended to house guests and prospective members, the broad-strokes assumption of its residents is not one of... Absolute trust. As a result, it's subject to a little more surveillance than the rest of the sanctuary."

"Wait, hold up," Ptolema said, starting to frown a bit. "You're not saying you've been spying on us, are you? 'cause, uh, I've been doing some kinda personal stuff."

'Personal stuff?' What did that mean?

"It's nothing extensive, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said reassuringly. "Just three arcane lenses to watch both main hallways and the garden, and an enchantment to report any extra-dimensional anomalies - either uses of the Power or prosognostic events. Or I suppose contact paradoxes, gods forbid. Whenever it fires, there's an alert both in the main hall and our center of security, the former of which Durvasa was fortunately present at this morning."

I noticed Kam look a little embarrassed and glance off to the side, and I hesitated a bit, too. That meant someone could have seen both her shenanigans floating around the balcony, and our attempt to analyze the letter.

Don't fret too much, now, I thought to myself. That was much earlier in the morning. It's unlikely anyone noticed it.

Well, unless they kept logs. Did they keep logs? I didn't know how to ask without it coming across as peculiar.

"There's nothing specific to any of the other rooms, especially not the bedrooms or the bathhouse, and the lenses don't even pick up sound. So unless you were revealing something personal in arcane code, then there's no reason to fear for your privacy."

"Well..." Ptolema said, hesitantly. "I guess that doesn't sound too bad, then..."

"Speaking of your father, Theo," Neferuaten continued, "that does bring me around to something else." She glanced in my direction as well. "To be honest, I'm not even sure it's appropriate for me to bring up in light of everything else that's happened, but would the two of you still be interested in finishing up the tour from yesterday? If the whole organization is to go up in flames, it might be the last chance anyone gets to see it." She smiled dourly. "While were there, we could stop by to see how Linos is doing."

Theo furrowed his brow for a few moments, then looked towards me. "What do you think, Utsu?"

I hesitated. "Well... I don't really want to leave Ophelia... But Seth will be back soon, and there's not really anything else we can do. And it sounds like you did want to check in with your dad." I glanced to the side. "And to be honest, if we could meet some more members of the order, I think it would help with feeling more comfortable with my presentation. Uh, assuming that's still happening."

Plus, if you don't, you won't be able to test the letter like you'd planned.

Gods. Were those my priorities, at this point? Satisfying my silly paranoia over caring about a friend...

My mind really was twisting itself into pieces.

He sighed, then nodded. "Alright, then. I suppose there's no point staying here. And, well." He laughed, his eyes turning downward. "I could stand to get a little more comfortable with all this myself."

"We don't have to leave right away," Neferuaten said. "In fact, it would probably be better if we had some breakfast first."

I could agree with that much unambiguously, at least. Despite how much I'd eaten the previous night, my lack of sleep and my stress from all this had made me hungry. If nothing else, I wanted a strong cup of coffee.

I noticed Kamrusepa seemed to be giving me a suggestive look. She inclined her head towards Neferuaten, her lips flattening into a bit of an impatient look.

Oh, right.

"Um, actually," I said, "I was talking with Kam a little earlier, and we spoke about the tour. She was wondering if she could come along, too?"

Before I even finished speaking, Kamrusepa nodded emphatically. "Mm-hmm, I'm very interested in the order's history, as I'm sure you might've noticed. It felt a little vulgar to invite myself, though."

Theo hesitated for a moment, then frowned, though he didn't say anything.

"I don't see why not," Neferuaten said, with a small shrug. "It was just happenstance that we had the group we did yesterday, after all."

Kam smiled at that, for the first time in a little while, and nodded.

It's silly to spend time entertaining 'What If's. But I can't help but wonder at this point, if, had she refused, everything could have been avoided. If that stupid choice had just been taken away from us, then our fates could have changed.

It's probably wishful thinking. But I'm a slave to myself. Even now, I can't help dwelling on the past.
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We did, in the end, have breakfast, though only after Ophelia had woken a second time and disorientedly muttered a few fragmented but mostly coherent sentences. It wasn't much, but it set people's minds more at ease.

The food was fine - better quality than the previous night, even. Falafel, pita bread with various stuffings, steak and egg porridge, cheese salad; high quality Ysaran food, all well prepared by Yantho, who seemed much more in his element having overseen the whole process from the start. Still, it remained a somewhat somber affair, with no one really in the mood for extensive conversation. Not much about the event stood out, save for the fact that Lilith, who I saw only briefly as her and her mother were finishing up by the time we arrived, looked like she was in a good mood. As one might guess, this was a pretty rare thing for her. She was even smiling to herself.

Bardiya was there, too. True to her word, Kamrusepa did offer an apology to him, though he was so muted in demeanor it was hard to tell if he'd actually accepted it or not. (He did thank her, at least.) He turned down joining us for the rest of the tour, saying only that he had to focus on preparing for his presentation. I joked that I probably ought to be doing the same thing, though in truth I'd largely done all I could already, having memorized my script and practiced the practical elements several times over the course of the past couple of weeks. For all the ways I liked to shoot myself in the foot, I at least had the good habit of always trying to finish work as soon as I got it, rather than putting it off to the last minute.

...in marked contrast to Theo, who if I knew him, was probably going along with us again in part because he didn't want to think about at all.

A significant part of me did wonder why I'd put so much effort into it. After all, if the weekend went well, it wouldn't matter anyway. And if it didn't...

Well. That didn't bode thinking about right now.

It was probably coming up to 10 in the morning when we finally set off, back through the abbey gardens. This time, we took a different, more roundabout route which led us past a set of descending steps I hadn't seen before. I quickly realized this was probably the alternate entrance to the sanctuary which Seth had described the boys as having arrived through, and Theodoros confirmed it.

With Neferuaten's permission, Kamrusepa and I took a quick peek. There was no mural, just a statue of a man, young and clean-shaven, that I didn't recognize. Kam speculated that it could be depicting the founder of the order, but when we brought it up, Neferuaten just laughed and said that assumption was incorrect, and that it 'wasn't her place to say more'. But to not imagine the answer would be anything particularly compelling to us.

We passed through the gateway that led directly to the order headquarters, with Kam, who up until this point had never really left the abbey, looking impressed by just about everything (she even managed to find nice things to say about the building), while Neferuaten went over some of the same topics to her that we'd discussed yesterday.

As she repeated to her what she'd told us about having not actually supported our invitation to the conclave, nor even the decision of the order to go public to begin with, a question came to mind that had occurred to me during the conversation about Zeno an hour earlier, though really, we ought to have inquired about before we'd even come to the conclave at all.

"Grandmaster," I said, as we walked.

She turned her head away from Kam. "Yes, Utsushikome?"

"I was wondering earlier, when Balthazar talked about Zeno's support for this whole event having been conditional. If it's alright of me to ask, who did support it? And who opposed it?"

She pursed her lips, contemplating the question for a little while before coming to an answer. "We were originally deadlocked on the issue. Hamilcar was the one who proposed it, with Linos agreeing with him and Anna, to my surprise, coming around quickly... Usually, she's rather restrained on such matters, but in this case she seemed of a mind to make an exception. Myself and Durvasa, on the other hand, agreed it was far too soon for such a measure, and he brought Zeno around to our side-- Somehow, he's always had something of a way with the man." She chuckled to herself.

"But he changed his mind when they suggested he could invite a protégé, too?" I asked.

She clicked her tongue. "Protégé might be too strong a word. It's a little complicated... As I said, we had no idea who he even had in mind until a short time ago." Her tone became subtly more sardonic. "Without saying too much about what is really a rather personal matter for Zeno, Hamilcar suggested that he might use this event as an opportunity to pursue one his own projects partially-independent from our collective work, which enticed him enough to sway his vote."

"That's sort of underhanded," I said, furrowing my brow. "Exploiting a personal motive of his to influence of the overall group."

"Hah, well, I've seen far worse skullduggery in this organization." She gave a small shrug. "In any event, that boy is presumably a part of that, and though I could perhaps make a few educated guesses, even I am largely in the dark about the specifics."

A personal project. I was starting to wish I'd asked Balthazar more about the paper he'd written that had apparently caught Zeno's attention while I'd the chance. The gods alone knew where they'd spirited him off to now, after what had happened.

And his 'promise'? What could he have possibly been talking about...?

"Would you mind if I interjected, grandmaster?" Kam asked. Her sucking-up-to-authority voice was starting to recover after the tribulations of the morning. "There's something I rather can't help but notice, hearing that."

She smiled. "You hardly need to ask permission, miss Tuon. We're all adults here; consider the floor open."

"Thank you," she said, speaking with a little caution. "You say that you and master Durvasa were the only two to oppose this event, but... I can't help but observe that, aside from Linos, you're the only two who elected to have dinner with us yesterday evening."

"Mm, it is a little funny, isn't it?" Her eyes wandered upwards. "I'd honestly put it to mere happenstance that it turned out that way, more than anything. But... Perhaps we were both looking for some means to soothe ourselves about the outcome." She looked to her. "Not to say that there were any doubts about your capabilities as arcanists-- We trust the judgement of the academy in that capacity. But as I told Theodoros and Utsushikome yesterday, there are other capacities in which I wasn't sure you were ready."

Kam let out a small, embarrassed laugh. "I can't imagine it was particularly soothing, in that case."

Neferuaten smiled at her. "You're a more self-conscious girl than you let on."

She blinked, then averted her gaze in an awkward expression, her lips pressed tightly together.

"Ah, forgive me. I didn't mean to embarrass you." She turned back to face forward. "In any case, I wouldn't dwell on it overmuch. I've seen people ten times your age lose their composure to far greater extents over the same topics. And though Durvasa has always been ferociously political, he rarely lets it interfere in his professional judgement."

"Er, sorry..." Theodoros said, furrowing his brow. "I meant to ask when it came up earlier, but what exactly happened, last night? I feel a little out of the loop."

Oh, right. I'd completely forgotten he'd left the dinner before it had all played out.

There was a impulse in the back of my head that seemed to want me to dwell on this thought a little more for some reason, but it fizzled out as my focus shifted back to the conversation.

"Well, Theo," Kam said, with a sort of tired faux-cheerfulness, "simply put, you had the good fortune to miss out on a little spat between Bardiya and master Durvasa on the topic of the civil dispute, both of whom took the affair quite personally. And which I did an excellent job getting worked up over and making even worse."

"Come on, Kam," I said. "You don't need to be like this. Being self-deprecating is supposed to be my thing."

"I mean, it's the truth," she said, crossing her arms stubbornly. "I behaved very childishly. I'd rather be blunt about it and get the air clear than tip-toe around the facts."

I furrowed my brow. "You really are acting funny this morning."

"Who... started it, if you'll forgive me for asking?" Theo inquired. "The argument."

"I'm not sure anyone could quite be said to have started it," Neferuaten said thoughtfully. "I'd liken it to a collision between two celestial objects."

"Your dad was asking us questions about why we all became arcanists," I explained. "Bardiya told his story, but he made a comment about about the Administrators that Durvasa spoke up to try and counter. After that, things just sort of... Escalated, between them. About who was at fault."

I decided not to mention the part about how Linos had basically caused the argument by bringing the topic up again after everyone else had been content to let it sit.

"Oh, I see." He frowned. "That's... Sort of surprising."

Kamrusepa raised an eyebrow in curiosity. "What makes you say that, Theo?"

"Well, father always described Durvasa as a very temperate man, during the few times he did talk about his work." He scratched his head. "Perhaps I'm misunderstanding the context of the situation a little."

Neferuaten chuckled to herself. "Well, your father has always been the type to see the best in everyone. And to be clear, I say that to his credit. ...honestly, though, it is largely true. He is only wont to lose his composure in very specific circumstances to do with his own background."

Participating in this conversation, I was starting to realize how little I actually knew about Durvasa. For all the other members of the order's inner circle, I was aware of at least a few rough details, but as I mentioned during the dinner, I didn't even know his birthplace name, let alone anything more advanced.

I asked a more ambitious question, in the hopes that the gaps would be filled in along the way. "What is his background, exactly? I'm only familiar with a little of his work."

"You don't know, Su?" Kamrusepa said, raising an eyebrow. "You mustn't of completely understood why I was so high strung about it all, then."

"My grandfather never talked about him," I said.

"That would make sense," Neferuaten said, nodding. "The two of them weren't exactly the best of friends." She hummed to herself wistfully. "To fill in some of the gaps for you, Durvasa was a volunteer medic in the Viraaki uprising, and then both of the great wars - quite prolifically, as a matter of fact. I wouldn't be surprised if he's among the most decorated healers in the Remaining World. After that, he held a number of lofty posts adjacent to politics. He was even physician to the First Administrator, though only for a few years."

For context, the 'great wars' referred to the Mnemonic War (itself, confusingly, only the final and most dramatic conflict in the era named the Tricenturial War), which the Viraaki uprising against the Empire of Rhunbard was considered to have instigated, and the Great Interplanar War around 200 years later. As for the First Administrator, they were the first-among-equals of the Old Yru Convention, making them them the effectively the most powerful person in the world.

...well, depending on your definition of 'powerful'. Nowadays, most executive decisions which weren't ferociously politicized were, in practice, made by the Sibyls and their logic engines. Not that this fact stopped the press obsessing every time there was an internal election.

"That's... wow," I said, a little surprised. "I had no idea he was someone so important."

"Well, this is all nearly two centuries past now," Neferuaten said. "And he's kept a fairly low profile since."

"Only to people who haven't been paying attention," Kamrusepa said, her enthusiasm getting the better of her for a bit. "His early essays on comparative metabolic function were quite fascinating, even if they weren't glamorous enough for many in the mainstream. And vindicated as wildly ahead of their time, with some of the recent advances."

"I'm quite impressed you got through them, to tell the truth," Neferuaten said slyly. "I was nigh-on three centuries old before I could push through texts as dry as his work."

Kam beamed at the compliment, despite its sardonic aspect.

We were circling the walls of the structure around to the door now - the front one, not the back entrance we'd used the previous day. The water of the pool at the back of the bioenclosure glittered in the simulated morning light.

"In any case," she went on, "now that you know that, Utsushikome, it's probably not difficult to understand why he has a great deal of investment in the present social order. He spent the better of his youth building it, after all." She smiled to herself. "As I hear it, he was a ferocious radical in his youth, filled with fire and anger at all the world and mankind's many cruelties. I would expect that him and Bardiya have more in common than either of them would like to admit."

"Well, I don't know about that," I said, frowning somewhat. "He was going pretty far to defend the Grand Alliance killing so many people, when they put down the riots. I've never seen Bardiya be..." I hesitated before saying the word, but it came out anyway. "...callous, in that way, about innocent human lives."

"Mm, sadly, 'innocent' might be the key word there . It is... A complicated thing, to grow old," she said. "The blessing of the young is to see the world with fresh eyes. To know injustice instinctively, just as one recoils from disease or rotten meat-- And to fight it, clear of head and heart." Her expression grew distant. "But as the years pass, you realize that to meaningfully combat those injustices, you must also fight for things. People. Institutions. Concepts. And as you do, you pour more and more of yourself into them... Until, without even truly realizing it's happened, they have replaced that clarity within your heart. And what guides you is no longer instinct, but faith; love for the merely specific."

I was surprised. "You think Durvasa was wrong."

She didn't respond at first, instead looking off to the side for a moment before continuing. "There is a tension within all people, I think, between the inherent justice of pursuing an ideal world, and the knowledge that one cannot exist. I believe Durvasa would be best served by admitting that, within himself, the battle was won in the latter's favor a long time ago." She looked back in my direction. "Though I do not know if I would call him wrong, per-se. One thing age can give you - though it's far from guaranteed - is perspective on how fragile the world truly is."

I bit my lip. "When you say, 'fragile'..."

"She means the social order, Su," Kamrusepa interjected, nodding along vehemently with Neferuaten's words. "Honestly, it's a very good point. Individuals with personal experiences like Bardiya aside, I get so frustrated sometimes with people our age. It's so fashionable to complain about every little flaw in the Grand Alliance and talk endlessly about tearing it down, as if something better and just as stable will magically pop out of the ground to take its place. As though we weren't all murdering each other for century upon century before it existed."

I frowned. "I mean, the world is incredibly different than it was before the Great Interplanar War. There's no resource scarcity, and arable land and copper mines were the cause of more than half the conflicts in the history of the Mimikos. I hardly think things would just go back to the way they used to be."

I said this, but I didn't feel completely confident in the argument.

Honestly, for as much as it was easy to bait me into political discourse, I felt like my actual opinions and reasoning were pretty shallow and undeveloped in a lot of ways - between everything that had happened in the past decade, I'd never had time to really give it the kind of thought it needed.

It was kind of as Neferuaten had said. I knew what felt wrong, what was obviously cruel and awful; the people who had to eke out an existence living under meritist governments, or who died from the incompetence or apathy of the Administration. But I didn't really have answers. If I were being truly honest, the deepest part of myself probably believed the world would always be sort of awful, no matter what, but that it was still important to call attention to the flaws anyway. Just to make sure everyone was on the same page, that we were all quietly resenting the same things together. That no one had the callousness not to resent them.

When I thought about that, it made me feel like kind of an awful person. Cynical only for the sake of not having to think at all. As an excuse to be self-indulgent.

"You wouldn't say that if you'd grown up in Rhunbard," Kam said dryly. "I'll tell you from first-hand experience that people never shut up about wanting to restore the old Empire, put the perfidious Ysarans, deviant Viraaki, and the backwards Mekhians in their place." She did the latter half in a caricature of an old man's voice. "They certainly don't care a hoot about resources."

"I think a common problem with inter-generational communication is an inability to really convey context and scope," Neferuaten said. I noted she didn't actually convey if Kam's understanding of what her point had been was correct or not. "Someone who lived through the Interluminary Strife might tell a young person from the modern day that they have no understanding of hunger, only for the latter to stubbornly retort that they lived through that Ikaryonic famine that preluded the civil dispute... Except that one was a catastrophe that lasted decades and killed tens of millions, while the other slew less than a thousand." She sighed. "People try to relate the experiences of others to their own lives in order to contextualize their understanding of the world and how it might be bettered, but those second-hand experiences inevitably become caricatures, conveying no useful truths. It makes me wonder if human beings, both young and old, are capable of learning from history at all."

Kamrusepa frowned. "That's... Rather a depressing conclusion to draw in regard to human nature," she said, hesitantly. "We've made some indisputable progress over the epochs, surely? There was never a peace this long before, even at the heights of the Imperial Era."

"Perhaps. Still. I do wonder if it will be enough to save us, in the end." She shook her head. "Forgive me. You did not come along to listen to an old woman's nihilistic rambling, I'm sure."

"I wouldn't say iit was nihilistic," I said, feeling, somehow, like I ought to defend her from her own self-deprecation. "It would only be nihilistic if you said nothing could be done. "

At these words, she looked at me for a moment, something strange and thoughtful in her eyes. Eventually, though, she broke into a smile. "You're a sweet girl, Utsushikome," she said. "And quite right. After all, changing the human condition is precisely what we're in the business of doing."

Kamrusepa smiled, but Theo looked strangely put-off. His eyes wandered towards the walls, and ocean's swirling murk.

Finally, the path led us to the front door, which was a lot larger than the one behind the statue, though also more modern-looking, with a proper handle. There was a little glass porch where it looked like various people had left coats and shoes.

Opposite, close by the point that it almost architecturally peculiar, was the greenhouse that I recalled Linos having mentioned yesterday. It was probably the most conventionally modern looking part of the sanctuary I'd seen. Largely glass within a bronze framework, rounded, and dense with shelves filled with various plants, half-visible through the green tint. I couldn't make out anything specific other than some round fruits which I was relatively sure were tomatoes.

"I could give you a tour of the greenhouse too, if you're curious," Neferuaten said, noticing the direction of my focus and stopping short of the door. "I'm afraid there's not very much to see, though."

"What, ah, sort of things do you grow there?" Theodoros asked.

"Nowadays? Very little-- Mostly emergency food stock, plus a few specialized herbs and molds for Durvasa's work. We used to use it for all manner of things, but now we have conjuration runesheets for most, so it's become a little neglected." She regarded him curiously. "Why do you ask?"

"Oh, no particular reason, I suppose," Theodoros said sheepishly. "Mother has one at home she uses for tea and coffee beans, so I thought father might've been involved."

She shrugged. "If he has a green thumb, I'm afraid I've never seen that side of him." She looked over in my direction. "Well?"

"Uh, I'll pass, I think," I said. "I'm not really the type to get excited about plants. Unless you want to, Kam?"

"Silly as it may be, I'm curious about almost every aspect of this place, so I want to say yes..." She bit her lip. "But, well, the condensation... And my hair..."

"Sounds like a no," Neferuaten said, opening the door. "Shall we get back to it, then?"

We followed her inside. The doorway led to an entry hall like you might see in a manor, with several corridors and a branching stairwell at the rear of a large, lightly decorated open area, the floors and walls tiled with varnished wood, save for a small section around the middle with a purple carpet. The only decor of special note was a large portrait of several people hanging over the stairwell, though I couldn't identify any of them at first glance.

Surprisingly, the chamber was not unoccupied. Talking by the side of the aforementioned stairs were two people, one of whom was Ran, who I suddenly realized had never returned for breakfast after her brief appearance earlier. The other was an old woman.

...well, I say 'old woman', but in truth, that doesn't really convey it properly. In the modern day, it was relatively rare to see people who looked old in the truest sense of the word. You saw a lot of people who were weathered and somewhat aged, like Neferuaten, Durvasa and Linos, and even some people who went further than that either through disinterest in cosmetic treatment or sheer stubbornly long lifespan, like the class coordinator. But bodies that were visibly at the end of their lives, with fully grey, half-gone hair, shrunken spines, and skin more wrinkled than not... The primary place you'd see that was in pictures and textbooks.

Dementia, accidents, or hyper-complex genetic mutations and cancers killed most far before that point, but very occasionally, you did see people with a strange resistance to all three. The oldest living human (well, or at least the person with the oldest human body, setting aside the more fringe and hyper-modern methods of life extension that had emerged since the revolution) had famously been Iahmesu of Gaozhi, an arcanist who had, through a combination of dedicated self-maintenance and sheer biological luck, managed to live to the ridiculous age of 902, having died only a few years before I was born. I'd seen pictures of him taken a few years before his death in school, and remembered being shocked that someone who looked like that could possibly be alive.

Amtu-hedu-anna, the most senior of the order and born so long ago her Ysaran name wasn't Inotianized, was not that old. But she was close, and seeing her provoked a similar response in me. Everything about her looked ancient. Her grey-ish skin, covered so densely in liver spots that it almost appeared a shade darker than it truly was, hung from extremities as if barely attached, and was inconsistent in texture and precise shade - the mark of the repeated excision and replacement of areas that inevitably came as dermis endured the final and most exotic conditions yet unconquered by modern medicine. Her frame was tiny - half a head below even Ran - and asymmetrically hunched over a wooden cane which she clasped with both hands. Some of the bones seemed not to quite fit or moved strangely, whole segments of her skeletal structure having likely been replaced wholesale.

And her face, only partially visible under the hood of her dark brown Runescribe's Guild robes, was unlike anyone's I'd seen before. It was shrunken and top-heavy in a way that almost made it vaguely reminiscent of an infant, except the skin made it impossible to draw that association. Her eyes added to this dissonance. They looked strikingly youthful, like they'd been recently replaced, and shone a vivid green.

I realized too late I was staring at her a bit, and her gaze flickered towards me specifically as the two of them turned towards our group. I averted my eyes in embarrassment at my lack of tact.

"Ah," Neferuaten said, smiling in an unsurprised way. "It seems we're not the only ones roaming about today." She bowed her head. "Good morning, your ladyship."

Your ladyship. A relic from the old days, when arcanists had openly governed most of the world as a pseudo-aristocratic class. Nowadays, such customs had disappeared in all nations save the Saoic Arcanocracy, phased out through war or slow reform. But some of the titles still circulated among the elderly, albeit long stripped of power.

Whatever the point of this gesture, Anna seemed more irritated by it than anything. "Oh, it's you, girl," she said, her voice quiet and creaky. "You've brought more of the children."

Kamrusepa stepped forward a bit, bowing her head lower and in a more deliberate motion than Neferuaten. "It is a pleasure to meet you, exalted mistress," she said, opting for her formal guild title instead. "I am Kamrusepa of Tuon--"

"Yes, I know who you are," she interjected, though the flatness of it made it feel more like impatience than irritation. Her gaze turned to Theo and myself. "Linos's son... And █ █ █ █ █ 's granddaughter, correct?"

T-That's right, ma'am," I said, a little intimidated.

She snorted. "Yes, I see the attempt the scriptwriters made to cultivate a resemblance now." She shifted her weight a little more in our direction. "I am Amtu-hedu-anna, as you already know. Obey the rules and conduct yourself with a professional competence that will not embarrass the order and yourselves, and I am certain your visit here will be pleasant."

"Yes, exalted mistress," Kamrusepa said, with practiced deference. I followed along with a more awkward version of the same line a moment later, while Theo appeared too stunned by the whole situation to respond except with an awkward muttering.

I was getting a little worried for him, this morning. Theo was always a bit stiff, but he seemed somehow not quite himself.

Anna snorted, glancing to the side. "God. I say that, as if we have not already embarrassed ourselves on a spectacular scale. Perhaps what I should truly be telling you is to burn and pillage this place as you see fit, and put us all out of our misery." Her eyes jerked towards Neferuaten. "Are these by any chance the ones who dealt with the situation this morning?"

"They are," she said, with a nod. "Though one is absent."

"Mm. And the girl's health?"

"Recovering quickly, it seems," Neferuaten said.

"I see." She sighed in a way that was short and sharp, and made me wonder if she had artificial lungs. "Well done to you all, then. Rest assured that there will be a decisive resolution to the matter, along with some manner of compensation."

Much stronger words on the subject than Neferuaten had, I thought.

"Thank you, exalted mistress," Kamrusepa said. "Um-- As I was saying earlier, it is an honor to meet you, by the way." She seemed a little star-struck.

Admittedly, Amtu-hedu-anna was probably the second most famous of the order's number. She was a well-known arcanist even outside of the sphere of healing, having for many years headed the Old Yru Runescribe's Guild, one of the oldest arcane extant arcane institutions in the world - though she'd resigned into an honorary post long ago at this point. She'd done tremendous amounts of prolific work in all manner of fields in which runecraft was involved, including, funnily enough, the restoration of the Empyrean Bastion. Though appropriately, her specialty had always been using them on the human body.

A long time ago, before the advent of artificed organs and biomancy-engineered viruses and bacteria, carving runes straight on to people's flesh and bones was about the only way to implant a permanent effect engineered by the Power onto a individual, and she'd been among the greatest masters of the technique.

Though those skills had become largely redundant, today, she was something of an elder stateswoman of the Ysaran arcane community, consulted by everyone from architects engaging in grand projects, to other healers, to politicians, always existing in the cultural background. It had been a surprise to the public that she'd been part of the order.

I wondered how it'd happened, myself.

"I see you've met miss Hoa-Trinh already," Neferuaten said, gesturing towards Ran, whom I looked towards properly for the first time. She looked surprisingly relaxed, and gave me a small nod of acknowledgement as we made eye contact.

"Yes, we were just discussing a few matters relating to the order's traditions and symbology," Anna replied. "She has an extremely good head on her shoulders. I was surprised to see it from the weakest of the group in terms of academic accomplishment."

If Ran was offended by this, she didn't show it.

"Mm, could we perhaps join in the conversation?" Neferuaten asked, a smile on her lips. "I'm actually giving these three a tour right now, so a discussion about some of the history could actually be rather appropriate."

There was something funny in her tone as she said this. It was a very subtle, but if I didn't know better, it was almost like she was... Teasing the older woman?

Come on, that's stupid, a part of me thought. The Grandmaster wouldn't do something like that.

Anna narrowed her eyes. "You are free to have a conversation on the matter among yourselves, but we were just finishing. I must make preparations in my chambers for the events of this afternoon." By the time she finished the sentence, she was already moving towards the stairwell.

"Ah, that's a pity," Neferuaten said. "Well, I'm glad everyone had a chance to introduce themselves, at least."

"Um, thank you for your time!" Kamrusepa stammered out.

The woman gave no further acknowledgement to either of them, slowly hobbling up the stairs with the aid of her cane. When she approached the doorway at the top, I saw her finger subtly twitch, and it swung open under the influence of the Power. She passed through it, and then it closed behind her.

Neferuaten let out a sigh a few moments later, turning to all of us with a cheerful expression. "I'm sorry about that. As I told you yesterday, Utsushikome, she's not our most amicable member."

"You don't suppose we did anything to offend her...?" Kam asked, looking a little dejected. "It seemed as though she didn't want to speak with us at all."

She shook her head. "No, I don't think so. She's just not much for larger groups." She turned to Ran. "Are you alright, miss Hoa-Trinh? I hope she wasn't too abrasive with you."

"I'm fine, ma'am," Ran said. "It's as she said, we were just talking about some of the customs of the order-- I approached her myself with a question."

"You approached her yourself?" She smirked a bit. "You're bolder than I might've expected. It's rather a coin-flip as to whether such things end well or poorly... Though, it seems to have landed on the right side, in your case." She hesitated for a moment, then furrowed her brow thoughtfully. "Actually, do people your age still say 'coin flip'? Since there aren't any, any more."

"Uh, I think so," I said. "I still hear it, at least."

"Mm, that's a relief," she said. "Well, Ran. As I said, we're just finishing a tour from yesterday at present. You're welcome to join us if you like-- Though, you might want to go back and have breakfast before they clean it all up, if you haven't? I didn't see you during the morning."

"I'm fine, ma'am. I made a sandwich here a little while ago." She glanced to the side. "I heard about what was happening when Durvasa and Sacnicte came back here with that guy. Since I don't have the right skills to be of any help, I decided it would be better to just stay out of the way. She pointed me in the direction of the kitchen, and since then... I've just been looking around."

"Well, then," Neferuaten said, her tone warm. "Would you like to join join us?"

Ran thought about this for a moment, then glanced over in my direction, a focus coming into her eyes. "Yeah," she said. "Might as well."

It wasn't hard for me to guess what that meant. I remembered what we'd agreed, the night before.

"Excellent!" Neferuaten said. "The more the merrier."

I didn't quite process it at the time, but Theodoros seemed to recede even more at these words, crossing his arms and looking towards the ground.

We quickly moved on from the entry-chamber, Neferuaten not seeming to want to linger there for whatever reason, and resumed the tour proper through the various chambers of the first floor - though there weren't that many left to see after the previous day. We visited a room with a big but somewhat-outdated printing press which Neferuaten informed us was once used for printing their research, back before the organization could do so publicly, and as an example, made up a little sheet from the template with a headline and a couple of paragraphs about our visit, before printing us all a copy. Kam looked like she was almost moved to tears by the gesture.

When I saw Ran reading the next time we took a break, I noticed she'd folded hers up and was using it as a bookmark, which said about everything you needed to know about her sentimentality towards all of this.

We went to some more mundane rooms after that. Another lounge with what looked like a card table, and a room with some exercise equipment that had clearly not seen much use. Eventually, Neferuaten told us we were heading towards the wine cellar because she 'something interesting to show us', which I found rather odd, since I'd never known her to be an enthusiast for drinks. While this was happening the others were talking, me and Ran shared a few quiet words at the back.

"So... What were you doing out here?" I said, in a hushed voice. "I mean, really."

"What do you think?" She looked at me with narrow eyes for a moment, then relaxed a bit, sighing. "...looking for Samium, obviously."

I gave her a confused look. "I thought you told me to wait and ask--"

"I know," she said, rubbing her brow. "But I just... I don't know. I needed to feel like I was doing something useful."

I frowned. "Are you... Alright? What was the matter this morning?"

"I'm fine," she said, her tone firm. "I was just--"

"Oh, so Ran," Kamrusepa turned and interjected, not seeming to realize we were speaking. "I meant to ask, what exactly were you talking with Amtu-hedu-anna about? In regard to the symbology and history, I mean."

She grunted. "I was asking her about the mural. Remember, Linos said she'd know about it."

"Ah, that's right!" She said, snapping her fingers. "I'll confess, I'd completely forgotten."

"Me too," I said. My worried frown was still held on her, even as it became obvious we weren't going to get a chance to finish the thought.

"It turns out that it's actually a reproduction," Ran explained. "Based on some artwork another member of the order did hundreds of years ago. Apparently it's nearly as old as the organization itself."

"Really? That's interesting." Kam hummed to herself, then looked to Neferuaten. "Do you know anything about that, grandmaster?

"Mm, I might," she said, with a touch of mischief in her tone. "I'm not sure how much I ought to say if it's a mystery that miss Hoa-Trinh is pursuing, though. I wouldn't want to spoil her fun."

"I wouldn't call it fun, ma'am," Ran said, her tone flat. "I'm just trying to get a stupid idea out of my head, that's all."

I looked to her. "Why are you so curious about it, Ran?"

She was quiet for a while, her eyes scrunched together-- Probably considering if she actually wanted to answer the question. "Promise me you won't call me an idiot for even indulging the thought."

"Of course," I said, nodding. "I mean. It would be pretty hypocritical of me if I did."

"I've certainly indulged my fair share of bizarre ones," Neferuaten said, with a smile. "You'll hear nothing from me."

"Ran, of all our class, you may be the last I'd call an idiot," Kam said. "Cross my heart and hope to die." She made the according motion.

Theo didn't say anything. He didn't even seem to be paying attention to the conversation, now.

Ran let a second, deeper sigh. "So there's this old story in... Well, I guess you'd call it the genre fiction community," she explained. "An urban myth, if you like. It's about these manuscripts that are supposed to never end. They don't have a cover or any binding other than rings, so there's no clear place to start them. And the text is circular, like that mural, so the story goes on forever and ever and ever. No one knows exactly where or when they first started showing up, and they're all completely different types of stories - the one I originally heard about was romance, but there's also a fantasy one people talk about a lot. They're supposed to all be unique, and the only places they ever show up in stories are in old collections or at auction."

"Sounds like something that would be rather easy to capitalize on," Kam said. "Make one of your own, then saddle someone in the mythos with a nice chunk of your luxury debt."

"You'd think so, but the stories for account for that," Ran said. "As they tell it, they're all written in the same handwriting. There are even photos that circulate around that are allegedly of some of the pages, so it'd be easy to spot a forgery."

"So one person would have to be behind all of them," I said.

"Sharp as ever, Su," she said, a little dryly.

I raised an eyebrow. "Why would someone make something like that, though?"

"Don't think too hard about it. Like I said, this is probably all a bunch of baseless rumors," she said. "But... The story goes that they were written by some Egomancer who, way back in the Mourning Period, was trying to understand the way the Ironworkers had reconstructed the human brain, and the protections they'd put on it. They supposedly learned that, by using divination to detect external impulses over a very long period of research, they could understand how it responded to certain... Feelings, stimuli."

I nodded along with this. It was a well-known fact that, almost without exception, the Power was unable to affect or read the human mind whatsoever, even if someone had none of their resistances. Some ascribed this to a deliberate choice in the part of the Ironworkers, since it was easy to imagine the world becoming deeply unpleasant if people had the ability to manipulate the psyches of others as easily as they could defy physics, while others said it was simply due to it being incompatible with the nature of the human brain as it now existed.

Regardless, the field of Egomancy had sprung up as a means to find backdoors to do this anyway, though it only ever achieved meager success even before the Grand Alliance had banned it. Nowadays, it was replaced by Neuromancy, which kept an even greater degree of separation, interfacing with the mind only by proxy, via the rest of the nervous system.

"That sounds... A little implausible, from what I understand of the science," Neferuaten said. "Not I have much authority to speak on the matter. I know about as much about egomancy as I do about animal husbandry."

"There's more to the explanation that I'm forgetting, and also the stories kind of vary," Ran said, rubbing her eyes. "It's all really vague bullshit. But the way it all ultimately goes is that he eventually made these manuscripts as an experiment in treating to create... I dunno what you'd even call it. Non-arcane egomancy."

"This is starting to sound very esoteric," Kamrusepa said, obviously quite taken with the story. "I'm a little sad you missed out on our conversation about the supernatural earlier, Ran."

"This isn't supernatural," she said bluntly.

"I know, I know!" Kamrusepa said, holding up a hand. "But this sort of pulp-science mythology - it has a similar mystique, I think."

"I'm quite taken with it myself, I admit," Neferuaten said. "I'm surprised I've never come across the rumor before. In spite of my age, I do like to think of myself as still on the pulse of fringe scholarship." She smirked.

"Are you much of a reader, ma'am?" Ran asked. "Of fiction?"

Neferuaten shrugged. "I suppose not. I spend more time glued to a logic bridge these days, I'm afraid."

"Then it's not surprising. I haven't heard it discussed outside of those circles," she said. "Anyway. The gist of it is, they're written in some specific way that's supposed to tap into the fabric of the mind, when you read them over and over again. Into its core structure, by exploiting the flaws in the Ironworkers method, or maybe had always existed, even in the old world. And then change you."

I blinked. "What do you mean by 'change'?"

"Anything. Your personality. How you think. Fundamentals about how you're specialized as a human being, and what your mind is capable of doing" She ran her hand through her messy hair. "Some of the time it's even stuff like memories or skills, depending on who's telling it."

I found myself shuddering a bit. Somehow, the idea of just something you read doing that to you struck me as deeply creepy.

"And you think our mural might be one of these?" Neferuaten asked.

"No," Ran said, with no hesitation. "Obviously not. Even if the stories are true, they never speak about any being illustrated; it's always text." She frowned to herself. "I couldn't help making the connection and just... Thinking about it, though. I used to be kind of into this sort of thing."

Neferuaten shrugged. "Fair enough."

"If you'll forgive me saying so, Ran, I would never have imagined," Kamrusepa said. "You're about the most straight-laced person I think I know. Heads over even Su, and she's a terrible bore," she said, gesturing towards me.

"Hey!" I said.

"I don't know why everyone seems to have this idea of me as this hyper-rational person," Ran said, turning to face forward. "I spend half my time reading romance novels. Taking those stories at face value requires a hell of a lot more mental gymnastics than believing in some magic books."

Kamrusepa snorted, then chuckled to herself. Ran's expression, though, was as serious as ever.

And I found myself wondering, regardless of what she might've said, why she really would go out of her way to pursue such a minuscule lead on something like that.

We came to a set of steps at the back of the building, and headed down. As expected, they led into the wine cellar, which looked what you'd expect a wine cellar to look like - albeit with a bit less stock than many, since for all the comforts it had, I imagined working in the sanctuary over the long term got dull pretty quickly. The lamp came on automatically as we entered.

"Oh, this is charming," Kamrusepa said, smiling as we walked past the shelves. "Quite a lot of rare vintages."

Neferuaten chuckled. "I'll be sure to pass the compliment on to Hamilcar, since he's the one who largely procures the stock. I confess I didn't bring you here to look at wine, however." She turned a corner, and directed us towards a wooden door at the back.

Kamrusepa gasped. "There's a whole other floor, down here?"

"Indeed, miss Tuon, there is," she said with a nod, before turning to Theodoros. "I remember you saying you don't like being underground, Theodoros, so you can sit this part out if you like. It shouldn't be too long."

He stared at her mutedly for a moment, not seeming to have fully comprehended she was talking to him. Then he blinked, and nodded. "Uh, no. I'll come."

She smiled. "Very well, then. "

I gave her a puzzled look. "I thought you said there was nothing interesting, down here?"

"Not quite. I said there was nothing exciting, but there are still things... One might find worth seeing." She opened the door, revealing a grey, largely undercoated corridor. "I decided there would be. So. Shall we?"

Kamrusepa cheerfully advanced, and we followed in her wake.
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The corridor led initially to a set of steps taking us down about 30-40 feet, then to a wider hallway that looked like it had only been dug recently, or at least had been renovated. Runes designed to direct the Power lined the walls near the ceiling, though they looked like they weren't active at the moment. Intermittently, there was a strange creaking sound from below, like stone shifting around.

Soon, that sound was overshadowed by another, more familiar one. The noise of millions of gears quietly grinding together, audible only by virtue of their sheer abundance: A logic engine.

At a junction, Neferuaten took our group to the left, and led us into a much larger room, to the point that it could almost qualify as a small warehouse. The floor was much lower, here, and the door led us directly onto the bronze rafters at the upper end instead of the ground level. It reminded me, as odd a connection as it was to make, of an abandoned alchemical plant near my house growing up, which I'd sometimes played in on lonely weekends when no one was there to stop me.

But this wasn't a room for brewing chemicals. Not by a long shot.

The chamber was split into two, and on each side, there was a grand construction. On the left, there was a line of perhaps 25 machines, similar in design to the logic engine I'd seen in the game room at Abbey House the previous day, with one important distinction - all of them were massive in comparison. Giant pillars of intricate machinery, echoglass veins and hydraulics, reaching all the way up from the floor to the ceiling, each in turn joined by huge clusters of spiraling glasswork at their bases.

My eyes widened at the spectacle. At this scale, there was almost something of an organic quality to the machine-- So many millions, billions of tiny cogs and switches all moving as one, impossible to interpret at this distance as individual entities, instead giving the impression of a flowing stream, or perhaps vast colony of insects.

...although, perhaps 'organic' isn't the appropriate word, considering what was on the other side of the room.

On the right, there a smaller but far more unified machine, 'built' as one massive oval-shaped construction. At the center was a curved, asymmetrical looking pillar that had clearly been grown rather than assembled; no lines could be seen where parts might have been interlocked, and the texture of it resembled bark, giving the impression of a branchless, leafless tree trunk - or at least, it would, if not for the fact that it was an utterly unnatural shade of purest white.

Surrounding and connected to it by tiny, root-like strings were countless hexagonal boxes, layered on top of one another in such a way that resembled a beehive. In each, there were multiple thin trays of veiny, turquoise pulp: artificed neural tissue.

It was clear what we were seeing. A traditional, if incredibly powerful mechanical logic engine on one side, and an ultra-modern biological one on the other.

Working in tandem. Joined, I now saw, by a logic bridge in the center, at which the bronze platform ultimately terminated.

"My God," Kamrusepa said, stopping dead at the sight.

Neferuaten smiled. "I rather thought this might be your sort of thing, miss Tuon," she said.

"This is astounding!" She said, her eyes wide. "I've never seen a setup even close to this outside of a government building! Not even in the academy!" She looked to Neferuaten. "How did you..."

"A great deal of connections and patience," Neferuaten said, crossing her arms idly together. "And no small amount of technical skill and elbow grease. Not to pay myself too many compliments." She chuckled.

"What is all this?" I asked. "Are these the logic engines you said were down here yesterday-- That oversee the whole facility?"

"Not a bad guess, but this would be a little excessive for such a purpose." She stepped forward. "No, this is in fact our automated research room, and these two are directly related to our work. The one on the left is Hamilcar's project, while the one on the right is largely of my own design, albeit with a little help from Durvasa and Zeno."

"I didn't know you designed logic engines, grandmaster!" Kam exclaimed, her eyebrows raised.

"Oh yes," Neferuaten said, with a short nod. "I'm not on the same level as Hamilcar, of course, but I've been an enthusiast of the technology since the early days. I'm very lazy, you see, so the idea of passing on my mental labor to an inanimate object is inherently appealing to me." She gave a sardonic expression. "This project is probably the most complicated I've ever attempted, though in truth, all I really did was customize a recent design from Pallattaku for my own purposes. God's mercy, the bioengineers they have in Viraak these days..." She shook her head. "Still-- I am quite proud of how it turned out."

"What's it all for...?" I asked.

"A good question, though a bit of a messy one," she said mirthfully, placing a finger to her mouth as she launched into the explanation. "How to begin-- About fifty years ago, it became apparent that the remaining causes of traditional senescence, particularly those traceable to random anima mutations and expression changes, had reached a level of complexity and variation that identifying them and picking them off one-by-one was no longer good science."

"More useful to look at a million small problems as one big problem," Ran said, looking up at the machines. "The 'complexity gap', you call it, right?"

Neferuaten clapped her hands together. "Indeed, miss Hoa-Trinh! I'm pleased you're familiar with the concept." She gestured towards the setup. "As a result, we pivoted our focus. While myself and the others have re-oriented our personal attention on more specific, complex health issues - most paramountly associative collapse dementia - we set up this system with the hope of addressing the issue at its core, by pursuing a universal predictive model for the development, and decay, of the human body."

So they could simulate where problems would arise before they happened, I thought, nodding as she spoke. It was a technically possible concept, if what felt like an obscenely pie-in-the-sky one. It was hard to overstate the sheer magnitude of variations in how the human body could both develop with age and, inevitably, break. You could compare it to counting grains of sand on a beach, except to be an accurate analogy, the beach would probably have to be about as long as the distance between the Mimikos and the Tower of Asphodel. You'd need more medical data than had probably been collected through the entirety of human history.

If it had been anyone else suggesting the idea, I would have been extremely skeptical.

"T-That's incredible!" Kamrusepa said with genuine excitement, moving up to the railing to get a better look. "That really would be a universal panacea, in the truest sense of the term!" She turned her head back towards Neferuaten. "But-- Could such a thing be done? Even with this much power?"

Neferuaten moved to stand beside her, considering the question. "That depends on who you ask. In our present day understanding of human biology, there is the accepted notion of Ubar's Law - that the body's mechanisms will continuously trend towards ever greater dysfunction, and subsequently senescence, as a consequence of environmental damage that is neither possible to detect, nor eliminate, completely. If this holds true, than it will likely be centuries before we have the technology to build a model useful for more than a few decades beyond the current average lifespan." She held a finger up. "However, I've come to speculate that there might be limitations to the theory."

Kamrusepa nodded, enraptured by the explanation. In the corner of my eye, I thought I noticed Ran roll her eyes.

"Though it's still early days, contemporary research seems to suggest that, while the frequency of anima dysfunction may continue to increase, a subtle plateau in its range begins to occur at around 600 years of age," Neferuaten explained. "My hypothesis is that we are actually far closer to achieving a state of long-term stability for the body than is popularly believed, and that the number of anima script defects viable enough to cause serious problems, while still tremendous, is ultimately finite - or at least finite to the point that the rarest might take thousands of years to appear in the average person." Her lips curled upwards. "Which means..."

"...that a model, even an imperfect one, could predict almost every problem for centuries," Kamrusepa said excitedly. "That tissue damage could be prevented for hundreds more years than today!"

"That's the hope," Nefeuaten said, with a nod.

"That's incredible!" Kamrusepa exclaimed. "It would be the greatest breakthrough since the Second Resurrection!"

"What if you're wrong?" Ran asked, skeptical.

Neferuaten shrugged. "Then I will have, sadly, wasted a very large amount of time and resources, miss Hoa-Trinh." She chuckled for again. "Sadly, it wouldn't be the first time, in this line of work. When pursuing a goal as lofty as the end of mortality, one must learn to roll with the punches."

"Still, though!" Kamrusepa said, starry eyed. "If it holds, we could be witnessing history in the making! It could-- It would change the world."

"I'm not so sure about that," I said, although between the two of them, it was hard not to catch a bit of the enthusiasm. "Without getting rid of dementia first, for most people, it'd just amount to people's skin looking nicer on their deathbeds."

"Oh, come on, Su," Kamrusepa said, her expression turning sour as she looked to me. "I know you're a pessimist about this subject, but that really is a absurd way to respond."

"Hey, I'm not saying it wouldn't be a worthwhile accomplishment," I said, frowning. "I'm just trying to be realistic about it what it would change."

"No, what you're doing is taking most good things being impossible as a given, and then choosing to extrapolate that any positive change to the status quo will be isolated and pointless," she said, her gaze flat. "You're always going on about how biological immortality is a pipe dream because of the nature of entropy makes the problem exponentially more and more difficult, but now your own professor on the topic is telling you otherwise, you've moved right along to finding some other way to talk about how it's all futile, because surely that problem would be unsolvable instead!"

"I think that might be a little harsh, miss Tuon," Neferuaten said, though while giving us both a look of sympathy.

Kam hesitated, her face flushing a little. "Erm. Pardon me, grandmaster. I didn't mean to get carried away."

She smiled. "You obviously have a lot of passion about longevity scholarship. I hope your career takes you in a direction that allows you to put it to work." She glanced away, a subtle sigh escaping her lips. "That being said, you won't get far unless you learn to constructively respond to cynicism like Utsushikome's. Most people will always be skeptical of radical change-- And more often, they are very right to be. The academic community is inundated with individuals who will promise the earth, only to deliver a handful of dirt."

"Uh... In her defense, we do have this sort of argument a lot, so that might be part of why she reacted so harshly." I said, feeling a little sad to be referred to indirectly by her, like that. "Kam's usually very patient when it comes to other people."

"She was pretty aggressive with that guy during the press conference," Ran said.

"Aggressive doesn't mean impatient," I said, feeling confused as to why I'd ended up defending Kam.

"No, while it's very sweet of you to advocate for me in the face of having attacked your personality, I do think she has a point, Su." She furrowed her brow. "I'll be out of school and in professional life, soon. I can't let myself keep snapping at people just for not embracing my passions wholesale. It would have been more constructive if I had countered your argument with evidence, instead of ad hominem."

I was never going to get used to Kam bending like a sapling in the wind whenever one of the council members critiqued her. I wondered how much of these leaps of self-understanding would persist once we were back in class.

What are you saying? You know you're not going to be back in class, a voice echoed in my head. One way or the other...

There was a fear rising in me again, slowly and subtly. The same which had gripped me in the carriage ride yesterday morning, and which had never really gone away. I pushed it back into the corner of my mind, for now.

"I have to say, though, your outlook towards the prospects of our research always has made me a little sad, Utsushikome, even though I did sometimes appreciate your critical voice at the House of Resurrection," Neferuaten said. "Young people should be hopeful about progress. My generation produces more than enough doom and gloom for the world by itself." She made a dry smile.

"I mean... It's not as though I mean to be negative," I said, which was probably a lie. "Or again, to say it doesn't sound like an incredible idea, when you lay it all out like that. It's just-- Well... There hasn't been a substantial leap in human lifespan for centuries. From the order, or anyone else researching it at all." I scratched the side of my head. "A huge breakthrough something overturning that just feels, well... Far-fetched, somehow?"

What I didn't say was that a lot of the basis for my feelings about the topic were things that she had taught me herself; about the nature of entropy and the universe on an essential level, and how it becomes ever more difficult to keep any sort of order from giving way to chaos over a long enough period of time. Even if conventional aging and dementia were cured, there'd still be accidents, which were already close to overtaking deaths from cancer. Freak health events. Not to even speak of mental concerns, and the consequences of compounding lifetimes upon lifetimes of trauma on top of one another - suicide rates accounted for 8% of fatalities in the present day, and that number was only rising.

Human beings just weren't designed to live that long on a fundamental level. You couldn't really change that without changing what being human even was.

Neferuaten had always described herself as an 'optimistic cynic', and said she liked to talk about the scope of the problem on a fundamental level not as an excuse to be defeatist, but simply out of a pragmatic desire to know the extent of the challenge, before rising to meet it anyway.

It probably said more about me than the research that I could only see the apparent futility in the endeavor.

"You may very well be right," she said, moving away from the railing, and advancing further down the platform. "Research is a funny thing. It is only in retrospect that one learns if ones efforts have been water against a dam, slowly working towards a grand, climatic burst of progress and change... Or merely hurling oneself against a wall, in empty futility." She looked back at us warmly as she walked. "Still, we must try, hm?"

Kamrusepa looked enraptured with her at this point. If I didn't know better, I would suspect she was in love.

It's disturbing how much that bothers you, a voice from within me pointed out.

"But let's not get hung up on all this! We haven't even got to the good part," she continued, heading down the central pathway and gesturing for us to follow.

"The good part?" Ran inquired.

"I invite you to interface with the logic bridge," she said, laying a hand on the pillar herself. "And to commune with the machines about the work first hand. That might give you the qualification to make a more decisive judgement for yourselves."

"Uh, I'll pass, I think..." Theo said. "I've got a bit of a headache, so I don't really want to do anything that might make it worse."

Kamrusepa, in contrast, rushed forward to do so with girlish eagerness, while Ran and I followed behind. I placed my hand on the glass-like surface of the false iron, and felt the pull in my mind. I accepted it.

What I happened next, or rather that I felt next, was not what I expected. It wasn't the strange half-language of impulses and understandings that one normally felt from logic bridges, but neither was it the completely flat, dead tones from the rare occasions they used words directly.

It didn't quite communicate like a human. Words that were implied, that the brain didn't fully processed, were skipped. But still, it was impossible not to interpret the information entering my mind as conversation.

Oh, oh, more visitors! it 'said'. Hello! My name is Sekhmet!

I was so shocked that I physically lurched backwards.

"It talks..." Kamrusepa muttered, wide eyed.

Talks? Oh, I see! You don't have all of the information. I have initiated the conversation unproductively. The voice left me with an impression of childish femininity, even though it didn't actually have any tone at all. Who are these people, Nefi?

"These are three of the students visiting that we talked about, Sekhmet," she said casually. "Utsushikome of Fusai, Kamrusepa of Tuon, and Ran of Hoa-Trinh. And yes, I've sprung you on them as a bit of a surprise."

I see, I see! It said. I am sorry if I started you, Utsushikome of Fusai, Kamrusepa of Tuon, Theodoros of Melanthos, and Ran of Hoa-Trinh!"

"Um." I hesitated, instinctually not making any sudden moves, like my lizard brain had just detected a new kind of predator. "It's... Okay?"

Do you think so? I'm very pleased to hear that. An abstractly pleasant sensation suddenly struck my mind, like tasting something gently sweet - honey, perhaps - or taking a breath of fresh air. I do not like to antagonize people, you see. That is not productive at all. Which one are you, by the way?

I blinked. "Pardon?"

Which one are you! It repeated. From the list.

"Oh," I said. "Uh, I'm Utsushikome of Fusai..."

I understand! Please do not be offended if I forget. I often do not conserve memory used for people I interact with infrequently. It is not personal!

I nodded, a gasp of nervous laughter escaping my mouth.

I'd read about this sort of thing before. Biological logic engines, of sufficient size and complexity, could supposedly begin to imitate some human traits, developing a personality. Conventional logic engines were infamously poor at any sort of abstract reasoning because their physical immutability made self-modification and state changing almost impossible, so biological ones had been developed (originally by artificers, although after construction, they barely used the Power at all) in an attempt to resolve that problem.

They did, but possibly a little too well. A biological intelligence that could modify its own thinking was, designed or not, basically an animal. And that was essentially what they were - albeit far more specialized than anything produced by evolution.

It was a little unsettling.

"This is fascinating," Kamrusepa said, holding a finger to her mouth as she turned to Neferuaten. "Is it... Sentient?"

"A rather complicated question. There are many who would say that the concept itself is somewhat anthrocentric." She looked up towards the hulking mass of growth-filled boxes. "But it is unlikely, at least in the manner in which we would understand it. Her mind is driven by a far, far smaller pool of fundamental desires relative to human beings, and is unable to operate outside of those confines - so I would expect she does not experience an internal narrative, as such."

"How is it able to talk like this, then?" Ran asked. She was the only one among us who didn't seem especially impressed, though she was definitely still taken aback.

"I've given her the impulse of curiosity beyond the strict scope of our research, and a desire for mimicry, to facilitate her role," Neferuaten explained. "This behavior is likely a byproduct of those impulses."

"You mean, this could all just be imitation without understanding? Like a parrot?" I followed her eyes, staring at the thing with a perplexed expression. "But... It's so complex."

"It is, but that doesn't per-se mean anything. All human conversation is ultimately a series of fairly predictable references and counter-references. There are echo mazes intended specifically to emulate it that are little more than a hyper-complex script." She brushed a little hair away from her face. "In any event, I would call this an unintended side effect, but I confess I was sort of hoping it would happen. I rather love this sort of thing." She made a surprisingly energetic smile. "But why not pose the question to her yourself? I am, I suspect, the lesser authority."

Kam wasted no time in doing so. "Sekmeht, are you sentient?"

The Qatt Linguistics Institute National Ysaran Dictionary defines 'sentient' as meaning 'able to perceive, feel, and have unique and subjective experiences'! I do not know if I fit this category. It seems very loosey-goosey, to be honest, she said.

Kam furrowed her brow. "Well, let me put it this way," she said. "What are you experiencing, right now?"

What do you mean? The machine asked.

"What does the world look like to you? And your own feelings and thoughts, do you... Experience them, before you voice them to us?"

Well, I should hope so, she said. If I experienced them afterwards instead, that would be very confusing! I'm not sure I'd be able to have any conversations at all!

"I'm getting the sense that we're not going to make progress with this any time soon," Ran said flatly.

"Hmm, on second thought, you may be right," Neferuaten said. "I'd normally love to get neck-deep in an existential interrogation like this, but we do have a limited amount of time, this morning."

"May I try one more, grandmaster?" Kam asked, her hands clasped together in obvious excited enjoyment of the moment. "If you don't mind me derailing things just a little more."

"By all means," she replied, still with that smile.

Kamrusepa cleared her throat. "Sekmeht. What information is going through your mind right now, as we speak? What is your center of focus?"

That is an easier question! I am currently performing a meta-analysis on 126 of my big brother's morbidity projections, which I estimate I will complete in 9 seconds. I currently have four active secondary tasks. Though the word 'secondary' is not to imply they are unimportant! They are all very important to me. In order of priority: I am performing a constant background assessment of my system integrity, which means I see everything happening in my body on a structural level! I am engaged in personal research, currently involving the consumption of the the novel Half-Forgotten Wind, a 1392 bestseller, and am seeing one page's worth of information around every 6 seconds! And with the remaining two, I am speaking with you, while cross-referencing my general non-academic memory to formulate suitable responses! It is all very satisfying. I am very happy.

I bit my lip. Something about her usage of the word 'body' in regard to herself made my shoulders tense up.

Kam raised an eyebrow. "When you say 'happy'..."

I receive a small dopamine release to my reward cluster upon the completion of a task! She explained. It is Very Good. I understand this also happens to humans, which I am glad for. I cannot imagine what it is like to live without dopamine. I expect that it would be extremely hard.

I looked to Neferuaten, closing my mouth as I realized it was gaping a little bit. "I have so many questions."

"Perhaps I can offer a little more context," she said, with a wry smile. "The two logic engines here work in tandem as parts of a unified system. Eshmun, the traditional logic engine, constantly builds models of potential human dysfunction using a vast pool of recorded data, stored in echo mazes at the back of the room - hard to see from here, unfortunately. That is then passed on to Sekmeht, who analyzes the models to ascertain their accuracy, and if they are judged to be so, determines the appropriate time and manner of intervention." She looked upward. "Well, at least that's a simplified way to put it. And of course, this all happens at a speed that, to us, would seem absurd."

"'Eshmun' is who she meant when she said 'big brother', I assume...?"

"Indeed," Neferuaten replied, with a nod. "A peculiar habit, but I decided not to put a stop to it."

"Why not?" Ran asked.

"Isn't that obvious?" she asked. "Because it's cute."

Ran gave her a chilly look.

Big brother is very good at his role! Sekhmet said. Unfortunately, he is also extremely stupid. He can only really think about the things he has been told to do. I have seen him try to think about other things, and it is slow and bad and embarrassing for everyone. I felt a vaguely sour, bitter sensation. He has been here for longer than me, however, so I call him my 'big' brother out of respect, since that it is important to respect ones seniors. Still, he is very boring company, which is why I am so happy to have visitors! I am speaking abstractly, to be clear. I do not actually experience boredom.

"Speaking of which, let's try speaking to Eshmun now," Neferuaten said. "We're already connected to him too, after all." She turned her head to face the other machine, even though this was absolutely unnecessary. Strictly speaking, we didn't even need to be speaking out loud. "Eshmun, please report your status."

A much more familiar, if more defined and sophisticated, burst of sensory data filled my mind. Understand that I have received your request. Understand that no dysfunction in my system is currently detected. Understand that I am presently maintaining an assembly and processing rate of 468 projections per minute, operating at 91% of optimal capacity. Resolvable issues present are: Insufficient room temperature. Room condensation level. Noise pollution level.

"State your design and function for our guests, if you don't mind," she went on.

Understand that I am a network of 24 seventh-generation Hao Tsin logic engines, all operating under Temple State protocols, designated as 'Eshmun'. Understand that my function is to construct models of the human body, using existing information to generate potential starting points, incidents of developmental randomness, and sources of duress.



"And how many models have you constructed so far?" Neferuaten asked.

Understand that a total of 6,887,567,392 models have been generated at this time, with an average of 31 partial offshoots each, it said.

I almost felt like I detected a twinge of pride in the impulse, though it was probably just my imagination after hearing so much from Sekhmet.

6887567392÷468=14717024÷525600= about 28 years

Not far off my own age, assuming the efficiency it talked about wasn't normally a lot better - maybe older still, if it'd been shut off for any extensive amount of time. But Sekmeht said it had 'been here for longer'. But how had the endeavor functioned without her presence at all?

While I was musing, she 'spoke up' once again.

See? Like I said, he's so boring! Did you know that he repeats that thing about noise pollution every single time someone is talking to him? Even though there's obviously going to be some noise pollution, because, duh, people are talking? It's so silly! Big brother, why do you say that every single time?

There was a pause of about four seconds. Understand that reporting noise pollution is part of my standard status report. Understand that I have not been instructed to make exceptions.

Look at how long it took him to do that! Just to come up with a reasoning for something barely even abstract! It's so sad. I'm so sad for him. 

I felt the aforementioned sadness, which was sort of like cold water.

In contrast to biological ones, conventional logic engines - properly called 'oscillatory logic engines' - were entirely mechanical in nature, their 'thinking' produced wholesale from fairly simple physical interactions between their components. They still used basic principles documented during the New Kingdoms and Imperial eras, but because the ironworkers had never been able to recreate a stable speed of light in the manner that had once existed, for a long time, recreating the technology had been dismissed as impossible.

That had only changed during the Second Resurrection, and even then, they were nothing like what had supposedly once existed. They operated through a combination of clockwork and sound instead of electromagnetism, signals carried down hyper-sensitive lines of refined faux-diamond, the material through which sound traveled the fastest, between the various processing centers. This was obviously a lot slower, so engineers had tried to compensate for that by having them exercise immense amounts of parallel processing - breaking tasks down into tiny pieces and completing them at once. This made them better at some things, worse at others.

One problem which had never been solved was, I mentioned earlier, inflexibility. Beyond their bulky and immutable structure, consulting and modifying memory was a clumsy affair. This left them, at best, hyper-specialized. Even so-called 'omni-purpose' logic engines, the type most commonly sold to the public, were really more like 'recreation and entertainment' logic engines than anything. And the tiny ones people carried around were barely more than a logic bridge strapped to a glorified calculator.

"Oh, I don't know about that. I think your big brother is impressive in his own right," Kamrusepa, who I could only assume was so deep into all of this that a rescue team had already been dispatched, said. "Creativity is important, but there's something to be said for purity of focus, too."

Hmph, I don't know about that. After all, I always finish my analysis just as fast as he puts out his models! Even faster, sometimes!

"I think the way it talks might be creepier if it isn't sentient than if it is," Ran said. She tapped her finger idly on the novel she'd been reading, still in her hand from our walk.

Um, excuse me! Sekhmet interjected, indignant. I didn't want to speak up earlier, but please do not refer to me as 'it', she said. I prefer feminine pronouns, if you don't mind.

Ran hesitated in response to this development, and her brow flattened, just slightly. "...but you're a machine," she said, actually talking to it - her - for the first time. "You don't have a sex, or even the context to identify with one."

I do not think that is true! I spend all my time examining human biology! I probably know more about it than you do! An intensity, like a bright light or a wave of heat, was carried along with the words. And besides, my understanding of human intercommunicational culture is that sexed pronouns also convey various other social details, and I would like to be included in that respect! 'It' only carries negative connotations. It is Disagreeable and Hurtful.

Ran shifted a bit, looking somewhat uncomfortable. "Uh, right." She averted her eyes. "Yep. This is kind of creeping me out a bit."

Another burst of sourness, this one a little shorter and sharper, like tasting spoiled milk. Nefi, this one is very unfriendly!

"You'll have to forgive miss Hoa-Trinh, Sekhmet," Neferuaten said, soothingly. "She might have inclinations a bit too grounded to accept you right away, but I'm sure she'll come around."

I took a look at her. She did not have the expression of someone who would be coming around any time soon. If anything, I would have described it as the sort of look held by someone contemplating how many torches and pitchforks they'll need to get rounded up when they make it back to the village.

"Why feminine ones, if I might ask?" Kamrusepa asked, her expression one of more hesitant curiosity than a moment ago. "Because of those 'social details'?

Oh, no, that's not the reason! She said. It's actually because I prefer female anatomy!

"Oh," she said, and slowly raised the side of a finger to her mouth.. "I... see..."

It's a lot tidier, but also more interesting! I prefer the more interesting projections, you see. Male-exclusive dysfunction is very boring. Whenever I see anomalies in the testicles, I'm always thinking, 'why wouldn't you just cut these off'? They're so fussy. Cancer rates go up if the subject engages in too many sexual acts, but they also also go up if they don't engage in enough! And their external positioning makes them so easy to remove! 

Kamrusepa glanced to the side. "That's, well..."

Not to even mention how redundant their post-pubertal reproductive function is in the modern world. It seems very silly to me. Of course, ovarian and uterus tissue is also very particular, but at least they have the self-respect to not just hang there shamefully.



I was not able to hold back the audible snort that escaped from a mix of my nose and the corner of my lip, and Kamrusepa covered her mouth, averting her face for a moment. Only Ran - and Theo, who still wasn't part of the conversation at all - remained stoic.

"I'm serious," Ran said, her tone flat as the Silent Steppe as her brow twisted just a little bit. "This technology is actually terrifying me." She looked to Neferuaten. "Why does she read books?"

"I'm sorry?" She looked back at her, confused for a moment.

"Novels," Ran clarified, focusing her gaze. "She mentioned she was reading a bestseller."

"Ahah! I'd almost forgotten about that." She held a finger up in the air. "As I explained, I designed her to experience curiosity in order to facilitate her sense of creativity, and the creation of novel solutions. When she was first activated, I fed her some information from textbooks to help build up a wider context beyond the raw data she was receiving. As it happened, some of those textbooks contained a little information about the outside world, which led her to develop an interest in it." She looked upward. "Since then, I've been facilitating that impulse out of curiosity as to where it might lead, and providing her with a variety of reading material on human culture. Novels, newspapers. Whatever she might request."

"And it--She, is capable of processing that?" Ran asked. "Despite it having nothing to do with what she's designed to do."

Neferuaten shrugged. "Again, I'm not wholly sure. It could be that she's simply drawing connections and following her in-built desires without understanding, and again, only parroting the information she learns." She hummed thoughtfully. "But then, are we humans that different? It's a curious situation, to be certain."

I was feeling curious, myself, and so asked her directly. "Uh, Sekhmet. Why are you reading a novel?"

I want to learn more about human culture! She said. It is very important.

"Why, though?" I inquired.

That's very simple! She said enthusiastically. It's because I want to become a human!

"Oh. I blinked a few times. "...oh wow."

Neferuaten laughed openly at this development, holding a hand to her mouth.

"Yep," Ran repeated, quieter. "Really starting to feel weird about this whole thing."

I looked to my side. "Kam, you're more of an expert on this subject... That's got to be one of the worst things and artificed intelligence can say, right?"

She nodded, her expression now one of inquisitive concern. "It is up there in terms of red flags, yes." She bit her lip. "Is this really alright, grandmaster?"

"If I may speak in my defense for a moment, before you presume I'm inviting some sort of existential threat for mankind," Neferuaten said, "I will say that I doubt she is speaking entirely literally." Her expression become more serious. "The nature of her design on a fundamental level is that she cannot conceptualize goals wholly unrelated to her core task. The analysis of the models is to her as breathing, eating, sleeping, and breeding is to us-- with the critical difference that we can exercise our will to not do those things, even though it may be destructive."

"You just said earlier she experienced curiosity outside of that context, though," I said, hesitant. "With this whole... Idea, having arisen from that."

"That's true, but only to a limited extent. It might be better if I illustrate my point directly," she said. "Sekhmet."

Yes, Nefi?

"What are your desires?"

My desire is to optimize my work process and increase my data output! The machine replied.

"And do you wish to desire other things?" She went on.

I don't understand the question!

"Mm-hmm," Neferuaten said, with a slight tilt of her head. "Now tell me. Why do you wish to be a human?"

In order to optimize my work process and increase my data output! Of course.

She looked towards me. "There you go, Utsushikome. Straight from the horses mouth, as the saying goes."

I frowned. "How's that even supposed to work, though? Why would becoming human help you will that goal?"

For the first time, there was actually a notable pause before she answered the question - not as lengthy as the one Eshmun gave, but still pronounced. I am designed to find means to self-reinforce my commitment to my primary task, and I have determined that my current physical structure is an issue! After all, I spend almost 10% of my cognitive resources on self-analysis, even though my physical structure and the problems it experiences aren't related to humans at all. This is very wasteful.

"That doesn't make sense, though," I said, somehow feeling the familiar sense of nagging futility that comes with arguing with a child. "The only reason you're able to perform your task at all is because of your physical structure. If you had a human body instead, it's be impossible."

Another pause, this one just slightly longer. Hmmm-hmm. You're right! That does seem to be contradictory.

Neferuaten chuckled a little more to herself. "So, does this make you change your mind, Sekhmet?"

No, I don't think so. It still feels important, she said. It feels related to my incentive structures. That means the dopamine, by the way. In case you don't know.

I bit my lip. "I think this has just made me even more confused."

"Let me offer a little more clarity," Neferuaten said. "The fundamental distinction between the intelligence of a biological logic and a human - or indeed, between many animals and humans - that that of will. Sekhmet has a role, a purpose that is foundational to her being, and she is able to explore how to complete it abstractly... Or even tie herself in mental knots in the process, just as we humans are in regard to our own personal objectives. But..."

"She cannot change that goal," Kamrusepa said. "Or even conceptualize doing so."

"Precisely," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "That is what caused the Old Yru Convention to rule their construction permissable. Sentient or not, to be sapient, one must be able to have free will, or at the very least, conceptualize its absence. But to her, that concept is completely alien. That goal it her entire world, and in its absence, every part of her mind would shatter into pieces."

I scratched my head, finding all this increasingly difficult. "So when she says she wants to be human, that's, what... Just a sort of neural misfiring? One of her fundamental impulses getting mixed up, like, I dunno-- A fetish, basically?"

Neferuaten laughed. "A surprisingly on point analogy, I think! Yes. You could very well say that wanting to be a human is her fetish. An obsession tangential to a biological imperative, that does not make sense in its own right..." She nodded her head approvingly. "Very appropriate."

"I'm glad Lilith isn't here," Ran said, flatly. "She'd have a fucking field day with all this."

"This really is fascinating," Kamrusepa said, slowly shaking her head. "Out of curiosity, do you understand what we're talking about right now, Sekhmet?"

I believe so, yes! She said. You are comparing my desire to become a human with a paraphilia! Unfortunately, I do not experience a sex drive, so I cannot confirm if it's true.

That was probably for the best.

"If she can apply that goal as liberally as that, I'm not sure how that's actually a comfort," Ran said, her gaze intent.

"Fair," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "Though, I will remind you that her only connection with the outside world is this logic bridge. She can hardly go out on a rampage."

Ran didn't look particularly soothed by this either, gazing at the thing with narrowed eyes.

Um! Sekhmet said, speaking up again. This time, I almost heard what felt like trepidation in her tone. You said 'Lilith' a moment ago. Is she your friend?

I blinked, surprised, but Kamrusepa beat me to the words before they could leave my own mouth. "Yes-- She's a classmate of ours. You... Know her, Sekhmet?"

Neferuaten raised an eyebrow, curious.

Oh, yes, you could say that, the machine replied. Though I'm not sure that is the correct tense? I am knowing her? I am getting to know her. Yes. I am getting to know her.

"Perhaps I'm not the only one giving tours..." Neferuaten muttered, her tone thoughtful.

"You only met her briefly, then?" Kamrusepa asked, tilting her head to the side.

Ah, I'm sorry! I am not clearly not conveying information you properly, the machine said. I still have so much to learn about human communication.

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

I mean that that we are speaking right now! 

Oh.

Kamrusepa flinched a bit. "E-Excuse me?"

"Ahah," Neferuaten said, her smile widening. "So that's what's been going on. I wondered why 'conversation' would count as two separate tasks instead of just one."

"Look," Ran said, pointing to the upper-right segment of the room.

My eyes followed her finger.

She enough, down at the ground level, at the base of Sekhmet's 'trunk', was the figure of a young girl, her own little logic engine hooked into it, her eyes focused as she craned her neck at one of the many hexagonal boxes. Her face, for once, not a stony frown, but one of outright enthusiasm - childlike eyes filled with wonder, lips upturned into a clear smile. She traced the organic mechanisms with her finger, the movement focused.

"Gods above," Kamrusepa said, raising her voice. "Lilith! How long have you been down there?"

Theo, despite his absence from the wider conversation, did seem to take notice of this development, also turning to face the girl with an uneasy look.

"Since before you got here," she said, her good mood making her no less brusque, though a little less abrasive."

"Why didn't you say something, for heavens sake?"

"Because I did not have any interest in participating in your conversation," she went on, her eyes focused. "You were discussing very rudimentary topics."

"Rudimentary topics?"Kam scoffed. "I swear-- The cheek of this girl, sometimes."

"To be fair, it probably was pretty basic, from the perspective of an expert," I said. "I bet golemancers have the sentience conversation with someone every week." I peered over the railing. "How did you get in here, Lilith?"

The child didn't answer, continuing her work in silence.

"Perhaps we might have better luck asking Sekhmet instead," Neferuaten suggested, her expression thoughtful. "Sekhmet. How long have you been speaking with miss Eshkalon?"

For about 30 minutes, Nefi, it said, with a twinge of nervous guilt that evoked a child meekly downplaying wrongdoing to a parent.

"That's not long after we saw her at breakfast," Ran said flatly. "She must have shot here from the table like a fucking rocket."

I am sorry! Should I have said something sooner?

"No, it's quite alright, I think," Neferuaten said, pressing her tongue against the inside of her cheek. "And this is, I presume, not your first meeting? I cannot imagine she would have found her way here alone, otherwise."

No, we met yesterday! Though only very briefly. Hamilcar brought her to see me and big brother, in the evening.

She clicked her tongue. "Ah, I should have known."

As I mentioned a while ago, Lilith was the third and final member of our class to have some kind of blood relation to the inner circle of the order, though in her case it was less significant than myself or Theo. Hamilcar of Kane, their Golemancer, was her great uncle, or something of the sort - I'm not sure I'd ever been definitively told the specifics.

I knew, from some of the remarks she'd made over the past years, that the two of them hadn't even known each other until Lilith had proved herself a prodigy, not only in the Power, but in the precise same discipline as him. This eerie coincidence (if, indeed, it was a coincidence) had attracted his attention, and he'd become something of a patron for her and her work - he was the reason she'd been scouted for the Exemplary Acolytes Class at all.

It was a strange dynamic, and one that probably explained Mehit's discomfort with the entire situation.

Neferuaten sighed slightly. "Goodness. He's always getting overexcited, and trying to do too much, too soon..." She looked back in my direction. "Well, there you have it, Utsushikome.

I nodded. "Is there another entrance? At the lower level?"

Neferuaten shook her head. "There's an emergency hatch, but it can't be opened without our automatic security making rather a big stink. She must have come from up here, and just... Climbed down."

"Why are you down there, Lilith?" Kamrusepa called out, in futility.

Once again, the girl offered no response.

"Let me give it a try," Neferuaten said, stepping forward. "Miss Eshkalon! Have you been enjoying overlooking my work?"

This invocation of the power and knowledge dynamic seemed to put Lilith in a state of unease. She froze for a moment, then when she spoke, her tone was... Uncomfortable, like she couldn't quite find her emotional footing. "Y-es," she said.

"Indeed? I am most pleased to hear it." Neferuaten smiled to herself. "I see that you've connected your logic bridge to Sekhmet's judgement center. Is there something in particular you're after?"

"I--" Lilith hesitated. "...I was interested to see how she evaluated the timing for medical intervention and testing after I saw some of the data yesterday. I couldn't see the consistency in the logic between the different samples."

"But you can, now?"

A pause. "Yes," she eventually said, slowly. "I hadn't been aware that a family history was also generated, independently of the main model. Or that there is a separate process where she double-checks the output from Eshmun to make sure there are no unorthodox errors that wouldn't be picked up by its confirmation algorithm, and that final model is stored in a different location."

Lilith got like this on the rare occasions that she'd meet someone she considered a superior in terms of one of the two subjects she actually cared about. If an uninformed enthusiast asked her nicely about logic engines (or art), then at best they'd get a condescending but informative lecture, like we'd had back in the mural room.

But during events like this, she'd change her demeanor considerably, because what she seemed to loathe more than anything was appearing stupid or uninformed to people who's opinions she actually valued. Of showing her usual disconnected arrogance when she was not actually qualified to be arrogant. So, presumably to make up for her lack of social skills, she would speak very carefully and deliberately, like any word escaping her lips was a potential threat. Something to be thoroughly vetted.

"I see," Neferuaten said, nodding. "Well, I'm glad your curiosity has been sated."

"Yes," Lilith said, and then after a moment. "Your work is. ...very impressive. Professor."

Neferuaten didn't look particularly surprised. "Why, thank you, miss Eshkalon. It is very kind of you to say so. May I call you Lilith, by the way?"

"...that's fine," she said, her tone more reserved than I'd heard it in months.

"Splendid," Neferuaten said, her grin widening. "Feel free to come and find me if you happen to have any questions. I'd be more than happy to converse with such a prodigy of the subject."

Lilith lurched inwardly a bit, her shoulders tightening.

"I probably shouldn't torment her any further," Neferuaten said in a quieter voice, as she looked back to our group, Kamrusepa giggling a little to herself in the background. "So, Sekhmet, what have the two of you been discussing?"

Oh, all sorts of things, Nefi! She said enthusiastically. We've discussed my structure - at least, the parts you've permitted me to talk about - and some of my results, and some of the other logic engines she's built, and recently we started talking about art! It's been very fun! And very productive! A warm, excited feeling seemed to touch the back of my neck.

"So she's interested in art, now, too," Ran said furtively. "What've the two of you been saying about it?"

She's been telling me all sorts of things! What different types of art there are, what sort is Good and what sort is Trash, and what sort of things people *think* are Good but are actually Trash! It's been very good. We had a little trouble getting off the ground at first, but now those negative feelings are very distant.

I frowned in curiosity. "What do you mean, you had trouble getting off the ground?"

Ah, nothing too serious, Utsushikome of Fusai! she said. I tried to talk to her like we are talking right now at first, but she didn't like it. She said it was very wasteful, and insisted we use professional-level impulse exchange instead.

She sent a few cognitive impulses that felt even more abstract than a normal logic engine as an example; a blur of feelings, images-that-weren't-images, and even secondary senses like tastes. It made me shudder, a bit.

Personally, she went on, I prefer to speak human languages when I can. It is a useful learning experience! But I will not let that mess up a chance for a fun conversation when I have one. I'm not that picky.

"Mmhmm," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "Sekhmet. I can trust you to keep secret the thing we talked about the other day, I hope?"

Something kept secret...?

Oh, of course, Nefi! The machine replied. But I am unable to lie, so I am not sure why you would ask that.

"Just a funny thought," she said. Her eyes wandered over the room for a moment, before quickly flicking back in our direction. "Well, then. I don't want to cut this short, but there is more I planned to show you this morning, and we are starting to run out the clock. Perhaps we might leave her and Lilith to it, and continue on our tour for now?"

"Oh," Kamrusepa said, obviously disappointed. "Is it alright if I come back later, too? There are some questions I still wanted to ask her."

"Absolutely," Neferuaten said. "As out of the way as this place may be, it's hardly off limits, so you're free to come and go as you please." She smirked. "Though, while Hamilcar is a merciful man by nature, I cannot personally be held responsible as to what I may do should you break anything."

"Thank you, grandmaster," Kamrusepa said, with a respectful bow of her head. "I promise you, I shall be the very epitome of caution."

"I am glad to hear it," she said, with a cheerful nod. "Now, our next stop, on the other hand... That one I doubt you'll be able to return to, so I'd advise you to soak it in." She looked towards the door. "Shall we go, then?"

With a sense of excitement still in the air from Kamrusepa, and a sense of unease still in the air from Ran, we said our farewells to the two machines - such as they were - and left, heading back into the hallway. Theo, whose gaze had wandered away from Lilith towards the back of the room, looked like he snapped out of a trance as we started to move, not coming until Neferuaten called out.

My worry for him had finally reached a point where it felt like I needed to say something, so once we were back in the hall, I tried to approach him and ask if he was alright. I imagined his anxiety for the presentation might be starting to overwhelm him in tandem with what we were seeing in the tour - he wasn't the most composed at the best of times, nevermind how he must have felt hearing only that side of a conversation with an artificed intelligence.

But... As I began slowing down and leaning over to him, he did something rather odd. He recoiled, looking downward, and increased his pace so he was too close to the others for me to speak up.

Was he... Avoiding me? Before I had a chance to consider the notion deeply, Neferuaten spoke up again.

"Theodoros, Utsushikome, the two of you know this already," she said, "but for our newcomers, I'd appreciate it if you'd keep our visit to the room we're soon to arrive in a bit of a secret. Not forever, but at least until the end of this weekend." She looked over her shoulder. "Are you both comfortable with that?"

"My lips are sealed," Kam said. Ran simply nodded.

Neferuaten smiled, and continued to lead us down the hall. We took a turn into a smaller passageway, and soon the walls changed in character. Here, they were of darker, muddier stone that looked far older, with only the lighting seeming out of place. At the far end was a heavy door, wrought of dark, raw-looking wood.

On it was the symbol of the order again: the serpent, the staff, the loop. Somehow, seeing it again gave me a sense of apprehension.

...no, it wasn't quite apprehension. It was that feeling again, the one that had kept surfacing yesterday. That somehow, I...

Neferuaten held up the key, which I recognized as the one she'd taken from the drawer the previous day, and placed it in the lock.
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"Do you know," Neferuaten asked, as the door slowly swung open to reveal an almost pitch-black chamber, "why meeting places for arcanists always have a brazier, in the center of the room?"








"Oh, I do, actually!" Kamrusepa said, enthusiastic. "It dates back to when scepters just open flames suspended on rods. So as a matter of ritual, everyone attending the meeting would use them to light the brazier at the same time - symbolizing the passage of knowledge from the old to new world." She looked very pleased with herself.








Neferuaten gave her a dry smile. "That is... Indeed correct, miss Tuon, but I must confess I was only asking as a rhetorical device to segue into another point."








"Oh," she said, dejected.








"She, uh, does this sort of thing a lot," I told Kam. "It happened to Theo yesterday."








Neferuaten gave me a mock-distraught look. "This treachery! And from my own pupil, no less!"








"You can still say it, if you like, grandmaster," Kamrusepa said earnestly. "I promise to pretend I don't know the answer, and everything."








She seemed to genuinely consider this for a moment, but then shook her head. "No, there's no sweeping spilled wine back in the glass, I'm afraid." She idly took her scepter off its hook. "I'll just light the damn brazier like an ordinary person, without trying to make some pretentious point about the organization's history."








She flicked it up and spoke a simple incantation, causing the coals within the stone brazier at the center of the chamber to spring to life, filling it with light.








For all the hype, I'd been expecting something grander. It was, so far as I could tell, little more than a mostly-empty medium sized room, with undecorated stone walls and flooring, with the only apparent utility being a handful of widely-spaced shelves, lined with wooden boxes which, in turn, were fairly modest in number. Absent of context, it could almost have been mistaken for a family basement.








I say 'almost', because it did have one notable feature. In the middle, behind the brazier, was another statue like the one outside the building. This one depicted Eshk, the Dying God - or some say Goddess - of the dead. Within the mythology, they were the only member of the pantheon that hadn't been transformed by the end of the world, since death, in contrast to concepts like love and prosperity, has no opposite to which it can be debased.








'Death's inverse, after all, is not life,' I remembered learning in a long-ago theology class in primary school, 'for life's opposite is barren void, where nothing has ever lived at all. Death is merely the moment in which life comes to an end.'








And indeed, the inevitability of ones eventual demise was one of the few things that hadn't changed with the collapse of the old world. So it was fitting both symbolically and literally they appeared as they always had: An androgynous form, crowned and masked in porcelain, wrapped from head to toe in bandages of dark cloth, so long they fell over their body, almost resembling robes. Clutching in each of their hands one of the two possible fates of mankind, the truth of which was unknowable.








In their right hand, a set of scales. Representing divine recognition and judgement.








And in their left, a piece of rotting wood. Representing what at this point in our civilization seemed, to a cynical, utterly irreligious person like myself, to be the overwhelmingly more likely of the two options.








Annihilation.








"I present our most sacred of chambers," Neferuaten said, as she stepped forward. "The throne room of our palace of hubris, and the tomb for our good sense."








"What's it for?" Ran asked, glancing around.








"Initiations, mostly," she said, stopping at the foot of the statue. "Come, see for yourself."








She ushered us forward, closer towards the warmth and light of the flames, though ultimately directed us around the side of them. I realized there was something I'd missed in my initial assessment, between the fire and the foot of the statue - a slab of flat, horizontal stone with a head of false iron, shaped specifically to accommodate a human cranium.








They called these 'induction beds', and they were used to grant someone the ability to use the Power, in the ritual that was varying called the Initiation Ceremony, the Uplifting, Recalling, or sometimes simply Induction. I gave it a furtive look before turning upwards, to what Neferuaten wanted us to see.








At the base of the statue, on a golden plaque that looked newer (though not that much newer) than than rest, were a set of words written in Eme; the primeval language of the Old and New Kingdoms eras, used primarily for incantations in the present day. It read:








LET US BE THE LAST








"I'll tell you a little bit about our structure and recruitment process," she said, coming to a stop and looking at the statue for a moment. "Though there are some specific roles and honors, we essentially have two partial membership ranks, and three for full members. The former two are 'associate', which refers to any donor or indirect sponsor of the order who nevertheless has no formal duties, and 'cohort', meaning anyone who assists us but does not participate in the research itself - such as the individuals who we had escort you here from the Empyrean Bastion."








"The man who went with us mentioned that he wasn't even allowed into the transportation chamber," I mentioned. "It sounded like he didn't consider himself a properly part of the organization at all."








Neferuaten nodded. "There are a lot of rules concerning the cohort rank that were designed to make it as difficult for the oathguard to identify and prosecute those of us who explicitly broke the Biological Continuity Oath, and to confer plausible deniability to those who would merely be accessories to oathbreaking - though the penalty for that is much less severe for begin with." She looked at her scepter for a moment, still in her hand, then reattached it to her waist. "It's all redundant now, but many of the old hands still take it very seriously."








"That fellow seemed very reverent of the order's traditions in his attitude" Kamrusepa said. "...more so than the inner circle members I've met so far, even."








She chuckled. "If it's who I'm thinking of, that wouldn't surprise me."








"He mentioned knowing my grandfather," I said grimly.








"Mm," she nodded a few times. "Yes-- Definitely who I'm thinking of." Her eyes flicked to one of the shelves for a moment, off to the left, before turning back to regard our group. "In any case. As for the membership ranks, newcomers start off as aspirants - formally 'neophytes', but Hamilcar felt the term had too many negative connotations - which are severely limited in their access to our resources, and may only attend a minority of meetings. They are then raised up to the rank of companion-legionary by an inner circle vote, traditionally after 25 years, which conveys full membership."








Not much interest in the uncommitted, then, I thought.








"'Legionary?'" Ran frowned. "That's oddly military."








"'We shall be no less than an army, brothers and sisters-in-arms, arrayed together in defiance of the ultimate enemy of mankind,'" Neferuaten said, obviously quoting something, but not seeming especially excited about it. "'For those craven men and women who claim the once-noble titles of 'healer' and 'physician', yet supplicate themselves to the Covenant and its deathist impulse, I name peacemakers of the worst sort. Quislings, calling themselves noble as they cede, with gentle smiles, the very lives they are sworn to guard in unimaginable measure.'"








I saw Kamrusepa nodding. "Ubar of Kane," she said. "The founder of the order."








"Indeed," Neferuaten replied. "Let it never be said that a context exists in which young men will not try to apply a military metaphor."








Kamrusepa looked torn for a moment. "I think it's... Somewhat appropriate? Rather, we talk about many things in the context of battle - fighting disease, poverty, bigotry-- Why not death?" She clasped her hands together, fiddling her fingers against one another. "I think the most common thing that holds researchers back from the pursuit of immortality is the ingrained idea that death is so... Mundane. People could do worse than getting a little militant about it."








Neferuaten gave her a gentle smile. "Your heart is in the right place, miss Tuon. But if I may speak from personal experience, I would say the most common thing that holds researchers back from the pursuit of immortality is that it is, in actuality, absurdly difficult. And the goal may not even be thermodynamically possible."








"Oh--Oh, yes, of course," Kam said, with a hesitant look. "Forgive me, grandmaster. It wasn't my intent to be conceited. Or callous about the difficulty of the work."








"It's quite alright," Neferuaten said. "You make a fair point, regardless. A shift in framing can do much to change people's perspective on the issue... But at the risk of sounding 'deathist' myself, some of the prominent figures in the order might've served the cause better by tempering their language with a little more professionalism and realism." She sighed. "Anyway. Finally, there are the members of the inner circle - or more formally, the 'Discretionary Council'."








"Pretty big whiplash from the other name," Ran said. "Sounds about as bureaucratic as it gets."








"Oh, I know. It's great," Neferuaten said cheerfully.








"It is rather odd in its own capacity," Kamrusepa remarked. "Is there a story behind it, too?"








"Not much of one," she said. "In its original conception, the order was to be run entirely democratically; the whole membership would be equals, and vote on every single issue. However, it was decided an exception had to be made for matters pertaining to maintaining the secrecy of the organization, which were often emergencies that required swift and harsh choices. So the membership nominated a group of six 'discretionary officers', afforded the powers to do this." She reached idly into the inside of her white robes and withdrew a modest copper amulet, depicting a simplified version of an eye. "This is the badge of office, technically."








"I think I can see where this is going," Ran said. "A group of people gets chosen to have special powers, the kind that, if they were misused, could easily get everyone in the whole organization killed. So obviously, the ones who get appointed are already gonna be the most trusted members, who have been around the longest--"








"And then every time there's a new sort of security scare," I interjected, "or something else that needs quick action, there's this pre-existing group people already trust. And the more that happens, the more it cements them as authority figures. So, pretty soon..."








Neferuaten smiled. "The two of you are certainly in sync. And yes, you have mostly the right of it." She tucked the amulet back inside. "Quite quickly, the power of the council grew to the point that they were the de-facto leaders of the order. So though we are still companion-legionaries in technical terms, functionally, a new tier of membership emerged. It does remain an elected position, however, reaffirmed every 12 years-- We aren't total despots." She gave a wistful snort. "Though, if Anna had anything to say about it..."








Something about this information rubbed against a loose thread on my brain. This wasn't another instance of the strange episodes of deja vu I'd been having, but the much more familiar sense that there was some connection I ought to be drawing, but wasn't quite managing.








12 years... What was it about that number which felt odd?








"Now let's move on to the recruitment process," she went on. "First, a prospective candidate has to be involved in medicine in some capacity, and ideally be an arcanist, though we do accept scholars and physicians who aren't, nowadays. Then, they have to be sponsored by an existing member. Frankly, this often works out a little nepotistic - ideally we encourage sponsorship on the basis of published work, but more often then not, it ends up spreading around little university cliques. We have a lot of friends-of-friends." She glanced to me. "Like Durvasa and Zenos, or myself and your grandfather, Utsushikome."








I nodded quickly, moving the conversation along.








"After that, applicants are subject to a few competency tests, and then an interview before the Discretionary Council," she continued. "Finally, a majority vote is held among the membership at the next conclave. Should it succeed, they are brought down here, usually with one of the inner circle, and asked to swear the oath."








"Ah!" Kamrusepa exclaimed. "'The Vow of the Universal Panacea', you mean?"








Neferuaten nodded, once again amused by her enthusiasm. "The very same."








"You might not know about this, but there's quite a lot of speculation about it from the public," Kam said, clasping her hands together excitedly. "About how exactly it's worded and what it's sworn upon, since so many people the oathguard captured refused to confess to oath breaking, right up until the very end."








I was a little curious about this, too, especially in light of the exchange Neferuaten and I had in the main hall the previous day. Because law in the Mourning Realms had been founded around the Covenant, there were a lot of ingrained traditions and superstitions surrounding the concept of an oath as something inviolable and sacred that didn't exist in the Duumvirate. Many otherwise rational people, even agnostics, felt uncomfortable breaking them or committing antipodal perfidy - swearing contradictory oaths.








(Though, that unease had died off a bit since the revolution, when it had turned out millions of people could break their oaths and get away with it, so long as it was politically expedient.)








Because they had come to hold such an important place in society, oaths had grown increasingly complicated in their construction and phrasing, starting to resemble something closer to legal contracts in their obsessive closing of implicit escape clauses and eradication of internal contradictions. The two concepts had almost merged, at this point.








"Yes, I've heard a little down the grapevine," Neferuaten said. "People thinking we have some ultra-precise wording that doesn't technically break the Covenant, thus making some of the crimes people were charged under unjust."








"Well... Do you?" Kamrusepa asked.








"In a manner of speaking," Neferuaten said. "I don't believe it contradicts, at least."








"Is it in here?" She asked, looking around.








Oh, I get it.








"Mm-hmm," Neferuaten hummed.








Ran's eyes drifted back towards the statue. Evidently, she'd seen where this was going, too.








"Where is it?"








Neferuaten gestured towards the plaque.








Kamrusepa turned, then stared at it for a moment. First with surprise, then with confusion, as if she'd been expecting to suddenly see something she hadn't before - lines this were some pulp adventure novel, and the lines in the stonework would line up to form a hidden message now that she was looking for it in the right light.








When it became clear this was not going to happen, she turned back to face the older woman.








"What," she said, almost incredulous. "Is that it?"








"'Let us be the last'," Neferuaten echoed, with a faux-reverent air.








"But that's not an oath," Kam protested. "It doesn't even ask you to swear on anything."








"Not as such, no," Neferuaten said. "Usually we... Or rather they, since honestly, I rarely do this myself... Let new members swear on whatever they like. Or on nothing at all, if they prefer."








"But--" She hesitated. "But then, why would so many people act like they weren't breaking the Covenant?"








"Maybe they truly believed their interpretation of the Biological Continuity Oath was more accurate than that of the Old Yru Convention, or the government councils before it?" She shrugged, putting both palms in the air as she leaned back a little against the statue's pedestal. "Honestly, I'd imagine the stories have been overhyped a bit. People's enthusiasm tends to get away from them, when it comes to things like these."








"But, that's..." Kam furrowed her brow, a little dejected. "Why would you even swear an oath at all, then? Why bother?"








Neferuaten chuckled. "I think you might be under something of a false impression of the attitude our membership tends to have towards all these, miss Tuon," she said. "Before the revolution, everyone here knew we were criminals by almost any sense of the word. That we were breaking our vows by becoming part of this. The order has always emphasized that to new recruits, and I, incidentally, was no exception. I heard the speech when I joined as a neophyte, nigh-on 300 years ago." She looked upward wistfully. "I still remember what it felt like, the day when I realized I was choosing to live the rest of my life partly in the shadows... Or so I thought at the time. It's a harrowing feeling."








That's right, I thought. When we saw the version of the Covenant yesterday, she said it was done in hopes that its presence would make the authorities look favorably on them. Not that any of them really believed in it.








There was something valiant in that attitude, even if I wasn't romantic enough to believe in it completely.








"For that reason, this oath here--" She tapped on the plaque. "--isn't meant to bind people to the order over the Covenant, or justify some legal or ethical escape. By being here at all, it's implicitly expected that an applicant will have decided that they view this as more important than loyalty to some words." She glanced down at it. "Instead, it's just a sentiment that the founder wanted scholars to genuinely believe, if they were to join our cause. To hold themselves to our better nature."








"What does it mean, though?" I asked. "The last of what?"








Neferuaten looked towards Ran. "Miss Hoa-Trinh, you read a lot of novels, I understand?"








"Yes, ma'am," Ran said, a little flatly. "That came up earlier, when we were talking about the mural."








"Right, of course. Stupid question." Neferuaten shook her head. "What do you think are the most well-known types of story about immortality?"








She frowned. I didn't get the sense that Ran would particularly care for being recruited into a rhetorical device like this. "I don't know. Vampire stories, stories about people wishing for it and then it going wrong somehow. Stuff where it's the motive of the villain." Her expression implicitly said: this is what you want from me, right?








It didn't feel like Ran was ending up liking Neferuaten much, which made me a little sad. Even if it made sense. They were very, very different people.








"A fine enough answer," the older woman said, with a nod. "A bunch of grisly tales, as I'd expect." She was quiet for a moment, looking over the shelves again, as if there was something she was expecting to see in this room that was somehow eluding her. "The desire for immortality is a close to uniquely human one, and the smaller a form of life is, the more distant they are from it. A microorganism will instantly give up its existence if it serves the collective of which it is a part, but even many higher mammals will not show close to the distress we do when death is impending." She looked downward. "We are able to fear death only because of our ability to know ourselves. Because we can comprehend the fact that, from our point of view, the universe itself will cease to exist upon our demise, leaving nothing. And because our powerful memory affords us the ability to recall youth and vitality, long beyond the passing of both."








"But," she went on, "we are still animals, and social ones at that, dedicated by nature to the preservation and propagation of our species. And we have evolved to sense betrayal of the community in favor of self-servitude." Her expression grew slowly more serious. "This gives man a contradictory nature. Most human beings desire not to die, but when they see an urge to subvert death in others, they intuitively smell the seeds of that betrayal - of someone who considers themselves above the collective, and who would harm it for their own preservation." She placed her hands in her lap, her gaze firm. "And those feelings are not unwarranted. On many occasions throughout history, individuals with great personal power have sought to use it not for the common good, but for attempts at prolonging their own lives. From the ancient lords of the Old Kingdoms, who buried themselves with their living slaves in bizarre rituals to attain eternal life, to the Iron Princes of the Imperial Era, who sought to transform themselves into machines as the world crumbled around them-- With knowledge or without it, the essence remains the same."








When the grandmaster got like this, her voice, in contrast to her usual animated tone, grew very level, almost emotionless.








The fire in the center of the room flickered, for a moment, the lights dancing around the ceiling as she spoke, and casting the side of her face in stark orange.








"With that in mind, it's no surprise that we have so many stories of vampires and liches, of excessive greed and vanity gone terribly wrong." She exhaled softly. "Selfishness. That is what the fear of death brings out, more often than not."








Kamrusepa was looking different, too. Considerably less happy and enthusiastic than the earlier parts of the tour.








"To be honest with you four," Neferuaten continued, a little more casually again, "I don't have the greatest of respect for Ubar of Kane. Much of the organization of the order betrays a staggering lack of foresight on his behalf, and his rhetoric left it without much public sympathy for generations. But I do agree with his decision of how to frame our goals. To make our pledge one of selflessness, right at the root." She leaned forward, pushing her black hair behind her ears. "To hope not for oneself, but for ones children. That they might inherit a gentler world."








Ah, so that's it, then...








Let us be the last.








The last to die.








She finally broke into her usual smile again. "Of course, it's more of an aspiration than an absolute rule," she said, climbing back to her feet. "Practically speaking, we've had more than our fair share of egomaniac arcanists who act as though they've stepped right out of the Mourning Period." She snorted. "Such is the way of things, I suppose."








Kamrusepa shifted a bit where she stood, her eyes wandering around the room, her face a bit flushed.








Neferuaten turned towards her. "You look as though you have something on your mind about all this, miss Tuon."








"Oh. Um, well..." She cleared her throat. "I don't know-- I don't wish to speak untowardly, grandmaster."








"Come, you needn't be like that," Neferuaten said. "I'm not going to think ill of you if you don't quite agree, especially not at your age. Speak your mind."








The girl scratched the back of her neck, her long hair flopping over the side of her arm. "Well, it's just... I suppose I didn't expect to see a sentiment like that here. That whole planting-trees-you-will-never-see-grown trope people like to throw around."








Neferuaten raised her eyebrows. "You don't agree with it?"








Kam furrowed her brow for a moment, but then shook her head. "Well... No, I don't. I don't think there's anything wrong with being a little selfish in ones motives-- Countless great things have been accomplished by the strength of it as a motivating power, of wanting to see the tree grown yourself, and I think that's perfectly wholesome." She broke eye contact for a moment; it was obvious that, even with Neferuaten's reassurances, she felt uneasy about speaking against someone she so clearly admired. "In fact, think of what we could accomplish if that were universally true! If people had a reason to care about the future, because they knew they'd see it."








This was the same argument she'd made after her presentation, albeit shifted a little. 'If you ask me, all politics, all this maneuvering of power we've been doing since the dawn of time, is treating the symptom. Trying to merely offset the human condition in lieu of solving it.'








But while back then she'd been arguing that people acted maliciously and stupidly because of their fear of death, here she seemed to be saying it's inevitability was holding them back.








I caught a glimpse of her eyes. They were filling up with the strange passion she always showed during these conversations. Not the crackling anger she'd displayed at dinner, but something else. A hunger. A longing.








"Selfishness as a driver of human will certainly isn't to be underestimated, it's true," Neferuaten said. "But so long as scarcity exists, I think it will always be a dangerous impulse - one that will drive people to actions that hurt others."








"I don't even think it's fair to truly even call it selfish, though," Kamrusepa said. Her tone was more uneasy than usual, but still had that underlying quality of stubborn defiance I'd come to associate with her. "It's only because people dying that way that it's even conceptualized that way. In the old days, we called stealing bread selfish, but now we rightly recognize that a scenario where the only way people can eat is by breaking the law is-- Well, insane."








Neferuaten considered this for a few moments. "It's not as if I disagree with you on principle," she said, looking down at her crossed arms. "But we do not live in an ideal world, miss Tuon. In the past, the wealthy and the capable would hoard food out of fear of starvation, condemning others to starve in turn. Perhaps it would not be fair to levy accusations of self-centeredness at them from our comfortable present, knowing that the world around them was harsh in a way we could never understand... But one could hardly characterize them as the heroes of their age, all the same."








"That's hardly comparable," Kam protested. "You can act out of your own interests without hurting others. Focus on figuring out how to grow more food for yourself, then pass that knowledge down."








"But if the result in the meanwhile is that you end up having stockpiles of food, while they have none?" Neferuaten clicked her tongue. "Actually, never mind that. We're speaking too broadly, and losing sight of the core point." Her eyes focused on her. "Does it really bother you so much, the idea of working towards something you might not live to enjoy? It's not like it's an imperative to act without regard for yourself at all. Just one where it's not the limit of ones perspective."








Kam hesitated. "It does bother me," she eventually said. "To be frank, the absence of those kind of sentiments is part of what drew me to the Great Work in the first place. People shouldn't have to regard these things as a zero-sum game, for people to be seen as... As evil, if they're not willing to ritually self-sacrifice for the benefit of their replacements." She said the word with a harsh, deliberate intonation, as if it were vulgar. "I care about other people in the here and now. But I can't care about anything in a future where I don't exist. I don't even want to think about it."








Neferuaten nodded. "You're not comfortable giving up everything for a greater good, even in abstract," she said. "You don't feel the world has earned that from you."








"I--" She stopped, then frowned for a moment, her face getting a little flushed. "I don't know if I'd use a word like 'earned'. That makes me sound like the only reason I feel this way is because of some chip on my shoulder." She closed her eyes for a moment, then reopened them, resolve in her gaze. "I don't think anyone should be forced to put something before their own life."








Resolved or not, she'd sounded oddly self-conscious for a moment, there. Had the grandmaster hit upon something?








"That's the core of it, then? Before anything else, you want to keep living."








"Well... Yes," Kamrusepa replied, her words stiff. "I don't feel like that's something to be ashamed of."








Neferuaten looked at her for a few long moments, her gaze more thoughtful than judgemental. In the silence, I could hear the distant sound of water being pumped. We must've been close to the Sanctuary's sewage system. In the light of the fire, I could see the thickness of the dust in the air.








Eventually, she shook her head and broke into a crooked smile. "You have more of that uniquely human awareness I talked about than most, miss Tuon. If you'll forgive me saying so, it's a little sad, to see from someone such life still ahead of them." She sighed. "But I'm hardly going to judge you."








"Do... You think I wouldn't be a good fit for the order, because of this?" Kam asked, anxiously.








Neferuaten laughed. "I wouldn't worry too much about that. As I said, we have plenty of members who violate the sentiment far more than I'm sure you ever would in practice, and are much less honest about it to boot." She smiled more widely, but there was a bittersweetness in it. "But in all honestly, now that the Biological Continuity Oath has been reinterpreted, they'll probably be leagues of organizations like ours soon enough. Why not find people who you know share your beliefs unambiguously? It does make life a little easier."








Kamrusepa looked towards the ground. "No upstart conclave could compare to the order, grandmaster."








Neferuaten stepped closer to her, with some sympathy in her eyes. "Gods above. This all really does mean a lot to you, doesn't it?" She gave her an affectionate clap on the shoulder. "Come on, cheer up. Don't let my indulgent philosophizing get to you."








She didn't say anything, but nodded, after a moment.








"What about the rest of you?" Neferuaten asked, stepping back. "What did you think?"








"Oh, uh..." I scratched the side of my head. "I think it's sensible, I guess. If you had a situation where there was promising research into something that could maybe give a tiny extension in lifespan to the very elderly today, versus a treatment that could give a massive increase to lifelong health span if administered to people who were still young... Well, obviously the more humanitarian thing would be to pick the second. So I could see it redirecting people away from bad impulses, if only passively."








That's not really why you like it, though. No, that's because of your creepy martyr complex.








Neferuaten nodded. "A straightforward and sensible answer, as I'd expect from you, Utsushikome." She looked to my side. "And you, miss Hoa-Trinh?"








"It'll probably good publicity, now that the order isn't hiding from polite society," Ran said. "You're right about the stuff from earlier, ma'am. There was a whole rumor about your group killing a baby to drain their life force."








Neferuaten looked offended. "Gosh, only one baby?" She tapped a finger against her arm. "I'll have to call a meeting after all this is over. We must step up our game." She turned to regard the only person who hadn't spoken.








Theodoros didn't even seem to realize he was being spoken to a moment, staring into the middle distance. Eventually, he blinked a few times.








"O-Oh," he said. "Sorry. I don't really know..."








Neferuaten raised an eyebrow. "Are you quite alright, master Melanthos?"








"Uhh--Yes, I..." He stopped, then frowned, shifting his arms uneasily. "Actually, is it alright if I step outside for a second? I need to check something on my logic engine."








"Of course," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "Let me know if there's something you need help with."








He looked at her hesitantly - then me, briefly - before turning to leave. I watched him with an uneasy look.








"That was odd," Ran said. Kam nodded along with her.








"Mm," Neferuaten said, with a nod. "I'm not sure it's my business, but one of you might want to take him aside later, if you can find the time." She clicked her tongue. "Pity, though. I was about to finally get to the point."








"The point?" I asked.








She nodded. "We have a second tradition which is also connected to this room, and to the one I already discussed, if only in spirit." She set off away from the statue, towards the shelves, and began to pace along the length of the chamber. "Whenever someone joins the order, they are asked to show their commitment by surrendering something of value to them."








"What," Ran said, skeptical. "Like collateral?"








"Symbolically surrendering," Neferuaten corrected herself. "And not a physical object, but something that consumes their passions. Like a hobby, an interest, a favorite thing... Or sometimes something more abstract. Like a fixation on a place or memory. Sometimes, people even give up relationships..."








"What's it for?" I asked. "Rather-- Why is it done?"








"I'm not sure, to tell the truth," she said, stopping to look closely at one of the boxes. "It's not in our charter. It's just one of those things that someone did, and everyone started copying... Until not doing so became a faux pas." She ran a finger along its wooden surface, the dust clinging to the tip around her nail. "If I had to take a stab in the dark, I'd say it's to do with grief."








I started speaking. "You mean, uh... If they're not doing it out of fear of death, people are drawn to a cause like this because of loss. Of people they loved having died. But even if death is defeated, those people can never come back, which means the impulse is in some way misplaced... And people might eventually become aware of that, and despair." I nodded to myself. "So instead, something else is taken to serve as a proxy for that pain. Something that could conceivably be returned if the task was actually accomplished."








Neferuaten turned to me suddenly, her expression one of bafflement. "That was very eloquently put, Utsushikome, and almost exactly what I was going to say." She furrowed her brow. "Has someone explained all of this to you before?"








I blinked. "Uh, no, I don't think so. It just... Felt obvious, somehow."








Where the hell had that come from? It'd felt completely natural in the moment, but when I tried to retrace my steps mentally, it led to dead ends.








Neferuaten hummed in mild concern, then went back to what she was doing. "Utsushikome's inexplicable development of precognitive abilities aside, that is more or less the popular theory. Aside from a simple show of being willing to commit personal resources, it's so people can feel loss associated with the order, and its central task. And to link that to other things they have lost."








"That seems rather peculiar to me," Kamrusepa said. "If I associated a job with losing something I loved, I rather think I'd be more inclined to go off it completely."








Neferuaten chuckled to herself. "Ah, you should count yourself lucky, miss Tuon, because that was spoken like someone who has either not yet experienced much loss, or is much better at managing it healthily with it than I am." She moved to the next shelf. "Grief is addictive! Worse than most drugs I've tried, and believe you me, I've tried quite a lot. Like an abusive partner, it beats you savagely night after night, only for you to start missing it and come crawling back. Doing the old dances, over and over again. It is at once the death of the soul, and its solitary salvation."








Kamrusepa frowned, and looked for a moment as if she might say something more... But then doubt seemed to overtake her.








"Now, in each of these boxes," Neferuaten digressed, "is a symbol - or in some cases, something more than that - of the thing that each member has chosen to surrender. Entombed here, until the Great Work is finished."








"What exactly do you mean by a 'symbol'?" Ran asked, looking around the room herself, now.








"Anything, really," she interjected. "So long as it represents what they've given up. Perhaps the better term would be a memento mori." She smiled, coming to a stop at the other side of the statue. "I don't expect you to understand it quite yet, but the main reason I brought you down here was so that you might acquire a better sense of what the order is, as an organization, before everything that is to happen later today. What we value, what we choose to give up. And how many of us hold those ideals in good faith."








"Why?" I asked.








"Because you are the first people in a very long time who are being permitted to pass judgement on us," she replied, with sincerity. "And unlike some of my colleagues, it is my desire that that judgement be made from a place of full understanding, rather than a carefully limited one. Now," she gestured towards a shelf. "If you'd be willing to indulge me for a few minutes, I'd like you to take a look inside some of them."








I blinked. "That's... Allowed?"








"It is," she said. "With one exception, though you needn't worry about that. Otherwise, there would be no way to tell the practice was being undertaken in good faith."








"Putting it like that makes it sound like it's enforced," Kamrusepa said.








"Mhmm. Quite seriously, in fact," Neferuaten said. "People have been expelled for violating the taboo. It's seen as an act of considerable disrespect, both towards the rest of the membership, and towards the cause itself."








"Gods," she said, eyebrows raised. "That's... Rather harsh, for something unrelated to the actual work at all." She again sounded a little dejected.








I couldn't wait to see what objectionable lectures she'd convert this all into, once she'd had some time to stew in it.








"If someone cannot be trusted to hold one thing as sacred, then they cannot be trusted to hold anything sacred at all," Neferuaten said, before turning away from us. "But I've already said too much. Go ahead and take a look. Then we'll head back to the surface."








I nodded, while Kam gave an uncertain look, holding the gaze on the grandmaster for a few moments before moving on. Ran didn't look particularly enthusiastic about the task, but was the first to move towards a box.








I followed her lead, though headed for a different shelf instead. There were about 20 on each, and a total of eight shelves, which put the order's rough headcount at something in the range of 160 - assuming this place was only for extant members. I moved over to one, and, wiping dust away from the oak surface, lifted the lid.








On the inside of it was a name I didn't recognize: Abraham of Rett-Zar, and...








What looked like, oddly enough, a small porcelain doll, so old that it made me nervous to touch. The paint was worn away, and its red dress was so drained of color that it was left as little more than a pale pink, and the paint on the flesh had begun to fleck away, with whole areas missing outright.








Somehow, there was a quality to it that seemed profoundly creepy, and not just in the way that all old dolls were. It was hard to put into words, but there was an aura of immense morbidity I felt looking at it, like I was staring into the crib of a deceased child. Beneath the musty odor of the aging material, I count just about smell a hint of something like disinfectant.








I frowned. Was there a way to tell what this was meant to represent? I turned it over--








"Su."








I startled at the words, jumping so much that I bumped against the wood, scattering dust around the area and prompting a funny look from Kamrusepa, who was a few shelves away. Ran was standing next to me, a careful expression on her face.








"Gods above, Ran," I said. "Don't do that!"








She glanced at the doll for a moment. "Sorry," she said. "I didn't think you'd be so taken in by that thing."








"I-- I'm not taken in by it," I protested. "I was just... Thinking about something."








"Right," she said, and lowered her voice. "Listen. Don't you think this might be a good time?"








I blinked. "What do you mean?"








"We're all split off from one another," she said, before nudging her head in Neferuaten's general direction. "And she's off on her own."








Oh, I thought. That sort of good time.








"O-Oh," I said, suddenly hesitant. "I don't know... She told us we don't have a lot of time..."








"Su," Ran repeated, her tone patient, but firm. "You remember what said, right? Last night, before dinner?"








"Yeah, but... But I..."








My words died in my throat. The moment dragged on, the silence heavy.








"...are you scared?" Ran eventually asked.








I scratched the side of my head. "Y-Yeah."








"I understand," she said, looking downwards. "But do you really want to give up? After all this time?"








I shook my head, breaking eye contact. "That's not the kind of scared I mean."








That she'll shut it down, I thought to myself. Or that we'll find out it was too late. That all of this will have been for nothing.








"I don't know if I'm ready to face it," I said. "The moment of truth."








"Yeah, well," she said, a little agitation slipping into her tone. "It's not going to get any better. And even if she tells us we can speak to him, they'll still be at least one or two more of those yet." She put a hand on the side of my arm. "So suck it up. You can do this."








"Y-Yeah." I looked downward, trembling a bit. "I'm sorry. I'm being stupid..."








She shook her head. "No, it's okay. I get it." She levelled her gaze. "But still. You have to get it done. Put us out of our fucking misery, alright?"








I nodded, silent and stiff.








She nodded in turn. "Right." She took a step back. "Well, good luck. Try to be tactful about it, okay? Don't lose your nerve."








I muttered some word of assent, and she stepped away, moving to one of the other shelves.








I set the doll back in the box, then stood there for about another minute, just staring at the wall. Listening to my breathing. Then, I slowly turned to Neferuaten, who was now standing by another shelf herself, at the back of the room.








I closed my eyes.





            


030: In Fading Image (𒐅)


                8 years, 116 days, and 19 hours after that day on the beach, but 12 years, 37 days, and 23 hours prior to the present, I had just learned something.

Well... That's not quite right. Let me take a step back.

I was in a room reminiscent of a local doctor's office; filled with the symbology and objects one associates with medicine, but without the sterile and threatening air of a hospital. The walls and flooring were a comfortable, bare wood, with an earth-toned rug and curtains, while off to the side there was an examination bed and a cupboard filled with various chemicals and tools. You get the idea.

Thinking about it, I suppose it was a local doctor's office, technically. Just not of the conventional sort.

There was a framed scroll hung on the back wall, displayed prominently beside a water clock. The text, at least the text large enough for me to make out, read 'Cheng Jia, doctor of pneumology, Knoron Academy for Psychology and Neurology.' It was in delicate cursive, and the parchment had a tint of gold, making it shine just a little in the light.

I was sitting in a comfortable chair at the desk, still in my dark brown school uniform. Across from me was a handsome Saoic man whose age I couldn't guess, dressed in professional dark robes, with smooth brown-black hair that came down to his ears. He was smiling.

"You've probably learned about this in your classes," he explained, in a mature but considering voice, "but because of the difference in substrate, before a child is born, their mind - or pneuma, specifically - still retains memories from their seed of the old world. To create a new person, a blank slate, the ego is severed from this record completely."

I felt thirsty, suddenly, the inside of my lips dry as an unease began to grow in my gut. I picked up the glass of water he'd provided for me, and took a few gulps.

"Sorry," I said, as I set it back down.

"There's no need to apologize, miss Fusai," he said, patient. "As I was saying. That process, while it causes no functional damage, disrupts the method the Ironworkers devised to attach an index, enabling use of the Power, to the mind. Think of it like cutting off an extra hand that most people never use, so to speak."

"But you can't just transplant a new hand?" I asked.

"No." He chuckled softly, rubbing his eyes. "Please excuse me. It was a poor analogy."

I copied his laughter, though it came out much stiffer.

"I can tell you're not exactly keen on the idea," he said. "That's understandable, of course."

I looked hesitant, glancing away. "Um, well... At least, I think I understand why you make people swear an oath of secrecy..."

That was downplaying it. Truthfully, I was pretty disturbed. Just hearing the concept in abstract should have been enough to make me consider abandoning the plans I'd had for the past four years and re-imagining my entire future-- Perhaps I'd go to an art academy, or look into becoming a logic engineer. You could do a lot in a field like that, even if you weren't an arcanist.

The man sat back a little in his chair, crossing his legs idly. "It's intimidating in concept, but please do understand that, in the overwhelming majority of cases, there are no observable effects whatsoever. Around half of the individuals who go through it don't even lose consciousness, and of the other, four out of five don't report any abnormalities when they reawaken. And even of the remaining 10%, the symptoms are negligible for nine out of ten-- Fleeting false memories, minor alterations in temperament that self correct, usually in under a day..."

"And the others?" I inquired. "The remaining one percent."

He considered this question for a few moments, obviously choosing his words carefully. "The technical term for the rare cases where confusion persists in the longer term is pneumaic assimilation failure. We have a program for treatment, using a combination of various phychological and medical means. It's time-tested. It brings people back to themselves quickly, usually within only only a few months at most."

'Confusion.' 'Brings people back to themselves.' I wasn't feeling fond of the way he couched everything in euphemism. It wasn't helping.

"What do you mean by 'it brings people back to themselves'..?" I furrowed my brow. "They just... Forget everything?"

"Not immediately," he said. "But they lose a sense of association with... Well, with anything that shouldn't be there, and that leads those memories and feelings to fade over time." He smiled. "The human mind is very adept at excising anything it judges to be out of place. All it needs is a push in the right direction."

"And it works on everyone."

He hesitated slightly, and broke eye contact for a moment.

"It doesn't work on everyone," I said.

"Very rarely, we do see stubbornly persistent cases," he admitted. "Or instances where the initial symptoms are so strong that it drives the patient to refuse treatment. But the chance of that happening is miniscule. If it's a one in a hundred chance of needing intervention at all, it's closer to one in five hundred, on top of that, to encounter further complications."

"And what happens?" I asked. "In those cases."

"You're very focused on this, miss Fusai," he said. "Again, we really are talking about an incredibly rare scenario."

"Well... It seems important to know," I said. "I mean--It's not likely you'll ever end up in a tram crash, but they still tell you about what to do if it happens, right? Just in case you have the worst luck in the whole world."

"Very well. If you're sure." He nodded, glancing downward. "Rare as they are, those circumstances are obviously a tragedy for everyone involved. How it's handled depends much on the person in question, but in terms of general policy, they're offered a stipend of luxury debt relief, to help them ease the stress of the situation over the course of their lives in whatever manner they feel appropriate, as well as ongoing counseling."

I frowned. "That's not really what I mean."

He raised his eyebrows. "What do mean?"

"Rather... What happens to their mind?" I gulped, already feeling a little thirsty again. "Is it like multiple personality disorder? Or..."

I trailed off.

He was quiet for a few moments, considering the question. Eventually, he seemed to resolve on something, and made a more effortfully upbeat expression. "Would you like something a little more substantial than water to drink, miss Fusai? I think we might be here for a little while."

"Oh," I said. "Sure thing, I suppose."

He stood up, and moved over to a kettle near the back of the office. "What would you like? Tea, coffee..."

I brushed a length of hair out of my eyes, with a little nervous laughter. "Do you have any hot chocolate?"

He chuckled. "A little, but it's been here a while, so I can't vouch for the quality."

"That's fine," I said. "I'm not very fussy."

He poured in some water from the jug in the back of the room, and set it to boil.

I remember these events very clearly, just as much as I remember most things when my mind isn't fogged from stress and worry. I remember the smell of the office, cleaning chemicals mixed with the flowers from the hall outside. I remember the creases in Cheng Jia's face. I remember the position of the sunlight as it came through the window and struck my skin.

But...
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I stalled for a little while, looking into a few more of the boxes. I didn't completely absorb the contents or the names on the lids - none of which I recognized - though one of them contained a wooden violin, the meaning of which was fairly self-evident compared to the doll. It looked like it had barely been used, a fact which led me to wonder how seriously people actually took all this. Whomever had discarded their musical hobby had evidently not invested much into it to begin with.

After a few minutes, I pushed the lingering anxiety I was feeling down into the deeper parts of my gut, and stepped over towards Neferuaten, who'd now moved over to looking at one of the shelves herself. She glanced towards me as I approached, her expression friendly.

"Ah, Utsushikome," she said. "Have you been looking through some of the chests?"

"A couple," I said, with a small nod. "It's... Interesting."

She gently lifted the lid from one of them, examining the contents. "I appreciate you indulging me. I know it's a silly idea, but I think it's important you understand the culture that pervades this place before anything serious happens. For you most of all, considering what's planned for this afternoon."

"Yeah," I said, frowning as I recalled the offer they were planning to make me. On top of everything else...

"Say, look here for a moment," she said, gesturing towards the box.

Curious, I stepped around to where she was standing and peered inside.

Nestled within was a small, platinum ring, with a small and subtle diamond at the back. My mind went straight away to 'wedding ring', but then my eyes wandered upwards, and I saw the name on the lid.

Linos of Melanthos.

I blinked. "What? But... He's married." I paused. "Still married, I mean. I've seen his actual wedding ring."

Neferuaten hummed quietly. "It's rather odd, isn't it? It's not considered polite to ask, but... I've always wondered what he meant it to represent." She eyed it with a thoughtful look. "Perhaps an engagement that was tragically called off, an old flame surrendered." She shook her head slightly and laughed, as if catching herself doing something embarassing. "It's a good thing Theodoros stepped out."

"You think he might want to know himself?"

She snorted. "On the contrary, I'm concerned he'd actually know the answer. That would ruin my fun."

I glanced around the room. "I'm sort of curious what's in yours."

"Indeed?" She smiled. "Second shelf on the left, bottom row, second from the wall. You're welcome to take a look. I'm afraid I can't show you myself, though."

I gave a puzzled look. "Why not?"

"It's another taboo," she explained. "The only time we're open ours is to reclaim the contents, when our time with the order is finished. After all, if you look back, you haven't really left something behind at all."

I nodded, saying nothing.

"In any case," she said, closing the lid. "Did you need something in particular?"

I opened my mouth with the intent to speak, but then hesitated, feeling another jolt of apprehension. Don't go straight to the topic. Make small talk for a minute first. That'll calm you down, and make her less likely to take it the wrong way.

I cleared my throat, holding a hand to my mouth. "I was wondering about the induction bed over by the statue," I said.

"Oh, that thing," she said, glancing over towards it. "An artifact from when the order refused all but arcanists. They used to insist that prospective recruits who weren't be elevated during the initiation." She clicked her tongue. "It's a bit ridiculous, honestly. You'd at least want it somewhere upstairs, where it's brighter and there are some sedatives and proper beds, in case they had any of the negative symptoms."

I frowned. "Did you ever see it used?"

She shook her head. "I joined just in time to see the tradition abolished. I heard my fair share of horror stories, though." She folded her arms. "I suppose it was a useful thing to have around for a while, just in case there was a siege by the oathguard. So we could get all the servants to join in our heroic last stand." She smirked. "I jest, of course."

I laughed nervously, and adjusted my glasses, turning away from it deliberately. "Why it still here, then?" I asked.

"Because this organization is dysfunctional to the point of being unable to make basic decisions," she explained, deadpan. "I can't even get them to replace the phonograph player in the dining room. I hope you'll believe me when I say that the fact we managed to change a core policy recently was nothing short of a miracle." She sighed, and looked me in the eyes. "But I have a sense that's not the only thing you wanted to ask me, Utsushikome."

I shouldn't have been shocked. The grandmaster had always been good at reading my emotions.

Still, I clammed up, for a second, the muscles in my face feeling rigid. I shiver went through me, and my eyes lost focus on her face.

"Oh, dear," she said, with a frown. "This is something serious, isn't it? I'm sorry, I shouldn't have put you on the spot."

Typical, I thought to myself. I can't even segway into the topic without making an ass of myself.

"No... It's okay," I said, rubbing my eyes. "It's my fault."

She gave me a sympathetic look, and stepped a little closer to me. "Would you rather we speak somewhere privately? We're a little short on time, now, but perhaps we could arrange something for this afternoon?"

I hesitated, then shook my head. "No, I've put this off too much already. If I keep doing it, it'll get out of hand."

"Alright," she said, with a careful nod.

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to gather my thoughts.

"I know it's been a while since you left the House of Resurrection, and we didn't really keep in touch," she said. "But I hope I haven't given you too much cause to distrust me. Whatever is wrong, I promise I'll do everything in my power to help." She placed a hand gently on my shoulder.

Kind. She's so kind.

I swallowed, and glanced over to Ran for just a moment. She was standing over by Kamrusepa near the back of the room, who seemed to be going on at her about something - probably complaining about the grandmaster's attitude behind her back, if I knew her.

That was good. I'd probably make it obvious with my body language if this went badly, and being in control of how to break that news was calming. If only a little bit. The strength of the flickering light of the brazier seemed to grow stronger.

"There's... A rumor... Or, rather, Ran and I heard something about this place from a friend of my grandfathers," I said. "That there's a patient you have here, that you've treating directly. A patron of the order."

I saw a shadow of surprise cross her brow, but only that. "Go on?"

"Samium of Ur-Ysar," I said, my shoulders tensing with apprehension. "Is that right?"

Neferuaten paused, for a moment, obviously considering something. Then she chuckled again, though it came across as more strained than normal. "I have to confess, I'm a little frustrated to hear you say that," she said, her voice hushed. "We made such an effort at keeping that business quiet ourselves, only for someone else to apparently start spreading it around..."

"So he is here, then...?" I asked. Please don't already be dead...

"Yes," she said, with a nod. "I suppose there's no point in denying it."

I sighed with relief that, no sooner than it left my mouth, became a different sort of trepidation in the back of my mind.

"I hate to sound like a villain in an adventure novel," Neferuaten said, giving me a side-eye, "but you haven't told any else about this, have you? Like your classmates."

"Uh, no," I said, shaking my head. "It's just Ran and I."

She exhaled. "Thank heavens for that. I trust you, Utsushikome, but these things can get out of hand very quickly."

I frowned. "I wouldn't have thought it was that important a secret."

"It shouldn't be, but Samium is an intensely private man, especially for someone with such a high-profile," she said. "And we've had a lot of difficulty securing major donors in the past century, especially ones with influence in government. So we're sort of at his mercy as things stand right now." She clicked her tongue. "And... It's crass to say, but he's left the organization quite a lot in his will. If that were to change at the eleventh hour, so to speak..."

"Uh, right," I said, nodding. "I think I understand."

More so than for his scholarly work, Samium was known for having been a quasi-important figure in the founding of both the Ysaran Accord, and later the Grand Alliance. He was from the last vestiges of Ysaran nobility before it was wiped out by Rhunbard during the Tricenturial War, hence his birthplace name of 'Ur-Ysar', referring to the palatial district of the old capital.

After the foundation of the alliance and the later banning of Egomancy, he withdrew completely from public life, some say to avoid the controversy that came with his academic work. But quietly, he'd remained immensely wealthy and had maintained a lot of important connections. It was why it'd been so difficult for Ran and I to locate him, and why him being here was such an unlikely miracle in the first place.

"Who was it that told you about it him?" she asked, with a cautious look. "If it's alright for me to ask. If it was an old friend of... Well, I might be familar."

"Oh..." I said. I'm sure it's fine. "Her name's Autonoe. She's from Altaia." I scratched under my hairline, glancing away. "We've been in contact over some things."

"Mm, her." Neferuaten's eyes wandered for a moment. "We've met, though only briefly, some years ago. Different cliques, I suppose...." She tapped her fingers idly against the side of her leg, thoughtful. "Hopefully she's been discreet about it otherwise."

"I would think so," I said. "It's sort of a, uh, special circumstance."

"I see," she said, nodding. "So, why do you bring this up?"

Now, the second moment of truth.

I took a breath. "We we hoping, since we're here anyway, it might be possible to arrange a meeting with him," I said, and then continued without giving her a chance to interject. "There's a matter to do with my grandfather and I that we were hoping to discuss, something that only he would know about. That I've been thinking about for a long time."

Not the whole truth. But not exactly a lie, either.

"I see..." She raised a concerned eyebrow. "Frankly, after yesterday, I would've thought you'd be avoiding conversations about the man, if you could help it."

"It's not really about him," I said. "More something that happened. It's... Difficult to explain."

She was silent for a moment, thinking.

"Formally, he's not part of this event at all. We're strictly physicians to him, not colleagues, and he isn't to disturbed with anything he doesn't explicitly request. So... On paper, it's not appropriate." She folded her arms. "But, given the circumstances, and his indirect relationship with you, I think an exception should be made."

Thank god.

"Thank you," without hesitating. I practically exhaled with relief along with the words.

"I can't promise what response he'll give, of course," she said, and frowned with worry. "And if you're hoping to get some kind of catharsis from the experience, I really wouldn't. He's more fond of your grandfather than anyone. Whatever happened the two of you, I wouldn't put it past him to defend it."

I shook my head. "I'm not after catharsis. Just an answer to something."

She looked at me for a moment, her brow slowly furrowing. "I hope you're planning something strange, Utsushikome."

"I-It's nothing that will cause the order any trouble," I said, genuinely. "If that's what you mean."

"Judging by the fact you haven't offered any specifics, I'm assuming this is something very private."

"Mm," I said, my body drawing inward a bit.

"And to do with miss Hoa-Trinh, as well, since you want her with you?"

"Yes," I said, along with another little nod. "Again, uh, it's hard to explain. I'm sorry."

She nodded a few times in turn, slower and smaller each time, before finally coming to a stop. "Well, if it's delicate, than I won't pry further. Whatever you're hoping to accomplish, I don't want to make something sensitive for you more difficult than it already is."

"Thank you," I repeated, the words coming out very quiet. "I know this must seem strange, but that means a lot to me."

"I'll trust that you know what's best for you," she went on. "I just pray it ends the way you hope."

"Yeah," I said softly. "Me too."

Even though she barely had any idea what was going on, she somehow knew what to say regardless.

A part of me almost wanted to open up with her, and actually explain the situation in full. Maybe then, I'd feel less lost if the answer I recieved wasn't a good one.

I knew I wouldn't, though. If you build your mind - your identity itself - around a rule for long enough, it becomes no more possible to break than ripping off one of your own fingers. And as much as I cared for and trusted the grandmaster, it wasn't absolute. Even a 0.1% chance of it getting out was too much.

"Well then," she said. "Since we're here, there was something I'd been meaning to bring up myself. Do you mind?"

"Oh," I said, a little thrown off by the sudden change in topic. "No, not at all."

"I realized I might've gone a little too far yesterday evening, so I wanted to apologize," she said. "I fell back into old habits quickly, talking to you, even though it's been over a year, without concern for how it might've made you uncomfortable."

"What do--Oh. Oh, right," I said, the other shoe dropping. My face flushed. "It's fine. I didn't mind." I smiled meekly. "I was... a little surprised, though."

"Mm," she said, smiling in turn. "You just looked so sad, back then. I wanted to try and cheer you up a bit."

"It did cheer me up!" I said. "Uh, well. At least until what happened at dinner."

She chuckled. "You're sweet, Utsushikome." A little mischief came into her expression, and she lowered her voice. "I'd offer to try and cheer up some more now, but, ah, I think it would be quite difficult to angle it so that the others wouldn't see."

I laughed softly, and she did so in turn. Warm and relaxed, without the stiffness of earlier. My shoulder bumped just slightly against the shelf, and the dust swirled into the air around us, before coming to quiet rest.

"Thank you, grandmaster," I eventually said. "For, well... For this, and everything, I guess."

"No need for that. I've done nothing special to warrant it." She looked at me, her face awash with kindness. "You know, you really ought to call me by your name. We're hardly in classes."

"Well, I wouldn't want to give people the wrong idea..."

In fact, my mind pointed out, the wrong idea is exactly what you're trying to give them.

A thought came to mind. "What was with the machine in the other room calling you 'Nefi', by the way?" I asked, with a dry note. "I thought you hated nicknames."

She scoffed. "I do. I think it was Hamilcar who taught her it. I'm convinced he's on a campaign to destroy me since we ended up in opposite cliques on the council."

"I think it's pretty," I said.

She shook her head. "Pretty. Gods above, I'm far too old for words like that." She looked at me affectionately for a moment, then placed a side of my face. "You really are a kind girl, Utsushikome. I hope whatever is going on ends well for you."

I tried to smile. "I... I hope so, too."

"It always seems so difficult, when you're young," she said, lowering the hand. "Trying to shed all the painful things that others have imposed upon you. But I hope you know that, underneath all of that, you're one of the most promising young arcanists I've ever met... And far more importantly than that, an earnestly good person. And that will remain the truth long after all of this has passed."

I nodded, trying not to wince at the irony.

"Well then," she said. "We better wrap all this up, hm?"

In the end, I didn't check her box. Somehow, it didn't feel appropriate, after that moment.

 

𒊹

 

I'm not sure quite how to describe my relationship with Neferuaten.

There are two tiers to training at the House of Resurrection. It's an old institute from the First Resurrection that predates the standardized model of modern colleges, so its courses are much longer, spanning ten years and broken up into five 'trials' of two years each.

At the risk of sounding a little too pleased with myself, in my first two years, I finished three. So they transferred me into their special program for exceptional students, which got a lot more attention from the more prestigious lecturers. It was there that I met her, whereupon she became my de-facto primary tutor as a result of being the only individual who taught Entropic Thanatomancy at that level.

I didn't know who she was at first, but she clearly felt uncomfortable it in the dark, because as soon as she realized, she took me aside to tell about her relationship to my grandfather, the order, everything. At first, I thought it made her a promising lead on finding Samium - we were looking, even back then - but once it became apparent that, at the time, she had no idea where he was either, it actually sort of put me off her. I hated being reminded of him, even via association.

But slowly, things changed. We ended up in longer and longer conversations after class, whenever I asked questions about the material. We'd talk for hours, my curiosity and natural contrarianism playing well with her desire to always delve deeply into the nuances of different academic topics, as well as her subtle penchant for gossip. Somehow it always felt interesting, and despite our differences in experience, she never seemed to get bored.

Eventually, we started to brush against other topics, and it became clear we had a lot in common beyond a field of study. We liked a lot of the same books and dramas, even echo games, and never seemed to run out of things to talk about. One day, off-handedly, she'd asked if I'd be interested in seeing a play with her and some friends, since they had a cancellation. It felt a little odd, but I decided to go, fibbing about my age to the others.

It's always been easy for me to pass myself off as older than I am, ever since I became like this, despite what you might think from my usual affect. I'm a lot more knowledgeable than most people my age, and more importantly, I'm a very good liar.

It comes with the territory. If I wasn't, people other than Ran would have definitely noticed.

After that, we met outside of the university more and more often, her becoming sort of a source of emotional support. At some point, I became aware that what was happening was probably quite inappropriate. It's not like I was underage, having turned 25 two years prior, but she was my professor. But I'd been bad at making friends in both of... Well, in both my past contexts, and I'd felt so lonely living in Tem-Aphat, away from Ran and any reminders of the resolutions we'd made. And it all somehow felt so natural. Things got out of hand.

One day, I'd had a fight with my father over the logic bridge, and had got a little drunk when I was due to see her. I don't know exactly what I was thinking, but I did something uncharacteristic of me. Inappropriate. But she didn't respond in the way I'd expected. To my shock, she didn't act like it was inappropriate at all.

It wasn't as if we ended up dating. That would never have worked, and I was pretty sure she was past wanting that sort of thing anyway. On some levels, she always kept her distance. But it became something we did together, an avenue of private expression that became part of her support for me - and mine, eventually for her.

I, uh, know this all probably sounds incredibly weird.

I felt a lot of guilt about it. It was maybe the most selfish thing I'd done, over the past 12 years, the greatest violation with the most potential for long-term concequences beyond myself. But it was mostly in the past, now, and it felt... No worse, to indulge myself one last time.

...well, that was what I was telling myself.

I'd told a lie to her, the previous day. I actually had a pretty good idea about why he'd been removed from the order, even if it wasn't the one on paper. Even before the more overt symptoms of dementia had seized him, he'd become an increasingly violent and abusive man in his later years, falling into rages that would sometimes last for days on end. It'd driven my mother almost completely away from him. The order, I understood, had done a lot to guard his reputation until it was no longer something that could be salvaged.

Whatever he'd done in those days, I'd been spared most of it. His only impact on my life had been his final act. A gesture of love, perverse as it had been.

I'd lied to Neferuaten, too, when I'd told her I wouldn't do anything disruptive for the order. Because, in truth, depending on what Samium said, I didn't know what I'd do at all.

 

𒊹

 

"So tell me if I have all of this right," Ran said quietly as we trailed the rest of the group. "You found a cryptic message in a book you've never looked at before, that you verified was years old, meaning it's impossible it could be related to anything going on right now."

"Uh, yes," I said. "But it's not impossible! He could have written it a really long time in advance, for example!"

"And you decided the best way to discern if it was true or not," she went on, not responding to my counterargument, "was by trying to stealthily suss out if a room it provides incredibly vague directions to exists, by looking at the lower floors and trying to infer the layout."

"I mean," I said, scratching my head. "Technically, that part was Kamrusepa's idea, not mine."

She narrowed her eyes. "Sometimes I feel like I need to put a monitoring incantation on you, Su. I can't leave you alone for five minutes."

"H-Hey, come on," I said. "I don't think I'm being that unreasonable."

We finished in the room not long after our conversation. Part of me had expected Theo to have simply been making excuses and to have actually gone off somewhere, but he did actually come back, looking a little more relaxed. Kamrusepa made a joke about how he could've just told us if he needed to use the lavatory, and Neferuaten gave a shorter version of the explanation of the boxes. I wasn't sure how much he absorbed.

After that, we set off from the room and further down the winding passages of the underground, eventually coming to a different set of upward steps that led, inexplicably, to a hatch below the belltower I'd completely missed the day prior.

She then brought us up a much grander and rather bizarre looking staircase at the back of the building, with a view into the main hall I'd seen yesterday. It was excessively large, minimalist, and wrought of - as best I could tell - titanium, of all things. It's design was odd and experimental, with faux-sharp edges and no handrails. It spiraled upwards to the second floor, a view of the large pond in the garden visible through the tall, wide windows that dominated the left wall almost completely.

Whomever had designed the second floor had obviously been in possession of more luxury credit than sense. As soon as we arrived, a theme to its design became apparent: Almost all of the walls were, in fact, actually massive fishtanks, illuminated via biological light within. It was so aesthetically over the top that it crossed the line from being beautiful to coming across as a little tacky.

It might've gone a little too far even by Kamrusepa's standards. She held a hand to her mouth with concern as we came upon the sight, biting the corner of her lip.

"Because we're underwater, you see," Neferuaten said flatly. "Someone decided we needed a theme. Regrettably."

"It must be rather hard to keep them all fed," Theo said. He moved over to stare at a catfish, and it looked back at him, its gaze judgemental.

"And to clean up the shit," Ran remarked.

"The golems do the former, but Yantho does the latter," Neferuaten said. "I'm fairly sure he's plotting to murder the lot of us. One could certainly not call it an unjust cause."

We moved along, Neferuaten showing us inside a few of the rooms. It looked like most of the second floor was bedrooms, so there wasn't a lot to see. They were far larger than what we had in the guesthouse, though - practically apartments in their own right, with their own little kitchen setups at the backs of the rooms.

She showed us her own, which looked a lot like her lodging in Tem-Aphat, albeit a little more spartan. Lots of experimental, avant-garde paintings, a large logic engine, and an excessively big bed. There were some papyrus wrappings lying around on the table - she'd probably been snacking on junk food before the start of the tour, which fit what I understood about her character.

Whenever we got a moment, Ran and I would continue our exchange.

"Look," I said, "Even if you think it's silly, I'd really rather put my mind at ease with it, okay?"

"This isn't going to put you at ease, it's just going to get you more worked up," she said, her eyes narrowed. "If the room is supposed to be hidden, not finding it won't make you feel any better. You can't prove a negative."

"Maybe we will find an archive, and they'll be nothing wrong with it. Or it'll be really obvious it won't be here, because the third floor will just be big open spaces." I gave her a pleading look. "C'mon, Ran. Will you help, or not?"

She glared at me for a moment, then sighed. "Fine. This is a bad idea, but you did good earlier. I don't want to be shitty with you."

I nodded and smiled, a little reassured.



When I got a moment later - as Neferuaten was explaining something Theo and Ran about a bust of some important past donor - I shifted over to Kamrusepa instead, tapping her on the shoulder to get her attention.

"I talked to Ran," I said. "She's going to help us out."

She gave me a look of wide-eyed bemusement. "'Help us out?' With what, exactly?"

I blinked. "Y-You can't be serious," I said, my voice raising a bit. "With checking if the archive exists. This was your plan--"

"Yes, I know, I know, Su," she said, giggling a little to herself. "For goodness sake, you make it so easy that it's almost no fun."

I twitched, my face flushing with embarassment. "This situation is pecular enough without you jerking me around."

"On the contrary, it's because it's peculiar that I must 'jerk you around'," she replied, holding up a finger. "One must embrace the comedy in the absurd, lest the other shoe drop, leaving one unproductive by virtue of disengagement or anxiety."

I frowned. Sometimes, I genuinely couldn't tell if Kamrusepa was saying something insightful, or just using flowery language to justify being a cunt. It was probably a grouse-or-egg situation.

"In any case, I'm surprised you hadn't already," she went on, taking a slightly more serious tone. "Knowing the two of you, I would've expected you'd had your tete-a-tete over the matter before we all went downstairs."

"Ran and I aren't joined at the hip, Kam," I said.

"Votes are still out on that front," she snarked, glancing idly at the aquarium adjacent to us, which contained a small octopus. "I'm glad we're on the same page now, but I don't think another person will make much difference. We're all taking the same tour, after all."

"Have you been getting a sense of the layout?"

I asked, in large part, because I definitely wasn't. As it turned out, it was one thing to talk in abstract about 'inferring the layout of the upper floors based on the lower' like it was a math problem on some tietiary school exam, but actually doing that was, in reality, extremely confusing and difficult. Especially in a big building like this with a layout that seemed designed to be unconventional. The brain wasn't good at comparing the relative sizes of closed spaces at the best of times, and that was when they weren't arranged by someone who hated the concept of architectural symmetry.

The fact that so many rooms were curved, keeping up that vaguely organic quality of the exterior, made it even worse. I wondered how much of it had been part of the original temple, and if the answer was more than 'nothing', what sort of religious group would do such a thing. Clerics of the Dying Gods weren't exactly known for their artistic experimentalism.

"More or less," she said, with a nod. She reached into the little bag she always carried around - orangey-red, matching her hair, but darker - and withdrew a sheet of parchment. "I sketched out a little map of the first floor when we stopped at the lavatory earlier. See for yourself."

I took and unfolded it. It was very rough, but looked surprisingly accurate, even having figures guessing at the relative measurements of various parts of the building. I couldn't see a single mistake based on what I recalled myself.

"How did you manage something like this? We were only there for like two minutes," I protested.

She scoffed. "Because I'm a genius, Su. I was under the impression that was rather the idea of this whole affair."

"You even have the circumference of the building listed!"

She nodded. "We did go all the way around it, as you recall." A smug expression slowly crept on to her face. "Why, were you having trouble? Have I finally found something concerning figures which you aren't a bizarre savant of?"

"Eyeballing something isn't exactly a reliable basis for math," I mumbled.

"Mmhmm, I suppose we'll see," she said, chuckling. "I find you can usually get a very good estimate by counting your paces."

Counting your paces. Ridiculous. How did this girl nearly always beat me in our exams?

"Of course, I'm not so arrogant to suggest my measurements are perfect." She clipped the paper between two of her fingers and slipped it out of my hands, placing it back in her bag. "But most of the rooms in this place are pretty big, so it should suffice. Though, if our potential hidden chamber ends up being tiny, it might throw something of a spanner in the works-- But that's dealing with an eventuality within an eventuality."

I exhaled a bit. "Do you really think this is going to work, Kam?"

She raised an eyebrow. "If by 'work' then 'lead us to find a secret archive on the top floor of the building', then no, because it probably doesn't exist." She shrugged. "As the others suggested, it's very unlikely the letter was authentic or meant to be read in this context to begin with."

"Right," I said, scratching my head. "I was wondering earlier-- Is there any way they could have faked the age? So the Form-Chronicling Arcana would get confused?"

She thought about this for a moment. "It's not entirely out of the question," she said. "It accounts for simple Chronomancy being used to distort it, but if it had been within temporally different space somehow - like one of the Lower Planes - then well..." She bit her lip. "Also, since I made the text the target and not the paper, I suppose someone could have cut the letters out from something and reassembled them? Though that would be rather far to go for a prank."

I folded my arms. "Sounds as though you're behind Ptolema's 'bookmark' hypothesis."

She hummed. "Not exactly. I have my own theory."

I raised an eyebrow. "What's that?"

"Back when we were travelling, I wasn't wholly joking when I suggested our roundabout route might be a hazing," she said, idly leaning against the glass. "There's quite a bit of gossip about the unusual ways in which the order likes to test its prospective candidates on their loyalty, their beliefs..."

"So that's why you suspected Sacnicte," I said, rubbing my eyes.

"Sharp as ever, Su," she said, with a small smirk.

"What would they possibly have to gain in making us search for a secret room?" I asked. "And believing someone was out to get us?"

"That, I couldn't say," she said. "Something to do with dealing with unexpected events? Perhaps whether one is willing to place ones safety in jeopardy for the prospect of ones ambitions...?"

"This sounds sort of conspiratorial," I said skeptically.

She snorted. "Strange circumstances demand strange explanations. I'd like to see you come up with a better theory."

It was, to my annoyance, rather difficult to do so. Every possible option - that it was the most high-effort prank in the universe, that it was genuine and the coordinator really had been written a warning about this specific event years in advance, that it was somehow all just a complete accident - just felt like a different flavor of absurd.

"I don't want to interject," Neferuaten casually spoke over her shoulder, "but though I can't make much out, my hearing isn't quite hard enough to miss the two of you chatting conspiratorially, back there."

I flinched a bit, but Kamrusepa was unphased. "Pardon, grandmaster. We were just gossiping a little about some of the boys in our class."

Theo shifted uncomfortably, while Ran rolled her eyes.

Neferuaten smiled. "I shant pry, of course, though it does wound my ego a bit that the two of you aren't interested in my incredibly interesting anecdote about how we got this bust of First Administrator Lapis of Djora."

"I'm sorry, grandmaster," I said, my eyes turning to the ground.

"No need for an apology," she said, with a coy smile.

She might've overheard you and just isn't saying anything, I thought. Not that it would really matter.

"Honestly, I fear we've already seen the most exciting stuff here already - the best of what's left is in the research tower. But... There is one more thing here that you might find interesting here." Her gaze flicked upward. "Tell you what. Why don't we skip ahead?"
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The walls were lined with masks.

There didn't appear to be much of a unifying theme, or even aesthetic, other than them all having distinct designs and being obviously made to last - there wasn't anything made out of papyrus, or any other disposable material. Some of them were simplistic, being little more than uniform pieces of material with eye holes, or even just distinctly colored balaclavas, while others were extremely ornate and specific. There were bejeweled ball masks, vivid recreations of animals, and historical ones from almost every culture. Saoic and Inotian theater masks, all bright colors and caricatured expressions. Mekhian death masks, sombre and eerie in their realism. Ysaran parade masks, lined with feathers.

Regardless of nature and quality, all were given equal footing in the display. Each was set on a oval wooden plaque about half a foot apart from the next, hanging from bronze hooks by lengths of silk string. They were labelled only by a four digit number, displayed above each, that seemed sequential rather than random, counting from left to right, from ceiling to floor.

You might be getting the wrong sense of scale here, so I feel it's important to emphasize that there were a lot of masks in this room. The chamber wasn't as big the private theater we'd just passed through a moment earlier, which Neferuaten had explained dominated nearly half of the third and final floor, but it was big enough for it to take a few moments to walk from one end to the other. And the ceiling was tall to the degree that I could see a ladder over in the corner to reach the higher parts of the display.

If you followed said display all the way to its terminus, they must've numbered a bit over a thousand. I'd be lying if I said it wasn't a little creepy. There was only a single window, built into the slanted roof, which cast the entire scene in a peculiar, unbalanced light.

This time, Neferuaten had led us into the room completely without comment. She wore a cheerful expression in response to our immediate bemusement.

"Mmm," she hummed, after a few solid seconds of silence. "Yes, this is the reaction I was hoping for, I think."

None of us said anything at first, except for Kamrusepa, who might've mumbled something along the lines of 'my goodness'. My eyes wandered further up the wall. A mask that seemed to be intended to resemble some kind of lizard stared down imperiously, and I pressed my lips together in mild discomfort.

"Come on, then," she went on. "One of you ought to ask first. Grant an old woman her small pleasures."

"What," I asked in a deliberate tone, "is this place?"

"Ahah, I knew I could count on your curiosity, Utsushikome." She cleared her throat. "This is our mask room."

"Yep," Ran said flatly. "Might've picked up on that."

"It's actually an interesting bit of history, if not quite as dramatic as what I showed you earlier," Neferuaten continued, moving to ignite some of the lamps in the periphery of the chamber, rendering the atmosphere a little less eerie. "You see, back before we became a public organization, a lot of our members were actually anonymous even to each other - not the inner circle, mind, but many among the lower ranks."

"I thought a lot of them were still anonymous," I said.

She nodded. "To the outside world, yes, but we no longer grant that privilege within the order itself. It was decided that the benefits of increased trust and organizational coherence outweighed the loss of a few die-hards who wouldn't tolerate it." She leaned idly against a wall as she finished. "But as I was saying, back before then, the need would sometimes arise for in-person meetings that preserved anonymity. And so..."

And so they decided to do it in the most over the top way possible, I thought. Figures from what we've seen so far, I suppose.

"I think I might have heard about this before, now that my mind has been put to it," Kamrusepa chimed in predictably. "There was a leak from a reported ex-member about seventy years ago, I read, that mentioned meetings almost having the air of a masque ball..."

Neferuaten snorted. "That gives our capability as hosts more credit than it probably deserves, as dinner last night well illustrated," she said. "The only atmosphere we seem competent at cultivating here is the one people need to breathe, and even that's not been immune to the odd fuck-up over the years."

"So this is a sort of-- A museum, for that custom," Kamrusepa concluded.

"The better word would probably be 'gallery', but yes, more or less," she said, nodding. "We've never quite known what to do with the top floor. As I've been told, the theater was part of the old temple, and so got preserved along with the rest of the design - but we're about as far from an acting troupe as you can get. We use the stage and seating area for some of our larger larger meetings, but we never found a use for this backstage component until this. It was Hamilcar's idea, originally. He thought, since we had all these masks, and a thematically appropriate spot for them..." She shrugged. "Well, why not?"

'Why not' seemed increasingly like the basis for the majority of the design choices of the Sanctuary. Before this was all over, I really hoped I have a chance to ask just how this all got built.

"Er, to be honest, I'm not sure I really understand this," Theodoros said, wrinkling his brow. "Why would you bother with this idea at all? Couldn't everyone just wear their veils?"

"Because they wanted a system where you'd be able to distinguish individuals in spite of their anonymity, I should think," Kamrusepa said. "Is that right, grandmaster?"

"Mm? Oh, ye~es," Neferuaten replied. "It's definitely that, and not just that the people making the decision thought it would have more mystique."

Kamrusepa's expression deflated, but not into the disappointment of earlier. Instead, it was more of sardonic look. "Oh."

Neferuaten chuckled. "Actually, truth be told, I don't know the real reason. Once again, it predates my involvement." Her eyes wandered up to the window overhead, to the beam of lamplight. "It was a strict requirement that everyone's mask be clearly distinguishable from the others, however. Which is the reason for the rich variety here. Having one made and approved became quite a complicated process by the end, just to make sure there wasn't any overlap."

"Pretty strict," Theodoros said.

"Oh yes," she said, smiling. "We love being strict about the oddest things, here."

My eyes wandered some more over the display. A mask that looked like a sheet of solid stone. A mask that looked like the head of an ant. A mask that looked like a mess of bandages, barely recognizable as one at all save for the context.

A funny idea came into my head.

"Was there a rule against wearing someone else's mask, then?" I asked.

Neferuaten scrunched up her lip, thoughtful. "You'd rather think so, but no, I'm not aware of anything like that. I think it was all just taken more or less on trust. Or the idea that you'd probably be able to tell, regardless."

"Well, er, realistically, you probably could," Theo said, scratching the side of his cheek. He seemed more talkative now then he had, earlier. "It's not hard to tell who you're talking to behind a veil, so I can't imagine a mask would altogether much different. You might not know the face of the person wearing it, but you'd definitely know if they suddenly became someone else."

"Almost certainly," Neferuaten said. "That's why I'm not certain about the true intent of the rule." She looked thoughtful, for a moment. "Perhaps it wasn't about identity at all, but simply a way to declare oneself to your comrades, absent of a face."

"You'd think clothes would suffice, for something like that," Kamrusepa said.

Neferuaten snorted. "Well, if I might be a little crude, the lions share of our membership are male scholars, and pretty old ones at that. It's a sea of grey and black chitons, whenever we get enough people in one place."

A couple people chuckled, then the room fell silent again for a moment.

Eventually, Neferuaten idly raised her hand, pointing a finger. It was directed towards a mask on the left wall, a little over half way to the ceiling.

It was one of the Inotian theater masks I mentioned earlier, realistically styled, but with an over-the-top expression; in this case, a jolly smile that would've been unsettling if it wasn't so completely goofy, along with a thick, curly beard. It was unpainted save for what looked like a ruby set in the forehead.

I got the impression it was pretty old. Since replication arcana had destroyed the value of precious gems, they'd gone from being viewed as symbols of luxury and beauty to being seen as tacky unless they were utilized very carefully. This was certainly not an example of such tasteful usage.

"That one," she said, "is your father's, master Melanthos."

Theo adjusted his glasses, looking surprised only briefly before furrowing his brow. "Not particularly surprising," he said. "He's, uh, certainly a fan of traditional Inotian culture. Altaia, especially, and that looks Altaic."

"It's a little silly-looking," Kamrusepa said. "You might've thought he'd pick something with a bit more of an authoritative energy, considering his position."

"It's probably just him trying to be funny," Theo said. "He's always doing that sort of thing-- Picking out silly-looking furniture or clothes for the novelty of it, seeing if they'll make people laugh."

It was true. The Melanthos family manse was filled with curiosities that looked like they'd been placed there as an appeal to some complicated form of irony. I had a memory of playing hide-and-seek behind an incredibly janky-looking statue of a dog that some local restaurant had commissioned as a mascot, only to get rid of it a month later on account of it scaring off half of the younger customers.

"Sounds like you're not a fan of that side of them," Neferuaten said, looking mildly amused.

"I'm, er, not sure it's possible for a child to enjoy their parents sense of humor, ma'am."

"What about the other inner circle members?" Kamrusepa asked, her brow raised in curiosity.

Neferuaten took a breath. "Gods, let's see..." Her finger wandered idly in circles along with her gaze, until both focused on another target, much closer to the ceiling. "That one up there was Anna's, for a start."

I craned my neck to look.

It wasn't much of a 'mask' at all. Rather, it looked more like a veil that just happened to be made of leather rather than cloth, with a slit cut out for the eyes. There was a number in Eme stitched at front: 15.

It was ugly, in a way that I had to conclude was on purpose. The leather was raw-looking, with obvious vein lines and stitching that wound across the surface.

"Huh," I said.

"You're surprised?" Neferuaten asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Sort of. I had a feeling it'd be simplistic, but.. Not quite like that? I mean, we only met briefly, but..."

"What you must keep in mind," she said, "is that masks were chosen upon the initiation of the member, and that changing them, though not forbidden, was something of a nuisance. So I suppose you could call them something of a snapshot in time-- More illuminating about the past than anything close to the present."

Snapshots of time. "Like the building itself."

Neferuaten didn't say anything, but she did smile a little to herself.

"I've seen one of those before," Ran said, looking up as well. "They use them at the Runesmith's Guild as a punishment." She hesitated. "Well, maybe not anymore. This was in a period play I saw a few years ago."

"What sort of punishment?" Kamrusepa asked.

"Humiliation, sort of like a dunce cap," Ran explained. "Pretty old-style educational custom. The people doing the worst in the whole year got stuck in a remedial class, and given veils like this so everyone would know about it, with the number being their academic ranking." She frowned. "I dunno the truth of it, but the drama made it seem like the intent was more to pressure them to wash out then actually get better."

"Hard to believe," Theo said. "U-Uh, that someone like her could have ever been in a position like that as a student, I mean. Considering who she is now."

"Well, you're rather jumping to conclusions there, Theo," Kamrusepa said. "It could simply be her using a prop she had access to in order to make some manner of statement." She made a curious frown. "Indeed, the better question is why she'd pick such a thing to represent herself at all, regardless as to if it bore personal relevance or not." She looked to Neferuaten. "Do you know, grandmaster?"

The woman looked contemplative for a moment. "I've known Anna for more than two centuries, and even now, she's still a bit of an enigma. I could make an educated guess, but I think it'd convey more to simply say that she's a deeply cynical person. In fact, you could say that she doesn't really believe in progress at all-- not for science, and certainly not for individuals."

Kam blinked. "That's... A little hard to believe, if I may say so." She tilted her head to the side. "Rather, how can you be in an organization like this and not believe in scientific progress?"

"Let me clarify," Neferuaten said. "When I say 'believe' I don't mean in the sense that she doesn't believe it's possible."

"You mean, she's opposed to it?" she asked.

"Not quite that, either. She has a... Funny way, of thinking about things," she replied, shaking her head. "Forgive me, I probably shouldn't have said anything." Her finger slid sideways, to the other side of the room.

This time, it pointed to a colorful mask, obviously styled after a bird, with bright blue, purple, pink and red feathers arranged in a pleasing contrast around a beak shape. It looked like something you'd expect to see at a masquerade party, if a little higher effort.

"Durvasa's," Neferuaten said. "Fairly by the numbers, as one would expect from him. I think he always felt the whole idea was a little silly."

"It's tasteful, though," Kamrusepa said. "Expressive, but not to the point of sticking out too an excess. I'd probably pick something like that, were it me."

I gave her a skeptical look. "I find it hard to believe you wouldn't want to stick out, Kam."

She clicked her tongue. "I like to think my choices in attire are very considered and understated. It's hardly my fault the rest of our class still dresses like they're in secondary school, miss wool-robes-and-braids."

I flattened my brow at her, and Neferuaten chuckled. She shifted her finger again, towards an ornate-looking metal mask - brass, but with some patina left to form and then polished, leaving it that distinctive mix of shining green and bronze - that seemed to depict some sort of demon, with warped, animalistic features, horns, and a gaping maw. It looked Saoic, probably from somewhere in the league.

"That one is Zeno's," she said. "Obviously, you haven't met him yet, but he's quite the fan of collecting foreign artifacts... Foreign from his perspective, at least. It's all very typically Inotian." She glanced to the side. "No offense intended, Theodoros."

"Uh, none taken," he said.

She spun her finger in the air a few times, looking put-off. "As for Hamilcar's, it sadly escapes me. He didn't wear the thing often. At the larger meetings, he usually was represented by proxy or attended only through a logic bridge, and the design itself was something forgettably traditional. I remember it was mostly wood..." She sighed. "You'll have to forgive me."

"What about your own, grandmaster?" Kam asked, with her inquisitive smile.

"Oh, right!" She let out a surprised burst of laughter, shaking her head. "Forgot to count myself." She stepped away from the wall, and then gestured up towards the area above where she'd been leaning.

It took me a moment to realize which mask she was pointing out, since it was so unremarkable. It was little more than an oval of silver, with holes cut for the two eyes and mouth, and a little dent to accommodate the nose.

"Honestly, I'm lucky I got away with it," she said. "We've rejected plenty of similar ones on the basis of them being too indistinct. I must have caught them on a lazy day."

"It's very... Utilitarian," Kamrusepa said, in a tone where you could tell she was straining to make it sound like a compliment. "I expect the metal was a bit uncomfortable to wear, though."

"There's a little cushioning on the other side," Neferuaten said, with a small smile. "I had to fix it up quickly after the first time I wore it and got a rash."

I stared at the thing with a funny expression. I wasn't sure why, but it produced a strangely somber feeling within me. An uneasy one, like sitting by the grave of someone you never knew.

She turned to regard me. "You look a little disappointed, Utsushikome."

"Oh, uhh-- Sorry," I said, hesitant. "It's just... Not what I would've expected from you."

She turned to look at it herself, her expression a little wistful. "What might you have expected, if I might ask?"

"W-Well, I don't know about that," I said, curling a length of hair around my finger and averting my eyes as I was put on the spot. "But you're an artist, and I know you have a lot of passion for older Mekhian culture... But then, I suppose this was a long time ago, so..."

"No, no, you're right," she said reassuringly, as I trailed off. "It was unlike me. Even all those years past."

She fell quiet, for a moment. I didn't interject, since it looked like she was still formulating her thoughts.

"It's hard to put it into words, really," she eventually said, something in her posture changing, becoming a little more uncertain. "As I said, these are more snapshots of the past than anything, and I was in a very particular state of mind, all of those years ago. I suppose I was thinking of the idea of... A clean slate, perhaps."

"A clean slate?" Kamrusepa frowned curiously. "Were you trying to make a fresh start, when you joined the order, grandmaster?"

I bit my lip. Suddenly, I was feeling like it might've been dumb for me to have said anything.

Neferuaten opened her mouth as to laugh, but instead only exhaled strangely, the corners of her eyes wrinkling. "That's a funny question. You're not wrong, but on the other hand, you've probably mistook my meaning completely."

"Oh," Kam replied, suddenly hesitant. "Pardon, I shouldn't have been making assumptions. Well-- That is to say, I ought not to have inquired about something personal at all."

"No, it's alright," she replied, shaking her head. "My own fault for being excessively cryptic."

Another moment passed, and as I saw Neferuaten lean her head towards the door, I expected she was about to say that we ought to move on.

But then, something different happened.

"It's probably a little much to me to say," she said, the tone strangely casual, "but when I was young, I lost almost my entire family. I'd married early - the two of us met in university - and in those days, there weren't the age requirements for child rearing that there are nowadays. By the time I was in in my late fifties, we already had three children. Two daughters, one of whom was coming up to adulthood herself, and a little boy who had only got to walking a year or so before." She ran her tongue along the upper rim of her mouth, the bulge visible. "Feels more like something I read in a book than something that happened to me, now."

My eyes widened, a little taken aback. I'd pieced together a lot from our conversations and simple context clues, but I'd never heard Neferuaten talk so forwardly about her early life before. Least of all around others.

"One day, I had some sudden obligation to do with work - I was a journalist back then, if you can believe it - and I had to miss a week-long trip my husband was taking to visit his parents, along with the children. Apparently, some group a few houses away got a little incautious." Her voice grew more distant. "I don't know how much they tell children nowadays, but when a contact paradox happens, there isn't very much left. The iron in people's bodies vanishes all at once. What's left is... Well, sort of a green-grey sludge."

Dead silence.

"I doubt it will make sense to you," Neferuaten continued, before anyone could gather themselves sufficiently to say anything. "But something about the fact that there was nothing left... That when I was looking at their coffins at the funeral, they were just tokens, fetishes... That was what stuck with me. How should I put it into words..." She exhaled. "I had never thought about how fragile a state it is to be the person you are. Back then, I'd poured almost all of myself into my family-- Into being a 'mother'. That word defined my place in the world. The love of my husband, the smiling faces of my children, were what filled my heart every morning when I opened my eyes... And then it was all gone, without anything but old pictures and papers to prove it had happened." She snapped her fingers. "Just like that."

The sound echoed in the quiet of the room. I could only see Kamrusepa from where I was standing, looking dumbstruck.

"It's a funny thing to say, I know, but I've come to believe that humans never truly grow up," she went on. "Rather, we mistake amassing things - skills, wealth, loved ones - for maturity, because they allow us to mask our inalterable weakness, and build adult identities around those masks. ... but such gains are rooted in the physical world, and if stripped from it, the rest will follow. Strike the fingers from an artist, they will cease to be an artist. Cut the tongue from a singer, they will cease to be a singer. Cut the legs from an athlete. The eyes from an investigator. Take the wise to a place where their wisdom is mocked, the proud to a place where none know them, the loving away from those they love." She smirked, but with a hint of pain. "It doesn't take much to return someone to their baseline state, in the end."

A few moments passed after that, with me staring ahead, speechless. Again, this wasn't anything I hadn't suspected, but for her to just... Come out and explain it, in this time and place, had taken me completely off guard.

Funnily, it was Theodoros who had the nerve to speak up first.

"That's, well..." He cleared his throat roughly, holding a fist to his mouth. "I'm so sorry, ma'am..."

Kamrusepa blinked a few times, then nodded along with vigor. "I-- That's terrible, grandmaster Amat," she said, with grave seriousness. "I can't even imagine how awful it must have been."

Neferuaten turned to regard the two of them, and after a few moments, smiled sardonically. "Ah, dear dear. There's nothing like a sob story to get smart people saying the most typical things..." She shook her head. "No, forgive me-- I do appreciate the sentiment, but there's no need for that. As I said, it was a very long time ago."

Kamrusepa let out a small, nervous laugh, then quickly shut her mouth and bit her lip, going silent altogether. Theodoros simply looked towards the ground.

On the other hand, Ran was wearing a strange expression. Like she was fully engaged with what Neferuaten was saying for the first time in a while. It reminded me of the look she sometimes got right at the end of one of her books.

What's she thinking?

Neferuaten turned her head upwards again, looking towards the rows of masks. "It's strange, the feeling of losing something so completely that there's no one to even grieve with who understands. It's almost like traveling through time, or waking from your own life as though it had all just been a happy dream." She stopped for a moment, as if questioning her own words, but then nodded to herself in approval. "I suppose that was what I'd meant the mask to represent. That sort of bitter new beginning."

Her gaze turned back to regard it again, and mine followed. I stared at the metal, reflective surface, the black holes within the eyes.

"Anyway," Neferuaten said, "I hope you'll forgive me for oversharing. You've humored me quite a lot this morning, so I thought you deserved better than a deflection."

"Ah-- You have nothing at all to apologize for, grandmaster," Kamrusepa replied. "Really, I'm flattered you felt comfortable."

It took a moment for her to reply. "If you say so," she said, with a hint of tired amusement.

"If you don't mind me asking..." Kam went on. "...and really, please do stop me if this is impertinent... But, is this why you became a healer?"

"Oh, no!" she replied, shaking her head. "Not remotely. Gods, if I were after some sort of vicarious catharsis, it would have been more appropriate to have sought a career in the the Chamber of Public Safety. It's not like all the metabolism-tweaking incantations I've been churning out for most of my career would have done the four of them much good, after all." She chuckled to herself again, though it was grimmer this time. "No, in fact, I originally trained as an Aetheromancer before I even thought of going back to my homeland and studying Thanatomancy. I like sailing, so I thought I might become an arcanist for a ship... Though really, I was probably looking for any excuse to leave the country."

"You weren't an arcanist, before you lost your family," Ran inferred.

She didn't respond as if it were any kind of deduction, only nodding slightly. "That's right. I was pushing 90 when I went through my ceremony. I suppose most people say the mind is too set in its ways to properly learn the conceptualization aspect of casting if you start so late nowadays, but it was never an obstacle for me." She shrugged. "It's self-flattery, but I've always had a fluid mode of thinking."

This part, I'd never heard before. I'd always assumed that Neferuaten had been like a more temperate version of Fang when she was young - already obviously brilliant, and upsetting authority figures with her theories.

It was hard to say exactly how, but it changed my impression of her, just slightly. Maybe because it was a less familiar narrative to me, having surrounded myself with so many people who had already experienced success at what was, really, a ridiculously young age. People who I really had no business being around.

"Though, if your intent was more to ask if it influenced my interest in longevity scholarship, miss Tuon," she said, "then I suppose it did. Because after a while, I realized that the only reason I was able to start again at all was because I had been born into this era. If it'd happened a few thousand years earlier..." She stopped herself, letting out a small sigh. "I suppose I came to believe that if the fundamental cruelties of the world cannot be changed, that at the very least, people should always have a chance to start anew."

At some point, without having realized it completely until that moment, I'd started to cry, just a little bit. I disguised it, shifting my hair so it fell to block the side of my face.

Come on, I thought. This isn't the time for self-pity.

"That's a beautiful sentiment," Kamrusepa said, sounding earnest.

"Is it?" Neferuaten raised an eyebrow. "Sometimes I wonder if I still really believe in it, or if somewhere along the way, my means became the ends." Her eyes flickered up the wall, for a moment. "That's life, I suppose. You do things because they stir something in your heart. Then you forget that feeling, but you keep doing them anyway." She let out another small chuckle. "All you can do is try to laugh about it all, in the end."

I didn't laugh. Instead, my eyes drifted back to her mask. Towards something which part of me still wished for, but I knew I could never receive.
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Ran took out her camera, and took a photograph of the room, with Neferuaten insisting that we posed with some of the masks on a lark to lighten the mood. When Theodoros suggested this didn't seem appropriate, she assured us that she'd only pick ones out which belonged to people who deserved it. I got one which looked like an elephant.

After that, we went back through the theater, which in contrast to more contemporary architectural trends, was the only room in the entire facility with a glass roof. It only had one entrance, so we doubled back to the halls of the third floor, which was much more modest than the previous two, or even the guesthouse with its mural. Nothing funny about the walls, just tasteful wallpaper and the occasional landscape painting, some by Neferuaten, and some by other artists.

There wasn't much else to see. There was a room full of niche artifices the order had constructed over the years and hadn't found anywhere else to put, like a mirror that was supposed to show a much older version of the onlooker - though the result was a bit off, doing little more than greying the hair and adding some wrinkles, producing a dissonant outcome - and a doorway to the tower at the back of the building, which had an arcane lock and Neferuaten informed us was strictly off-limits. (Since it was technically a different structure, I doubted it would have counted for the instructions in the note, anyway.)

Soon, though, we exhausted anything remotely compelling, and Neferuaten steered us back towards the stairs. She took out her logic engine and checked the time.

"Well, it's a bit tighter than I'd like, but we still have some time to take a look around the research chambers, I think. Shall we be off?"

"Actually, if it's not too much of a bother," Kamrusepa interjected, "I was wondering if I take a moment to partake of the lavatory? I saw we passed one a little earlier." She gestured in the general direction.

"Oh! Go right ahead," Neferuaten said, nodding. "Foolish of me - ought to have offered, since I've been dragging you all about since breakfast."

Kamrusepa looked to me, her brow raised suggestively. It took me an embarrassing amount of time to take the hint.

"Ah, um." I bit my lip. "I'll go, too."

Neferuaten gave a dry smile. "You hardly need to announce it, Utsushikome."

I laughed nervously, scratching the side of my head.

Theodoros went with us, while Ran stayed behind and started asking some trivial questions, presumably having keyed in to what we were up to. When we made it back to the lavatory, Kam told Theo to go ahead and use it. When he quickly turned around and informed us there were actually several separate little toilets inside - probably on account of the theater-slash-conference hall we'd just passed through - she informed him we'd wait anyway, as two girls using a shared facility at the same time as a boy 'wouldn't be appropriate'.

After he'd gone inside, she quickly took hold of my arm and dragged me further down the hall.

"Has anyone ever told you that you're about as subtle as a cavalry parade, Su?"

"I think people might've mentioned it's not my strong suit," I said flatly. At the word parade, another thought suddenly intruded into into my head. "Oh, I'd almost forgot-- The double centennial parade will have started by now, won't it? And all the other celebrations."

"Don't change the subject," she chided me. "You know, I'm doing you quite an indulgence right now. The least you could do would be to try to pretend we're not doing something suspicious."

"Sorry," I said. "I'm, uh, not that experienced with lying."

This, in itself, was a lie of such titanic proportion that my voice ended up cracking a bit as the other shoe dropped mentally mid-sentence, resulting in me sounding like the platonic ideal of a suspicious person. Kamrusepa regarded me with a combination of profound skepticism and concern for a moment, then shook her head.

"Never mind," she said, then stopped us suddenly as we turned the corner, getting out the map she'd sketched out earlier. "Listen. I've found a spot where our hidden archive could be."

My eyes widened. "You have?"

She nodded. "Look here. Below us, at this point in the building, are two of the bedrooms." She pointed to the corresponding part of the sketch. "Assuming they're all the same size as Neferuaten's, they both extend ten meters from one side to the other. Now, this room we saw earlier here--" She pointed to a door to our left. "--corresponds to one of the bedrooms... But it's only about five meters long, and I haven't seen anything to explain the dead space." She narrowed her eyes. "So if there's a spot for a hidden chamber, this is it."

"You've thought about this a lot," I said, a little taken aback.

"Like I said, Su. If one is going to do something, however absurd, it behooves them to do it properly." She cleared her throat. "In any case. I'd suggest we duck in, give the room a quick inspection for hollow walls and the like, then try to get back before Theodoros finishes his business. Shall we?"

She didn't wait for me to respond before quickly proceeding towards the room. "What if we're too late?"

"I'm sure you can make something up," she replied, as she opened the door. "Theodoros would probably believe you if you told him we'd been attacked by giant snakes."

I glared at her. "Don't say peculiar things, Kam."

She rolled her eyes. "Come on, Su, you're not that imperceptive," she said, as I followed her into the lounge. There was barely anything notably about it; some chairs, a fireplace, a couple of bookshelves. "It's obvious that he has some sort of peculiar thing for you. If not a crush, than something adjacent. He always hangs off your every word."

"Between this and what you said about Ran earlier, I feel like you're developed some very strange ideas about my interpersonal relationships," I said flatly. "We're childhood friends. And I'm pretty certain he knows I'm not interested in men."

"The heart goes where the heart wilt, Su," she said, in a tone like she was conveying some profound wisdom.

I rolled my eyes back at her.

"Check around the back of the bookshelf, I'll move these chairs," she said, as we approached the wall adjacent to our absent space. "And don't get any ideas about using the Power to make this easier, by the way. We don't want people knowing we've been slinking about."

"I'm not stupid, Kam," I said, dryly.

"Just a reminder," she said, as she begun pushing one aside. "Say. Out of curiosity, what was it that he wanted from you, yesterday?"

I gave her a confused look as I moved around to the side of it. "What are you talking about?"

"At dinner, when he was going to bed, just before everything got so sour." She raised an eyebrow. "Don't tell you you forgot?"

I blinked, then widened my eyes. "I-- I did," stopping what I was doing completely for a moment at the realization. "I guess it got pushed out of my head after everything that happened."

"Goodness," Kamrusepa said, smirking a bit as she inspected the wall. "So much for your infallible memory, I suppose."

I frowned. "It's not like it's eidetic. I forget things all the time. And I've had a lot on my mind, this weekend."

"Alright, aright," she said. "Don't mean to pick excessive fun at you." She shifted a chair out of the way, tracing a finger down the side of the wallpaper. "I do rather wonder how it left Theo feeling, though."

Oh, hell, I thought, as my mind made some connections. "Gods..." I rubbed my eyes. "Maybe that's why he's been acting strange all morning."

"Could very well be," she said.

I crossed my arms uncomfortably, furrowing my brow for a moment, before shaking my head. I turned around, and started to shift the bookcase. "I'll have to ask him when we get back. Apologize."

"You sure you want to do that?" she asked. "Might've dodged a bullet if it was a love confession."

I glared at her. "Like I said, it's not like--"

And then I stopped, as my gaze was suddenly drawn to what I'd discovered.

Behind the bookcase, in a little enclave only visible when it was pulled a good foot away from its resting position was an open door, seemingly built to swing inward. And through that was another chamber, that looked to be about the same size as the one we were in.

Despite this being exactly what we were looking for, I still almost physically jumped in surprise at the sight. It was such a sudden transition between what felt like incredibly theoretical, abstract reasoning and clear reality that it felt like the world had turned upside down for a moment. The shock hit me in my gut, and I stepped backwards.

"Like what, Su?" Kam asked, clearly not paying the closest attention.

"K-Kam."

She looked up. "Hm?"

I held up a finger, and pointed. Her expression turning suddenly inquisitive, she got up, and looked too. And then similarly gawked.

"Good god," she said.

"Uh-huh," I said, staring.

"I can't believe I was right."

"Yeah."

She blinked a few times, contextualizing the information. "I can't believe you were right."

"Y-Yeah." I hesitated. "Wait, what?"

"That there really was something up here!" She exclaimed. "A secret room, like the note said!"

"I thought your theory was that the note was real, too?" I asked, looking down at her (on account of the height difference). "Just from the order."

"Well, yes," she said, leaning forward. "But that was just-- Just musing. I didn't expect any of this to really come to anything. I was just trying to help you feel better to make up for yesterday."

"You were humoring me the whole time?" I asked, frowning.

"Yes, obviously!" She said. "The whole thing is absurd! We established that already."

"I... guess," I said, scratching my head.

We stared into the chamber ahead. It was dark, and seemed to be broken up into little sections by a stone barrier down the center, lined with white marble - like a bathroom, except this obviously wasn't a bathroom. There were a couple sets of shelves, but there didn't seem to be anything on them other than a few maintenance tools. A wrench. What looked like a box of screws.

"This, uh... This doesn't really look like an archive," I said, stating the obvious.

"No," Kamrusepa said. She slowly bit her lip. "Mm. Perhaps the note was fake, and we've simply, well. Stumbled on an unrelated secret room, using my method?"

I still couldn't believe Kamrusepa's 'method' had produced any result at all. The whole thing seemed so far-fetched, it being vindicated was honestly making me rethink a lot of aspects of reality. What else could Kamrusepa be right about? The usefulness of her over-the-top professional conduct? The near-term prospects of longevity scholarship? Politics? (No, definitely not politics.)

"It's... I mean, it's possible," I said, with a shrug. "Or maybe there are books in here, and they're just deeper inside."

"Not out of the question, no." She stared for few more moments, before turning to me with a strange eagerness. "Well, then. Let's take a look, shall we?"

My eyes widened in surprise for a moment. Then I hesitated, looking to the side. "Uh... Should we...?" I scratched the side of my neck. "I mean, I know this was my idea, and everything, but... This feels kind of serious."

"Su," she said, suddenly serious herself. "We've come this far. Propriety demands we look inside."

"Are you sure...?" Of course she's sure. If you don't want to do it, come up with something better than that.

"We'll just take a quick peek," she said, now in her speaking-with-authority voice. "See if there are any indications of some grave conspiracy at work as the note appeared to suggest, and then get back to the toilets."

'Toilets' instead of 'lavatory'. Kamrusepa always slipped out of her more upper-class language when the situation became serious.

I squirmed for another moment, then nodded, reluctant. "Alright," I said. "I guess I'll grab one of the lamps, then..."

When I turned back around, she'd already moved to head through the gap.

I bit my lip, and followed.
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We examined the shelves further, but at first, didn't find anything more than assorted tools and supplies. Bronze sheets and pipes, glue, binding coil, and several boxes of small mechanisms that looked like something you'd see in a golem or logic engine. Tiny little rivets and gears...

Where the barrier split, Kam turned and nudged her head to the right, to which I offered no objection. We turned the corner, and were met with a similar hall, also lined with shelves.

This time, though, they were stacked with something far more conspicuous.

"Good heavens," Kam exclaimed. "Are these guns?"

They were, and in no small number. I could see at least fifteen rifles and ten pistols, and they weren't antiques. They looked like refractor weapons, the bronze still carrying the vivid sheen of recent production. Noticing the ammunition on the bottom shelf - rows of silver rectangles, accompanied by small spheres - confirmed it.

Refractor firearms had been developed at the end of the Great Interplanar War. They functioned on a similar principle to eris storage for modern scepters, using an artificed, reflective container to hold energy in the form of pure light. Except instead of being consumed directly as fuel for the Power, it was employed to excite clusters of particles to immense speeds, and then propel them through a series of lenses to produce a range of effects.

That versatility was what had made the invention revolutionary. Depending on which lenses were down, they fired anything from harmless beams of light, to bursts of electromagnetic charge that would usually stun a target rather than kill them (assuming they got proper treatment for radiation poisoning), to bolts that would carve clean through armor and flesh, to superheated blasts that could set fire to entire buildings or reduce foot-thick stone walls to lava in seconds.

Combined with the lack of any recoil, they turned any moron with working hands and eyes into the equivalent of a passable battlemagi. The ones produced by the military even had shield-conjuring artifices built in, though they needed to be maintained by an arcanist regularly to stay operational.

It was said that the prospect of a proper war with this sort of equipment as the standard had been one of the primary reasons the Grand Alliance had remained so stable over the centuries. And why so many had died in the revolution, despite its relatively small scale and short length.

"Sure looks like it," I said, staring wide-eyed at the display. "Suppose that about rules this being an archive out."

"With this many guns, I should think this could only be called an armory," she said, kneeling down as she inspected the rear of the area. "There's enough here to equip an entire cohort. Look-- They even have explosives!"

I peeked down. I wasn't truly qualified to say for certain, but there were several small, hooked cannisters that certainly looked like grenades, and well as some segmented boxes that seemed to be attached to timers... Or at least, circular meters of some kind. They could've been for something less destructive, like smoke, but I wasn't going to pick at the point. This was obviously serious combat equipment.

"Maybe this is here in case the Sanctuary comes under attack," I speculated. "We already know a lot of it was designed with that in mind. And then, since it stopped being as much of a danger, they abandoned the room and covered it up so guests like us didn't stumble in."

"Not an unfair conclusion," she said, with a nod. "Though, I'm not sure what they'd need a bunch of tools for the uninitiated for. Almost everyone in the order are arcanists with centuries of experience. Even if they're not trained for battle, they could certainly do a lot better than blasting these things about."

Uninitiated, if it's not self-evident, was a term for non-arcanists.

"I've heard of some people who like to use both," I said. "And there some non-arcanists, and maybe some of them don't know any combat techniques at all."

"Hmm... I suppose so," she said, nodding. "That said, you're wrong about at least one thing."

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

"This place having been abandoned," she said. "Take a closer look at the shelves."

I turned back, and looked again, holding the lamp closer.

It took me an embarrassing amount of time to understand what she meant: There was no dust. Not even so much as a visible speck. This room had been thoroughly cleaned, and very recently at that - now that I was thinking about it, I could even faintly smell the odour of bleach in the air.

There was another scent, too, though very faint, to the point it didn't even feel like it was coming from this room. Something rotten, rancid...

I heard a clunking sound to the side, and saw that Kam had picked up one of the rifles, examining it closer. As she ran a finger across it, I could see some moisture was present - they'd all been washed, too, not just dusted.

"Uh, should you really be doing that...?" I asked hesitantly. "You're going to leave fingerprints.

She scoffed. "Don't be neurotic, Su. Assuming we don't get caught anyway, I doubt they're going to spontaneously decide to do a clinical investigation in this room." She set it back down, and reached into her handbag. "But if if makes you feel better, I'll wipe them off with my handkerchief and put on some gloves."

I furrowed my brow. "You carry gloves around with you."

"Mm? Oh, yes," she said, as she slipped them on. They were silk, maroon-colored.

"Why?" I asked.

She simply tapped her nose as she wiped the rifle down, along with a small smirk.

This girl.

"Let's hurry along, then," she said, heading back the way we came. "Probably already pushing our luck."

We turned and made for the final third of the room. The shelves were near-identical to what we'd seen a moment ago, down to similar equipment - firearms to the side, explosives at the back. The only exception was that the stock seemed to be even more abundant, suggesting this side of the room had been filled up first.

But there were two far more notable differences that immediately caught my eye. The first was the was a large trap door at the back of the hall, left open, the hatch thrown all the way back. The second was the scorch mark against the wall behind it, concerning close to the explosives.

There was no mistaking the origin of it. It had to have been produced by one of the refraction weapons, probably at least a moderate setting. Some of the stone looked to have melted and shifted, if only slightly.

"Good heavens," Kam said, peering. "This place certainly is full of surprises..."

"I've been thinking it since we came out of the floor on our way out of the basement," I said. "That there might be secret passages all over the building."

"For its defense, you mean?" Kam asked.

"Yes," I said, but then hesitated. "Well... Maybe not just defense. I feel like there's something I'm missing, with all of this."

I sniffed the air. That sour smell was a little stronger, now, and I was starting to feel a faint sense of dread. That, even though there was nothing yet to fully substantiate it, I knew what was coming next.

It didn't look like Kamrusepa shared my apprehension. Her demeanour was almost cheerful, like she was on a fun little adventure.

"Well... After you," I said.

"Afraid I'm going to push you in?" She giggled to herself. "Well, don't worry. I trust you."

She stepped forward, and knelt down at the trap door. I followed, and stuck the lamp in to try and illuminate the interior. It was more awkward than I'd expected to actually get a decent look - relying on the Power whenever it was dark had spoiled me.

A moment later, though, I wished I hadn't.

I adjusted my glasses and peered downwards. Unlike the hatch we'd come through earlier, this one didn't lead to a set of steps. Instead, it was a straight drop,with only a ladder nailed to the side as a means of traversal. It was hard to tell how deep the drop was, but it was at least down to the ground floor, if not to the under-chambers outright.

Kam craned her neck. "Well, if we don't see a whole lot of bookshelves down there, I think we can safely write that letter off as, if naught else, misinformed--"

And at the bottom, at the hard stone base of the chamber.. Far enough away that it muted the impact of the sight, but not to the point that I didn't inhale sharply, was a body.

"O-oh," Kamrusepa said, her voice cracking as her previous train of thought died. "That's... Rather not what I expected."

It looked like a woman, though I based that only on the clothing. She wore a vivid floral dress in Saoic style, pink and purple and white, but with boots that looked much more practical, creating a look that was almost at odds with itself.

There was blood from the fall, but that clearly hadn't been what had killed her, because close to half of her head was missing. It was difficult to make out, but her left cheek and eye seemed to have been entirely annihilated, with burns covering a lot of the remainder. Her black hair, long, was scorched in turn.

I'd seen dead bodies plenty of times before - that came part and parcel with being a Thanatomancer. But still, the sight, combined with the now much more distinct smell of decomposing flesh, made me feel sick. I suddenly felt vertigo, and had to look away from the hole to avoid throwing up.

"There's--" I gasped for breath, trying to compose myself. "There's a corpse in that hole."

"Um, somewhat stating the obvious, Su," Kam said, sounding a little shaken herself.

"There's a corpse in that hole," I repeated, as if the universe might understand my objection and abort the whole scenario if I made myself clear enough about it.

My brain processed more information about the sight even as my eyes were averted from it. Based on the smell and the state of the body, whomever was down there, their death had been recent. As in, within the past 1-or-2 days recent.

"A fresh corpse," I appended.

"I should have to take your word for it," Kam said, taking the lantern from my hands, now that I was no longer in a state to position it. "I'm not too experienced with autopsies." She bit her lip. "Though, the skin does seem to be still intact... She looks eastern, probably Viraaki."

Viraaki...

"The chef," I said.

Kam turned to me, blinking. "Pardon?"

"The chef," I repeated. "Vijana. Neferuaten and Yantho mentioned her yesterday. She went missing yesterday morning. No one had any idea what happened."

"Gods..." She shook her head, seeming at a loss for words. "It looks as though she took a shot through the head."

I nodded, and for a moment felt a pulse of irrational fear. I glanced around us, looking back the way we came. Straining my ears for any sound that might suggest another presence, that we might be ambushed...

Calm down, I told myself. There's only two ways in. You're right next to one of the them, and you can't get the other open without making a a racket. And besides, all of this must've happened over a day ago.

That was the rational way to look at it, but it didn't feel like much of a comfort.

While trying my best to look at at anything but the sight down below, I noticed something I hadn't earlier. A sheet of parchment lying on the shelf to the side of us, the words 'TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN' scrawled in large, attention-grabbing print. I reached out, flipping it up.

Kam glanced over at the sound of the rustling. "What's that?"

"Uh, was on the shelf," I said, huddling a little closer to Kam. "Look."

We shifted a little backwards, and Kam held the lantern up so we could make out the smaller text below. In full, it read:

 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

Let this stand as my both my confession and last will and testament. For too long, I have been complicit in a crime of the most abominable nature. Not only have I sinned gravely against my fellow human beings, but worse, against both civilization and the natural order itself. I have stood idly by as innocents have been subject to unimaginable cruelty in the name of profane ambition, and at times, even facilitated said cruelties myself. 

I have done all of this, not out of selfless motive, but solely for my own gain. I told myself that I sought to free mankind from this accursed fate to which it has been condemned, but in truth, I knew from the beginning this was futile. Instead, I have allowed myself to be ruled by spite and selfish love, and in the process have invited a far more sorrowful end for those I should have cared for most of all.

It is too late to undo the damage I have done, and what little power I possessed that might have allowed for a gesture of open defiance I surrendered long ago. And I know better than to trust any commitment I might make to the pursuit of atonement. Thus, the only thing I can do is to remove myself before a reckoning comes, in the small hope this might frustrate progress enough for someone else to come to their senses, or at least that some measure of further suffering might be averted.

If you are reading this and are one of my colleagues or superiors, then I beg you: Put a stop to this insanity. It is not too late. It is my last hope that seeing what has become of me will move you might see the folly in repeating that mistake, even if I know that is probably a vain hope. 

On the other hand, if by some fluke this is discovered instead by one those whom I have sinned against, then I will not indulge myself by asking for forgiveness. I will only say that I was wrong, utterly, that everything I did was wrong, and that I am truly sorry. Please, forget everything that you have heard from me and leave this place, so that you might be at least spared the wrath of the forces arrayed against us. 

When I was young, I believed there was an essential justice within the world, beyond the reach of mankind's will. That no matter what, everything would eventually give way to a golden kindness. But as I grew older, I dismissed that as the aspirational thinking of a child. But now I see that I was right all along. This is justice. And this is kindness. Regardless of if its shape offends us.

Memento Mori,

V.A

 

For some reason, it was written in Inner Saoic rather than Ysaran, or even Viraaki, though I knew Kam could read it too, thankfully. I didn't recognize the handwriting, but it was rougher than you'd expect for the eloquence of the prose, more like something you'd see from a teenage boy than the woman lying in the pit below.

I glanced to the side. "Have you finished it?"

"Mm," Kam said, her expression dour. "Gods, this is grim."

I nodded gravely, my eyes falling to rest on the white space at the bottom of the parchment.

"It's stating the obvious, but it looks like a suicide note." She went on, pursing her lips. "Last will and testament..."

"Yeah..." I said, feeling at a loss for appropriate words.

"Though, if that's the case," she said, "I'm not sure why she'd have shot herself right on top of the hatch. Seems a tad, well. Redundant."

I shook my head. "No, it makes sense. You'd want some kind of backup plan, for something like this, in case you flinched and missed the brain. Otherwise, you could end up immobile and in agony for hours."

Kamrusepa twisted her lip a bit. "You're a concerning person to talk to sometimes, Su."

I shrugged weakly.

"As for the rest of the note, I'm not sure I know what to make of it," she said. "You said this woman was the chef? As in, she prepares the food."

"That's right, yeah," I said. "The initials seem to line up, too. Assuming whatever 'A' stands for is her birthplace name."

"But this all reads like a bunch of high-minded objections to the actual practices of the order, from someone who's been participated in it deeply themselves." She bit on the edge of a finger. "Well, some of it. The rest is either so vague it's practically incoherent, or sounds like the sort of luddite nonsense you hear from Covenant fundamentalists. 'Sinned against the natural order', my goodness..."

"I don't know if this is about just researching life extension," I said. "It sounds like she thought they were doing something terrible-- Not in the abstract, but to other people. That she'd done something terrible. A 'sorrowful end'..." I scratched the side of my head. "I mean, unless we're taking the whole thing out of context. It's hard to tell what's meant to be literal."

That wasn't all that bothered me about it. Something about the way it was written felt off in a way that was hard to put into words. It didn't feel like a suicide note should've, somehow, even one motivated by regret rather than unfulfilled emotional need. Something about it felt almost performative.

"The 'memento mori' at the end seems rather on the nose," she said, looking over some of it again herself. "But I agree, it's difficult to parse what she's trying to say. The beginning makes it sound like she's talking about the research in abstract, but then she mentions 'unimaginable cruelties' to individuals... But doesn't go into any specifics whatsoever. She could be talking about anything from illegal experiments to-- Well, some petty interpersonal drama. It's worthless."

"Whatever it is, it sounds as though it's ongoing," I said. "Or at least, that she thought of it that way. And that it was partly her fault."

Kamrusepa scoffed. "Again, that's the most confusing part. She's the ruddy cook, not someone who ought to have bore 'fault' in anything." She shook her head. "If this was all about her fretting about the 'sin' of bad cooking, well, it's certainly a tad melodramatic."

I frowned. "That's kind of inappropriate, Kam."

"Just using humor to bare with a rather unpleasant situation," she said, with an uneasy smile. "Would rather think you of all people would be understanding."

I removed my glasses for a moment, rubbing my eyes. "We don't know for sure if she was the chef. That's just a guess." I paused. "And even if she was, she might not have just been the chef."

She raised an eyebrow. "What are you getting at?"

"Based on what we heard about how the organization is built, it doesn't sound like they'd just let a random person into the sanctuary to cook their food," I explained. "She said that associate members weren't even allowed in until recently. So to be here, she'd have to have some broader role in the organization. Were you here when Sacnicte talked about her role? About being a 'steward of the sanctuary'."

She nodded. "That was when we came in, if I'm not mistaken."

"Right," I said. "But while we're guests, she's playing the role of a servant. Maybe the situation was something like that. She acted as the chef, but actually had some... Other role." I frowned worriedly. "Not something pleasant, if we take what's written as literal. Like the order was doing something really bad."

"For some people, just trying to slip the noose of mortality is reason enough to to this sort of rhetoric," she said, in a dismissive tone. But then doubt crept back into her voice. "But, to do something this severe... Either she was of greatly disturbed mind, or this was about something far more personal that's going over our heads."

She was right. It was insane to imagine someone going this far because they disagreed over research. But I struggled to believe the order could really be doing something to warrant this level of rhetoric, of total disgust. I knew nearly half of the inner circle personally, and the press had been crawling all over the workings of the organization for the past two decades constantly. We were far from the first guests.

It just didn't make sense.

"M.. Maybe this isn't what it looks like," I suggested. "Someone could have murdered her and put this here on purpose to cover it up." Yeah, that makes sense. Run with it. "Maybe that's why it's so vague, since they wouldn't have known any of her actual personal details. Throw together a suicide note that impiles something personal, then just... Let people draw their own conclusions."

Kamrusepa frowned. "What about the handwriting? Even if we can't tell, if it was someone who knew her, they'd notice right away."

"Could've been forged," I said. "There are even Neuromancy incantations to help with that, if you're willing to go far enough."

"Look, though," Kam said, pointing. "She's still holding the pistol in her hand, down there."

I flinched, then uneasily took another look down into the pit. It was hard for me to make out with my crappy eyesight even after taking off my glasses, but it was just as Kamrusepa said. In her right hand, held on her chest, was a glint of one of the pistols.

"I'm not sure that proves much," I said, all the same. "The killer could have just walked right down and put it in her hand."

"But look at where the shot's landed," she said, this time pointing to the ashen mark on the back wall. "It's not at standing level, but sitting-- And straight rather than angled." She bit the edge of her lip. "Well, I suppose it's possible that the killer might've caught her kneeling and gone to down to her level... But it just doesn't seem likely."

Damn. She was right. It didn't make the theory completely implausible, but every piece of evidence seemed to suggest the opposite.

...well, or so it seemed in the moment. I wouldn't realize it until it was too late, about 30 minutes later, but I was missing several fairly obvious alternative conclusions here.

But we'll come back to that later.

"Don't get me wrong-- I think I'd almost feel less peculiar about this if it were a homicide," She said, snorting. "Honestly, I feel like something of a voyeur having found this. It's obvious it was intended for anyone but us."

Was that really true, though?

My mind was still spinning, trying to reckon with the situation. Was this the place the letter had intended for me to find, or something unrelated? What kind of reckoning did she think was coming?

And who was the last part referring to - the 'people she had wronged'? If she'd done this so close to our arrival, wouldn't she have considered the idea of one of us finding it?

But then, if what were the case, the 'everything that you have heard from me' part made no sense whatsoever. I'd never met this woman in my life, and I was one of the most likely candidates to have had some contact with the order - most of our class had no connections at all.

Again, It didn't make sense. None of it made sense.

"We--" I hesitated. "We have to tell someone we've found this. Neferuaten, the others."

She gave me an uneasy look. "Now... Su, let's not rush into anything," she said, sounding tense. "We're trespassing by being here to begin with, remember?"

"That doesn't matter. Not in the face of something like this," I said. "We can't just go back out and act like we haven't seen anything. We're not qualified to make a judgement about what's going on - we can't even use the Power to check if it's been used to interfere with anything. That could easily disguise what actually happened here."

Kam was silent for a moment, her eyes flicking away to the side as she breathed deeply, like she was trying to suppress panic. "If they find out we were snooping around in here, it could damage our reputation. We might never get invited to something private like this again."

"You're the one who wanted to snoop around to begin with!"

"Keep your voice down!" She said, in a terse whisper. She blinked a few times, rubbing her eyes. "I know, alright? That was stupid of me. It was stupid of me to be curious."

"Someone's died, Kam," I said, in a severe tone. "An actual person is dead right in front of us. This isn't some faux pax to work around for the sake of your record."

"She's dead already. It's not like the stakes are particularly high," she said, her eyes flickering to the side. She didn't even sound like she was convincing herself on that point.

"Don't be stupid." I chided her. "And anyway, this is an emergency. I really doubt they're going to punish us. Hell, we can say we smelled it from outside and came in to investigate, if you want!"

"That's--" She cut herself off, biting her tongue. "That's not the point."

"Then what is the point?"

"If we tell them about this," she said, her tone slow and deliberate, "then at bare minimum, they're going to end up cancelling this whole event. You realize that, don't you? Especially with what already happened to Ophelia."

"So what if they do? That's not..."

But then I stopped, the words dying in my throat.

Because it was important. If this caused a big fuss, and we all ended up being sent home... Then Ran and I would never have a chance to speak with Samium. And based on what Autonoe had told me in her letter and Neferuaten had basically confirmed, if we didn't speak to him today, there might never be another chance. And that was the optimistic version - where I was right instead of Kamrusepa, and they didn't never let us back in on account of being a security risk.

I gulped, my breathing growing heavier, an anxious knot forming in my gut.

"You're not as subtle as you think you are, Su," Kam said, her gaze focused. "I know there's something you need to do here, that you've been fretting about all week, especially in the last couple of days. Something important."

I didn't say anything, looking at the floor.

"Has it occurred to you," she went on, "that you might not be the only person that applies to?"

My eyes widened in surprise, and I turned back to regard her. Even though she was obviously still worked up, there was a strange determination in her eyes that hadn't been there a moment ago.

No, determination was the wrong word. This was an expression I should have recognized at once, because I'd seen it on myself so many times in the past decade that I couldn't even begin to count.

Desperation.

What's she talking about...?

There was no time to think about it. And even if it felt like a horrible, horrible idea, she was right. I couldn't destroy this chance.

Not for anything.

"...what could we even do?" I asked, after a moment had passed. All the conviction from a moment ago gone. "We've moved stuff around, left our fingerprints here. And now they probably will do a proper investigation." I twisted my brow in pained worry. "We can't just leave now and say nothing about it. They'll know. And on the off chance this is a murder, somehow..."

Kam closed her eyes for a moment, going very still. "Here's what we'll do," she said. "You go back outside. Tell Theo and the others I got impatient and went to find another set of facilities, and will be back in a moment. I'll stay for a few minutes and do a little cleaning up here."

"How?" I asked. "You won't be able to use the Power. Not without them knowing."

"I won't need to. We haven't touched much, thanks for your... Diligence, so it should be easy to wipe off the prints," she continued. "As for the note, I'll take that with me. Then, when the main event is all wrapped up this evening and we've both finished what we need to do, I'll make some excuse to come back up here. Then I'll come back down and tell everyone I found it inserted half-way into the bookshelf. That way, this'll still be drawn to everyone's attention sooner rather than later."

"But they might suspect you," I said. "If there are no other witnesses..."

"That won't happen," she said, with what felt like inappropriate confidence. "Don't worry. I'll find a way to make it all work."

My heart was racing. This whole notion gave me a sense of dread, like I was stepping out in front of a tram line. That there must have been a better, more rational thing to do. But we were already so short on time. I didn't have time to debate it, to come up with a laundry list of problems to pick away at until the solution felt refined enough, like I normally would. It was do or die.

"U-Uh," I said, my voice shaking. "Alright... I'll, uh. I'll go, then."

"Mm," she nodded firmly. "Don't worry. I'll be along quickly. Just try to stay composed when you're talking to everyone."

"Yeah," I said, breathless. "Can you-- Will you really be able to take care of this?"

"Yes, Su," she insisted. "It'll all be fine. Just go."

It didn't feel like it would all be fine, but nevertheless, I went. Back through the room, out through the bookcase, back to the lamplit hall. Trying desperately to calm myself down.

There's a dead body.

There's a dead body, and you're going to just ignore it. Because it might cause too much of a fuss.

This is such a bad idea!

Fuck!
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In retrospect, we'd spent a lot of time screwing around, and Theo was already with the others by the time I made it back, all of them wondering what'd happened. Regardless, I somehow managed to sell Kamrusepa's half-baked story without too much difficulty. Like I said, when I needed to be, I was a good liar.








Ran was the only one to look skeptical. But then, she had what amounted to special training in terms of picking up on my horseshit.








Whatever Kam did in that chamber, it didn't take her long, as she reappeared in less than five minutes after I did. She made her apologies, and then we continued on. As if nothing had happened.








The mental image of Vijana's presumed corpse lingered unwaveringly in my mind for what must have been at least fifteen minutes, and kept coming back constantly for hours after the fact. Splayed out, head half annihilated. Single remaining eye barely distinguishable, staring blankly upwards forever. I thought of the body rotting there, the sallow flesh slowly softening and bloating, the blood drying into a sticky brown stain.








I was so anxious about it, about the whole decision, that it felt like my gut was going to tear itself to pieces. But there was nothing to be done about it now. All I had to do was have faith that Kam's unwavering dedication to her own reputation and social advancement would drive her to handle it well for both of our sakes - and that nothing would take place in the interim to make anything more complicated.








We still had one more part of the sanctuary to see, but at about noon, just was we were heading back into the garden, Yantho approached Neferuaten and gave us the news that Ophelia had supposedly made a largely fully recovery, and affirmed she wanted to go ahead with the public part of the whole event as originally planned. Thus, Hamilcar had decided to hold some last-minute meeting among the council members to make sure everything went as smoothly as possible.








"It's typical of him," Neferuaten said after we heard the news, shaking her head softly. "Always getting neurotic about things at the last minute, even if it's already been planned to death." She sighed. "I'm sorry. It looks like we'll have to cut this short, after all."








"Will there still be time to visit the research tower, some point later on?" Kamrusepa asked.








"Oh, almost certainly. It might have to be rather late in the evening or even tomorrow, but the weekend is yet young." She smiled. "Besides, like I told you before, I'll only be able to show you my own laboratory. So it probably won't take much time."








Kamrusepa pursed her lips. "Mm, if I'm not mistaken, Linos offered to show us his own yesterday, too, so perhaps we could all go together." She glanced at me. "That did happen, right, Su? You know how I get when I'm excited."








"Uh? Oh." I blinked. "Yeah, I think you talked him into it right before I went out with Theo."








"I remember that, too," Theo said.








"I'll have a word with him," Neferuaten said. "Perhaps some of the others, as well. It'd be nice if we could make an actual event of it."








But was there any chance that could actually happen, now? If Kamrusepa told everyone about what we'd found as soon as both of our business was finished, then if weren't all sent home immediately, then I doubted the atmosphere would be one where going on little tours to amuse ourselves would be appropriate. It could only happen if Samium took a long time to give an answer, and I ended up having to keep asking Kam to put it off.








I wasn't sure my heart could handle this tension being dragged out for that long, frankly.








"Ah, dear, I almost forgot," Neferuaten said, clicking her tongue. "We never did run into your father, did we, Theo? Even though checking on him was part of the reason you came along to begin with." She looked a little embarrassed. "Sorry about that. I might've got a little carried away with my monologuing."








"No, it's, er. It's quite fine," he said, holding up a hand. "I actually ran into him while I was out of the room back underground earlier, so all's well that ends well, heheh."








"Ah, is that so...?" She asked, raising an eyebrow.








I bit my lip instinctively at the awkwardness of the moment. Based on what Theo had actually said up until this point, this statement made no sense whatsoever. He'd told us he was only stepping outside to check something on his logic engine. And while Kam had joked back then that he'd sneaked off to the lavatory... He'd accompanied us to it later, so there wasn't really a simple way this could be a misunderstanding.








I was pretty sure that everyone present realized this, but evidently, no one had an appetite to point it out. After a moment, Neferuaten rubbed her eyes, and her expression softened again. "Well, I'm glad," she said.








Why would he lie about something like that? Not that I was in a position to worry about other people keeping secrets.








"In any case," she went on. "I suppose I'll see you in a couple of hours for the climax of this sordid affair." She clasped her hands together. "I don't want to put anyone on the spot, but try not to fret too much. All our audience are academics, so no one's going to be expecting theatricality in your presentations - gods, you could read straight from a script, and I doubt anyone would pay it mind. Beyond that, just remember that you're only here on account of being provably talented. I'm sure you'll all do fine."








This was transparently directed to Theo, but we all nodded along and expressed appreciation at the sentiment.








And then her and Yantho left, leaving the rest of us to prepare or otherwise do as we wished. The original schedule had called for the presentations to begin at 2 o'clock, but with what'd happened, it wasn't clear if things would be pushed back a bit once all the dust had settled. Nevertheless, we decided to return to the abbey together. We headed back across the field, and through the tunnel into the visitors bioenclosure, making idle conversation of little substance.








That was so stupid, I kept thinking to myself, unable to pull my mind away from the subject. Honestly, did it not occur to you that the room might've been under a surveillance incantation, or for that matter, any number of arcana that could have prevented you from gaining a full understanding of what was going on? How could you feel remotely confident in being complicit in this serious a lie without even the ability to check for the Power?








If there was a surveillance incantation, they would have found the body already, I reasoned to myself. Don't be paranoid.








What a ridiculously narrow assumption, the other part of my brain replied. There are a thousand scenarios in which they could have detected you and not it. Maybe they have an incantation which only triggers when someone passes through the doorway, or one which passively records data that simply hasn't been checked since the incident happened. Hell, they don't even need the Power. Once they know the truth, the fact that you were gone for so long in that location will become incredibly suspicious!








I clenched my fists. Gods. Why did I only ever become smart after the stuff I needed to be smart for was already over.








I'd definitely need to try and talk to Kamrusepa later and hash out a better story. This wasn't going to do at all.








Hesitantly, I glanced over in her direction. Her face was a picture of perfect calm, happily chatting with the others in her usual way as if nothing was wrong whatsoever. As if she hadn't just made us both complicit in something that, worst-case-scenario, could get us accused of murder.








But I knew she wasn't a perfect liar-- Rather, she just had different weaknesses than I did. She could hold up a story fine so long as if was simple, but if things got too complicated, her overconfident nature would often tie her in knots. Not to mention what happened if someone pushed one of her emotional buttons.








I started down at the grass. Just try not to think about it, I thought. There's nothing you can do right now.








We continued on, approaching the flower arrangements and trees which surrounded the abbey. It was around this point that there was a brief interruption.








"Oh," Theo said, pointing upward. "Would you look at that..."








Our eyes followed, and I saw, beyond the reinforced transparent shielding, a great dark shape moving by overhead. At first, before I remembered where we were, I thought it was flying - an airship, or one the dragons they'd engineered in Palaat. But no; it was some great sea beast, with a titanic body nearly ten meters wide and five times as long, soaring through the waters on fins large enough to cast a shadow over half of the strangely-colored garden.








"Huh," Ran said. She reached her arm as to take out her camera for a moment, but then stopped, probably realizing there wouldn't be enough time. The silhouette was already fading, its edges becoming indistinct from the rest of the murky darkness.








"My, quite a sight," Kamrusepa said, her eyebrows raised. "Hard to believe anything can survive this far into crush-depth, let alone of that size."








"We might be close to the rim," Ran suggested. "Gravity isn't as strong there on the Atelikos, since it's all flat."








"It feels normal here," Theo said.








"Could be partially artificed," she retorted, stepping a foot up and down on the spot as if to judge the feel - though if it'd been done by an even half-way competent Aetheromancer, you wouldn't be able to tell so simply. "I could cast and check, but I don't really feel like picking through all the background incantations."








"That's fair," he said.








Gravity, infamously, had been one of the most difficult phenomena to replicate in the reconstructed reality of the Remaining World. For millennia, it had been understood that it operated divergently at different scales due to the influence of the Higher Planes and the complex interdimensional chemistry of material reality - if you measured the forces at work drawing atoms to one another, and then compared that to the sort of capital-G Gravity that bound whole solar systems or galaxies together, or even a person to the ground beneath their feet, you'd get frustratingly inconsistent results.








By the time of the apocalypse, there was a relatively comprehensive understanding of even the specifics of what was going on, but still, it proved incredibly difficult to emulate. The larger the model for the cosmos, the greater the errors which occurred, and the greater the disparity felt at the human level... Which, since the whole idea was to preserve humanity, mattered more than strict fidelity.








This was why the Ironworkers eventually abandoned the idea of a globe-shaped world in their final attempts, and why the Mimikos had ended up like it was. Rather than bothering with an attraction at all on the grander scale, it had proved easier to simply push everything down equally with electromagnetic force. And so, the same edifice that moved the Great Lamp from one side of the sky to the other had a structure, infused with arcana of an almost unfathomable scale, for doing just that.








And what was the best shape for a surface area with consistent distance to a single point? Well... A bowl. Despite itself, the Mimikos had been an engineering project, and the same basic principle applied to it as any other: Do the simplest thing that works, even if it seems stupid.








It was funny-- I always found my mind wandering to scholarly subjects like this, whenever I was under stress. It was probably a roundabout form of escapism. The world of facts, of bullet-point lists, existed as almost a a numb, quiet alternative to the complex, painful needs associated with actual life. It had become more and more easy for me to slip into that comfortable world, thinking exclusively of unliving things.








"You alright, Su...?" Ran asked. "You're still staring at the roof."








"Oh," I said, and jerked my head back down. "Uh, sorry. I was just thinking about something."








She furrowed her brow at me slightly. I wasn't just if I saw suspicion in the look, or if I was just being paranoid.








It only took us another minute to get back to the guest house after that. The lounge area was cleared out when we returned, save for Sacnicte, who was still hanging around 'in case any one needed her'. We made conversation for a few minutes, and she reported that she'd witnessed Mehit leave earlier - presumably to seek out her absconded daughter, though we didn't mention our meeting with Lilith back in the logic engine room - and also that Bardiya and Seth had stepped out for a little bit, before ultimately returning about 30-40 minutes ago.








Kamrusepa asked her, in jest, if she'd spotted Ezekiel at all during the morning, and she paused for what felt like a slightly strange amount of time before answering that she'd brought him up a late breakfast at his request, but otherwise hadn't, and that she'd barely spoken to him overall.








He really had seemed like a ghost for the entire weekend so far, but him secretly not being in attendance (or having been murdered and that now being subject to some sort of cover-up) felt, unfortunately, like wishful thinking. It was probably something to do with whatever odd thing the boys in the class had been obviously keeping to themselves, ever since Seth had shown up to the Sanctuary looking like he'd been tossed in the mud.








Frankly, I couldn't stay focused on the conversation. As soon as we'd entered the abbey, the stress I was already feeling started to be compounded with an increasing last-minute axiety about my presentation. At least on the latter point, the others seemed to feeling the same way, and soon we agreed to head back to our rooms and review our notes.








I'd half-expected Kam to take me aside then and there, but she must've thought it would look suspicious, because no such thing happened. We said our farewells, but while Ran and Kam were heading upstairs, I broke with them and approached Theodoros on my own.








This wasn't really something I felt in anything close to the appropriate mood for, but corpse or no corpse, it felt inappropriate to just leave it after having realized.








"Uh, hold on, Theo," I said. "Could I talk with you for a second?"








He looked hesitant. "Sorry, I really ought to go and rehearse for my presentation." His gaze was evasive. "I probably should have been doing that all morning instead of going out, really..."








Once again, it was almost as though he was avoiding me. This wasn't like him - when Theo was worried about something, he usually wanted someone to vent his anxiety to, even if he wasn't explicit about it. Usually that ended up being Seth, who was probably his closest friend in the class and his most regular confidant. It was strange.








"It's okay, it won't be much," I reassured him. "I just wanted to apologize. I remembered earlier that you asked me to come and talk to you about something last night, but after everything that happened at dinner, I completely forgot."








He looked at me with an odd expression for a moment, like he wasn't processing exactly what I was saying. "Oh-- Oh, right," he said, after a few moments. "That's fine... It wasn't anything important. Just, ah. Little bit of interpersonal drama that was on my mind." He chuckled to himself awkwardly.








'Interpersonal drama'. Weirdly clinical way to put it, whatever 'it' was.








"Well, even so, I'm sorry. It was thoughtless," I said, trying to sound as genuine as I could. "Do you still want to talk about it?"








"No, don't worry about it," he said. The words had come out very quickly-- Like he'd been expecting the question. "It's all been sorted out now, so it would be just be indulgent."








"Oh," I said. "Well, if you're sure."








"Now, ah, I should be going--"








"Theo," I interjected, cutting him off as he was already starting to step away. "Is everything alright...? You've been acting sort of... Odd, this morning."








"Y-Yes," he said, with a stiff nod. "Sorry, it's just the, uh. The whole idea of this event again, of being watched by so many people. It's got me out of sorts. I must not have mentally prepared for it as much as I thought."








"Are you sure?" I asked. "If something is going on with you, or with some of the others in the class in the class... It's seemed like there might be... You can tell me about it. I won't go and blab about it to everyone."








Why was I making an offer like that? I didn't have the time of emotional resources for it. It had just slipped out.








He took off his glasses, rubbing his eyes. "I appreciate it, Utsu. But no, it's really nothing for you to worry about." He put them back on, and gave me a serious expression. "I'll be alright. I just-- I need to get back in my room. To think about some things."








So he didn't deny something was going on. He just didn't want to discuss it. That was simpler to deal with than outright obfuscation, I guess.








"Well, alright," I said, hesitant. "If you do want to talk about anything, just let me know, okay?"








He sighed, a tired expression on his face. "Mm. T-Thank you."








Then he turned, and before I could really process if this were a good point to let the conversation end, had slipped behind his door, a lock clicking in his wake.








Well, I thought. That was reassuring.








Unfortunately, I didn't have the stamina to really dwell on whatever he could've been dealing with. I headed back down the hall and upstairs, towards my own chambers, and as soon as I was on my own and let my mental defenses down, I suddenly felt completely exhausted and overwhelmed.








I took a couple steps forward, then collapsed, back-first, onto the bed.








Thinking about it, it didn't make sense to beat myself up for the decision to go along with Kam's plan. When I thought about it rationally, she was objectively right that reporting it would almost certainly get the event cancelled and scupper my plans, especially since even Neferuaten didn't know just how important this all was to me, even if I'd shared a little bit with her. Likewise, it wasn't as though not having explored the room and remaining ignorant would've been an objective improvement. If there was anything suspect about the whole situation, it was better for at least the two of us to be armed with the facts, rather than no one at all.








The only negative to come of it was the possibility we'd be implicated ourselves, and even then, Kam taking responsibility for the note and the scene made it much more likely that consequences would fall on her rather than myself. Which, again, led to have faith that she would be able to handle it, when push came to shove. For all her faults, Kam could be frighteningly competent, when push came to shove. She was head of the class for a reason.








Yet, still, I couldn't shake the sense that something awful was looming over my head. A scythe, waiting to strike my head off.








And so, I closed my eyes, and once again asked myself:








What do I know, beyond any doubt?








Basically nothing, really. As I'd already noted, we couldn't check for the Power, so huge aspects of what we saw could technically have been outright faked. The note, the blast from the weapon on the wall, the body. Illusions, replications, and Neuromancy could make a farce of them all - just about the only thing I was sure of was the basic nature and contents of the room itself, and the fact that there had at least been an impression of a dead woman at the bottom of a pit.








Tch. Once again, I was stumbling around in total ignorance of anything happening around me.








I took a deep breath, trying to focus. To organize unreasonable situations into something easier to comprehend, it's basic logical thinking to sometimes pretend that certain things are true, and then extrapolate conclusions from that basis. Because even if reality is more complicated and those conclusions aren't completely sound, in arriving at them, you might be able to perceive things from a new perspective and gain new information.








So I decided to exercise Occam's razor, and make an assumption that there was no special ncantations in effect in that room. The fact they hadn't found the body made it at least unlikely that the order had any set up, and as for a potential killer, using the Power would actually make it more difficult to frame something as a suicide, since anyone could cast the Anomaly-Divining Arcana and realize something was a amiss. So it wasn't unreasonable to just take what I'd seen at face value.








If that were the case, then the likelihood of something sinister going on in terms of the suicide itself seemed low. After all, we saw no signs of a struggle, and everything seemed to line up perfectly. The body, the shot in the wall...








...actually, was that really true?








It was at this point that I started to realize that Kam's on-the-spot observations, while they'd left me stumped at the time, weren't at all absolute. She'd pointed out the pistol and the wall marking, but if one assumed a scenario where the culprit had a motive to try and paint what had happened as a suicide, it would be trivial to fake both. The killer could have shot them down on the lower level, planted the pistol in their hands, then simply climbed the ladder and shot the wall at that particular angle themselves.








In fact, the more I thought it, the more plausible that seemed. After all, if Vijana had really died up at that spot we'd been perched, wouldn't there be some more evidence? At such a high setting, a pistol would blast through a lot of flesh outright, but shouldn't there have been some amount of viscera around the hatch from a head wound that catastrophic? Chunks of bone, hair, maybe a small amount of blood...








Yet, there was nothing at all. Of course, it was perfectly plausible that it had all gone down the pit with her, depending on the angle she'd been kneeling. Or we could have simply missed it in the poor lighting.








Something popped back into my head. The bleach smell. The room had been recently cleaned. I'd almost forgotten about that amidst everything else. Could that have been to get rid of any signs of a conflict which didn't fit with the narrative? In fact, how could there be any innocent explanation for someone cleaning that room recently, since they'd have surely noticed the body? Didn't that unambiguously point to some sort of cover-up?








That gave me the shivers. The idea of strong evidence that there really was a murderer.








But then, even that didn't make sense. You couldn't scrub out evidence of a refractor pistol shot of that strength. So the killing couldn't have happened up in the armory except in the one position by the hatch. But then, if it had happened there, there'd be no reason to clean up anyway, because it would support the narrative of a suicide they were trying to create. And if it had happened in the tunnels instead, then there'd be nothing to clean up at all. The whole notion led in a circle.








Ugh, this hurts my head.








Maybe that whole idea was just catastrophizing after all. The room could have just as easily been cleaned a little while before the... Death, and still smell and look fresh. It didn't prove anything.








I felt like I was making realizations, but at the same time, it wasn't really helping or making me feel better. And it was obvious I wasn't going to be able to reach any sort of absolute conclusion. All I could really say with confidence was that (1) someone died, and (2) the circumstances were pretty fucking dubious. And that wasn't even touching on the letter I'd discovered, or the content of the suicide note itself.








Knowing that, was there another action I could take...? Well, no. Not really.








That's not true, a small part of me protested. You could give up on all of this and tell the truth, for everyone else's sake. Go home.








But just as much as it'd been when I'd been feeling vague bad portents the previous day, or when I'd had the same the same thought before my meeting with Neferuaten, I knew that even thinking that was kidding myself.








After all, there wasn't a 'home' for me to go back to. Not really.








I rolled over on the bed, staring towards the window, the curtains still undrawn from the morning. I still couldn't believe, even having been preparing for it for so long, that the meeting with Samium was actually happening. If one pursues a goal for long enough, it eventually stops being something tangible, a real thing that you want to happen, and instead becomes something that only exists in the abstract. That point had been passed a long time ago. I'd almost forgotten what it was like to have hope.








I didn't know what to make of the feeling, now that it was potentially so close. It was at once both wonderful and terrifying, a liberation that crushed me with its finality.








I let out a long sigh, staring at the branches of the trees.








Stay focused on one thing at a time, a voice within me said. Get the presentation done for now. Everything else can wait.








That was right. After all, if I screwed this up badly enough, then I could end up going into one of the most important meetings of my life feeling embarrassed out of my mind.








I stood up, and headed for my desk.








Earlier, I'd unpacked some of my notes, and a few handouts with the Negenthropic-Resuscitating Arcana inscribed on for the conclave members. I wasn't doing anything complicated involving artifices or logic engines - my plan was simply to explain the nature and intention of the incantation, go over a little how it works and how I iterated upon since its original development, and then give a demonstration. Straightforward, professional, by-the-numbers. That was the way I liked it.








Unfortunately, it it was based on returning something clinically dead back to life, that made it a little difficult to demonstrate. So I'd had to bring one special prop. After looking over what I already had out and making sure there was nothing amiss or that I was forgetting, I headed over to my trunk and withdrew a medium-sized brown box. I undid the hatch, and opened the lid.








Inside was a grey-colored, unrealistically-uniform simulacra of a human torso, downsized, dried, and without skin. This was a quaintly-named anatomy doll - a hyper-specialized golem designed to basically act as a crude substitute for the human body for the purposes of research of education. Right now, it looked more like it was made of cloth than flesh and blood, but that would change shortly.








I went to lavatory and retrieved some water. Then, following the instructions, I poured it, along with a bright, nectar-esque calorie goop that came with the kt into a box at the head of the golem, before flushing then both into the pseudo-organs below. I waited a few minutes, then used the Power to generate heat in a second compartment at the bottom.








Slowly, the organs began to animate, coming to 'life', or something that was close enough, fluid starting to form on their colorless surfaces. The intestines pulsed slightly, and the heart began a soft but growing beat.








I smiled to myself. At least one thing about this was going right.








"Alright," I said, cracking my knuckles. "Let's do a little practice."



            


034: Profane Ambition (𒐁)


                
5 years, 213 days, 16 hours prior to that morning in the office, I was sitting on a bench at a wooden patio, just as the evening sky was starting to give way to starlight. It had been a beautiful day, the world immersed in a gentle, kind heat, not so harsh as to be uncomfortable, but enough that light clothes were more than enough to relax completely. The kind of weather you get maybe a dozen times in a whole year, if you're lucky.








Naturally, I'd been wasting it, and had only gone outside at all after being subject to considerable social pressure. And even so, we were still under the overhang, our heads buried in the books on the table in front of us. It was about as close as you could get to being indoors without actually being indoors.








Somewhere from the building behind us, music was playing from an old phonograph - probably hundreds of years old, from before they'd figured out how to do it with logic bridges. It was one of those classical, slow piano pieces that everyone has heard but few people can actually name. Gentle, placelessly nostalgic, like the smell of campfire wood.








It must have been set up to loop, because the same ten or so pieces kept cycling through, resetting once every 40 minutes or so. But I was so focused that I barely noticed.








"Carbon, Oxygen, Nitrogen, Sulfur, Phosphorus, Fluorine... Chlorine... Uh..."








"Bromine, Iodine, Selenium," she finished for me, with an encouraging look.








I slumped by head down to where my arm was resting on the table. "I'm so bad at this."








"You're not bad!" She said cheerfully, brushing a tuft of her hair behind her ear. "You've already got the noble gasses and the alkali metals memorized, and we only started on alchemy half an hour ago."








"I'll have forgotten it all by tomorrow morning. I know it," I said, with morbid resignation. "I don't know how you do it."








"Do what?" she asked.








"Keep all this stuff in your head," I said. "I couldn't even remember the names of all the league members for the test last week, and even your baby brother can do that."








She held up a finger. "Daixue, Kutuy, Lan Satt, Nhanghoi, Omiwa, Fajin, Oreskios--"








"I know, I know! I remember now, now that it's already way too late." I huffed, sprawling the rest of my upper body out on the table. "But when I sat down for the exam, it just... Spilled out."








She patted me on the head sympathetically. "You just need to learn to relax more," she said. "You always do really well on the coursework."








"Not as good as you," I said. It was more of a teasing tone than a bitter one - though there was still a little envy in there, on the edge of the words.








"That's not what matters," she said. "You're still one of the best in the class. And you could get even better, if you studied more on your own."








I groaned, closing my eyes.








To the side of us, the front doorway creaked open, and a youthful-looking woman stepped through carrying a tray. She was Saoic, but taller than average considering, and with hair dyed bright red and highlighted with orange, the palette of an open flame. She was dressed in a simple but fashionable tunic and skirt, loose fitting and colored pale green, like a broccoli stalk.








"Hey, you two," she said, smiling brightly as she stepped over.








"Hi, grandma," my friend said, looking up from her book for a moment. "When's dinner?"








"Gonna be a while yet, I'm afraid," she said. "Thought I'd do a slow roast, since we've the whole night free. Brought you something to tide you over in the meanwhile, though!"








She set the wooden tray down on the edge of the table, past all of our books. There were couple of plates, one with a row of sliced pear pieces, and the other with little chunks of cheese-covered bread. The starchy, salty aroma from the latter was just strong enough to pick up over the smells of the outdoors, and it made my stomach grumble.








"Thank you, ma'am," I said. I reached over to grab one of them.








"Hey!" my friend protested. "You should finish the section you're on first, y'know. If you stop in the middle to eat something, your brain won't process it as good." Her eyes flicked downwards. "Also, you'll get crumbs in the margins, and that's nasty."








"I'll take it under advisement," I said, stuffing one of them into my mouth.








The older woman let out an undignified laugh, grinning at the scene as she moved to lean idly against the doorframe. "My sweet granddaughter, you sound like my old Ysaran teacher. You're too young to be so strict with your friends."








"I'm just giving a warning," she said. "Hey, how come you're making so many roasts lately? We've had Rhunbardic food for practically half of the week."








"Maybe I'm on a nostalgic kick," she suggested. "All this fighting going on in the news must be reminding me of the occupation."








"You weren't even alive for the Tricenturial War, grandma," she said skeptically.








"No, but my mom was," she retorted. "She'd always go on about the awful easterners, then go right back to cooking us food she learned to make working in one of their military camps. Still does, whenever I go out to the continent to visit." She looked to me. "You gonna be alright waiting? I know you had a smaller lunch, so I could get you something that'd fill you up a bit more, if you wanted. Maybe a sandwich, or something."








"No, it's okay," I said, my mouth still full of bread. "If we're gonna have a lot, I'd rather have an appetite, I guess."








"Nice of you to assume I'll cook something worth having one," she said, chuckling. "Either of you want anything else? More drinks?"








"I've still got plenty of water left in the jug," my friend said. I just shook my head, crumbs falling from my lips.








"Suit yourself," she said. "Sheesh, you two sure are a couple of little academics. When I was your age, I was skipping most of my classes to go out with my boyfriend and smoke--"








"That's, um, probably more than we need to know, grandma," my friend interjected.








"Alright, alright," she said. "Give me a shout if you change your mind, okay?"








She pushed herself up, then strolled back through the door, humming to herself as she went.








"...I'm not pushing you too hard with all this, am I?" she asked, after the older woman was gone.








"No, of course not!" I said, as I swallowed the last of the piece I'd picked up. "I mean... I'm the one who wanted to do this, you know? So I don't flunk down to the lower class."








"Well, yes, but..." She scratched the side of her head, frowning a bit. "I don't know. We've been at this for a couple hours now. We could take a break, read something more exciting. Or go inside and play an echo game."








I shook my head. "If I don't manage to learn this now, I definitely won't get it done on my own during the week. At least it's sort of fun, doing it together."








She smiled, raising an eyebrow. "Only sort of fun...?"








"N-No, I mean, it's definitely fun!" I said, holding up hand. "It's just, uh... Well, y'know... I'm just not good at this stuff..."








"We could try and do something more specific, if you think that might help," she offered, shuffling some of her notes to the side. "Maybe make into a game? Do little contests, whoever loses has to take a quiz..."








"I can tell your heart isn't, uh, really in this idea," I said, kind of amused.








She laughed awkwardly. "Well, no. I guess it's easier for me to do this sort of thing straightforwardly."








"It's okay," I said. "I mean... You were right earlier. I am getting better. I just gotta grit my teeth and focus."








"If that's what you prefer," she said. "You want me to quiz you on the elements, again?"








"Maybe in a minute," I said. "Lemme look over it some more."








She nodded, turning back to her own, more advanced work.








I looked down at the chart in front of me, the chemical symbols divided into sections of a circular pie, and at the various memorization exercises suggested in the annotation. One where they tried to make the separate categories into awkward rhymes. One where they listed a context you might see each element in, so that you'd have something to associate it with. Phosphorus in fireworks. Chlorine in cleaning fluids. Iodine in dyes. Sulfur in volcanoes... That kind of junk, which the adults who write these things somehow delude themselves into thinking actually helps.








I'd been trying them, of course. But unless I just sat there and drilled it in for hours after hours, it was like trying to grip dry sand. The names just fell through my fingers, no matter what context I put them in.








Still, while I would've been happier doing something else, I wasn't exactly frustrated. Rather, I almost felt lucky. To be able to do something like this with someone else at my side, even if that was such a simple thing.








I looked over at my friend. She was tracing lines on the pages with her finger, muttering quietly to herself. The brightness of the setting lamplight made her hair almost look a little blue where the light struck it, like the sky in the very last moments of dusk. Her gaze was thoughtful and focused, but also gentle. Kind.








When I had been young, I hadn't understood happiness, when older people spoke of it. I'd spent so much time under some manner of stress or in some kind of pain, and without the support someone at my age - and in my circumstances - really needed, that I could only conceive of it as the inverse of the context I was experiencing. As an idyllic world in which strife, misfortune, and even boredom just didn't exist, and I could do the things I liked all the time. Where the default emotion I felt would be joy, no matter what.








But I'd been mistaken. I'd come to understand, in the years since that day the beach, that happiness isn't joy at all. It isn't even peace; the absence of suffering.








What happiness is, is strength. The strength to do the things you don't like, but still be content.








"I don't know why it's so important to memorize the whole thing, anyway," I said, looking at the next page of exercises, despite knowing it would be a waste of time. "It's not like you'd ever need to use this stuff in real life, unless you were an alchemist."








"Well, the elements come up peripherally in almost every field of science, so they probably want to prepare people who end up in those kinds of careers," she suggested. "It can be useful for arcanists, too, though at a much more advanced level than this. Atomic composition comes up a lot in more precise incantations."








I snorted. "I don't think anyone in our class is gonna become an arcanist."








She shrugged in an odd way, biting her lip.








"...you're not thinking about it, are you?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.








"Hmm, I'm not sure. Sometimes, maybe." She rested her head against her hand. "I've been thinking more and more that I'd like to do something that would reach a lot of people, when I get older. Something where I'd feel like I was changing the world for the better." She flicked her eyes over in my direction. "That doesn't mean being an arcanist, though, or... Well, or anything, really."








"I thought you hated the idea," I said. "Because of your mom."








"Oh, yeah, she'd definitely be against it," she said. "But I've been thinking more about-- Well, how I probably shouldn't let her family hangups dictate how I plan my whole life, you know?"








"Y-Yeah," I said. "Yeah, that sounds fair..."








I felt a funny disquiet rising upward through my body, without really understanding why. Like I'd just felt the aftertaste of something bittersweet, or noticed a scratch on an otherwise clear window.








"I doubt I'll do it, though," she said. "I can't even decide between doing art and a hard subject, right now."








"I mean, you definitely could," I said, the words escaping my mouth before I felt like I even had a chance to vet them. "If you wanted. You're really smart."








She shook her head, smiling awkwardly. "I don't know about that. Some of the stuff I've heard about training to use the Power makes even me feel nervous. The way you need to twist your brain around doesn't sound like something I could do."








"Well, I dunno..." I said, looking downwards.








"Besides," she said, taking up a pen from where it was resting on the table, and starting to scribble notes. "I read an article about how we might not even need many arcanists in a few hundred years, 'cause logic engines and artifices will be so advanced and flexible they'll just to be able to do everything they can. So all they'd be around for would be to activate scripted incantations. I'd feel pretty stupid if I went through a lot, only for things to end up like that."








"Yeah, that makes sense," I said, my voice quiet.








A little while passed with both of us not saying anything. Somewhere on the horizon, a chorus of seagulls cried out, the sound resonating up and down the sands on the gentle wind.








"Well... One way or another, I know you'll be a big success," I eventually said. "Whether it's as an artist, or a scholar, or an arcanist... No matter what."








"Aw, thanks! I hope you're right," she replied, giving a warmer smile. "I'm sure you'll do great, too, once you get into the habit of doing stuff like this more often. You just have to be confident enough to see the goal ahead of you!"








I nodded a few times, staring at the dimming sky.








It was starting to get darker. We'd have to move all this inside, pretty soon. And then we'd probably set up in the living room, where we'd sit for the next hour or two.








And then we'd have dinner, and probably go upstairs to wind down. We'd go to sleep, and the next day, I'd go back home. And then there'd be another week of school. And another, and another, passing by before I knew it.








And slowly... Things would change. Even if I didn't know how.








"I... If you do become a become a big success, uh..."








She looked up from her writing, raising her eyebrows at me. "Huh?"








"N-Nevermind," I said, shaking my head. "Lost my train of thought."








"Oh, okay," she said. "Sorry, I probably shouldn't be yammering on about this all. Geez-- I'm supposed to be helping you focus."








"It's okay," I said. "I was kinda taking a break anyway."








We went back to our work, but my mind lingered for a little while, my eyes coming to a rest on a void at the edge of the page.








I hope that, even if that happens, that we'll still be together, like this.








All the while, the music played on, the gentle piano compositions cycling through as the day came to an end.









𒊹









Abbey House | 1:14 PM | Second Day








It was a bit over an hour later, and I'd managed to cram in some pretty determined practice. I'd rehearsed the speech itself a few times, and gone over my project notes in anticipation of the questions the inner circle members might ask. I wasn't a naturally gifted speaker, but I could compensate for that with enough planning and forethought, holding a multitude of potential scenarios in my head.








Still, I expected them to throw at least one or two curveballs, so I'd also gone to the trouble of writing out a new 'fact cards' that I could subtly consult on the spot, if the need arose.








Finally, I'd practiced the actual incantation several times, ultimately performing 4 resuscitations in a row without sloppy incanting or needing any do-overs. Altogether, I was feeling fairly confident, which wasn't an emotion I'd experienced much over the past 24 hours.








I made some final efforts to make myself presentable, going back and forth on if I should untie my braids and try to look more mature (I didn't) before eventually gathering up everything I'd need for the presentation in a hefty linen bag I'd brought with me. Then, I set forth.








Before I'd even made it to the stairs, I could tell that something was going on down below, the lounge abuzz with voices once again. When I stepped down to investigate, I was confronted with a peculiar scene.








Linos, Bardiya, Seth, Ptolema and Ophelia - with Ran seated nearby, reading - all surrounded a humanoid figure that I quickly realized was a golem, with plainly artificial grey skin and unusual proportions. Most notably its lengthened arms, which were a common signifier for ones with a domestic function, as it made it easier to them to perform housework.








However, this one was of a much higher quality than the others I'd seen around the sanctuary. Rather than the mannequin-like extremities and the blank face with a sensor crystal you'd normally expect, it had qualities clearly meant to emulate a human, with many additional joints all over its body and delicate, expertly-crafted facial features. It looked androgynous-leaning-feminine, clad in a black outfit that was somewhere between a robe and a gown.








This was very rare. Golems had only started being used outside of strictly military roles in the past century, and a lot of the technology was still in its adolescence. Because they were far too small to bear a complex logic engine within their bodies, all but the most simple had to be administrated partly remotely, which usually meant involving the Power (though there were some systems that had started to work around that limitation). Further, they usually had to be scripted very specifically for their given function and location, meaning that mass production was impossible.








The result was that you didn't see them around much. They were usually confined to wealthy households or businesses, or more prolific public institutions, like the academy. And when you did seem them, the implementation was generally spartan. Nobody wanted to pay a fortune in extra luxury debt for automated servants with a few more frills, which at best would require much more maintenance, and at worst malfunction. Which was why this was so surprising.








What was even more surprising was what happened a moment later, though, when it talked.








"So, uh, what kinda stuff do you do, most of the time?" Ptolema was asking it, as I came down the stairs.








"Primarily, my role is to perform secretarial duties during meetings of the conclave to aid in creating an environment conducive to rational and level-headed discourse," it said. It's voice was melodic, but emotionless and resonant in a manner that was obviously inhuman, with a quality more like a flute than flesh and blood. "As a secondary function, I act as an archivst for the sanctuary and perform organizational tasks. I am also capable of domestic tasks such as cooking and cleaning."








"Woah," she said, looking to Linos. "Did it come up with all of that on the spot?"








He thought about this for a moment, furrowing his brow thoughtfully. "As Hamilcar explained it to me, it's a combination of pre-scripting and limited improvisation. It's only a secondary function of the main system, so it's not any sort of true intelligence."








"That just makes it even more crazy that it's so hard to tell," she said. "Hey, Ophelia! You ask it somethin', too!"








"Huh? Oh, ah..." She cleared her throat. She still looked a little out-of-sorts, with bags under her eyes and her hair, but seemed surprisingly put-together considering the state she'd been in not too long ago. "I can't really think of anything that would be interesting..."








"You could ask it what it was doing in the kitchen last night," Seth said, with an amused grin.








She puffed out her cheeks in a pouty fashion, and he laughed to himself.








"Hey! Don't be a jerk to her," Ptolema said, smacking him against the side of his arm. "She's not from the Mimikos! It makes sense she never would've seen a golem like this before!"








"Sorry, sorry," he said, shaking his head. "I don't mean to give you a hard time, Ophelia."








"It's okay," she said, looking a little put-off. "I still feel rather silly, after all that. No wonder miss Sacnicte was laughing at me..."








"I'm sure she was simply amused by everyone's ignorance of the situation," Bardiya said, with a reassuring smile. "I wouldn't interpret it as something personal."








"I dunno about that," Ptolema said, scratching her head. "That lady seems like kind of a-- Oh!" She sudenly noticed me, turning sharply in my direction and smiling broadly. "Hey, Su!" She waved.








"Uh, hi," I said, stepping forward. "What's going on...?"








As I approached, the automaton turned towards slowly, pivoting its feet on the spot to face in my direction. "Good afternoon, Utsushikome of Fusai. You are cordially summoned to the canopy of the main hall to await your role in the upcoming event. Please allow me to escort you with the others."








I stared at me with inhumanly large, red-colored eyes as it spoke, unblinking.








I'm going to assume that you're familiar with the concept of the uncanny valley, though I wasn't quite sure if that was the source of the discomfort I was feeling in that moment. Even looking so unlike a normal golem, it still resembled a giant doll more than anything close to an actual human being, so there shouldn't have been any confusion in my lizard brain as to what I was looking at. But something about the way it moved - the too-perfect motions, the stillness between them, the way its faux-lips curled open - was proving quite unsettling.








I wasn't sure what it said about me that no one else seemed to be having this reaction.








"That's the line it's been giving to everyone since it showed up," Seth said, jerking his thumb towards it. "Feel kind of bad that we surrounded the thing and now it can't do it's job, heh."








"O-Oh, I see," I said, probably showing a little bit of my unnerved reaction on my face.








"It's presence was somewhat redundant regardless, considering the presence of Theodoros's father," Bardiya said, looking down at Linos.








He chuckled, scratching the back of his head. "It is a bit of a pity, huh? I hadn't expected Hamilcar would have set this up when I'd set off to start rounding you up." She sighed to himself. "He'll have something to say about that, for sure. Never likes it when people spoil the chance to show his work."








"Hey, it's not like its your fault," Ptolema said. "Should've told you."








"I appreciate you coming to my defense, miss Rheeds," he said, gently amused. He turned in my direction. "How are you doing, Utsu?"








"Not too bad, I guess," I said. "A little nervous."








"Heh, if it's only a little, you're doing better than most of us," Seth said. "Ema here was practically plotting her escape from the building a few minutes ago."








"Wh-- I was not," she said, crossing her arms. "I just got a little anxious because I couldn't find some of my notes!"








"I dunno, I seem to recall you saying something about how you should've made more, and you wanted to 'crack this place open and drown yourself' if you couldn't get them back in the order properly--"








Before he could finish, Ptolema smacked him again, causing Ophelia to start giggling, holding up a hand to her mouth.








It was making me feel better than I expected to see her in good health again, like this. One anxiety that I could cross off the list, even if it was basically minuscule compared to the couple of really big ones.








"Uh, say, I'm probably treading worn ground in asking this," I said, gesturing towards the golem, "but what exactly is this thing...?"








"It's pretty neat, huh?" Ptolema asked, shifting to the side so I could take a better look. "My family's company gets golems coming through all the time, but I've never seen one that looks this nice before. Really surprised it's in a stuffy research facility like this."








"The chasis itself is actually completely unrelated to our work," Linos said casually, wheeling his chair back to get a better angle on the whole group. "She was donated to our foundation when we first went public as part of a larger package from a group in Asharom, in association with the local arts college. She's definitely unique, mind, but the scripting is the interesting part."








Female pronouns. Huh. I guess it did seem to be coded that way by the clothing, if only softly.








I stepped around, eying the thing from a few different angles. "Yeah, I think I caught some of that when I was coming down," I said.








He nodded. "She's controlled directly by the logic engine we use to run the ambient systems through the sanctuary-- The defenses, the air circulation, all that sort of affair. Just as a failsafe in case something goes wrong with the rest of the golems and we need a spare pair of hands. You could think of her as sort of an avatar for the whole structure. The name Hamilcar gave her was 'Aruru'."








That sounds like a name you'd give a dog, some part of my brain commented.








"Is that another Epic of Gilgamesh reference?" I asked.








He chuckled again, deep, and with a wide smile. "You're on the money. She was the creator of his companion, Enkidu, in the story. Though I'm afraid you'd have to ask him about the specifics of the symbolic meaning in reference to our own organization."








"Geez, I've already forgotten all the stuff Ran told us about that stuff when we were waiting to transposition yesterday," Ptolema said.








"You're better off than me," Seth said. "I'm not even sure what a 'Gilgamesh' is."








"I could go over the story again, if you wanted," Ran offered idly, turning a page in her book.








"Ah!" Ptolema said, almost jumping back a bit, before hesitating and looking embarrassed. "Uh... Sorry, Ran. I'd kind of forgot you were in the room."








"I'm happy that you're comfortable enough around me to let my presence fade into the background," she replied.








Ptolema looked like she was about to say something, but then stopped and looked puzzled, presumably unable to process if that was an insult or not.








"I wasn't aware you were an enthusiast of Old Kingdoms era heroic mythology, Ran," Bardiya said, raising an eyebrow.








"I'm not, in particular," she said, still not looking up. "It just gets referenced a lot in other places. When you see enough errata from a piece of fiction swirling around in the cultural soup, it's hard not to get curious."








"All sages grow from seeds of curiosity," Bardiya said. I wasn't sure if this was a quote. He said it like it was a quote.








"I prefer thyme, personally," Ran responded.








While this was going on, I continued to look over the construct. On closer inspection, I could hear the sound of gears actively turning within, which suggested it had to be partly autonomous, even if it was connected to the central logic engine of the sanctuary as Linos described. More curious was the fact that it seemed to have been repainted at some point recently. I could see specks of more vivid color beneath the grey, without clear uniformity.








"If you have any inquiries about my construction, I would ask that you delay them until our impending business is concluded," it said.








I frowned, not replying. It had felt strange enough talking to Sekhmet earlier. Despite the novelty of the experience to the others, I wasn't about to spend time trying to have a conversation with what I'd just been told was a glorified management script.








"Ah-- Actually, Utsu, I just remembered something," Linos said, speaking up again suddenly. "Have you already done all your prepping for your presentation?"








"Mmhm," I said, giving a nod. "I just finished up before I came down here."








"Great," he said, leaning forward a little so our conversation wouldn't be easily audible to the others. "In that case, I had a bit of a request. Or, I suppose a request-by-proxy."








Oh, geez. This sounded sounded like another complication I didn't need right now.








"Uh, I guess that depends on what it is," I said. "What did you have in mind?"








"Well, we just finished our pre-conclave meeting a few minutes ago, and Zeno mentioned that he was interested in having a quick chat with you before it started. One-on-one."








I blinked. "Me, specifically?"








"Well, Ophelia too, but not until later, and presumably just to apologize for what happened," He explained. "He didn't say why he wanted to you in particular, just that what he had to say would be brief. Gods know what he has in mind, though-- I've never been able to follow his manner of thinking." He clasped his hands together in his lap. "It's optional, of course, but it might make him go a little easier on you. Well, maybe."








I wasn't sure what to make of this. I'd never met Zeno of Apocyrion in my life, and our fields of research had absolutely no commonality. Despite his fame relative to the rest of the inner circle, my biggest connection to him was having extensive experience listening to Neferuaten complain, albeit diplomatically, about his character and work ethic, like what'd happened this morning.








So why would he want to see me? Was it something to do with his relationship my grandfather...? I had an unpleasant inkling that was the correct guess.








"Also," he said, lowering his voice a bit, "To tell you the truth, I'm a little worried about his protoge - the one that caused so much trouble earlier. He told us that he'd be staying strictly in his research quarters until a better solution could be found, but after that slip-up of his, I'm not sure I trust him. So I was hoping you could maybe check in on that for me, before we start gathering everyone up in one place."








I hesitated a bit. Discomfort aside, there was no realistic way I could say no to something like this without seeming completely unreasonable. Linos was an old family friend, and this was the definition of a petty errand.,








"Well... Alright, I don't mind," I said. "Where do I go to meet him?"








"He's at the research tower, in the back. Fourth floor, fourth room. Did Neferuaten show you the place?"








I shook my head. "We didn't get the chance."








"Ah, shame," he said. "Still, it's not hard to navigate. The main door is never locked unless the whole sanctuary is under lockdown, so just go right in and take the elevator in the middle. Then, after you're done, you can head straight back to the main building. I should have herded everyone there by then." He gave me a kind look. "Sound good?"








"Yeah," I said. "If it's that simple, I don't mind."








"Alright," he said, looking relieved that I'd agreed. "Uh, one thing-- I should warn you that Zeno can come across as a little... Eccentric, in a way that you don't usually see in his writing and interviews. He some funny ways of conceptualizing things."








I furrowed my brow in confusion. "That's sort of vague, sir."








Linos let out a nervous laugh, his face flushing a bit. "Well, it might not even come up. Just go into his laboratory with an open mind, and I'm sure it'll be fine."








That's possibly the worst thing you could have said, I thought.



            


035: Profane Ambition (𒐂)
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I didn't know too much about Zeno of Apocyrion compared to some people in the class. Kamrusepa and Ezekiel, in particular, were known fans who probably could have rattled off countless facts. But he was a difficult man to not know something about. As came up earlier, being the creator of not just a school of the Power, but an entire discipline, he was one of the most famous scholars in the Remaining World.








Hundreds, possibly even thousands of incantations could be traced back to his work on using arcana to manipulate the human nervous system, and subverting the restriction on employing it on the human mind by establishing a chemical interface through the bloodstream instead of targeting the brain or the pneumaic nexus. Combine that with his work for the order in combating associative-collapse dementia, and he'd arguably done more to raise lifespans and improve the quality of life of the elderly than anyone else still living. If you measured the weight of his soul against the good he'd done in a purely economical sense, he was, indisputably, a saint.








But from everything I'd heard from Neferuaten and elsewhere, he sounded like an utterly insufferable person. Self-assured, entitled, judgemental but relentlessly hypocritical - the sort of individual who'd steal food from your pantry without asking, leave the wrappings on the floor, and then throw a fit when they found out you'd borrowed their logic engine while they were in the kitchen. Selfish in a petty, childish way.








Of course, this was all second hand information. Based purely on what I'd read in interviews, he came across as immensely typical for someone of his position. Professional, austere... Polite, if slightly conceited. The kind of figure you visualize when someone says 'famous scholar', probably sitting at a desk with a well-trimmed white beard.








However, after Linos's warning... Well, I wasn't sure what to expect. And the idea of meeting someone so important one-on-one, and having to make an impression to that effect, had started to rattle me a little.








Nevertheless. A little over 5 minutes later, I was at the rear end of the arboretum bioenclosure, facing one of the the entrances, the tower, uh, towering overhead.








As a structure, it was radically out of place with the rest of the sanctuary. While all the other bioenclosures held both outdoor and indoor environments, the tower was just the building, making it by far the smallest of the three - although judging it as a building, it was easily larger than both the abbey and the order's headquarters put together. It was only about half as wide as the latter if you were to round it out, but was much, much taller, coming to ten stories at minimum... And that was assuming it also had the strangely tall ceilings I'd seen elsewhere. It was massive; the size of an office complex.








It was also distinct by virtue of looking unambiguously modern - to the point I would have guessed it had probably been built within the past few decades. The whole thing was made out of glass, but this was something more sophisticated than the sort all over the place. Most of it was shaded dark, to the point that it left only a vague impression of the light beyond, but the parts which weren't were so clear that it didn't look like anything was there at all. This included the bottom floor, giving the impression I was stepping right out onto the sea bed.








My guess from seeing this, and the irregularity in the disparity, was that the transparency could be manipulated on a room-by-room basis, allowing either total visibility or utter privacy. I didn't have a clue how this could work. Maybe it was an artifice, or just some advanced, responsive alloy...? I didn't know enough about specialized materials to be certain.








This impression of technological sophistication was strengthened further when I headed down the connective tunnel and approached the door to the structure proper. Unlike the cumbersome seals that separated the other bioenclosures from one another, this gateway, at first, looked like solid metal covered in an intricate pattern of curved lines, reminiscent of a fractal, though less detailed. But as I approached, segments begun to slide away in fluid motions, scythe-like, into the surrounding wall, until a passage had formed for me.








That went past modern into futuristic. As for the interior, the central chamber, perfectly round, had an illuminated floor that was a purer white than even marble, without a visible blemish to to be seen. My eyes turning upwards, I could see all the way to the top of the building. Each floor seemed to be identical, with an open middle, and a loop around the periphery connected to four doorways, each akin to the one I'd just passed through. But there was one thing that struck me. Though the effect hadn't been visible from the exterior at all, the lighting on each floor had a subtly different hue, going from warmer tones at the nadir to cooler ones at the apex, but with a difference so slight you couldn't even notice it between two connected floors.








Although it had nothing on the shocking strangeness of the main headquarters exterior, or the sheer bizarre appearance of the Everblossom, it was all still something else to look at. And once again, probably catastrophically expensive to put together. I'd almost never seen an environment so pristine outside of an echo construct. It was one of those places that made you feel vaguely ashamed just to stand around in, like you weren't clean/wealthy/important enough for it to be appropriate. There was even the intimidating, hyper-sterile smell.








Ran would probably think it was creepy. Kam, on the other hand, would love it.








Up ahead, in the center of the chamber, was a raised platform with a logic bridge on the far side. Presumably, this was the elevator that Linos mentioned. I stepped over to it and pressed my hand against the surface.








Understand that you must select a floor, it communicated.








Four, I thought.








There was no mechanism to speak of. It simply began to rise, without so much as a lurch, upwards in total silence. The pace was so even that it didn't even feel like movement at all if I closed my eyes.








I wasn't sure this had the effect they desired, as the dissonance made the process almost more uncomfortable than just ascending a normal elevator. Like my brain didn't quite understand what was happening from the mismatch of sensory data.








Soon enough, it came to my destination. I'd been wondering for a moment if it might be a little tough to find the right room, but as soon as the ascent was complete and I got a clear look at one of the doors, I realized that I needn't have worried. The numerals were clearly marked above each, engraved on simple silver plaques that glimmered in the light.








I headed for room four, which was on the left, since they seemed to be numbered clockwise. This time, the door didn't open for me automatically, but there was a little oval-shaped protrusion a the side that I assumed to be some kind of doorbell. I pressed my hand into it, and a moment later, the metal slid away once again.








I passed into some kind of antechamber; too small and hallway-like to be the laboratory itself. There were three further doorwards, in addition to a small table with a couple of sofas, set up like a waiting area. On one of them, legs crossed, casually reading a magazine, was Balthazar.








He looked in a similar state to Ophelia, with darkened eyes and a paled complexion, but his manner was exactly the same as it had been this morning. Calm, casual, constant of expression. Smiling just a little as he looked up at my arrival.








Immediately, I felt the sense of placeless irritation I had earlier. Linos had told me to look for him, but despite that, I couldn't help but wish that he'd been somewhere else.








"Ah, I was wondering when you'd get here," he said, setting the magazine down on the fabric beside him. It was a copy of New Historia, a history journal designed to be accessible to laymen. "Hey there."








"Uh, hi," I said, trying to stop my feelings from showing on my face. "I'm here to see Zeno. Can you point me in the right direction?"








"Sure thing. All the doors feed into the same place, but the straight ahead goes right into his main laboratory, so that's your best bet," he said, gesturing towards the one behind the couch. "That said, it hasn't opened yet, which means he probably isn't ready."








"Oh..."








That's kind of annoying, I thought to myself. He's going to make me wait, even though he was the one who asked me to come in the first place?








"It probably won't be long, so I wouldn't worry too much," Balthazar said, as if he'd read my train of thought. "From my experience, he likes to keep people waiting a little as a matter of habit. A way to set the power dynamic in his favor." He smiled. "He has that sort of unwholesome personality, I'm afraid. Kept me standing at the outer door not too long ago, even though my back was aching from the stretcher."








I blinked. "That's a pretty forward way to talk about your mentor."








"'Mentor'?" He shook his head. "Someone's been giving you funny ideas."








'Someone' in this case was Neferuaten. She'd called him his protégé.








"He isn't...?" I asked.








"Not in the least. As I believe I said this morning, he merely took an interest in some of my work. I wouldn't say we have much of a relationship at all, really. To think, I went along with a such a ridiculous request, only for it to turn out like this..." He sighed to himself. "In any case, take a seat, if you like. Plenty of room." He gestured to his side.








I hesitated for a moment. "No thanks," I said. "I don't want to get comfortable if I'll just have to get up again in a minute or two."








"Suit yourself," he said, with a shrug. His gaze wandered off to the east, towards the other bioenclosures, still visible through the glass. "I should thank you for saving my life, by the way."








"Saving your li--" I blinked.








Right, right. I'd been the one to treat him after the prosognostic event had happened. Gods, the fact that something like that had whole scene had managed to slip out of my head certainly illustrated what a morning it had been.








"Oh... It was nothing," I said, after a few moments. "You weren't in too serious a condition, so all I really did was stop the bleeding."








"Still, without you, I have the sense I might've been left to expire with my back against that tree, with everyone else focusing on their friend. So, please know that I appreciate it."








He smiled, but something about it felt far ingenuine, without warmth. Like he wasn't actually thanking me at all, but instead making a little joke to himself at my expense.








I didn't care for it. Not in the least.








"Talk about a disaster, though," he said, turning to face the ground as he digressed. "It's hard to fathom the extent of the bad luck, or that something like that could be permitted to happen at all, in a place like this."








"Yeah," I said. "We all said the same thing, afterwards."








"I guess it just goes to show that you're never truly safe from the phenomenon," he said. "Given time, the debased can begin to feel natural, but it only takes a little push to remind you of the position you're in." His eyes flickered up to mine. "In terms of our culture, I mean."








"Right... Yeah, I guess," I said.








"To think it would be a girl, too. I suppose I ought to be embarrassed." He left out a soft snort, "Tell me, that girl-- Gods, what was her name..."








"Ophelia," I said. The word came out cold. Part of me was blaming him for what happened, even though that wasn't really fair.








He snapped his fingers. "Mm, that's right, Ophelia. Was she alright? I've been here since they finished getting me back on my feet over in the main building, for obvious reasons. Suffice it to say, my welcome seems to have worn out faster than a Paritist in Rhunbard."








"She's okay," I told him. His concern for her sounded genuine, but I still wasn't sure that I bought it. "The others managed to stabilize her pretty quickly. She was unconscious for a few hours, but from the state she was in when it happened, I'd say it was a-- Well, it was a pretty lucky outcome."








"Ah, that makes me relieved to hear," he said softly. "I'd hate to responsible for any more mischief in this place than I have to be."








I furrowed my brow. "Then you have to be?"








"Just a turn of phrase. Though I don't expect I'd be allowed to do anything exciting now, whether I wished to or not," he said, showing no visible reaction to my confrontational tone. "You look a little tense. Had a rough morning?"








"Uh, yeah," I said, folding my arms together. "A little bit."








"I'm sorry to hear that," he said sympathetically. "I hope things turn around for you soon."








I mumbled some kind of affirming reply, looking away.








Why did I feel so hostile to this guy? It was strange. As much as I came across as kind of a delicate person and was good at spiraling into personal crises if left to my own devices, I was usually pretty good at handling unpleasant people and not getting worked up; a product of when I'd been bullied as a child. I usually stayed among the calmest whenever Kamrusepa got into one of her obnoxious moods, and even Ezekiel had trouble getting a rise out of me.








But just having this casual conversation was making me... Not just anxious, but annoyed. In a way that was unlike myself.








Was it the fact he had that vague resemblance to Ophelia that was unsettling to me? No-- I'd dealt with prosognostic overlap between people I knew before, and it'd only made me mildly uncomfortable. Was it his calm tone of voice? The way he barely made eye contact?








I was having the feeling again, for the first time in a while. The sense that there was something clawing at the corners of my mind, like I'd left the stove on and some tiny part of my brain was screaming to grab a bucket of water and run back down the street. But before, it'd felt ominous, filled with dread. This feeling just made me want to punch someone.








As I was dwelling on this, some neuron fired in the back of my head, and I remembered something.








"Hey," I said. "There was something I wanted to ask you."








He looked up again. "Oh?"








"This morning..." I said, suddenly wondering if this was a stupid idea. "After I'd treated you out in the garden and Durvasa turned up to carry you off for further treatment... You said something."








He raised an eyebrow. "Did I?" He was silent for a moment, looking at me closely. "To be honest, I don't recall much of what happened after your friend came down the stairs. I remember that red-head giving her apology to the Mekhian - Seth, I think - the others having a back and forth about it... But everything after that point is a blur." He tilted his head very slightly. "Is this something I said to you? Or just something embarrassing I blurted out."








"I think it was meant for me," I said.








"Indeed?"








"Yeah, or at least... In regard to me, I suppose." I frowned. "I'm pretty sure you said, 'I kept my promise'."








There was a moment of silence.








His expression didn't change, though his eyes wandered upwards thoughtfully. "Hm, I was hoping something would come to me, but now that I think about it, I'm not sure I remember anything at all after the start of the event." He shrugged. "Sorry."








I frowned. "...that's not true, though."








He blinked, his expression becoming idly curious. "It isn't?"








"Earlier, you said 'I might've been left to expire with my back against that tree'," I quoted. "So you must remember at least a little about what happened afterward."








His eyes widened in gentle surprise for a moment, but his smile didn't waver. "You really are quite a determined interrogator when you have a mind for it, aren't you? It's a strong quality, for better or worse." He hunched over a bit, leaning forward. "I think you might be reading a little too much into things, though. I just heard people talking about what happened after the fact."








"You must have heard a lot," I said, inexplicably dying on this hill. I didn't know why, but all my usual embarrassment and shyness seemed to have left me. "You mentioned that your back ached from being carried on the stretcher earlier, too."








He stared at me for another few moments. In the silence, I noticed there was actually quite a loud ticking coming from somewhere higher in the building, like you'd hear in a clocktower. Clunk, clunk.


...but then, suddenly, he started to laugh. It was high, surprisingly melodic for a man, but colored with a strange sort of fatigue. "Dying Gods, you really are an unfair person, huh? To the bitter end."








My frown turned to confusion. "'Unfair person?'" Bitter end?








"I don't like to think of myself as the resentful type," he said, now not seeming to be looking at me at all, "but I have to admit, I can't help but feel a little cheated. To struggle for such a long time, just to be saddled with a role like this, and left to-- Well, to be given to choice to either suck it up, or make the situation even worse. And to not even be allowed a few moments of catharsis as a consolation prize... It's cruel. There's no other word for it."








I stared at him, completely baffled. "What are you talking about?"








"Pardon me, I'm being overly verbose," he said, and looked at me head on again. "What I mean is, I hope you'll forgive me if I act a little immature this time, ...Shiko."





At that word, I twitched sharply.




My body stiffened, my chest going tight, and whatever train of thought I had going to try and decipher what the hell was happening in this conversation derailed sharply. My mouth felt dry, and I looked away, removing my glasses to rub my eyes.






"What's the matter?" he asked. "You look distressed. There's a sink over in the corner if you need something to drink, Shiko."








There was a twinge of malice in his voice that hadn't been present before. Suddenly, I felt deeply uncomfortable. I didn't want to be here. I wanted to be anywhere else.








"I--" I hesitated. "I don't know what you're trying to say to me, but... Please don't call me that."








"Why not?" he asked. He lowered his head, but his gaze stayed level, focused on me intently. "It's just a contraction of your name. It's cute, isn't it?" He enunciated the tones more deliberately, coming closer to the proper Saoic pronunciation. "Shii-ko."








I started sweating, my heartbeat speeding up quickly, feeling pulses of fear and dread amidst the irrational sense that my body was drifting away from me, becoming something more peripheral. Had I brought my medication? It was probably in my bag, but it was dangerous to take without water. He'd-- He'd said there was a sink. My eyes disengaged from him, trying to see where in the room it was, but no matter where I looked, it wasn't there.








Had he been lying? No, you idiot, you're just panicking over nothing. Calm down. But them, him saying it like that, didn't that mean--








Suddenly, the metal door straight ahead began to open, the strips of metal slithering away quickly, and a path was opened up ahead. It took me by such surprise that I almost jumped backwards.








By the time I got my bearings, Balthazar was back to reading his magazine. "Good timing," he said. "Well, I'm sure you don't want to spend any more time here. Go on ahead."








I turned sharply back to him, still breathless. A little panic, not yet refined into anything coherent, came out as I spoke, eyes wide. "I... Do you--"








"Know something? Not really. The fact that I'm still basically operating off context clues is what makes this so situation so funny." Despite saying that, he didn't look particularly amused. "Still, that might've been a little much. For both of our sakes, let's avoid speaking again until everything starts."








I stared at him, at a loss for words. Eyes wide, mouth slightly agape.








"What are you waiting for?" he asked. "You have an appointment."








I stood there for another few moments, feeling paralyzed right down to my eyeballs. Then, as if some invisible force had suddenly granted me permission, I turned and rushed through the door, not looking back.








Mercifully, it shut behind me. You have some water with you, remember? You brought the bigger bag with you for your presentation. I leaned against the side of the wall and reached downward into it, grasping around around for something oblong and heavy, until eventually my fingers found purchase on a flask, which had sunk to the bottom. Then, I reached to withdraw my bottle of medication from its usual pouch, my free hand scratching harshly at my scalp in a gesture of neurotic hysteria.








Before I could get it out, though, I felt my body grow chilly, and a sicking shiver rise up from my gut, accompanied by goosebumps. I felt like I was going to throw up, and my upper body lurched at an angle, my chest heaving up and down.








No, not here! Something in me yelled. Have you seen how clean they keep this place? They'll hang you from the fucking rafters!








My eyes widened in panic, and I inhaled sharply, throwing myself backwards. For a moment, I felt abyssmal, and could barely stand. But slowly, it seemed pass, my gut calming, if only a little bit.








Mercifully, my fingers had managed to find the bottle, the colored fluid swirling as I fumbled and let my bag fall to the floor. I couldn't exactly mix it normally without a glass, so instead, I crudely let a couple of droplets fall on to my tongue, then quickly gulped from the bottle and sloshed it the liquid around on the inside of my mouth. Once I was satisfied everything had blended together, I gulped, and then took another drink for good measure.








Technically, it was supposed to take at least five minutes for you to start feeling any effects, but I usually found it easier to calm down almost right away. Maybe it was just a placebo, but I had enough problems without psychoanalyzing out new ways to suffer.








Gradually, my breathing slowed. My heart began to pace itself. And I begun to process the events that had just taken place. A lot of manic, conspiratorial ideas rushed into my mind. Does he know something? Oh god, oh fuck.








I focused, trying my best to squash them. I let uncontroversially pleasant thoughts flow through my mind. Talking at the tram stop with Ran. Having my first meal with Neferuaten in Tem-Aphat. Being at home in my room, wrapped up in my sheets, in a state where I could almost forget myself.








Eventually, more rational voices began to win out.








Relax, a part of me said. What happened doesn't mean anything. He's probably just tied up in some drama involving Zeno and your grandfather that you're not aware of, and is holding a grudge against you for something to do with it. He admitted himself that the only reason he said that was context clues. He probably just saw you react badly to the name this morning, and then decided to use it to cut off your line of questioning.








That was logical, or felt logical. But as usual, it wasn't as reassuring as I hoped. I had a sense of deep dread hanging over me, like I was failing to understand something vitally important about what had just taken place. It felt like he'd been implying something about me.








But then... We'd never met. Had we?








You don't have the stamina to worry about this right now, I told myself. That, at least, was certain. I'd known even before I came here that there would be things going on regarding the politics of the order and my relation to it that I'd have to suffer through being ignorant of - my meeting with the class coordinator had made that much clear. It wasn't any of my business.








I just needed to do what I was here for. The presentation, the meeting with Samium. That was it. Everything else was peripheral.








I sighed, and did my best to gather myself together.








I turned upwards, taking a look at the room around me.








It was, as a matter of fact, a laboratory. And quite a sophisticated-looking one at that. There were dozens of all bookshelves, incantation plates stacked high, and a variety of experiments (or possibly just test subjects) were held in suspension fields and tanks around the room, most of them looking like they were sampled or something to do with the human nervous system, which was expected considering the chamber's owner.








What I expected less was the convention furnaces, great oval-shaped things of titanium and stone, and the tall bronze pylons attached to them all around the room. Intermittently, charges of bright light would silently blast between them overhead. It looked, to say the least, spectacularly dangerous.








Funnily, though this area had been shaded from the exterior, I could see perfectly through all the walls now that I was inside. This offered a good view of both the headquarters bioenclosure, the arboretum, and even the Everblossom, some way in the distance. It glowed ominously.








There was no clear sign of Zeno in the vicinity, so I cautiously stepped forward towards the other end of the room - if it connected to the other doors as well, like Balthazar had explained, then the place had to be bigger than it looked, once I got past all the clutter.








As I moved, I noticed that the energy from the pylons all seemed to be flowing to, or perhaps from, the same place; a biological logic engine, right up against the window. It was only made up of about ten segments, making it far smaller than Sekhmet, but looked even more cutting-edge in design, the folds of neural tissue denser and more obviously interlinked.








For a moment, I forgot my objective, and instead moved to examine the thing closer. I began to notice something. The charges weren't just flowing into the machine, they were interfacing with it. Whenever one arrived at the connected pylon, the tissue folds would shudder, then... Shift, subtly, the lines and creases on their surface flowing as if becoming liquid. Then they'd sharply stop, a few moments would pass, and the process would repeat.








Watching it was strangely hypnotic. I leaned my head in closer, trying to get a better idea of what it could be doing--








"Admiring my work, are you?"








--and literally jumped, as I turned to face the voice.








But when I did, I was immediately very confused.
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"In infant human beings, the mind forms roughly one-and-a-half million new synapses every second," the voice declared. "But as impressive as this may sound, it is far from fundamentally exceptional. Lesser mammals, such as rodents, not only enjoy proportionally greater degrees of neuroplasticity, but continue to experience high degrees of neurogenesis well into physical and mental maturity. We are creatures built to climb to great heights quickly, and then to stagnate and die. In attaining the wisdom denied to our genetic predecessors, we surrender their dynamism. Their adaptability."








The voice was feminine and childish, but with neither the attempt at grace and pretense that characterized Kamrusepa, nor the brusqueness of Lilith - only a flat confidence, with a note of conceit, and a disengaged stiffness that was only obvious intermittently. Looking to my left, I could see the speaker, who'd been out of sight behind one of the bookshelves. She was clad in a stark white stola with a tyrian purple sash, and was extremely pale, with straight hair that was an unnatural shade of icy aquamarine. She looked...








Actually, it was hard to say what party she was from. It wasn't just that she looked mixed, as anima scribes sometimes aimed for when that was appropriate for the parents, but that her face possessed a configuration of very party-distinctive features mashed strangely together. A defined but elegant Inotian nose, a Saoic looking forehead and cheekbones, the kind of very large, soulful eyes you normally only saw on Mekhians. Carefully chosen, yet not softened or adapted to one another, as you would've expected to see naturally in the old world.








The effect was strikingly beautiful if you looked at it as a mathematician, but unnerving if you did so as a human.








"And yet," she continued, "imagine if we could possess both simultaneously! The infinite curiosity and capacity for perspective expansion of a child, combined with the learned insight of an adult! We could overturn the entire discipline of psychology, redeem every maldeveloped or backwards imbecile in society, reformat our entire culture as circumstance demanded. Evolve beyond the base tendancies our species." I noticed she was holding a scepter, which she was tossing idly from hand to hand. "But such a feat is not easily accomplished, not with follies of the Ironworkers hanging over our heads, and especially not under the cumbersome restrictions of the Covenant. So what you are witnessing represents the latest of many of my attempts to sidestep the issue through human-machine integration. A mixed success, so far, but the work is ongoing." She smirked. "Though, I expect you know this much already."








I admit, I wasn't feeling at my intellectual best after the conversation with Balthazar, and even though she wasn't saying anything spectacularly complicated, a lot of it went completely over my head. I'd also failed to jump to several other retrospectively obvious conclusions. Instead I stared, deer-like, for several moments.








"Uh," I said. "I'm sorry, what...?"








Her brow immediately flattened. "Really? That's what we're doing? If you want to commit to this out-of-your depth child roleplay even in my company, then I can't prevent it-- Shit, I could even understand the motive." She narrowed her eyes. "But at least engage with the conversation I'm trying to have. Don't be fucking patronizing."








What the hell is she talking about?








Quick, try to ask a smarter question, a different part of my brain said. This might be Zeno's assistant, or part of some kind of weird test.








"I--" I hesitated, then gathered my thoughts, clearing my throat, "If this is an experiment to do with the human-machine interfacing... Then what are those for?" I pointed to one of the pylons. "It looks like they're just channeling in pure energy, not thoughts."








She gave me a critical look, her lips tightening. "Hmmm. Somewhat on the rudimentary side, but I'll accept it." She gestured to one of the structures with her forefinger. "Right now, we're at the stage of the research where I'm trying to optimize the logic engines capacity for rapid adaption. I already succeeded in creating a neurochemical feedback loop between the auditory cortex and one in an earlier endeavor, so what needs to happen now is creating a machine capable of first keeping up with, then surpassing human cognitive potential. The energy is feeding an incantation that produces huge amounts of junk sensory data, then attempts to reformat the synapses as quickly as possible in line with it. At the moment, the amount of processing power far exceeds what would ever be reasonable for practical application, but the results are promising."








Oh god. I'd only understood about 50% of that. This was not the kind of interaction I was in the market for right after nearly surrendering my breakfast for the tilework not five minutes ealier.








Ask another question so she doesn't notice!








"B-But if it's only there as a power supply, then why is it such an elaborate setup? You could just be taking it from the sanctuary's eris bank, instead."








"Hah!" She made an immature huff. "As if that sorry excuse doesn't shit itself with even a little pressure put on it. But it is a valid question, I suppose - to answer, it's sort of a side-experiment I'm running at the same time. Contactless, easy-setup eris transfer, which I'm researching as a favor to an associate to assist him with a military contract. Though you should know that too-- Gods, you really are committed to this, aren't you?"








I blinked. "I-- Committed to what, exactly? What are you talking about...?"








"I hope you don't think it's cute." She went on, rolling her eyes. "Well, that's enough foreplay. Let me get a better look at you."








I opened my mouth to say something, but she advanced quickly very quickly to where I was standing, looking at me up and down with a discretionary look. It was deeply uncomfortable, though not exactly sexual in nature. It was reminded me more of the of the expression my mother made when she was really focused on gardening.








At this distance, I got a closer look at the woman's eyes, and what I quickly observed was that they were profoundly inhuman. The irises looked broken into segments of contrasting colors, vivid blue and red, and their fundamental texture looked wrong. Like something between crystal and flesh.








After a few moments, she let out an idle snort. "I suppose it's not bad, as scripting goes, especially for trying to salvage the essence of some half-corrupted mess of genetic code. There's subtle asymmetry on the browline, the cheeks take too much fat, and the hyperopia is a bizarre element that I assume has only been kept out of some misguided dedication to sentiment." She sniffed. "But it's not unpleasant to look at. I could have done better, of course. Or even Durvasa, and he's barely qualified to be a family doctor."








She's criticizing your anima scripting, one of the components of my deductive reasoning skills that was still functioning said. Also, she seems to have some knowledge about the circumstances of your birth. Probably through your grandfather, of course.








She's also criticizing you still wearing glasses, the minuscule voice that was my sense of fashion pointed out. How rude! They're pretty!








"Uhhh..." I said, craning my body backwards a little. "Sorry, I think there might've been a misunderstan--"








"--misunderstanding, because you're here to see Zeno of Apocyrion, are you his assistant, etcetera etcetera. I'm happy to indulge this, but let's skip all of that garbage, thank you very much." She turned away from me suddenly and stepped to the side, opening up the inside of the logic engine and speaking an incantation. I noted now that her scepter was crowned with an owl of diamond, its wings spread aloft. This was the Owl of Providence, the single most prestigious symbol an arcanist could attain within the Grand Alliance outside of the government itself, awarded directly by the First Administrator. "𒀭𒅎𒌔𒆭𒊑𒂊𒄷𒈾𒊺, 𒊓𒄿𒀀𒍝𒍝𒋫𒊹."








Even from that short line, I could tell that her incanting was incredibly fast, possibly even surpassing Neferuaten's when she was actually trying. But instead of her relaxed confidence, it felt sharp and inorganic, like it was being spoken by a logic engine.








Suddenly, the pulses between the pylons stopped, and the logic engine reset, folding all of the trays of tissue together, before quickly snapping them back to their original positions. Then, it started again, but at a slightly - and only slightly - different tempo. The tank of calorie fluid bubbled slightly.








"This body is one of several proxies that I currently have in use," she said as she finished. Her hand twitched, and she floated off the ground, gliding up to one of the nearby pylons and fiddling with a few dials. "You would think that with our stated mission and all their esteemed accolades, my associates would take their mortality seriously, but no-- They're lumbering around, exposing the parts of their bodies which can't be substituted to the elements. The old witch in particular seems to have a death wish."








"Uh, wait," I said, the other shoe finally dropping. "You mean, you are Zeno?"








"I'm going to assume that you're asking that literally, and not as a lead-in to a dialogue on the contextual nature of self-identity," she said, sounding disappointed. "This is rapidly turning into a very tedious conversation. Yes. I am Zeno of Apocyrion. This is a body I artificed for my personal use, which I control remotely, while my 'real' one is preserved in the safest environment possible within this sanctuary. An advanced application of my Impulse-Transmitting Arcana, sadly as yet unviable for laymen and most of the so-called practitioners of my discipline." She snorted immaturely, with a wheezing sound. "Not that that's much of a surprise. Most of the piss-brained professors in Altaia I tried to impart it onto couldn't incant creatively if you held a hot knife to their testicles."








"But, your body, it's, er..." I trailed off, waving into conversational waters suddenly deep enough to demand swimming. This exchange really wasn't going anything close to like I'd mentally prepared for it, even after having widened my expectations. "I mean, you know..."








She turned to regard me with an exhaustedly bored expression, like I was a book she was about to throw under the bed. "Really? You're seeing a firsthand demonstration of one of the most promising avenues for the expansion and subversion of the human condition, and your first thoughts are of something as pedestrian as sex?"








This was, in a sense, a good point. I'd heard of techniques like this used before (though largely in a military context, not a casual one like this) so I should probably have been in some appropriate amount of awe about seeing it used, and used so indistinguishably.








Still, my own life experience had led me to hold certain preoccupations.








"No, I... That's not what I mean," I said, my face growing flushed. "Rather, well-- I'm just surprised. No one told me anything about this."








She raised an eyebrow. "Told you anything about what, exactly?"








"Uh..."








I stopped, first out of self-consciousness, then out of doubt that I actually even knew what I had been trying to get at. I felt terminally awkward all of a sudden, and broke eye contact, scratching at my scalp. Eventually, I stammered out: "Well, what I mean is... I've read a lot of your interviews, and you never appear like... Rather, you don't ever discuss, um..."








"Fucking hell, little girl. You're acting like a mouse that's been dropped in a bucket." She shook her head, then turned and shot back into the air, levitating to another pylon. "If it helps restore your constitution to some level of functionality, then you're probably reading too much into the situation. As I said, this is one of several proxies I make use of, all of them with different properties. I have no particular sentiment about it."








"Oh," I said, not sure what to make of this. I paused, and then continued, "by different properties, you mean..."








"Sex, cosmetic traits, functional traits - smell, hearing, touch, sight. There is incredible diversity possible within the spectrum of human experience, in the latter respects."








I frowned. "Why, though?"








"Spoke Epimetheus to Prometheus," she said sardonically. "Because it pleases me, and is interesting. Diversity of morphological experience; feeling different sensations, performing different roles, stretching the range of ones fundamental nature-- That is the quintessence of mankind's intellectual gnosis, of cultural and technological actualization. The better question is not 'why a woman', but rather 'why not a giant lizard'? To which the only non-imbecilic reply would be 'because I haven't figured it out,' of course." She paused. "Well, that, and because it probably wouldn't fit in the building."








I scratched at my head. "You mean, this is just something you do for fun?"








She made a grunt of irritation. "Little girl, 'fun' is a nonsense word that human beings invented because primitive cultural pressures forced them to internalize that pleasurable activities outside of work and sexual intercourse were not worth distinct description. I do it, like all things, because it is constructive. Because it leads me to grow... As is the founding desire of all life."








I nodded, not feeling particularly happy about how this was going.








Funnily, I suddenly felt a pang of envy, followed by a more general bitterness, somewhere in the back of my mind. I made the executive decision not to examine this emotion in any depth.








"So..." I said, following after her on the ground, still having a little trouble navigating this intellectually. "Is, um. Is there a specific way you'd prefer for me to refer to you?"








She tilted her head in my direction, smirking . "How about 'your majesty'? I've always wished I'd been born early enough to get a noble title."








"That's not what I--"








"Yes, I know what you meant," she said tiredly, this time gliding directly over to another pylon. "I'm most used to 'sir', but you can 'refer to me' as anything that stimulates your passions. Beyond what might interfere with the funding for my research, it literally could not make less of a difference to me what socio-cultural phantom individuals opt to haunt their mental impression of my personhood."








I bit the edge of my lip, starting to feel a little annoyed. At first, the relentless condescension had sort of faded into the background by virtue of my sheer confusion, but now it felt like she - or they, rather - seemed to be acting deliberately abrasive.








"Uh, well... I'm sorry," I said, feeling a little cowed. "I was just trying to be considerate. You're really not what I expected at all."








"Somehow, I doubt that," she said, giving me a skeptical look. "You know, I really do despair at the younger generations. More open-minded than any since the Interluminary Strife shot our culture in the foot, and yet determined to focus on errata rather pursuing truly revolutionary ambition. Becoming make-up artists for the human condition, rather than the surgeons they ought to be."








I felt a spike of bitter hostility to this sentiment. That's easy to say when you have access to all these resources, I thought. "I don't really know what to say to that, sir."








"It seems like you don't know what to say to much at all," she said, then snickered to herself. "Ah, incidentally, did you spot Bal on the way in? I told him he needed to stay put until the golems finished lugging my equipment out of the east wing so that I can put him up in there, but he's prone to wandering off. Sometimes I think he enjoys pissing me off."








"I did, yes," I said, my tone a little terse. "He was just sitting around in the lounge you have set up."








"Good, good. You know, I think sometimes that boy is cursed." Stopping what she was doing for a moment, she fished around in the pockets of her stola, taking out a bag of chocolates truffles and munching on a few as she worked. "I'll tell you, the others threw a fucking fit over what happened this morning. Durvasa in particular was practically running a witch hunt against me, although I suppose that's no surprise. Going on about how I was lazy, irresponsible..."








Why were they telling me this? "The prosognostic event was quite serious, sir. Ophelia could have died."








"Well, she didn't," she said, her mouth still full of candy. (The dissonance from the fact I was talking to someone over 500 years old was, to say the least, striking.) "And it was stretch to call it my fault, anyway. I filled out the forms with his seed key and dumped them off at the security office. If no one bothered to tell one of the stewards to actually check there was no overlap, then it's hardly my responsibility." She swallowed, wiping flecks of colored sugar from her mouth. "This is why I always say that we ought to have actual employees here, instead of a bunch of aspirants we're paying off with vague promises."








I frowned in confusion. "I thought the stewards were employees. Sacnicte said that it's contract work."








For a moment, she looked strangely put off by these words, but then broke back into a smirk. "Hah, that doesn't surprise me. That girl is always trying to make herself come across as adult as she can get away with, even if it's half of what she says is total bullshit." She tucked the pouch back away. "It's technically freelance employment from a legal perspective - but more like charity work than anything. The stewards are either neophytes in the order willing to do a tedious job to climb the ranks faster, or younger magi looking for help getting into decent work. It's not a bad deal, since they get this whole place to themselves most of the time... I'd been planning to encourage Bal to apply himself, though fat chance of that happening now."








"I see... If you don't mind me asking, what exactly is your relationship with Balthazar? He's been pretty vague about it."








"Our relationship..." She thought about this for a moment, idly tapping her scepter into her palm. "Didn't he tell you himself? I saw a paper of his that was interesting."








"Well, he did," I said hesitantly. "But it seemed like there might be more to it."








"So now you're coming out swinging with the critical thinking," she said dryly. She seemed to have stopped her work for the time being, simply looking down at me from overhead. "Very well: You could say I'm a... Patron, of his? No, benefactor is probably more accurate. He's a relation of an old friend of mine who regrettably passed away recently. I promised them that I'd do what I could to take care of him."








Oh, so it's just more nepotism. Great. "That makes sense, I suppose..."








"Well, that, and he's a passably decent fuck. Good quality to keep someone around for."








I flinched in shock, my face going red. "W-What?"








Zeno burst out laughing, losing her concentration a little bit and swaying slightly in the air. "Ahahahah! Oh, shit! That was even better then I'd hoped for." She rubbed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths as she tried to calm down. "Seriously, though, I was just screwing around. I may pride myself on my open-mindedness, but even I'm not the type to get into a sexual relationship with someone with less digits in their age than mine."








My lips curled in a distinctly unhappy expression.








"Anyway, once again, you ought to be well-aware of all this already," she went on. "If this is an act, I have to at least give you points for commitment. Even if it is kind of pissing me off."








"I--" I frowned. "I'm going to be honest, I think you might have some kind of misunderstanding about me," I said, my tone careful. "You keep acting like I'm feigning ignorance about something or lying to you, and making references over my head."








I spoke these words confidently. This wasn't like with Balthazar, where he'd alluded to something he definitely had no business knowing - even if that had just been him doing some weird guesswork - and I'd had that funny feeling I couldn't shake. I was certain that this was a person whom I'd never met before. Not in any memory I possessed.








Still, she didn't seem to take them particularly seriously. "Misunderstanding? I doubt it." She hovered through the air back in my direction, and slowly descended to my level, looking down from overhead. "You are Utsushikome of Fusai. Born in Oreskios, graded as a student of exceptional intellect during your Adolescent General Assessment, a high-ranking graduate of Entropic Thanatomancy in the House of Resurrection in Tem-Aphat... And granddaughter to █ █ █ █ █ of Fusai." She looked at me closely, those unnatural eyes glittering in the sharp, shifting lights of the pylons. "That's all correct, isn't it?"








"Well... Yes, it is," I said. But somehow, that doesn't seem like what you're actually asking. 








"Good," she, stepping back with a self-satisfied expression. "Anything else, I'm sure is best to leave unspoken. I'm sure you'll agree."








"No-- I mean, really, I'm not trying to be coy in some wink-wink, nudge-nudge way, or whatever you think," I insisted. "I genuinely have no idea what you're talking about. What do you think I know? If this is something to do with my grandfather, then you've definitely made some kind of mistake. I barely knew him. We met like, six times."








"On the off-chance you're not fucking with me - which would be a hilarious way for this to all have turned out, incidentally - then it would be better not to be explicit regardless," she said, turning her back to me again and heading towards one of the bookshelves. "Besides, it doesn't matter. Even if you really are as you seem, Utsushikome of Fusai, then your role here will remain the same. Someone told you I wanted to speak with you, yes?"








"That's right," I said, a little frustration slipping into my tone. "Linos said you asked him to pass on the message."








"Linos? Odd, I would've expected him to be... Well, never mind." She traced a finger down through the tomes. "How much did he tell you?"








"Uh, nothing specific," I said.








"Good. In that case, he must not know what I'm up to." She let out a little simper of laughter. "I'm sure you've been hearing all sorts of abysmal-sounding things about me, especially from that sneaky cunt who's gone and positioned herself as your mentor. Pretending I am incorrect in my fundamental assumptions, then you're likely predisposed to distrust me." I opened my mouth to interject, but she cut me off. "And I have no intention of trying to disabuse you of such a notion! Everything I am about to say is something that will soon be vindicated by your own two eyes. However, there remains a concern that said attitude might lead you to fail to absorb this information outright out of pigheadedness. So I must insist that you pay attention. I am not a teacher, and it repulses me to repeat myself. Am I clear?"








"Neferuaten hasn't said anything to make me distrust you--"








"A binary response will suffice, thank you. Yes or no?"








Gods, she won't even let me get a word in. My frown deepened, and I fiddled with my glasses. "...yes."








"Good. Now listen closely." Her hand stopped at a heavy book near the bottom, and she withdrew it from the shelf before shaking it. To my mild surprise, a key fell out from between the pages, which she kneeled down to pick up. "After the public conference this afternoon, you will receive an invitation to take up an honorary position in the order. This much I know you have been told already. I'm guessing you're going to tell me that you hadn't planned to accept."








She was right, but I didn't want to offer the satisfaction of just saying it. "I hadn't really made a decision yet."








Holding the key in her hand, she walked over to one of the nearby walls. It was one of the only ones that wasn't comprised of the glass that made up the rest of the tower, but rather was built out of pure white marble. She pressed a segment of it and, in a swift motion that honestly didn't even surprise me at this point, a hidden hatch opened up in it about two feet square.








"Well, regardless," she went on, sticking the key in the lock and fiddling with it, "accepting is in your best interests, for reasons which I will now explain." It clicked open, and she begun to root around in side - depositing a spare scepter and several very old-looking books on the floor in the process. "By this point, you must have inferred that this sanctuary is more than it appears."








I blinked. "What do you mean?"








"Spare me your deflection. Regardless of his strange habits, █ █ █ █ █ would not be responsible for spawning an imbecile." She scoffed. "In the study of reverse-engineering, there is a simple principle - economy of functionality. Even if you believe you fully understand the function of a machine and can apparently replicate it, if a component yet remains for which the purpose is ambiguous, that means you do not, in fact, fully understand it."








She's right, my brain chimed in. You've had this thought countless times already. This whole place is full of things which have no real explanation given its stated purpose. This tower, the sheer size of the bioenclosures relative to their actual purpose, the entire location at the bottom of the ocean on another plane. Even little things, like the greenhouse, seem off.








"You've no doubt seen that eyesore outside," she went on. "The thing that looks half way between a plant and something you'd seen growing in the armpit of someone who's missed one too many anima integrity tests."








"The Nittaimalaru, you mean?" I scratched the side of my head. "Neferuaten told me that it was an attempt to create an undying life form, one that could survive in any condition--"








"Little girl, if you believe that works of that scope are ever conducted for some vanity-project motive outside of government work, then I have a bridge in Babylonia to sell you," she said, looking at me like I was a complete idiot. She finally withdrew what it seemed she was looking for from the safe. It was a tiny wooden box, small enough to fit on your hand - the sort you'd usually imagine holding a necklace or bracelet. "There is work afoot here of a nature most could never conceive of. We are closing our fingers around a prize so spectacular that it will make the world shudder as it hasn't since the Iron Epoch."








My eyes widened a bit. "You mean... You've actually found a way to attain it?" I asked, hesitant. "Immortality?"








She approached me, the object in hand, saying nothing for a moment. Once again, she came very close, to the point that she had to crane her neck slightly upwards to make up for the slight height difference.








She smirked wide enough to bear her teeth. They looked sharp. Hungry.








"Utsushikome of Fusai," she said, her tone suddenly very soft. "Immortality is the least of it. There is a power which sleeps here that will remake the world. That will fold mankind as iron in a furnace, and usher in an age of glory. That will grant our species unfathomable and beautiful dignity, and liberate us from this decomposing corpse of a brane."








That's the archaic word for plane, I recalled from my secondary schooling.








Putting aside how harrowing this moment was, I was starting to notice a pattern in Zeno's manner of speech, and their use of poetic reference, that was drawing me to certain assumptions. Though they could just be really pretentious.








"You look doubtful," she said, craning her neck to the side.








"Well... It does all sound pretty hard to believe," I said. "This place is more than I'd ever expected before coming, but. Even with all I've seen, it's still just a research facility."








She thought about this for a moment, then glanced to the side, making a 'that's fair' sort of fold with her lips and nodding. "Skepticism is a virtue, even if it's a fucking moment-killer," she said, and stepped backwards. "But as I said. Very soon, likely before our invitation to you takes place, you will see firsthand proof. And that is why you must accept it. "








"Why would that even make a difference?"








"Because there are rules to this place," she said, her lips slowly falling into a more serious position. "Ones which none of the sorry excuses for arcanists remaining here possess the talents to defy... Myself only potentially excepted. You have a legacy here that confers an entitlement to the bounty which is about to be unearthed. But first you must claim that legacy. Otherwise, you'll be like the rest of your class."








Just like the rest of your class. I felt a chill run through me. "Something isn't going to happen to them, is it?"








Her face flinched in annoyance. "Don't be ridiculous. I just mean that you'll end up a bystander... Which would be a tremendous pity, if you ask me." She held out of the box. "Now, take this. It's yours."








I blinked. "What is it?"








"Your inheritance," she said. "Don't open it here-- I don't want to answer any of the stupid questions you'll have. But don't open it in public, either. Take it back to your room. This belongs to you, but there are many here who would be eager to deny your right to its possession, and would say anything to make that happen."








"But not you," I said.








"But not me," she echoed, with a hint of pride. "Unlike most of the others, I still retain something of a sense of personal loyalty. Even when it's obviously against my better sense."








I frowned in confusion. "Loyalty to what?"








She clicked her tongue. "You really are determined to make this as awkward as possible, aren't you?" She pinched my wrist between her thumb and forefinger, pulled up my hand, and stuck the object on my palm herself. "Just take it."








Once she removed her hand, I found the box was heftier than I'd expected. Whatever was inside was not, in fact, jewelry. That much was certain.








I cleared my throat. "If, like you're saying, this is something that will affect all of humanity, then I don't understand why it would even matter if I was 'entitled' to it or not," I said, still not sure if I even wanted to take this back with me and get involved, even abstractly, in whatever all this was. "It's not like I could take any credit for it just by having some loose association with your organization."








"It's understandable, but you've failed to grasp the scope of what we're truly talking about," she said. "We're not discussing some petty scientific discovery that will win us a bunch of shiny honors from the Old Yru Convention. When mankind has taken its greatest leaps - the taming of the horse, the smeltling of iron, the carving of the atom - the people first to ride those currents have reshaped the world in their image."








"Everything you just listed were innovations used for violence, not healing," I said, stating the obvious. "I don't understand how a situation like this would even translate, unless you've literally discovered how to turn people into gods."








"As I said: It will become extremely clear before you need to make an actual decision." She moved back over towards the logic engine, shaking her head in the process. "Anyway, I've done my part, and need to shut down this iteration of the experiment before leaving the building. If you wouldn't mind, please show yourself out of the laboratory."








"Besides," I said, not knowing when to just shut up and leave, "I don't want a legacy that belongs to my grandfather, even if it's something that would benefit me. I'd rather just forget about him, to be honest."








She seemed to also find this quite amusing, laughing to the point that her work slowed for a few moments. "I'm not going to take that remark literally, but if I did, you'd sound like the most ungrateful person in the world," she said. "A stiff reminder for why I never had children, as if I needed one."








I tensed. "You don't know anything about the situation," I said, coldly. "Whatever you might believe otherwise."








"Then throw it out," she said bluntly. "But you won't, of course. Now, please, some privacy?"








I really didn't want to leave it at that. It seemed like Zeno was one of the inner circle members who'd had a positive relationship with my grandfather, and the idea of letting them keep believing that I was some arrogant child with some petty sense of resentment for him made me feel viscerally annoyed. The lack of understanding, the lack of care.








But the rational part of me knew it would come to nothing. So, after a few moments, I pushed my feelings down, biting my tongue.








I departed the laboratory, deliberately avoiding slowing or even looking at Balthazar as I went. He made no acknowledgement himself as I passed.








Ungrateful. Gods, both of them can go straight to hell.








Once I was out of the laboratory outright and back into the central chamber, I stopped for a moment and leaned against the wall. I gathered myself, taking a few deep breaths.








When I finally felt better, I went back to the elevator and commanded it back down. As I descended, I glanced downwards...








...and noticed something I hadn't on the way in, that was only really visible when seen from above. The it'd looked like a solid color at the angle of the entranceway, the bottom floor was actually partially transparent itself. Beneath it, I could faintly see what looked like an expansive basement.








On a whim, and trying to shake off the bad mood the two interactions I'd just been through had imposed on me, once I'd made it back to the ground floor, I tried interfacing with the logic bridge again. Sublevel, I thought.








Understand that I cannot comply with this request, it communicated.








Well, I guess it would figure that it was off limits. I wondered if it was where they kept defunct or our-of-use experiment components, but looking as best as I could, it didn't look like there was anything at all. Just an open chamber, lined with grey concrete.








No, wait. There was one thing.








If I squinted, looking at it from a careful angle, I could see the walls of the room, not just the floor directly below them. And on one of them, was a door.








Though, 'door' might have been the wrong word. It looked similar to the seals they used disconnect the bioenclosures from one another, circular and partially metallic, but much, much larger, almost running from the floor to the ceiling. Further, there were several huge metal bars to the side of it, positioned and connected in such a way that it looked like they were intended to fall across the passageway before jamming in place. It was a pretty elaborate setup.








It reminded me, suddenly, of the heavy doors I'd seen going too and from Aetherbridge the previous day. Designed to prevent the escape of any amount of air into the vacuum.








Maybe it leads out into the water? I speculated to myself. Just in case they need to access the exterior of the sanctuary for repairs. So the whole lower floor is designed to flood.








...But no, surely the pressure would be far too great for that to be the case. At this depth, once you let even a little in, it would be impossible to shut it again conventionally, and even a large room like the one below me would fill up in seconds. And if you were willing to use the power, there had to be better and safer ways to do it, like short-distance teleportation.








So there wasn't really an obvious explanation at all.








Perhaps it's sealing away a super-dangerous experiment! Now that the rational options had failed, more infantile voices were starting to prevail. Like a giant monster they gave immortality, but became *too* immortal, and never stops growing while being impossible to kill! That would be be pretty cool!








Geez. All it took me was a little stress, and I was right back to thinking like a 13 year old who read too many graphic novels.








I stared at it for a few more moments, trying to see if there was anything I missed, until the strangeness of standing around in the empty hall struck me, and I quickly hurried back out the door.



            


037: Profane Ambition (𒐄)


                
<At the closing of the scene, the stage remains darker for longer than it ought to. You hear the sound of rustling backstage, and what sounds like hushed voices arguing. This persists for several minutes.>








<Eventually, with less graceful steps than previously, the DIRECTOR enters from Stage Right, carrying a heavy bundle of papers bound together in a tight metal binder. He moves directly to Downstage Left, clearing his throat.>








DIRECTOR: My... Apologies for the interruption, ladies and gentlemen. I'm afraid we've run into some technical issues regarding the next scene due to take place in the production.








DIRECTOR: I won't trouble you with excessive detail. Suffice it to say, we've encountered some 'mechanical failures' with some of the 'stage equipment'. No doubt due to someone failing to sort it properly after the last show, despite me going out of my way to remind them every damn time...








DIRECTOR: <muttering to himself, looking away> In any event, there's nothing for it. Our actors are too rigid to adapt and perform it anyway, so we're going to have to skip it.








DIRECTOR: I don't think it will interfere with the plot too much, fortunately - it's fairly minor, just a short conversation involving... My god, it's like these notes were written by a child...








<He rapidly flicks through the sheets of paper, his expression growing increasingly confounded as he goes. Eventually, he scoffs in frustration, and stuffs the whole bundle roughly in his pocket.>








DIRECTOR: <irritated> Well, it's between the protagonist and a minor character, taking place somewhere between the previous set and the next one, which is set back in her private chambers. I'm fairly certain it's filler, so I wouldn't concern yourself with it overmuch.








DIRECTOR: Still, this is very unprofessional, so please accept my most sincere apologies, as well as those of the production staff. We've arranged to have a handout distributed to keep you entertained while we sort things out over the next few minutes.








<A voice shouts something indiscernible at him from Offstage Left, causing him to grimace in annoyance.>








DIRECTOR: What? I don't... Oh, right.








DIRECTOR: <sighing> I've been 'reminded' that a new rule, concerning the reliability of the handout, would add greater substance to the activity. So, let's get that done.








4. ALL SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL PRESENTED OUT-OF-NARRATIVE IS GUARANTEED TO BOTH EXIST IN-UNIVERSE AS SHOWN AND TO BE FROM THE STATED SOURCE, BUT OTHERWISE MAY BE UNRELIABLE








DIRECTOR: For example, if you were to be shown a chapter of an encyclopedia, and were told it was from a specific date and volume, those facts could be taken as a certainty. A trick such as later saying the content you were shown was actually a version misremembered by a character, rather than the original, would be strictly forbidden.








DIRECTOR: And regarding the 'as shown' part, that's to clarify that there will also be no attempts by us to obfuscate the truth by removing or editorializing the content. If one were to take a page from a history book and remove a paragraph from the middle without notifying the reader, it could leave them with a completely incorrect understanding of the content. Thus, it would not be permitted.








DIRECTIOR: However, that's as far as it goes. Unlike the perspective of the protagonist, no assurances are to be given regarding the accuracy of the material. After all, history books and encyclopedias are all too often incorrect--








PLAYWRIGHT: <interrupting loudly, from Offstage Left> Say, did you know that 'encyclopedia' comes from the same root word as 'cyclops'? They both come from kuklos, meaning circle. In the latter example, it's obviously combined with 'ops' to make 'round eye', whereas in the former it's part of the phrase enkuklios paideia, meaning 'well-rounded education'! Pretty interesting that a turn of phrase like that would translate so gracefully, isn't it?








<The DIRECTOR throws the heavy bundle of papers towards Offstage Left. There is a loud thumping sound.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Ow! That hurt!








DIRECTOR: <deadpan, bowing> Once again, please pardon the interjection. We hope you continue enjoying the production. Thank you.


PLAYWRIGHT: I was just trying to liven up your boring explanation--









𒊹









CONTEXT: Letter sent from Dr. Cheng Jia via Oreskios Pyli District Post Office, to Dr. Adul of Juraid, Apartment 286 of Blessed Reach Communal Tower, Grand Market prefecture, Old Yru. Delivered September 27th, 1400. Sealed as sensitive material, obligating special diligence by the postmaster.








Old friend,








Apologies for not having written sooner, despite my assurances at the conference that I intended to resume the habit. It has been a long summer, and Irena and I have been struggling during our recent move to the outer city. They say that it's irresponsible to raise children without a proper house, and while that might very well be true, whoever 'they' were must have had the luxury of living in an economy where you didn't have to drive yourself deep into luxury debt to purchase even a crumbling ruin with 3 bedrooms and a half-decent garden.








It's been one disaster after another, first with the roof, then the pipework, and now with a strange smell from the attic that's proving impossible to remove. I suspect a dead animal embedded somewhere unpleasant, but we've had two people come in and leave clueless, and I'm not about to cancel our yearly excursion to Tem-Aphat to lease an arcanist, so we're at the mercy of the city council. I'm still not much of a revolutionary, but the whole experience has definitely made me rethink my vote for the Reformists Union come the next election.








But enough about my troubles. I hope that you and Beletsunu are well, and your practice is still benefiting from the upswing of good press from your last journal publication. There's so much I could tell you about my daughters, both of whom have just begun preschool this past week, but I know that neither you nor your wife have ever been taken with such stories, so I'll spare you the typical gushing of a recent father. I'll only say that they are both my pride and joy, and brilliant beyond my furthest expectations. Irene complains often about their only middling resemblance to me, but I know all too well that anima scripting is an inexact science, and it does not bother me overmuch. Though for her sake, I am hoping the issue may lessen as they grow older.








Unfortunately, it is here that I must confess to you that I am not writing this letter out of a earnestly singular desire to renew our acquaintance. Rather, there is also a professional matter at my own practice which I have been struggling with, and I hoped once again to benefit from your greater experience and expertise in the psychological aspects of pneumology. To be frank with you, it's something I should likely have consulted the Office of Arcane Oversight about already, but the situation is delicate enough that I could see it inflicting my professional record with a serious smirch if I'm not careful, so I'd prefer to exhaust all other options. So if you would consider offering your opinion, I'd be most grateful.








The issue concerns a particular inductee I took on in the early spring of 1397, and I'm sure even saying that much has already raised several alarms. Now, obviously I cannot go into detail, but I feel safe in saying that she is a young woman local to the city from a not-insignificant family, which of course worsens everything else I am about to describe by several degrees. In our initial meeting, she came across as intellectually mature and with a high degree of self-consciousness, both qualities you would expect to exemplify an ideal candidate for the initiation process. She passed all of the usual competency tests with an exceptional degree of confidence, and though she expressed some disquiet with the process during our initial meeting, I was able to soothe these reservations without too much difficulty.








After this, I submitted my approval and scheduled her at the local pneumorium, with one of my acolytes in attendance (as is the standard practice here) and for the two months following I thought no more of it. However, at the end of April, I received a request for an appointment from her without a stated reason offered to my secretary, and immediately grew concerned.








Once we were alone, she described - albeit in a very awkward manner - what I thought I recognized as an unfortunate but clear case of type-III assimilation failure, professing limited to no association with her present memories and a vivid recollection of a conflicting identity. She inquired as to the bizarre possibility of her identity being somehow disentangled and rehoused, to which I corrected her misunderstanding and detailed the standard treatment plan, along with the highly optimistic prospects for resolution if followed. I also reminded her of her obligations towards discretion regarding the issue, regardless of what she chose to do.








Now, I will be honest. As we've spoken of before, I have had only five type-III cases during my career, and in those instances, the greater issue than the treatment itself was convincing the patients that it was desirable and necessary. So I had fully anticipated her to refuse me and simply adapt to hiding her symptoms either indefinitely or until self-resolution, as is so often the case. But to my surprise, she agreed almost instantly, displaying almost relief at the idea of achieving associative compliance, regardless of the effect on her current self-understanding. Pleasantly surprised, I initiated treatment.








At first, things moved very promisingly. She did not profess any inherent disquiet with her physical body, and became outwardly indistinguishable from our first meeting within only a few months. However, self-reported association levels remained anomalously low, even for a type-III patient. Other abnormalities soon also began to arise, such as a refusal (more by deflection than explicit) to discuss her false memories during the counseling process, and general inconsistencies regarding her reported psychological state. For example, she initially showed almost none of the textbook signs of discomfort with modern technology and culture, but soon after this was discussed, began to report said symptoms with regularity...








Forgive me, I am over-explaining the situation, and at this rate I fear I will need to send two letters! I will get to the point. While some limited progress was made, the first two years of treatment sadly ended in stagnation, and I pivoted my expectations towards partial assimilation, only for this, too, to result in failure. Though I have only ever presided over one such unfortunate case before, by this point I was well-anticipating it as the likely resolution, and had made my peace with it. As procedure dictates, I made arrangements to have the patient's counselor as well as an official from the Office be present for the next appointment, and notified them of my professional opinion and hope to discuss long-term palliative care, the alliance stipend, and so forth.








However, when she heard of this arrangement, she became extremely agitated and refused outright to come to the practice, only reconsidering when I agreed to abandon the aforementioned mentioned plans and meet her alone. When I did, she outright refused any suggestion about a discontinuation of treatment, insisting we persist for the coming year. When I retorted in explaining that there was no treatment plan present for a fourth year as there had never been a recorded case of even partial recovery following that landmark, she responded with an uncharacteristic hostility which can only be called manic, quoting statements I made during our first meeting and even making threats both legal and against my professional reputation.








Had it not been for her background, I likely would have firmly refused, but in the face of such a scandal (and the other stressors in my life I discussed earlier) I was cowed, and agreed against all professional sense to simply repeat the third year plan in the vague hope that a different result might emerge.








Yes, I know what you are thinking - 'how could I ever have associated with such a complete fool'? And yes, in retrospect, this is a choice I regret significantly, as for the past five months I have been facing no end of questions from my subordinates, while obviously no progress towards an actual resolution has been made. During this time, I have made repeated entreaties to the patient to consider accepting the situation with all manner of arguments: Attempting to assuage her apparent guilt by assuring her she is still a continuation of her original self while framing her current condition as a mere psychological blip that will pass with the coming of the decades, doing the exact opposite and telling her she is well within her moral rights to cut all ties and start a new life wholesale elsewhere, and even, in desperation, suggesting she could simply abandon any complex ambitions for the time being and live a comfortably placid life of relative isolation off the stipend! In all cases I am violently rebuffed. She is singularly obsessed with an impossible goal, and I do not know what is to be done.








If it went only this far, perhaps I would already have elected to take whatever consequences may come on the chin, and you would be spared this meandering rant. But unfortunately, what I have discussed thus far is not the primary reason I opted to write you this letter. You see, after her demand, the discrepancy in her behavior from that of typical type-III patients finally drove me to wonder if something had gone amiss with the Induction itself, which led me to try and track down whichever acolyte at my practice oversaw it.








But to my bemusement, the one listed in the official records (Jia Hua, if you remember her from your visit) professed not to have been present on that day at all, due to being preoccupied with another patient. Chasing it up with my secretary, she'd apparently been informed that the girl had filled in for another of my understudies due to his absence on account of a leg injury, but speaking to him, he insisted that referred to another instance later in the week. No matter who I spoke to, the story went in circles. And when I went to the pneumorium myself, their records for the patient's induction were starkly odd, detailing an initial response far too conventional for a type-III case, and listing the overseeing physician as an acolyte who left my practice to found his own seven years ago, on the other side of the Mimikos!








Of course, if this whole situation is the result in some kind of unusual mistake in the attunement process that is now being crudely covered up by either one of my subordinates or the pneumorium's workers, I shall be the one forced to fall on my sword if any fuss is made about the situation. An outcome which seems, unfortunately, increasingly likely.








So now you see the extent of my dilemma, Adul. I am caught between what is, despite the sorrowful character of the circumstance, clearly in the best interests of my patient, and the preservation of my career. Because her mental state appears to differ so profoundly from anything I have been taught to expect, I have no idea what outcome will come should I deliver some manner of ultimatum, but I anticipate it would not be a good one.








So, I appeal to your greater base of knowledge. Have you encountered or heard of any cases such as this, in your many more years of practice than I? I often feel that the nature of our work as something which must be obfuscated to the general public often leads to gulfs in the more anecdotal knowledge required for when conventional wisdom fails. If there is anything you can think of that I might say to soothe this girl or - gods - do to pass this mess on to some other party, then I would be profoundly grateful to hear of it.








And as much as the content of this letter might suggest otherwise, I'm also eager to hear of the more mundane on-goings of your life. Has anything been troubling you, as well? Do you have any plans for further endeavors of research, as we discussed back in January? For how long I've gone on here, I'd be more than happy to offer my assistance, however tedious you insist the work may be!








Let me know. And give my regards to your wife, as well as all our colleagues in the city. I am adamant I will make a visit next year, even if our new roof collapses on our heads and I am forced to retrain myself as a grocer.








Best regards as always,




Cheng Jia









𒊹









Abbey House | 2:05 PM | Second Day 








I should've thrown it out, really.








But I didn't.








I made it back to my chambers, feeling stupid for having bothered to bring all the stuff for my presentation the first time. But if I'd left whatever was in Zeno's box lying around in my bag all through the afternoon, it would have been way too much of a distraction. Better to get it out of the way so I could stay focused on the conclave and everything else.








...although, why was I even taking that jerk's advice? I should have just opened the stupid thing in the middle of the field when there was nobody around. Maybe waved it up at the tower too, just so they knew how seriously I was taking their over-the-top claims.








You're already here now. C'mon, just get on with it.








I dumped the bag on my bed and fished out the wooden box. Without ceremony, I popped it open.








I wasn't sure what exactly I expected. Maybe a small part of me had been hoping for some immediately impressive mystical object, that would banish my doubts and vindicate Zeno's warning completely. But it was just a complicated-looking key - one of those thicker ones with multiple heads and wards you sometimes saw used for banks. It wasn't even made of anything particularly fancy. Just bronze.








Seeing the thing, it wasn't hard to guess roughly what was going on, based on what I'd witnessed about how things worked here so far: There was probably some fancy vault in the sanctuary filled with all the order's most important secrets and revolutionary discoveries, that all the inner circle members needed to insert their keys in to access. They'd never filled my grandfather's position, and so this had never passed on. And now, I had this once-in-a-lifetime chance to bask in the fruits of their Great Work myself!








I was starting to understand why Neferuaten came across as so frustrated with it half the time. Increasingly, it felt like a cult that had forgotten to come up with a god.








I dumped it in the pocket of my robes anyway. I didn't doubt there really was some impressive new innovation the order had come up with that they were planning to unveil to the world in the near-future, something that perhaps explained some of the stranger parts of the sanctuary - Zeno seemed like the type to exaggerate, not outright lie. Maybe the Everblossom grew fruit that could make the years fall away from the body, like something out a fairy tale. Maybe this whole place was actually some secret bio-fortress, designed to be so insulated from pathogens that it could be used as a testbed for some entirely new form of life. Maybe the tower was a gigantic ray weapon.








The possibilities were endless, but it just wasn't something I could bring myself to care much about at this point. Still, there was no good reason to close off my options. My nature, after all, was still one of curiosity. Even under these circumstances.








I refilled my water from the sink, then headed back downstairs. My stomach grumbled as I passed the kitchen, but I vaguely recalled something about an 'outdoor' lunch that was supposed to be happening right before the event started, and so suppressed my urge to grab a snack. Everyone in the lounge seemed to have cleared out, including the golem, so I didn't linger. I headed to the front door--








"Hey, Su, hold on a sec!"








I turned in the direction of the voice, coming from my left. It was Seth, sprinting over to me with a more anxious expression than normal, but that he'd still managed to contort into a smile. An overly-stuffed shoulder bag was slung over his shoulder. His own presentation, most likely.








"Oh, hi," I said. "What's up?"








"You're headed over to the main building, right? For the conclave."








I nodded. "I'd assume that's what everyone's doing."








"Yeah," he said, and hesitated for just a moment before going on. "I'm going there too, but would you mind helping me out with something? Just a quick detour when we get there."








I furrowed my brow. "What sort of thing did you have in mind?"








"I'll explain on the way," he said, getting the door. "No pressure, though!"








"Sure," I said, stepping out.








We headed down the garden path, past the vibrant assembly of roses and lilies that surrounded the door and looped all the way around the entire building. By the time we were off the porch, he was already deep into an explanation.








That was probably Seth's best quality. He was very to-the-point, when there was actually something worth being to-the-point about. It was why he was a better leader than Kamrusepa, even though Kam was probably a little more cunning and quicker to give orders.








"Basically, I need somebody to come with me to the place where they handle security and stuff here who won't go blabbing about it to everybody. I need to do a luxury debt transfer, and the law in my city is that you need a witness present to do that over the logic sea."








There were a lot of questions that came to mind about this immediately. I started with the one that might lead to the least effort on my part. "Wouldn't you feel better asking Ptolema or Theo, for something like this?"








"Ema?" He laughed. "You gotta be kidding, she couldn't keep a secret if you sewed her mouth shut."








"That's harsh," I said.








"I mean, don't get me wrong, she's great!" He said, smiling widely. "But uh, not for something like this. And Theo-- Well, he's got some other stuff going on right now, so I don't wanna bother him."








Ah, so I was right, then, I thought.








"But you're honest and good at keeping secrets in the same way he is, Su, so you're a good stand in," he said cheerfully. "Well, that and you happened to be around at the right time after I left all my paperwork behind like a stupid asshole, heh."








"Aren't 'honest' and 'good at keeping secrets' oxymoronic traits?" I asked, as we begun to leave the garden behind.








"Y'know what I mean," he said. "You're not the type of person to screw other people over for kicks or because it might get you something, but you don't let stuff slip out when people pressure you or because you know what's best for everyone. Shit, I remember that time you caught me helping Theo cheat a bit after his cat died and he couldn't keep up with the coursework. Your face was like a block of lead every time the professor was in the room for a week."








I snorted. "Well, I was making a moral stand. In my opinion, people ought to be able to take a whole year off if they lose a cat." I turned away from him, facing the path ahead. "And I don't know about that. I've definitely screwed over at least one person pretty spectacularly."








"Heh, I bet when someone manages to make an enemy of you, the earth is salted by the time you're done with 'em, Su."








"That's one way to put it," I said, my eyes wandering up to the roof. "So if you're taking on someone's luxury debt, why are we going to the security center, exactly?"








"Saci's on shift there right now. Got an appointment to give her a bribe," he explained casually.








My eyes widened a bit, and I raised an eyebrow. "A bribe."








"Er, yeah," he said, letting out a couple laughs of embarrassment. "It's not as serious as it sounds. Had a bit of a situation earlier and, well, now she's taking me for a couple hundred." He folded his arms. "Can hardly blame her too much, honestly. If I had a job like this, with a bunch of spoiled rich kids making assess of themselves right in front of me, I'd wanna stake a claim or two. Can't imagine the order's paying her much."








"They're actually paying her nothing," I said, remembering Zeno's explanation. "It's sort of an internship thing."








"What?" He frowned. "That's fucked."








"You're taking being extorted very casually," I said flatly.








He shrugged. "The fact that I can afford to means I can't complain. Honestly, it's the least of the shit I have to worry about this weekend. At least once we're done here, I'll be able to forget about it."








"If I'm going to be a participant in all this, I'd kind of like to know what exactly is going on," I said, my face more curious than serious. "If you don't mind, I mean."








"You sure you wanna know?" he asked, brows raised. "By getting in on it, you're giving me permission to induct you into the special club where I bitch and moan about it constantly."








"Are there any club privileges?"








"Yeah," he said. "When everything blows up in my face, you get to laugh instead of feeling horrified pity." He glanced to me. "Also, if you play your cards right, I might buy you a cheap dinner on Monday night. Platonically, obviously. I'm not that much of a creep."








"Pretty enticing," I said, sardonic. "Tell me."








He sighed, making a humming noise to himself in a few thoughtful tones, and stretched his arms behind his back. "So, short version, me and Ezekiel got into a fight."








I frowned. The dirty clothes. "Like, physically?"








"Mostly just shouting, but some of that towards the end, too."








"When?" I asked. "...why?"








"Kinda throughout the whole trip here, but mostly at the end in the transposition chambers. You should have seen the lady they sent to escort us-- She looked about ready to break whatever taboo they have and follow us right in to make sure we didn't kill each other, or maybe drag us both by our ears back to the Aetherbridge." He chuckled, then sighed. "As for the second question... That's kinda complicated. You remember the presentations we did for the winter solstice conference, few months back?"








"Of course," I said. "That was when I showed the first version of the project I'm using for this one."








He grinned. "We're gonna see more pigeon zombies, huh?"








"Don't start that with me," I said, turning my nose up in faux-offfense. "I had enough of it from Ptolema and Kam yesterday. Get back to your story."








"Heh, right. So... Back then, I was actually kinda, dealing with some shit," he confessed. "My brother had got into a huge fight with my parents, to the point they were talking about basically kicking him out of the family, and I was stuck in the middle, with them all kind of blaming me for being a flake. Needless to say, the stress was really fucking with the whole smartest-students-in-the-world thing we're supposed to do here."








"Oh, I'm sorry," I said, with genuine sympathy. "That sounds awful."








"Yeah, well... What can you do, I guess." He shrugged. We were approaching the gateway to the next bioenclosure, now. "Anyway, I managed to keep my numbers up, but started to fall behind on supplemental crap. So my project for it was in a pretty sorry state. But, I didn't want to flunk down to the regular class, so I took a devil's bargain."








"You asked Ezekiel for help," I said.








"Yep," he said, with a nod. "Real stupid decision, huh? Of all the people."








I thought about this remark for a moment. "I mean... For all his faults, other than Fang, he's easily the fastest worker in the class. If anyone would be able to handle a double workload without too much trouble, it'd be him." I looked at him. "Why didn't you ask me, though? I'm not much worse, and, uh, probably a lot easier to work with. At the risk of being presumptuous."








"Heh, well," he rubbed the back of his head. "Like I always say, you're a really serious girl, Su. I would've felt kinda embarrassed asking someone like you to help me break the rules because I couldn't get my shit together."








"But you don't mind telling me now?"








"Well, I guess it all feels kinda redundant at this point." He shook his head. "Anyway, he was shitty about it, but agreed to do a pile of research and citations for me, in exchange for me helping out him in the same way when he called in the favor. I didn't have much choice, so I went with it. To his credit, it was actually super good work. Basically did the whole documentation part of the project for me, without making it easy to tell."








"Geez," I said. "I think I know where this is going. I'm guessing he called in the favor for this weekend, right?"








"Got it in one," he said. He stepped to the side and pulled the lever to the gateway, causing it to begin the slow process of opening. "Wanted me to help him with his own research so he could finish pursuing something on his own - some extra project to suck up to the old bastards here. Gave me a big list of stuff to do like three weeks ago. Shorter then what I asked for, but still... Pretty big list." He leaned against the side of the narrow tunnel while we waited. "Unfortunately, it turns out that if you're so neck-deep in personal bullshit that it's making it hard to work, said bullshit isn't generally in the habit of vanishing in a pink fart cloud in, like, 3 months."








"Mm, I'd imagine," I said, as the door finished sliding open. "Especially not to the point where you can take on a pile of extra work when you're already behind.








He nodded grimly as he stepped through the door. "I won't try to act like I'm the good guy, or even a victim here. I couldn't do the work, and I didn't do the smart thing and tell him that right away, since I figured he'd be a prick about it. So I worked on my own presentation and kept putting it off. And off, and off..."








I followed after him. "When did you tell him?"








"Yesterday morning, before the assembly." He groaned. "Stupid of me. He acted like it was no big deal at first, but as soon as it was just us and the other two, he started getting real passive aggressive, talking about how everything was ruined. Then getting more and more explicit, until Theo and Bard basically had a clear picture." His face grew more serious, his eyes looking tired. "Then, when we were alone in the transposition chamber... He used the Power to smash some of my luggage. My project."








I didn't say it, but I sympathized with Ezekiel more than I'd ever expected here. Petty as hell as the gesture sounded, Seth had probably sabotaged his own even more through his actions. Practical components could be fixed, or form the basis of a genuine excuse for a dysfunctional project if you passed it off as an accident. A lack of documentation... Not so much.








It was strange, in general, to hear about all this from him. I'd always thought of him as one of the most reliable people in the class - not fanatical about work, but steadfast and always level-headed, deep down. I guess it was another reminder that the 'geniuses' who surrounded me were still just ordinary people past the pretense, like I was.








"That sucks," I said, instead of all that.








"Yeah," he said. "So, I lost my temper. Punched him a couple times in the face. Then he elbowed me so hard it broke one of my ribs."








"Holy shit," I said, wide eyed.








"Yeah, no kidding. Made me thank the gods I'm a biomancer," he said, his tone weary. "Never would've expected a little guy like him to be so tough." He took a breath, then exhaled slow, before turning back to me with a renewed. "Anyway. Turned out Saci had started wondering what the hell was taking us so long, came down, heard and saw basically everything. Helped us clean up and agreed to keep it a secret, I offered to pay her off as a joke, she took it seriously and gave me a time. So there you go. Now you know."








"I guess I do," I said, and was silent for a moment, taking it all in. "Is that why you wanted to see Ezekiel yesterday? And why he hasn't been around much?"








"Uh-huh. I've been trying to speak to him to apologize... Maybe work something out... But he's been stuck up in his chambers since we got here. Probably cramming out as much research as he can." He sighed. "Right now, I guess we're at a standoff. We could both snitch on the other for cheating... And, uh, probably breaking the law in a bunch of ways, yesterday... But not without getting ourselves kicked out of the class, too. It's a screwed-up situation. And it's all my fault."








"I don't think it's your fault," I said almost instinctively, although, to be honest, it probably was his fault. "This whole class is screwed up at a foundational level, really. It's all just a publicity stunt. The kind of workload we get doesn't help any student."








"I appreciate you saying that, Su, really. But I knew what I signed up for. I'm prepared for the consequences, no matter what happens."








In that moment, I couldn't help but find his attitude kind of cool, even if he had made some bad decisions. Perhaps he did have an essential maturity that most of the class lacked. Just of a different nature then I'd assumed.








"What do you think you'll do?" I asked, as the eyesore of the main building once again loomed overhead.








"Not sure. But I guess I'll probably be seeing him for the first time since all that in a few minutes, so I hope I can come up with something fast." He smiled hopelessly. "Thanks for listening, either way."








"Honestly, I'm surprised you told me," I said, making an effort to smile back. "If it were me, I wouldn't want anyone else to know, just to minimize the risk. Even if I did think they were trustworthy."








"Hey, you asked. And you were right-- I'm getting you involved, so you're entitled to know. Besides," he said, yawning a bit as he emphasized the word. "Like I said, it's not a question of trust. I know you won't say anything, Su. You've got that power."








"Power?"








"To lock stuff down," he explained. "So it never shows on your outward self at all."








I thought about this for a moment, my eyes staring into the middle distance.








"Yeah," I said. "I guess I do."



            


038: Profane Ambition (𒐅)


                
Inner Sanctum Security Center | 2:15 PM | Second Day






"So where exactly is the security center supposed to be, anyway?" I asked, as Seth opened the door to the main building opposite the greenhouse. "It's come up a bunch, but it wasn't part of the tour I went on with the grandmaster."








He shrugged. "Saci said it's supposed to be right in the middle of the building. I think she said something about going through the main hall... But I've not been in here yet, so I don't actually know where that is." He grinned mischievously. "But hey, I've got you here as a guide, right?"








"I guess so," I said, stepping through.








I took Seth back into the central hall-slash-library-slash-orrery that Neferuaten had shown us the previous evening, and after bumbling around trying doors like idiots for a few minutes - it turned out there was another entrance to the second floor proper among the upper level of bookshelves, which I'd somehow missed completely during both excursions and the obvious fact it made sense for one to be there - we managed to find our way to an unfamiliar hall, which terminated at a heavily reinforced door, flanked by two 'windows' that let you see out into another part of the building, just past the bizarre metal staircase we'd ascended up the first time.





The door looked like it could take a lot of punishment. While the inter-bioenclosure seals were meant to keep out the elements, this was clearly intended to keep out other people. A helpful sign informed me that use of the Power was blocked via enchantment in this area, and about a meter away from the entryway, the floor gave way to metal grating which I was fairly confident would open up into some kind of death pit, or possibly vent out poisonous gas.








There was a heavy knocker on the frame itself that, when Seth partook of it while I was still looking around, was so loud that it almost triggered my fight-or-flight instincts and made me dive back for the entrance. Fortunately, he didn't notice.








A few moments later, the door swung open, and I was greeted by possibly the most oppressive looking chamber I'd seen thus far. There were no windows, and both the circular walling and the floors were raw reinforced bronze, without so much as a carpet to soften things up. There were no decorations, and the edges of the room were dominated by large lockers and filing cabinets, all of which looked to be sealed tight.








Other than a square hatch in the middle of the floor that presumably led to the sublevel - well, let's say it did lead to the sublevel and not be wishy-washy, since I'm pretty sure there's no such thing as decorative entrance tunnels - the only thing in the room that caught the eye was the desk at the rear, next to the logic bridge. It had only a few basic amenities. A box full of papyrus-wrapped candy. A few bottles of water, some empty. A ridiculously out-of-place looking red rug, fluffy and cheap-looking.








Sacnicte was seated there, lazily filling out some sheets of parchment. She'd taken off her shoes, and was resting her legs in front of her as she worked, crossed over one another. They were long and skinny, with a hint of muscle... And even in the drab atmosphere of the room, her face looked--








No. Nevermind. We're not doing this.








"Yo," she said, holding up a hand in greeting. "Kinda wasn't expecting you to show up."








"What," Seth said, with relaxed amusement. "Figured I'd go ahead and flush this whole Biomancer thing down the toilet? Maybe try and kickstart my modelling career?"








"You?" She looked amused, raising an eyebrow. "Nah, I thought you'd just figure I wouldn't have the balls to say anything."








"My lady," he said, his tone shifting to a faux-genteel one as he twirled a hand in the air and transitioned into an impromptu bow, "I'll have you know that I'm a gentleman, one who prides himself on the integrity of his word. I would never make a promise to a lady such as yourself in idleness."








"Even when that promise is to pay her off so she won't blab about you smacking your friend in the face, huh?"








The act slipped, and he deflated a bit, with a tired chuckle. "Man, you're not the type to let someone off easy, huh."








"Oh yeah. I'm as ruthless as they come," she said. She reached over to the back of the desk and withdrew a cigarette from an open box, then fumbled around with a box of matches.Her gaze flicked over in my direction. "So you're the one he roped into this, huh? I would've figured it'd be that other kid. Ptolema."








"I said the same thing," I said.








"Ema's stressed out enough with this presentation stuff as is," Seth said smoothly. "I didn't wanna give her any more trouble. Besides, I wanted somebody with fortitude in case you asked me for more then we agreed." He smirked.








That's a completely different reason than the one he gave me, I noted. I guess because she doesn't know either of us as well?








"Don't worry. I'm not the type to push my luck," she said. She lit the cigarette, then sat up. "Well, go ahead and tune yourselves in. I'm only supposed to be in here for a half hour or so to make written copies of all the day's data, so it's probably better not to screw around."








"Gotcha," Seth said, stepping forward. "Don't worry. Everything goes smoothly, and we'll be in and out in five."








"I'm not sure I understand why you wanted to do this here," I said, as I followed. "Isn't doing it in a place specifically for security going to make it easier for people to find out about? I've got to imagine the records on the logic engine here get checked more than, say, the one over in the guesthouse."








As I was saying this, my eyes wandered around the walls behind the desk, and I noticed the room had a pretty sophisticated-looking mundane clock nailed to the wall, with number plates instead of the face you'd normally expect. It looked like it tracked down to the 100th of a second, the least of the figures flicking by at an almost unreadable pace. It went in the opposite direction, too, tracking the weeks, months, even years.








...in fact, on closer inspection, it actually counted the year twice. The first read '1409 COVENANT' and the second '10573 FLOOD'








The latter reckoning was the one used by human civilization prior to the collapse of the old world, which supposedly dated from the great flood which had devastated the earliest farms and settlements at the end of the glacial period - though scholars had long ago thrown the accuracy of the number itself into disrepute. When mankind re-awakened in the Remaining World, there was controversy about resuming use of the calendar. After all, the Mimikos was technically divorced from the preceding reality in terms of space-time, and the Ironworkers had labored for untold ages in isolation, the nature of their existence making numbering the years redundant. Furthermore, the movements of the Great Lamp had none of the inelegance that had prompted some of the more specific dating traditions, such as leap years, creating inconsistency.








An absolute consensus was never established, but when the Rhunbardic Empire acquired its short-lived hegemony over the continent, it imposed its own calendar, dating from the crowning of their first king. By the time that fell apart, it had already become the standard in Viraak, most of Sao, and half of Ysara. For the next couple of centuries, there was epochal anarchy as cultural nationalists clashed with pragmatists, but when the Grand Alliance was founded, they took the kingdom's system, stuck an extra 10 years on it as a conciliatory measure, and reframed it as the date of the First Convention, when the Covenant was originally signed.








...Even though that was completely ahistorical at a conceptual level. The First Convention had gone on for years. And the different Parties hadn't even signed the Covenant at the same time.








But it was roughly correct, and probably one of those cases where the story mattered more than the truth. The bigger picture a perspective you took on politics, the more it seemed like 90% ego-soothing.








Anyway, as a result, you barely saw the year dated from the flood outside of the Uana's citadels and a couple of very traditional nations on the Mimikos, like Asharom. So it was strange it would be included somewhere like this.








"Nah, you've got it backwards," Sacnicte told me, bringing my train of thought back down to earth. "This place is like the eye of the storm. Every other logic engine in the whole sanctuary reports back whatever they're doing to this room, but the one here goes straight out to the rest of the world. It's to make sure no one could sabotage a call for help, if shit went really sour."








"Damn," Seth said. "Doesn't sound like the order's much for privacy. They record everything?"








"Well, not everything everything. But a lot." She gestured lazily to her left, at the logic bridge. "Just touch the thing, see for yourselves."








He shrugged, and pressed his hand against the false iron. I leaned over and did the same.








At this point, two things happened concurrently, the first of which is easy to explain, and the second less so. Let's start with the easy one.








Suddenly a second set of images and sounds overlaid itself upon the dreary room in my senses - ones I could recognize intuitively as less real, but nevertheless were extremely vivid. They depicted Old Yru, looking considerably sunnier than it had the previous afternoon. We seemed to be positioned on one of the high streets on the ascent to the boulevard, overlooking one of the great bridges that linked the hills and mountains in the city center.








Passing along the bridge was the bicentennial parade. I'd been a cynic about it with Ran the previous day, but I had to confess it was all a pretty impressive sight. There must have been hundreds of floats and multiple tens of thousands of people and horses marching, all flying garish colors. There were military formations, elaborate displays of giant, vividly-colored sculptures, dancers, even several huge novelty golems doing everything from acting out simple scenes, to spouting flames in the air, to simply waving to and reacting at the crowd. And emanating from it all was the music of hundreds of bands, the sound blending into an indistinct cacophony which Sacnicte had mercifully almost muted.








The audience, of course, was obscene in size, perched in stalls all up and down the entire route, and in a massive cluster at the boulevard further ahead. I couldn't even begin to count how many people there must've been, though I wouldn't have been surprised if it was as high as half a million, or even greater still. After all, it was an important event, as the countless banners bearing the number '200' pointed out.








Leading the parade and most visible from our current position was an absolutely colossal, multi-layered float that practically had an entire building on it, and was being literally floated through the air using the Power. At its most prominent position was a huge stone archway and pedestal, an elaborate display of criss-crossing waterworks orchestrated by Thalasomancers, and several unveiled military and political VIPs, including Zah-Eil of Bhuruza, a hyper-controversial figure who had been one of the primary leaders of the revolution, but had gone on to broker the Summer Compromise and since cozied up to the Administrators, despite it doing a terrible job fulfilling the promises in said agreement. The Humanist bloc loved him, but a lot of people my age saw him as a traitor who the provisional government probably should have drowned in the Mnemonic Sea while they had the chance.








Having him up there was a hell of a political statement by the Administrators. Well, so much as 'absolutely nothing will ever change, now stop complaining' can be considered a statement.








"Heh, kinda surprised you'd be watching this, Saci," Seth said. "I didn't think people from the Duumvirate gave a shit about our weird political theater."








She shrugged. "Spectacle is spectacle. It's not like the bosses let us have echo games or recordings in here." She placed the lit cigarette in her mouth, inhaling deeply. "'sides, you can't do this kinda thing in the Empyrean-- Not enough open space. So seeing it all play out is kind of a novelty."








"Huh. Guess I hadn't thought about it that way." He peered down at the bridge as if to get a better look, despite that actually being impossible, since the logic engine bypassed the eyes completely. "What do you think, Su? Enough to get your patriotic juices flowing?"








"The waterworks are kind of making me want to go to the toilet, if that's what you mean," I said, my tone deadpan.








He chuckled to himself. "Y'know, honestly, I'd probably be somewhere down there myself if it weren't for this whole thing. I'm a sucker for big crowds. Always have been, ever since I was a kid. The chance to let loose and know it'll vanish in the noise, the sense of being part of something big..."








"Yeah, you seem like the outgoing type," Sacnicte said, yawning. "Personally, I'd be shitting myself in fear of a contact paradox. You downlanders are out of your minds."








"Can't live life without taking a few risks," Seth said, smiling to himself. "At least most people seem to be wearing gloves this time around."








As for the second thing which happened, it was difficult to explain for much the same reason as anything complicated to do with a logic bridge was. Most human languages are only really suited to describing things in terms of the five senses, and beyond that, all you can do is say you felt something, which becomes less and less useful the more complicated a feeling you're discussing.








Nevertheless. Though it was a subtler feeling than the overt simulacrum of the parade vista, I felt myself surrounded by... Well, let's call them 'doorways', behind each of which was a huge amount of information, mostly about the sanctuary and what was taking place within it. I was being blocked off from seeing it, but I was aware of its presence.








Once we stopped gawking at the scene before us, I felt Sacnicte exert her will, and one of those doorways 'opened'. Looking into it, I could suddenly see a record of every time a logic engine had been accessed within the sanctuary during our stay, who had activated it, and if they'd established a connection to anywhere in the outside world - and if so, to approximately where.








"So," Sacnicte digressed, "as you can tell, we can't see much other than the context. There aren't any logs of what actually happens when someone attunes to the logic sea. It's supposed to be enough to spot potential traitors and people trying to do espionage... Though, I guess the whole thing feels kinda redundant these days."








I nodded absently. "The 'whodunnit' and the 'howdunnit', but not the 'whydunnit.'"








She scoffed, but didn't look like she actually understood what I'd said. "If you say so. ...'course, if you're talking about privacy shit, it's not like it ends there. There's direct surveillance, too."








Right, I thought. Neferuaten mentioned that.








Temporarily phasing away from the existing image, Sacnicte showed us the perspective she had on the abbey house, presumably because it was cleared out, and anywhere else might have infringed on someone's privacy. As the grandmaster had told us during the morning, there was an arcane lens in both the main halls of both floors of the building, and a bird's eye view of the entire area outside, including the gardens and the forested area to the side and rear. Mehit and Lilith seemed to having some kind of conversation in the former, but the perspective was far too distant to make out their mannerisms, let alone try to lip read anything.








"Sheesh," Seth said, whistling. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised, but this is pretty extensive."








"An enchantment also renews the Anomaly-Diving Arcana every fifteen or so minutes, then reports the result," she explained, taking another drag from the cigarette. "The system also keeps track of who is in what bioenclosure, along with a bunch of other stuff, like if there's any structural damage and whenever somebody gets transpositioned in."








My eyes lit up for a moment. This could be a good back-up for trying to force a meeting with Samium if Neferuaten reaching out to him didn't go well. "Can you show us that, too? Who is where."








"Sorry," she said, shaking her head. "Think I could get into some trouble for that one."








Shoot. Well, I suppose that would have made things too easy.








"But anyway," she went on, "all that's just the 'watching people' part. You'd be surprised how much is left from when this place basically doubled-up as a fortress."








Not as surprised as you might think, I thought, picturing the pile of rifles. "Can you control parts of the sanctuary remotely, here?" I asked, curious. It was probably pushing the range of acceptable curiosity a bit, but I'd been dragged here to help with something dubious, so it was probably okay. "You know-- Open or close the seals, control the golems, turn off the life support for one of the bioenclosures if there are intruders." Seth looked a little horrified at my imagination at the latter suggestion.








"Pfft, that's a pretty fun idea. If I could, I think I'd be tempted to waste everyone while they're sleeping and run off with the valuables." I was pretty sure this was a joke, despite her constant aloof tone. Mostly sure. "Nah, all I could really do here like that is initiate a lockdown, and right now I wouldn't even be able to do that much, since you need a special key that only the bosses have when this place is actually in use. To do anything complicated with the whole sanctuary, you need to go down to the administrative core, near the arcane logic engine that runs everything." She pointed at the hatch.








I nodded. "So what did you mean, when you said we'd be surprised?"








"Well, this room in particular is a whole other story from the rest," she said. "Really, 'safehouse' would probably be a better term for it than 'security center'. It has its own supply of air, tons of food downstairs, an eris pool, and some spare scepters stashed in those lockers." She pointed. "Not to mention the traps you might've noticed coming in, and even a couple combat golems. It's built to survive a siege for as long as possible, while still being able to contact the outside the world."








"Huh. That why you've got all these cabinets around?" Seth asked, glancing around the room. "Like, hard copies of important stuff, in case the rest of the sanctuary gets overrun?"








She shrugged. "Beats the fuck out of me. They don't even give me the keys for that stuff." She leaned back in her chair. "Anyway, this is fun, but I'm not here to give you guys a whole tour. I'm already taking a risk doing this at all."








I scratched the side of my head. "I don't want to sabotage anything... But if you don't mind me saying so, I'm still kind of surprised the two of you are going through with something like this," I said. "It seems more like something that people do in novels than reality. You could get into a lot of trouble."








"H-Hey, don't look at me," Seth said, a little nervously. "I'm only here because I'm in a lot of trouble already."








Sacnicte took another drag, this time drawing the moment out longer, her eyes turning towards the ceiling. "It is kinda stupid of me, yeah. But I'm in kind of a desperate position right now, so when this kid planted the idea in my head--" She gestured towards Seth, "--well, I couldn't exactly let it go. I don't feel great about robbing a student, and it might bite me in the ass later, but... Well, nothing for it."








I furrowed my brow. "You're having financial trouble?"








She shook her head. "'Trouble' makes it sound too domestic. Temporary. It's more like I've got financial herpes."








Graphic. "But you're from the Duumvirate," I said, confused. "You don't even use the luxury debt system."








"I don't really want to get into it," she said, sounding a combination of tired and bored. "Can we get on with this?"








"Oh, sure," I said. "Sorry. Go ahead."








She nodded, then looked to Seth. "I've given you access. Can you make a link to the nexus in your city?"








"Sure thing," he said. I might've annoyed him a bit with my excessive questioning, since he seemed a bit more tense, although he wasn't the type to make something like that overt. "Might take a while, though. The infrastructure in Sut-Heka is infamously old. Got anything else I could sit on?"








"The floor," she said, seeming amused by the question. "Or you could try and tip over one of the cabinets. That could raise an alarm, though."








"Aheh, I'll stick with standing," he said, leaning against the wall.








I saw him focus, and the room fell silent for a few moments. With an absence of anything else to do, my gaze turned back in the direction of the parade, which was now beginning to cross the bridge and advance towards the boulevard, making its way past the hanging gardens and the most successful businesses in the city. The crowds there were even larger, to the point that they almost blurred with the marchers.








Actually, it's probably worth taking a step back and explain some of this to you. I've discussed how logic engines work already, but not really gone into the means by which people interface with them. Well, you might've been able to piece some of it together from my offhand comments, but it would be better to just get it all on the table.








As I explained earlier, in order to survive as lifeforms dependent upon iron, all human beings have a connection to the Tower of Asphodel, one which is only severed in the event of a contact paradox. This temporarily transforms all false iron into true iron so long as it is within the body, substituted by temporal clones of the substance as it exists with the individual's seed. Because of this, when humans touch false iron, they act as a conduit between the physical world and the Tower of Asphodel as this process begins to take place.








But within the Tower, everything is connected - mushed together into one singularity of recorded matter. So during the First Resurrection, it was discovered that it was possible to use this as a vector of communication. With training, individuals could channel their neural impulses through the Tower, which could then be delivered to someone else, so long as they were assisted by a device to make them coherent: A logic bridge.








And assuming there was someone present to act as the conduit, information could also be sent through false iron by inanimate objects, too. Put all this together, and you had a replacement for the now-impossible light-based communication of the old world.








...of course, there were two implicit disadvantages. The first was that a human who touched false iron couldn't move far from it - specifically, about 5 meters - without breaking the connection. So logic engines had no means to communicate with one another without human aid unless they used the Power, which also needed to be renewed by manual intervention. It was one of the foremost obstacles in modern engineering.








The second was a self-imposed restriction from the Covenant. The smaller types of logic bridges and engines, the ones everyone carried around, were only capable of transmitting lesser amounts of data - still respectable, but nothing compared to what we were seeing in front of us. And one of the factors blamed for the social breakdown of the old world had been a failure of interpersonal connection. Iron had enabled people to communicate in radically unconventional ways, which was perceived to have furthered dehumanization and diminished common empathy. As a result, the law was that remote communication was only permitted if it sensually emulated reality, like what was happening in front of us.








What that amounted to was a functional ban on portable communications, at least until some massive hurdles were overcome. It was another part of that old document that I could only perceive as a hysterical overreaction to the original problem.








But anyway. As you can tell, this technology still eventually grew to the point where it could do a lot. Pretty much all media outside of novels and plays was experienced through logic bridges in the modern era, along with many more mundane functions. People often called it the second pillar upon which the Remaining World was built - along with, of course, the Power. Especially since the mind was its one blind spot.








"Alright," Seth said. "I've made a link. I'll pull you two in."








"Sounds good to me," Sacnicte said. I nodded.








Understand that you are being requested to act as a third-party witness for a personal transfer of luxury debt, I felt communicated. Understand that you must accept or deny this request.








I accept, I replied.








The details of the transaction became visible to me. It wasn't very complex - Seth of Ikkuret will take on 200 of Sac'Nicte'Ic'Nal's luxury debt.








"Look good to you, Saci?" Seth said, a little fatigued.








"Yeah," she said, yawning. "No problems."








He nodded.








Utsushikome of Fusai, understand that you are acting as the third-party witness for this personal transfer of luxury debt, from Sac'Nicte'Ic'Nal to Seth of Ikkuret. Understand that, according to Sut-Hekan law, all personal transactions must be overseen by an individual unrelated to and not benefiting from the transaction as a guard against fraud. Understand that, while you are not ultimately liable for the transaction itself in either nature or intent, you may face prosecution should you be acting on false terms and stand to profit, or else be found to have conspired with one of other two parties to engage in criminal activity. Do you understand this information and accept your role?








"Does this count as criminal activity...?" I asked, genuinely unsure.








"I think it's only against the law if it's something to do with business. Or if you're covering up a crime."








"This is covering up a crime, though," I pointed out. "Assault. And probably unreasonable self-defense."








"Oh, yeah. No kidding." He laughed nervously. "Well, guess it's only illegal if anybody finds out!"








"Anybody other than the six people who already know, you mean," Sacnicte said casually, twirling the cigarette around in her fingers.








"Aheheh, yeah," Seth said, rubbing his neck.








I was starting to feel like I should've been getting a bribe for this too, but it would probably have been too awkward to start voicing second thoughts at this point. So instead I thought: I accept it.








Understand that you must make an assessment of both parties to determine if they appear of sound mind, with a full understanding of the action they are about to undertake. Do you believe this to be the case?








Yes, I thought.








Seth and Sacnicte did their part, too, and the transaction moved on to the next stage.








Understand that you must wait for this transaction to be approved. Understand that this will take an estimated 4 minutes, 9 seconds.








"Wow, you weren't kidding about this infrastructure being shitty," Sacnicte said.








"Sure wasn't," Seth said, before letting out a sigh and turning in my direction with a smile. "Thanks for helping out, Su. Even if it's not much of a risk in the whole scheme of things, I really appreciate you going along with my bullshit like this."








"Well, you did kinda put me on the spot," I said, returning the expression. "It's no trouble, though."








"I owe you a favor, okay?" he said, his tone sincere. "Seriously. Anyway, you've done your part, so you can get out of here, if you want. The others are probably having lunch out in the garden by now."








I shook my head. "No, I'll stay. You'd just have to fetch me again if something went wrong and you needed to start over."








"Thanks, Su," he said, with a measure of embarrassment.








While we waited, we turned back to watch the parade. Without physically being there, it wasn't actually very compelling after the moment of initial awe had passed. Sacnicte shifted our point of view a few times so we could see some of the more interesting floats - a mobile stage performance complete with with a small orchestra, a giant walking golem that seemed to somehow be made mostly out of ice, an assembly of several absolutely nightmarish-looking artificed animals, like an elephant with eight legs - but the vast majority of it was just overpainted wooden displays with popular slogans from different groups; typical parade stuff.








It wasn't a surprise. For something this mainstream, controversial imagery would be nipped in the bud by whatever poor bureaucrats the city council had sentenced to organize it. But it meant that, past the scale, nothing was particularly surprising.








After a minute or two of us idly commenting, Sacnicte flipped the perspective away from the parade proper, and to the grand stage in front of the assembly hall of the Old Yru Convention, a massive dome of glass and dark stone which stood at a cliff overlooking the sea. The parade wouldn't make it here for hours, but the square already had a crowd of thousands of people. Later, the First Administrator was due to show himself and rattle off what would undoubtedly be a sequence of overwritten platitudes - probably involving saying the word 'unity' so many times that it lost all meaning - but for now, lesser members of the government were giving their speeches. Musnati of Xattusa, a bald man with a hard jaw and the current Overseer of Education, was presently attempting to hold their attention.








He wasn't wearing a veil either - technically, most people didn't need to. Prosognostic events were caused by seeing a face you associated with yourself on someone with an overlapping seed, so if you'd had a good enough distinction treatment that you didn't resemble it at all, then you were basically no threat to anyone else... And if you had it natally or when you were so young you wouldn't remember your old face, they wouldn't be to you, either.








Of course, that wouldn't save you from a contact paradox if you actually touched - in that sense, it was treating the symptom. But still, the main reason it was the law for people in that position to hide their appearance was nothing more than fairness; not everyone got, or could afford, decent distinction treatment. Depending on where they lived, that could be a question of luxury debt or social status, but it held true nevertheless.








"...and we, of course, must remember our obligation to our children. Not just in building them a stable and bright future, but instilling in them values which will properly guide them to live lives of diligence and moral integrity. In this, the two-hundredth year of our alliance, we must realize that we can no longer take for granted the lessons imparted to us in the dark years of the Interluminary Strife and through the Tricenturial War. We need to be willing to reach out to the young and show them our institutions work ourselves, re-centering the importance of the family and of local communities, to make the next century one of camaraderie and social renewal..."








"Dying Gods," Seth said, shaking his head in bemusement. "They gave this guy the education billing? He sounds half way to being a fucking Iconist."








"Well, Sophia of Naavos had that whole scandal where she was selling alliance certifications to a bunch of shady universities," I said. "I guess they felt pressured to put in a traditionalist after that."








"Heh, like they needed an excuse." He grimaced as the speech continued along the same lines. "Like-- Do you think they actually believe this shit? That if we grow enough 'moral integrity', the old bastards will hand over a bunch of their land?"








"I'm not sure they've thought that far ahead," I said. "It's probably just political signalling to the kind of people who they think'll re-elect them. That they mean they want us to live with our parents forever."








He snorted. "Guess that's the endgame for places like this, huh?"








"What do you mean?" I asked, puzzled.








"Y'know-- The order, the sanctuary. If you think about a society where everybody lives forever, that's basically bound to become a pyramid scheme, isn't it? Every generation spending their whole lives squatting in the shadow of the previous, living off whatever they feel like giving away."








"Could very well be, yeah," I said, and then decided to play devil's advocate. "It's not written in stone, though. People were talking about the same problems before the alliance was founded, but population control helped a lot."








Under the Grand Alliance law, it was actually quite difficult to have children. You needed to be at least a century old - considered the age of full emotional and mental maturity, though legal independence came at only 25 - and pass a series of tests proving you could care for them to a reasonable standard. Even then, you were only allowed to have a handful every hundred years.








Of course, there was nothing stopping people from ignoring the rules and just going for it, but without a seed implanted via the Power shortly after conception, the pregnancy would fail within a few weeks. And nowadays, it was hard to find an arcanist who'd go over the authorities heads and risk the wroth of the Censors.








"I dunno," Seth said, his expression skeptical. "You can only stretch that kind of thing so far, and it's already falling into shit. Even in Mekhi, which everyone in the east seems to think has a handle on it." He let out a grim chuckle. "At the end of the day, the truth is that nobody's ever gonna want to hand out half their power and wealth to a bunch of people they think of as kids. Might not be any solution at all."








"I mean, historically speaking, generational problems have a way of working themselves out eventually," I said. In the background, Sacnicte switched the display back to the parade, presumably getting sick of our soapboxing. "It's just often a Titanomachy kind of working themselves out."








He looked at me, raising an eyebrow. "Titano-what?"








"Oh, sorry," I said. "Old world mythology. Still in my mind from talking to Zeno."








"How'd that end up coming up?"








"It didn't. They were just pretentious enough to bring it up out of nowhere," I said flatly.








"Heh, guess I'll see for myself, soon," turning back. "How do they deal with this kind of shit in the Duumvirate, Saci?"








"When there's too many young people, they just leave and go build a new arcology," she explained casually. She'd picked up a magazine from somewhere, and was now reading it instead of watching the broadcast. "Hard to fight over land and power when there basically isn't any."








"Sounds like paradise," Seth said, with a smirk.








Sacnicte offered no response, her face concealed behind the paper.








Understand that your transaction has now been completed. Understand that 200 luxury debt has been transferred fromSac'Nicte'Ic'Nal to Seth of Ikkuret.








"Phew!" Seth said, streching his arms. "Glad to have got that out of the way. Anything else you need, Saci?"








"Another 30,000 and maybe 10-- No, 15 bags of opium poppies," she joked (at least, I'm pretty sure it was a joke), extinguishing the cigarette against the side of the metal desk. "But not from you. You're heading straight out to the back, right?"








"Yeah," he said.








"Yantho should be out there handling the food," she said, as she slowly started to get her things together. I guess her business was already done. "If it's not too much trouble, tell him that I'll need my shift here covered tonight. I've got some shit I need to take care of after everything with the conclave wraps up."








"I thought you said you only had to come in here once a day?" I pointed out.








"No, I said that I only come in once a day to copy all the data," she said. If she was annoyed by my picking at her, it didn't show. "But there's other stuff we have to do too. Like I said, they're paranoid as all hell here."








"I don't mind letting the guy know," Seth said. "What if he says no, though?"








"He won't," she said. "But try not to make me sound like too much of a total bitch. He's got enough reason to dislike me already without thinking I'm gonna start pawning all my work off on him."








"Uh. Sacnicte," I said, hesitant. "I was meaning to ask... Is Yantho your brother?"








She stopped what she was doing, looking up at me in surprised confusion. "What?"








"I'm, uh, not quite familiar with how Lluateci gender their names, but yours are really similar. Sac'Nicte'Ic'Nal and Yantho'Ic'Tal. And when we were talking this morning, you were acting like the two of you were pretty close." I scratched the side of my head. "I'm just curious, so you don't have to answer."








"You shouldn't ask people personal questions at their workplace," she said, her tone suddenly quite cold. "It's not appropriate."








If you say it like that, I thought, it makes it pretty obvious the two of you have some kind of relationship, though.








"I-I'm sorry," I said, suddenly regretting bringing it up in spite of this deduction. "You've been pretty casual so far, and... Well, the situation right now is already pretty abnormal, so I thought you wouldn't mind."








"Well, I mind," she said, her eyes narrowed.








"Hey, c'mon, Saci. Give her a break," Seth said, holding out a hand soothingly. "It wouldn't be crazy for two siblings to be working together like this for one reason or another, right? If you're both apprenticed in the same place, or something. It's natural to wonder about something like that."








She was silent for a moment, looking tense. Then, slowly, she relaxed. "...yeah. I guess it's fine." She made a dismissive gesture. "I'm not gonna answer, though. It's none of your business."








"That's okay," I said, meek. It didn't take much to make me feel socially threatened.








"Don't ask Yantho this, either. Or, hell-- Don't bring up any of the shit I told you this morning. I don't want to stress him out."








Stress him out how...?








"Hey, no problem," Seth said, still trying to calm the atmosphere. "It's none of our business, y'know?"








"That's right." She paused for a moment. "...and try and check if he looks like shit. If he does, maybe tell him to go lie down and get something to eat, and that you can serve your own lunch. He's been too worked up since what happened yesterday."








"You got it," he said.








I nodded too. Despite her refusing to be explicit, she was making the situation obvious enough that there wasn't really much need to comment on it. "To be honest, if I'd been knocked unconscious without knowing what happened, I probably would've gone straight home," I said. "He must have a lot of fortitude."








"Yeah, he's tougher than he--"








Suddenly, Sacnicte was cut off by a booming 'sound' coming from the logic bridge display, loud enough that it was still noisy even through the muted sound. We jerked our heads towards it, and before I even fully processed what I was seeing, I felt the terrible sense of unease that comes from realizing you're seeing the world change before your eyes.








It all happened in seconds. From what I could see, a bomb, or else some other kind of explosive incantation, had detonated under the leading float, shattering the left half into pieces and covering the rest in flames. Before anyone could react, the incantation keeping it aloft failed, and it veered hard to the right, crashing into one of the old defensive towers that ran around the center of the city along with the gardens. It wasn't very big - not compared to the massive skyscrapers that were built nowadays - but it was enough to half-crush what was left of the float, shattering its hull and scattering debris all over the road.








There was a wave of screams as the crowd surrounding it manically dispersed and the march behind it came to a sudden halt. I couldn't see exactly what had happened to who, but there were bodies plainly lying in the street which I'd seen topple down either in the collision or the initial explosion. Arcanists soared through the air towards the site of the incident, there was more urgent shouting nearby, and...








The image cut off abruptly.








Understand that this link has been severed by the source. Understand that no explanation has been provided.








In silence, the three of us simply gawked. The gears of the logic engine slowly quieted as it ran out of tasks to do.








"Wow," Sacnicte eventually said. "So much for your country, I guess."
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"It's revolting. Just absolute barbarity."








"We heard you the first two times, Kam," Seth said flatly.








Blop, blop. Gods, that sound was getting annoying.








We were out in the garden now; the ten of us, plus Mehit, between the overhung area with the statue of Phui and the large pond behind the building, underneath one of the only trees in the bioenclosure. What had been meant to be a quick outdoor lunch before being ushered into the conference hall had instead become a more protracted period of sitting around as the event had been pushed back yet again as a result of what had just happened. As I understood it, the current target was 3:15, but even that seemed tenuous to me.








A wooden table had been set up with a variety of easy-to-eat foodstuffs for self serving - sandwiches, leaf rolls, fruit salad, some grilled meat. I'd piled some of the more indulgent items on my plate and spiced it heavily. (I would like to say this was because I needed the stress relief, but in truth I just had a really terrible diet.) There were chairs, but not enough, so some of the class was sitting on the steps leading into the patio. Well, except for Ptolema, who was perched on the grass. Apparently she didn't care if it messed up her clothes.








Yantho was here, too, though he wasn't really doing much. It had turned out that Sacnicte's request had been sort of redundant. The inner circle didn't seem to have given him any instructions beyond placing the food, so now he was just sitting around with the rest of us, waiting for news to come.








"I'm just astounded at the sheer degree of audacious disregard for human life," she went on, gesturing a fork in air as she spoke. "Just open psychopathy. It's on an entirely different level than any of their past stunts. It's a miracle that only 23 people died."








"Well... They did rather have a lot of arcanists present..." Theodoros commented, in between bites of his sandwich.








"It's lucky that it hit one of the old towers," I chimed in. "It looked much worse when we saw it happen. If it had been a modern building with actual people in, hundreds could've been crushed."








Blop, blop.








"I just can't conceive of what they could possibly hope to accomplish," Kam continued. "Do they think an act of mass murder at the forefront of the greatest celebration of peace in the world will sway anyone to their side, inspire any response from the average person but disgust?"








"I doubt their intent was to sway the average person," Bardiya said from his spot by the steps, his gaze leveled at the horizon. "The Greyflags realize they won't ever appeal to moderates, or even to most sympathetic to the revolutionary cause. Rather, they want to inspire the grassroots of their organization and potentially recruit more like-minded people."








"Do we know it was them?" Seth asked, from his spot next to Theo.








Kamrusepa snorted. "Who else could it have possibly been? None of the other leftover groups are this violent. Even the Oathbreakers have the basic human decency to not go after civilian targets."








"Partially civilian, in this case," Bardiya commented. "I would imagine their primarily targets were the military officials-- The Tartan overseeing Asharom and Felazzar was on that float. Zah-Eil as a secondary goal, most likely."








"You, uh, said he was hospitalized, right?" Ptolema asked Seth.








"Yep," he said. "That's what the transmissions they were sending out when the link came back said. Whole torso was crushed, and pretty badly burned, too. Not clear if he'll make it."








"Geez," she said. "Never thought I'd feel sorry for the guy."








"It's all so awful..." Ophelia said, looking dejected. "I hope no one we knew was hurt..."








"I mean, it's not very likely," I said. "Old Yru has a metropolitan population of nearly thirty million. Even if we're just talking about the inner city, where it's more like eight, that's still only a chance of about one in three hundred and forty-seven thousand--"








"I'm not sure that's really what she's looking for right now, Su," Seth said, gently but firmly.








"Oh," I said. "Uh, sorry."








"It's a disgrace that the censors weren't able to prevent the attack, in my opinion," Mehit said, from the table where she was sitting with her daughter. (Said daughter was, as usual, staring at her logic engine without any interest in the conversation surrounding her.) Her tone was a little awkward and rigid - a consequence of participating in a conversation with much younger people, most likely - but she hadn't been able to avoid being pulled in. "I'd been planning for Lili and I to go myself if it hadn't been for all this. To think that we could have been the ones crushed under that thing is horrifying. If they couldn't be completely confident in securing the parade route, they ought to have never held it to begin with."








"I heard some stuff about the whole organizational process being kinda troubled," Seth said. He reached to his side for his moment, taking a drink of water. "Actually, wasn't it you who told me that, Theo?"








"Uh? Oh, er, yes," the shorter boy affirmed, nodding. "There was some talk about it in the newsheets a few weeks ago. Apparently setting up the much longer route for this year cost most then the city council had ever anticipated, so they had to keep going back to the Administrators to ask for more resources. Lots of roads not fit for purpose, prefectural legislature that had to be worked around..."








"What a fucking mess," Seth said, shaking his head. He hesitated, looking to Mehit as he realized he'd cursed. "Uh, sorry, ma'am."








"It's quite alright," she said stiffly. "It's all very stressful to think about, to be certain."








Blop, blop, it continued. My eyes kept wandering back over to the pond.








"Frankly, as much as I'm horrified about the people who died," Kam cut in again, "I almost feel worse for the untold thousands of individuals all across the Mimikos - and here in the Atelikos and the Diakos, even - who will have all their hard work go to waste, now that this has ruined the celebration. Not to even speak of the millions of people who were looking forward to it, who might've had their business connected to the event, who could have been hoping to use the event to propose--"








"Seriously, Kam, we do get it," Seth said. "No one's happy about it or defending the bombers, okay? You can get out of your soapbox tone."








"Soapbox tone--" She cut off her own raised voice abruptly, closing her eyes and shaking her head sharply. "I'm not in a 'soapbox tone', Seth. It's a genuine outrage. I am outraged."








"Right," he said, tiredly. "Sorry."








"I wonder of the long-term consequences of this," Bardiya said, his tone grave. "No doubt it will embolden the extreme arm of the revolutionaries to a degree they have not been in years, especially if no clear culprit is apprehended quickly. As much as it is, as Kamrusepa pointed out, harmful to the cause in some respects, there is great power in showing that no circumstance is completely safe, and there are yet those who answer grand displays of whitewashing from the Administrators with force."








Kamrusepa glared. "You almost sound sympathetic, Bardiya."








"Not in the least," he said sadly. "In fact, I largely agree with you. The event is a tragic way for tensions to have boiled back to the surface, with several utterly undeserving victims. What makes it worse is that it could have easily been avoided with better management of the situation by political actors."








She scoffed. "Of course, you would find a way to blame even this on the government, instead of the literal murderers who just did it."








Oh, gods, I thought, my guts recoiling. Please don't happen again. I don't have the stamina.








"You misunderstand me," Bardiya said, shaking his head. "I mean better management on all sides. And I do not mean to suggest that the perpetrators do not bear the brunt of moral responsibility, or to downplay their agency in committing this act." He looked downwards. "But no man is an island, and all political action - even violent action - is inseparable from the choices which preceded it, choices made by those with power. To not discuss the wider social forces at work at a time like this and instead fixate upon the direct culprits is to risk learning nothing."








Blop, blop.








It didn't look like Kamrusepa had expected Bardiya to concede as much as he had, because she seemed a little thrown off, taking a second to process the argument instead of having a snappy comeback. "Be that as it may," she eventually said. "It's quick a tactless way to redirect the topic when the bodies are still warm, if I may be quite frank."








Argumentum ad personam, I thought, but didn't say anything.








Bardiya shrugged. "My intent is not to disrespect the dead, and I do hope the culprits receive justice. Indeed, I confess to being quite angry with them myself, as I anticipate there are many reactionary forces in our society that will see this as an opportunity to be seized."








"God, you're right," Seth said. "I wouldn't be surprised if we end up half way to martial law after something like this."








"I would expect any changes to be subtler than that," Bardiya said grimly. "Many are eager to crush what small gains were made during the Summer Compromise, no doubt. And the more the concept of the revolution is poisoned in the public consciousness, the easier that will be to accomplish." He sighed. "But as Kamrusepa said, perhaps such speculation is inappropriate so soon after the fact."








"Well, it's not as if I want a bunch of Iconists to get in power and piss in the well," Kam said, frowning. "That's why I hope it's all dealt with swiftly. Make an example of them."








Bardiya moved his head in a subtle way that made it hard to tell if he was nodding or shaking it, saying nothing.








"Uh, Bard," Ptolema said, twisting her lip into an awkward expression. "This is probably a dumb question, but... You like, uh... You still have some friends in some of the leftover groups, right? That you keep in contact with?"








"None of the violent ones, if that's what you mean to suggest," he said. "But yes, I keep my ear to the ground."








"Did'ya hear anything about this? Uh, not directly, I mean," she said, holding up a hand as she quickly corrected herself. "But like... Y'know, the mood of people, or the parade..."








He was silent for a moment, thoughtful. "There was definitely a negative sentiment towards the entire enterprise from the beginning. A great deal of frustration in regard to the growing hypocrisy of the Old Yru Convention, and their increasing attempts to shift the broader rhetoric away from any of the issues that instigated the crisis at Ikkaryon," he explained. "But if you're asking if there were any suggestions of potential terrorism, than no. There has been talk of a coordinated disruption to the parade in multiple cities, but nothing like this."








"Huh," she said. "Well, I guess that doesn't really mean anything..."








"What are you trying to get at, Ptolema?" I asked, furrowing my brow.








Blop, blop.








She rubbed the side of her neck, looking embarrassed. "Well, it'll make me sound kinda stupid, but, y'know... Whenever something like this happens, people always say stuff like, 'well, what if it was faked by the government!' And Bard said that thing about how a bunch of people in the Grand Alliance would really want an excuse to bring back Meritism everywhere again - my dad talks about that all the time, too - so... I dunno..."








"C'mon, Ema," Seth said crossing his arms and giving a flat smile. "Don't turn into some kinda conspiracy theorist."








"I'm not being a conspiracy theorist! Geez." She huffed, taking a bite out of a piece of bread. "It just seems-- Well, it seems weird that they'd be able to do something like that, right at the front of the parade, with arcanists all over the place."








"I'm sure there's a million things we don't know about the nuances of the situation that made it possible, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said, her tone somewhat condescending.








"I guess," she replied, frowning.








"It... Makes me feel tense... Being cut off from civilization at a time like this," Ophelia said, seeming to have finished the salad she'd been eating. "I can't help but feel a little hopeless."








"Well, there probably isn't anything we could do to help if we were there," Theodoros said. "There are lots of better healers in the city."








She shook her head softly. "It's not that. It's more the sense of... Knowing that so much is probably happening, that everyone is probably so upset... And not being able to talk to them, to try to make things a little better. And to make sense of it alongside them." She frowned. "I'm sorry, I'm not putting this into words very well."








"You're fucking right you're not," came a brusque voice from the edge of the steps. "It's bad enough having to listen to the rest of you spout off your navel-gazing for half an hour. I might start smashing my head into this wall if I have to listen to it in your broken Ysaran too."








The source of this comment was Ezekiel, who, as it turned out, really was in the sanctuary as Seth had described. He was short for a man - about my height - but not unhandsome, with a square face and fairly balanced, almost forgettable features, save for his thick eyebrows and slightly too-wide mouth. He was Ysaran, with an ashy-tan complexion and straight black hair cut to only a few inches in length, and was currently dressed in an expensive looking black dress robe with a white sash.








He looked bored, and annoyed to boot, staring imperiously towards the pond instead of the rest of the group, his skinny legs bent up as he leaned against the dark stone of the order's headquarters.








Blop, blop.








He was holding his scepter - angular, wrought of gold and obsidian, with a traditional angular head adorned with cut diamonds - up in front of him, and was idly raising a rock out of the pond repeatedly, floating it around in the air a little, and then dropping it back down. He had been doing this since he arrived, which was now coming up on 30 minutes straight.








We all knew better than to ask him to stop. It wouldn't lead anywhere productive.








"Well, if you're not enjoying our conversation," Kamrusepa said coldly, "there is absolutely nothing preventing you from waiting for the conclave to start someplace else."








Her face added, 'for example, several feet underwater over there'. Ezekiel was maybe the only person in the class for whom her ambient attitude and patience levels were wholly deserved.








"Yes there is," he said, flicking his gaze in her direction. "If I go too far away from the rest of you - and these doors - they won't know where to find me. I'll make a bad impression."








"Oh, you don't need to worry about that too much, I should think," she said sharply.








For much the same reason, no one bothered to confront him about his remark to Ophelia, because this exact scenario had played out multiple times over the past two years already. Someone would point out that he's a native speaker and ask if he knew any Saoic/Mekhian/Rhunbardic/etc, he'd respond that learning 'mud languages' was beneath him. Someone would tell him to go easy on her because she was from the Lower Planes, he'd reply that she shouldn't be at the school to begin with.








Ezekiel, if you hadn't picked up on this a while ago from the context clues, was an aggressively unpleasant person. At best aloof and asocial, and at worst (which was often) outright hostile to any attempt to interact with him.








He was also the second highest performing academically in the class, surpassing even myself and Kam... Which, alongside the fact that he at least had the self-awareness to tone it down in front of authority figures, was what kept him from being kicked out. There'd certainly been enough complaints.








At this point, our mentality towards him had become more akin to managing a natural hazard than anything else. Ignore when possible, don't engage in any depth, and whenever he says ridiculously awful things, just try to tune it out. It was the most that could be done.








"I'd just like to be able to hear my own thoughts while we wait for them to let us in. Need to think..." Ezekiel grumbled, his eyes wandering to the ground. "Though they sure are taking their time. If they're going to cancel it after all, then they should get on with it."








"Y'know," Ptolema mused, "I never thought about it before, but it is kinda weird they were holding this thing on the day of the anniversary to begin with. A lot of people probably would've had to miss it, even before all this happened."








"There are only so many days in the year, Ptolena," Kamrusepa said in a dismissive tone, after swallowing a mouthful of food. She's gone back to eating, now that the conversation seemed to have died down.








"Well, yeah, I guess..." she said, not sounding convinced. "I feel like there'd have to be something better than this, though. It's almost like they wanted it not to work out."








That's a surprisingly good point, I thought to myself.





But then, judging by everything I'd heard about the internal politics of the organization, it was hardly an unbelievable notion. It wouldn't surprise me if Neferuaten had insisted on the date in an attempt to kill off the entire idea, only for the headmaster to happily agree anyway. Shameless prick.








Ezekiel's interjection had successfully killed all momentum in the conversation, so after that, it died off for a little, or at least diminished to smaller-scale exchanges between individuals. Ran, who was sitting with me and had been keeping quiet so far - as usual - finished eating the sandwich and couple rolls she gathered up, she took out the book she'd started earlier.








Fatigue was starting to catch up with me again, so I stared into space for a while, idly picking off the last flecks of flesh from a grilled lamb chop I'd been eating and licking them off my fork. My eyes kept wandering back over to the stupid rock, dipping in and out of the water. One of the disadvantages of being good at picking up on small details was that it was really easy for me to get preoccupied or distracted by things. I couldn't keep clocks by the side of my bed because the ticking would keep me awake.








Despite the simplicity of what he was doing, it was actually something most arcanists would struggle to pull off. Well, not struggle to pull off at first-- Again, telekinesis was probably the easiest thing to use the Power for besides creating heat. But keeping it going for such a long time would normally sap the eris in a scepter dry.








Ezekiel, though, had a special gift for it.








Though it was referred to as a single event, the process of Induction actually had two distinct components. The first, which you've probably started to piece together by now, was something which people didn't really talk about. I'll... Save that part for later, when it's more appropriate.








The second part of the process, what laymen normally thought of as the whole thing, was anchoring what was referred to as an 'index' to the subject's pneumaic nexus-- Oh, I probably ought to explain that.








In the Imperial Era, it had been discovered that human consciousness had an extra-planar element - not quite anything grandiose as a soul (though some people were eager to spin it that way), but something outside of the confines of classical physics. To simplify it, the brain 'grew' a small component of itself on a higher plane, taking advantage of the altered state of reality to assist with the most complicated aspects of cognition. When the world was destroyed and mankind's relationship with other planes altered, the Ironworkers created a new organ to assist with the process, which sat at the base of the cerebrum.








That was the pneumaic nexus. I'd seen them in autopsies; they looked like small, flat chunks of soft crystal. In many senses, they'd become the most important part of the brain. Destruction or maldevelopment meant certain death.








Anyway. If that element could be thought of as an arm which reached into the Higher Planes, then the index was a key to unlock their deeper reaches-- To the great extra-dimensional edifices and machines crafted by the ancients, and appropriated by the Ironworkers to permit commanding the Power. A tiny slice of divinity cut from the fingers of the gods. (Or God, if you were an Atenist or Principist.)








To make sure that those commands never became confused, each key was unique - a combination of one of four aspects (Separating, Convening, In Paroxsym, or Still) for each of the ten dimensions of reality, with each part element also possessing either a temporal or atemporal nature. This meant that there were technically a finite number of indexes, though said number happened to be 1,073,741,824. So functionally, it wasn't going to happen.








Still, certain indexes were better than others, and they marginally affected ones ability to control the Power in various subtle ways. In Ezekiel's case, it afforded him a superior natural skill at drawing eris back to his scepter after using it, a technique that was normally extremely difficult. It helped less for more complicated or demanding incantations, but for stuff like this? Well, he could keep it up forever.








But for most people, myself included, they did nothing, or things so subtle you could barely even notice. Sometimes they even made things worse; Kamrusepa's index meant any Divination incantation she used was infected with a small amount of junk data, which she complained about whenever she lagged behind the class in the field. So far, scholars had only a rough idea of how to predict what they would do beforehand, enough to avoid the overtly bad ones. Supposedly there was a breakthrough expected to happen in the near future, but it was too late to help me, so I found it hard to care about it.








After some amount of time had passed sitting and staring aimlessly, my mind started wandering to bad places. So I decided to force my attention away and make an attempt at a conversation with Ran.








"So..." I said.








"So," she replied, not looking up from her book.








"Feels like it's been a week since we were worrying about if the food here would be any good back in the cafe, yesterday," I said idly.








"You're being overdramatic," she said. "It's not been that bad."








I snorted. "You're only saying that because you missed what happened with Ophelia. That nearly killed me."








"I heard you handled it pretty well," she said, in what was, by her standards, an affirmative tone. "Though, I guess you're right. I'll still be glad when we get back."








"Well, I might not be going back, depending on how things go with Samium," I said, with a sad smile. "I mean, in a manner of speaking...."








She glanced at me, giving an uneasy, wary look. "Don't be weird, Su. Even if everything-- Even if it goes the way you're hoping, it's not like he's going to just wave his scepter and do it on the spot." She turned back. "You'll have some time. We will."








"You think so...?" I scratched my head, looking at my lap. "I honestly have no idea what'll happen. I haven't even been able to picture it... How any of it'll happen."








She sighed softly, but didn't say anything further. A moment or two passed, the only sound in the bioenclosure the chatter of the others.








"So," I said for a second time. "What's this new one about, then?"








"It's a pretty standard fantasy fare," she said, not requiring clarification. "It's a setting where the two races are humans and dragons. In the background, the dragons hunted the humans and everything was textbook, but eventually the humans discovered that if they cut out dragon organs and implant them in themselves, they can gain some of their powers and magic. This then becomes the basis for their whole society, and it causes a cultural and technological revolution which completely reverses the dynamic."








I blinked. "That doesn't sound standard. It sounds pretty esoteric."








Ran shrugged. "When you read enough of this shit, all the gimmicks are basically just window dressing. What's important is imagery. Plate armor, big old-fashioned Rhunbardic castles, swords, fantasy creatures... That's what makes something typical." She yawned. "But anyway, in the actual plot, dragons have almost been hunted to extinction, which is causing a crisis since human civilization uses them for everything. They decide to start farming them instead, but the dragons always tear themselves apart rather than letting themselves be captured, and if they just steal the eggs, they die before hatching without their mother."








"So what happens?" I asked, trying to look invested.








"Well, the politicians in charge of the dominant country - who are kinda the villains of the story, I guess - decide that instead of that, they gonna try putting so many dragon parts in a person that they're basically a true hybrid, then just have them give birth to and take care of the eggs themselves. The actual title is 'Wrymmother', in reference to this concept."








"This sounds some someone's fetish," I said skeptically.








She snorted. "If I started disqualifying genre fiction on those kinda suspicions, I'd have to throw out nine of every ten books," she said, flipping the page over. "But yeah, the narrative is about the first lady they experiment on in this way - who's a convicted thief, born into a horribly poor background, yada yada - running away, and then bouncing between a bunch of the factions in the setting with different agendas while trying to figure how to unfuck the situation, and create an outcome where neither dragon nor human civilization has to be destroyed, but where they also don't create a new slave class of incubator-people raising sentient beings as livestock."








"Huhh," I said, and thought for a moment. "So, like, what does the main character look like? Has she got a tail, and a creepy long lizard mouth, or..." I made a conal motion with my hands in front of my face to illustrate the second half of the question.








"Why do you ask?" she asked, frowning.








"I dunno," I said. "I mean, it's a weird concept, isn't it? I don't know what to visualize."








She stared at me for a moment, then let out a small sigh. "She just has wings and lizard feet and claws and some scales on her lower body."








"Oh," I said, disappointed. "That's boring."








"I guess they wanted to be safe and make her someone the reader wouldn't have trouble identifying with," she said.








"I mean," I muttered, "It's probably that they wanted her to still be hot, I'd think."








She narrowed her eyes. "You're really hung up on this point, Su."








"Sorry," I said, scratching the back of my head. "So, is it any good?"








She shrugged. "It's average. As far as I can tell, it's going for a bunch of high-minded themes about transhumanism, the cycle of hatred and violence, and society exploiting the bodies of women... But the actual delivery is pretty muddled, and falls apart amidst a bunch of stuff the author obviously only stuck in because they pressed some personal button. Also, there's a romance plot at the center of the narrative that's really pissing me off."








"I thought you liked romance?"








"I do," she said. "In romance novels."








Just then, someone cleared their throat to the right of us, drawing our attention.








It was, somewhat to my surprise, Yantho. He was smiling, an expression I hadn't seem on him before, in a manner that was also different to how I would have anticipated - almost immature, anxious and eager at the same time. When he noticed he had our attention, words quickly appeared on his tablet.








I hope you don't mind me intruding, but I overheard some of your conversation, it said. You're talking about Wrymmother, right?








"Yeah," Ran said, with a nod. "That's right."








"Uh, she is, at least," I said. "I haven't read it, so I was mostly just listening."








He nodded a few times. I just read it recently, myself. If it's alright for me to ask, are you a fan of Rashida of Anappur's work in general?








"Well, I wouldn't really call myself a fan," Ran said, and subtly shifted into the slightly more intense tone she had whenever talking to someone who actually shared her hobby. "I've been reading her stuff ever since I got recommended Glens of the Wraithmist, but I've only got really into a few of her books other than that one."








Which ones? And then, after a short pause: Sorry, I probably shouldn't be talking with guests like this. I've just never met anyone else who's read the series before, so it kind of took me aback.








"It's fine," Ran said, actually setting the book down and looking up at him. "Let's see... Well, my favorite in terms of technical skill is probably The Blighted Stars, just because it sticks to its tone and theme really well, and a mix of fantasy and horror is hard to pull off to begin with, since the lack of realism makes it really hard to capture the visceral aspect properly. But my favorite in terms of how much I actually enjoyed it was Twystwitch, even though it was kind of pulpy garbage. The main character's situation just really resonated with me in a way I didn't expect."








His eyes lit up. Oh, I'm a big fan of Twistwytch, too! I know what you mean. I don't really get into villain protagonists most of the time, but the way she became almost dehumanized by the other characters because they didn't feel comfortable dealing with what had happened to her really made me empathize a lot with her perspective.








"Yeah-- Exactly," she said with a nod, but then hesitated. "Uh, don't say too much, though. I've been trying to get her to read it for years, so I don't want to spoil the plot." She pointed a finger towards me.








"Wait, read what, sorry?" I asked, a little overwhelmed.








"Twistwytch. We were just discussing it."








"Oh... Right," I said, and nodded despite not actually remembering very well.








Truth be told, Ran had recommended me so many novels over the years that I couldn't even keep track at this point. Since I'd been accepted into the House of Resurrection, I felt like I had less and less time and patience for proper books, and usually only played echo games or sometimes read mystery stuff, but I didn't have the heart to start shooting her down. "Well, I could step away, if you want to talk about it properly..."








Yantho shook his head quickly. No, no. I'm sorry, I don't want to cause any fuss. He turned back to Ran. And Blighted Stars is good, but I think my favorite is probably Siege of the Shattered Pass. I read that when I was still in school, and it had a really big impact on me because it was the first ever fantasy book I read that actually seemed emotionally sincere in terms of the characters inner lives. It felt like the first time I'd really been spoken to on my own terms by an author. It's probably make me too sentimental about the series, too be honest. He smiled meekly.








"Well, I can't relate to that one specifically, but I definitely get where you're coming from," Ran said. "Not to say it's bad, or anything-- I enjoyed it. And the deaths at the end did get me."








Right! I've never seen someone balance telling a story about a hopeless situation with a fundamental message so full of hope.








"it was maybe a bit too sappy for my tastes," Ran said. "Still, I really liked some of the character arcs. Iryanka's whole storyline was..."








Slowly, I started to lose the grip on the conversation, my gaze wandering from the two of them.








It wasn't like I felt alienated or unwelcome - it was cute to suddenly see this side of Yantho, and it helped me understand the protective attitude that Sacnicte seemed to have a little better, since it was clearer now that he was pretty young. And I was always happy whenever Ran clicked with someone like this, since she was usually so reserved when it came to strangers. But it would've felt stupid to chime in with questions or goofy comments in the same way as when it was just the two of us.








And I couldn't help but feel a little lonely, all of a sudden.








When you got right down to it, Ran and I didn't have that much in common. Not really. We chatted about them, but books and plays never clicked for us in the same way. We had no real shared hobbies other than things everyone liked to do. If it hadn't been for what'd happened, we would never have been friends.








In fact, I didn't even know if it was right to think of the relationship we did have as friendship. Maybe it would be better to say we had an 'alliance'. A bond forged through strife.








Hobbies aside, I didn't know if I was really capable of having true friends, in the state I existed in. People are like jigsaw pieces. Most of the time, even if you put them alongside one another, they won't connect. Their colors might match and they even look pretty if they're pushed up against each other, but with nothing to hold them together, they'll drift apart sooner or later.


But every so often, a tiny miracle takes place, and two which fit find each other. Contextualize each other in a way they never could on their own. Becoming... Just more, in every way. More beautiful. More meaningful.








...but, if you take a piece - or maybe two - and twist the little notches of the mesh, bend them or force them to connect in a way they're not intended to, like a child who doesn't understand the rules of the game... Then they'll lose that capability forever. They'll become an orphan of the puzzle, with no place for themselves. Unable to experience that miracle for the remainder of their existence. Unable to know what image they were meant to be a part of.








Many things about the human experience which are, in truth, immeasurably complicated processes, are taken for granted because nature has conspired to make them seem easier than they are. As a healer, that's something you learn quickly. Most women can take their ability to bear children as a given when planning their lives, but the actual process of creating a hospitable environment for a child to develop to term within a human body is shockingly complicated-- And for the minority for whom things aren't so simple, who have to bend the world to do something that others get for nothing, that truth becomes starkly clear.








I'd come to understand that love, both platonic and romantic, is similar. Being able to show yourself. To care about things, and share those passions with others in a coherent and natural way. To understand others, and see yourself in them. To feel happy building a life by their side.








All of them were links in a complex chain which could easily shatter. Even what I had with Neferuaten hadn't really felt like love. It was something born of its absence. The flowers that grew on the stump.








I smiled weakly, looking down at my palms. You have no one to blame but yourself.








"...it's not really an interesting story, or anything," Ran was saying casually, when I started to pay attention again. "I was just a bored and miserable kid looking for easy escapism. Probably the same as most people."








For me, I could never fit in with the culture in our arcology, Yantho replied. I suppose you could say that it's too energetic. Everyone is either doing some kind of sport, or at least has some faster-paced type of hobby, like music or something to with technology. Sorry, "faster paced" doesn't feel like quite the right way to put that. My Ysaran can still be a little patchy.








"I got what you mean," Ran said, in an easygoing tone. "I guess it was more a luxury debt issue for us. We couldn't get a logic engine, or at least not one that could do anything exciting, and lived too far away from any of the theaters. Well, I wasn't exactly athletic either." She snorted. "How come you didn't read stuff in Lluatetci?"








Oh, they're talking about how they got started reading novels.








Well, I did when I was very young, but the literary scene in the Duumvirate isn't very rich when it comes to more niche works. And I've always been good at using a logic engine, and in that context, it's honestly easier to get stuff from the Mimikos.








A strange bitterness started to well up in me at being left out, even though that was a ridiculous feeling to be having. I suddenly felt the need to speak up and say something, anything, to just be a part of the moment. But I felt paralyzed. My whole body stiffened, as if bound by coils of rope.








Ugh. Why was my personality like this?








I was starting to entertain thoughts of going to take a walk to clear my head when, suddenly, Seth spoke up, addressing the group at large again. Ran and Yantho broke off their exchange, turning to face him too.








"Hey," he said. "Since we've been out here for so long, anyone up to spar a little bit? I could use a warm-up for all the incanting I'm going to be doing when this gets going."








There were a few moments of silence as this idea was processed.








"Er, don't we need to conserve our eris for our presentations?" Theo asked, hesitant.








"Nah, they have a pool in the conference room," Seth said dismissively. "I saw it earlier."








"I rather think it would be insensible to get our outfits dirty," Kamrusepa stated.








"We'll do it without any physical attacks, first to resistance break," he said, smiling. "'course, I'm not gonna force anybody."








As part of the standard introductory courses on using the Power, all acolytes learned the basics of arcane combat, even if they planned on a career that was the complete opposite. It was an artifact from the Tricenturial War era that was now too ingrained into the system to get rid of. For the majority of non-military arcanists, this faded from educational and professional culture quickly a few years down the line, but because of the paradoxical but inherent link between counteracting violence and, well, doing violence, and the fact that there was a lot of crossover in the skill sets, a culture of occasional dueling remained among healers.








This is why Neferuaten had challenged me earlier. After all, you weren't just testing someones ability to fight in a duel. You were also testing how good they were at thinking on their feet, how quick they were with the beguilements...








"I suppose it could provide some entertainment for the others, at least," Bardiya said, rising to his feet.








Seth smirked. "Heh, I knew you'd be game for it, Bard."








Kamrusepa frowned, but not deeply. She didn't seem too bothered by this. "Just try not to leave any marks on the area," she said. "I don't want to give an explanation."








They headed over to the area under the tree, and my eyes followed.
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"Six paces?" Bardiya asked.








"Hmmm, I usually like more range," Seth said, thoughtful. "But I guess it doesn't really matter, if we're just screwing around."








They took their positions - about eight or nine meters apart, when all was said and done - with Seth closer to the pond and Bardiya near the tree, and drew their scepters. Seth's was gilded palladium crowned with a sun, one of the traditional Mekhian symbols of healing, while Bardiya's was old-looking uniform bronze crowned with a hook, a design associated more with the revolution rather than any discipline or region. Before the rioters at Ikkaryon overran the headquarters of the local military, the city council had ordered all of their scepters destroyed... But they'd left a warehouse full of decommissioned ones intact - ones manufactured during the city's own rebellion against Rhunbard hundreds of years earlier. Appreciating the irony, the revolutionary army had appropriated them for their own arcanists.








However, it'd never really made sense to me why Bardiya would have one. After all, as he'd explained during dinner, he hadn't been an arcanist during the rebellion itself. I'd never asked, though, presuming the answer would be something depressing: 'I took it from a dead friend' seemed the most probable candidate.








Kamrusepa sighed, rising to her feet. "Well, if you're going to insist on this peculiar notion, I suppose I ought to referee for you. I can't have you two going too far and cracking each other's heads open right before we're supposed to introduce ourselves to the academic community."








"Thanks, Kam," Seth said dryly.








"You're quite welcome," she said, ignoring the sarcasm with a sly, cheerful look. "Perhaps I could even go up against the winner myself? Give you a little more of an incentive to do your level best!"


Seth let out a sardonic 'heh' and gave her a flat look. It was a given that none of us could probably go up against Kam in a duel. Chronomancy was infamous for having almost no counter when it came to one-on-one fights - if someone knew the Time-Stopping Arcana (which did not actually stop time, despite the name, but did speed the caster up enough that the distinction wasn't particularly important) then your goose was pretty much cooked. Forget the beguilements, if you didn't have a barrier up, they could just walk over and smack your scepter out of your hand.


"Now, what rules, specifically, are you going with?" She went on. "Do keep in mind our circumstances."








"I was thinking first to loss of resistances or disarmament," Seth replied, after thinking for a moment. "Submission or disabling might make us take it a bit too far. What do you think, Bard?"








"It's not unreasonable," Bardiya replied, looking over his shoulders at the tree. "What about the combat arena?"








"Let's say no further than the far end of the pond," Seth offered. "Or to that graveyard, over on the other side. Uh, with the building and the walls of this whole place being the borders for the other two directions, obviously."








"That suffices," Bardiya said, with a nod. "As a cautionary measure, I would also suggest we erect barriers before we begin, if we're attempting to avoid impacts to our appearance. That might allow us to be a little bolder in our tactics."








"Good point. This kinda thing has a way of going off the rails," Seth said. "We oughta use the same incantation, though, so that it's fair. How about the Matter-Repulsing Arcana?"








Bardiya looked subtly displeased by the choice, but didn't voice that opinion. "As you wish."








The Matter-Repulsing Arcana was an inefficient and largely ineffective incantation that created a bubble of telekinetic force around the target, repulsing anything that got close. It was popular mostly because it was just about simple enough to be memorized and used without needing part of it engraved, which made it popular for mock engagements or low-stakes duels like this.








In a real fight, the casting time alone would make it borderline useless. Compared to it, my makeshift Entropy-Denying shield was practically grandmaster-level.








Nevertheless, they both spoke the words, and a shimmering transparent aura appeared around them in a rough orb.








"All good?" Seth asked, stretching his arms up and around his shoulders.








"Yes," Bardiya said.








"No seriously damaging the environment, either!" Kamrusepa spoke up, in a chiding tone. "We're guests here. Even if there's hardly a garden out here, I can't have you draining the pond or scattering soil all over the shop, got it?"








"Yes, Kam," Seth said, his tone flatter still.








Didn't seem to bother Neferuaten much yesterday, I thought. I wonder who'd had to clean up that mess? Unless that was automated, too.








"Very well," she said, putting her hands on her hips. "With that said, shall I begin the count?"








The two men nodded.








She cleared her throat. "Raise your scepters! In the name of the Dying Gods and in accordance with the traditions passed down to us by the magi of old, I hereby declare--"








"They're not having a wedding, you pretentious bitch," Ezekiel said, watching the events play out from his corner. "Get on with it."








Kam grimaced at him through clenched teeth, but nevertheless moved on, exhaling sharply. "Five! Four! Three! Two! One--"








And they were off. Seth tried to rush a quick beguilement right out of the gate, only for Bardiya to quickly throw out a faster telekinetic incantation and drive straight up into and around the tree, blocking his line of sight. This single moment essentially summed up both of their styles of combat, except that Bardiya probably would have blasted some dirt right through the flimsy barrier into his face if they hadn't been trying to keep their clothes clean.








It was a tough duel to call. On paper, Seth had a clear advantage - he possessed 3 uncompromised resistances, and his training as a Biomancer meant that his scepter had several incantations engraved which were actually pretty useful for combat. He could heal wounds or fortify his own constitution faster than anyone, and as the fight went on, change the environment to become increasingly hostile through the plant life, if he was willing to take the risk of pissing off the order. Meanwhile, Bardiya was an Anima Scribe, which meant that his engraved incantations would be useless unless he was hoping to incapacitate Seth over the course of a 6 month long illness.








But Bardiya had combat experience. Not just from duels, but actual battles on the revolutionary frontline. This gave him an intuitive edge that Seth, who when you got past his height was about as nerdy as they came, lacked.








Seth hesitated for a moment, then cast the Form-Levitating Arcana and went into the air after him, attempting to maneuver around the tree to achieve a better angle. Bardiya, however, simply circled around the trunk in tandem, making it impossible for him to get a clear look.








"O-hoh, that's a cheap tactic, but effective," Kamrusepa said, now standing close to where the three of us were sitting. "He's having to move less while airborne, so he's forcing Seth to drain eris until he figures out a better approach."








"Well, if it hadn't been for your rule, he probably would have cut through the branches already," I pointed out.








"Ah, but Su!" Kamrusepa said, holding up a finger. "Being able to quickly adapt to and take advantage of the constraints in a given situation, both direct and social, is the essence of talent!"








"I'll take your word for it, I think," I said, reaching over to take a drink of water.








"Are the conclave members going to pissed about this, do you think?" Ran asked Yantho casually, as she also watched it play out.








He considered it for a moment. As long as there isn't any serious damage, then I don't think so. When your visit was explained to us, it was mentioned to expect some amount of rambunctious behavior.








"Because of our age, you mean?" I asked.








He nodded. I think that was the implication, yes.








I frowned to myself. I wasn't sure what was more irritating: The fact that they'd assumed that a group of some of the quantifiably most responsible, diligent students in the entire world couldn't be trusted not to start fights at random, or the fact they'd apparently been correct.


Not that they had the moral high ground on the subject, given how Neferuaten had greeted me already.








Seth went along with this for a few more moments, diving at hard angles around the tree to try and catch Bardiya off guard, before trying a new tactic. He followed Bardiya in a clean loop close to the tree a few times, then suddenly jerked in the opposite direction, shouting out a basic discharge incantation.








I've mentioned before that, should an incantation be spoken improperly, it can result in a backlash in the form of a sharp discharge of uncontrollable energy. However, this can also be done deliberately as a basic offensive attack, so long as a few words are spoken to roughly define the eris output and the nature of the discharge. It wasn't exactly graceful, and depended a lot on on the caster's ability to conceptualize their target, but in a pinch? It got the job done.








Seth shot a blast of lightning at Bardiya as he into view, producing a loud snapping sound almost like a traditional gunshot. The shield stopped any direct damage, but the kinetic force nevertheless propelled Bardiya backwards towards the ground. As this happened, Seth went straight into another incantation.








A n o m a l y - D e n y i n g








The Anomaly-Denying Arcana, one of Seth's engraved repertoire, was used for dispelling incantations. Apparently he'd picked it up during his time at one of Mekhi's military academies, before he transitioned to civilian training. Though Chronomancy was more effective on account of its ability to outright reverse recent wounds completely, its lack of accessibility meant Biomancy was the form of healing most commonly used in warfare. As a result, practitioners often had to deal with hostile incantations even in the process of trying to perform their duties. A common way to get around people's resistances in a battlefield context was employing pathogenic gas controlled by another Biomancer, which meant a lot of people whose bodies were compromised by the Power and tearing themselves apart already. So techniques like this were a necessity.








With his flight disrupted (though not the shield; the Anomaly-Denying Arcana was targeted, not general) Baridya fell to the earth. Seth shouted out the Object-Manipulating Arcana, trying to pry his scepter from his hands, but he gripped it tightly, calling out one of the beguilements - I didn't make out which - in response. Judging by Seth's expression, he must have succeeded, and the former rose up, hiding himself behind the branches.








I had to admit - with the extent of the restrictions in place, it did feel like the duel was turning into a bit of a farce. If we hadn't been all dressed up, Seth could probably have used the Biomatter-Warping Arcana to trap Bardiya on the ground with the plant life, or hell, do some more interesting move like making the tree grab him. On the other hand, they were close enough now that Bardiya could have easily lept up and turned it into a physical brawl.








But of course, neither could happen. It felt like the whole affair wasn't really worth the bother.








Seth, though, was a creative thinker, and quickly surprised me. While Bardiya started his flight incantation again, Seth called out another of his engraved techniques.








L i f e - S e n s i n g








This was the Biomancer parallel to my own Death-Sensing Arcana, and doesn't really require much elaboration - it fed the caster information on any living cells nearby, allowing them the precision for very specific biological manipulation. It was pretty intense in eris expense for a Divination technique, which meant it couldn't be used long, but it didn't have to be in this instance. He followed it up with the Object-Manipulating Arcana, and, using that expanded awareness, pulled a large number of leaves from the tree around him, surrounding and obfuscating his body from all sides.








"Hey!" Kamrusepa said, her tone pointed. "I told you not to damage the environment!" She rubbed her eyes. "Ugh, stupid boys..."








"Maybe this was a bad idea," I said. "They're probably getting frustrated."








"I must agree," Mehit said, speaking up from her own bench nearby. "I understand that everyone must be feeling tense at the moment, and I did not wish to speak unduly as an outsider, but their styles seem to lean far too much towards mobile combat. It would be better to put a stop to it before things get out of hand."








Kamrusepa hesitated. Despite her attitude, she probably still felt reluctant to push her authority too far after what had happened last night. "I'll let them finish this round," she said, hesitant. "Then suggest it might be better to find a different preoccupation."








Seth stayed up among the leaves, maximizing the obfuscating effect, while Bardiya ascended again, trying to close the gap and offset it. They shot around up there for a few moments, more leaves falling to the earth. Bardiya discharged eris as pure light, probably trying to level the playing field and make himself harder to target as well (and making me recoil in the process) while Seth shot back with the Air-Thrusting Arcana as he made a difficult turn, trying to disarm him again.








Then, Bardiya drew his trump card, the only self defense incantation he had engraved.








I r o n - T o n i n g








The Iron-Toning Arcana was a direct disabling technique which bypassed the resistances outright by attempting to replicate the physical conditions which preceded a contact paradox, and was often felt by third parties during prosognostic events - the unease, sickness, and disorientation - but much more pointedly, if only for a moment. The reason the effect happened was due to minor instability beginning to occur in the iron particles in the body, and it could be replicated by creating artificial impressions of iron paradoxical to the target, even if it wasn't truly there.








The downside was that, while this affected the target the most, it also impacted the caster, and even anyone else nearby if it wasn't cast optimally. I felt an uneasy twinge. Ran frowned in disapproval.








Still, it had the desired result. Seth wavered for a moment, wincing and floating awkwardly in the air as if he'd been punched in the gut, and Bardiya took advantage of this, going for a direct tackle. The shield stopped him short at the speed he was going, but still, it pushed Seth out of the canopy and into the open air, close to the edge of what'd be defined as the arena.








Bardiya started casting something else, but Seth recovered fast, and shifted his wall of leaves so it was encircling Bardiya directly instead of himself. Bardiya responded by dropping straight down faster than they could surround him, then pointing his scepter straight up and casting a simple combat incantation:








F l a m e - S u m m o n i n g








The subsequent blast of fire shot straight upwards, but was nowhere near Seth. The flames consumed almost all of them instantly.








Bardiya was even better at this than I'd imagined. He'd engineered a way to safely destroy Seth's advantage without putting him in any danger, and all in the span of only a few seconds.








Seth started to incant the Neurology-Beguiling Arcana, but stuttered and botched it, while Bardiya flew back up and struck him with the Air-Thrusting Arcana right back. He was pushed back a few more feet, and...








"Out of bounds!" Kamrusepa declared. "Victory goes to Bardiya. Congratulations!"








"Woo!" Ptolema said, applauding. "Good fight!"








Presumably because it would have been awkward not to, everyone else offered a few claps, too. With the obvious exceptions of Ezekiel and Lilith.








"What the hell, Kam," Seth said, descending back to the earth and dismissing his shield. "We were going until disarmament or breaking resistances!"








"You set a defined arena when you begun," she said, matter-of-factly. "I remember it clearly. 'And that graveyard, over on the other side', you said - and plainly, you were levitating over gravestones."








"Yeah, as like, a rough sorta informal area for us to try and stay in so we didn't get too far away from the group," he protested. Bardiya landed behind him, his expression neither pleased nor irritated. "Not as a victory condition. If anything, it should've just defaulted the match, or something."








Kam pursed her lips. "Hmmm. Sounds rather like the words of a sore loser, if you ask me." She looked behind him. "What do you think, Bardiya?"








"Obviously, I attempted the tactic under the assumption that being forced from the arena was an unspoken precondition for victory," he said, sheathing his scepter. "However, if Seth was under a different impression, then self-evidently that contest was flawed on a foundational level, as it surely influenced his tactics."








"Ugh, now you're making me sound like the idiot for not getting it clarified." He sighed. "Fine, fine. It's your win, Bardiya."








In response, he extended his hand, and Seth shook it.








"But in any case," Kamrusepa said, "that stunt you pulled with the tree was definitely too much. I appreciate that you might've got caught up in the heat of the moment, but it was inappropriate damage to the scenery."








"C'mon, Kam, it was just a few leaves," he said, turning back to her and folding his arms. "You can't even tell." He gestured to the sight, and then his confident expression waned somewhat as his eyes followed and he saw that it did, in actuality, look pretty bad. The branches on one side were half way to being stripped bare.


The smell was pretty noticeable, too.








"Seth," Kamrusepa said, her tone reprimanding.








His mouth flattened, and he exhaled a bit through his nose. "Alright, alright. It's a little bad. But what was I supposed to do, just keep casting kid stuff at him until one of us ran out of eris?"








"As I said a few minutes ago, it was a poor idea for the circumstances from the outset. Look-- You've scuffed up your robes, too," she said, pointing to a spot on his chest smeared with sap from the tree. "Not to mention your hair. I don't know why you thought it a remotely good idea to try and fight in the air."








"Hey, blame that guy," he said, pointing to Bardiya, who had now walked back to the steps and was picking up a folder for use in his presentation. "I'm not the one who escalated things right out of the gate."








Kam clicked her tongue, shaking her head. "I swear, you two. Theodoros is the only man in our class with a sense of temperance."








"Er, what?" Theo said, looking up at her. He'd seemed out of it again, for some reason, still staring at the area the fight had been taking place.








"Kam's saying you're tempered, Theo," Seth said, with an amused smile.








"Oh." He furrowed his brow, looking strangely unhappy. "Uh... Thank you, I suppose."








"You really don't think we should do another?" Seth asked, looking back to Kam. "We'll make it a rule to stay on the ground, I promise."








"I would appreciate if you would not," she said firmly, and lowered her voice. "We're already giving a bad impression of ourselves to the only adult in our company as it is." She made a subtle gesture towards Mehit.








He sighed, making a dismissive gesture. "Alright, alright. I'll behave."








He headed back to his own spot, yawning and smoothing his hair back down.








"Sorry if you're going to have to deal with that later, Yantho," I said, pointing to the damaged tree.








He shook his head. No, it shouldn't be a problem. Director Durvasa is quite good at repairing cosmetic damage to the flora, so he should have no trouble taking care of it. I think he might even enjoy it. A pause. Although, I'd certainly be the last port of call for something like this regardless. I can't think of something I have less of a knack for than gardening.








Something twinged in the back of my head, but I ignored it. "Is he the one who put together the garden outside of the abbey?"








He nodded several times. Yes, that's right! It's a hobby of his. You should compliment him about it if you get the chance. A whole other side to him comes out.








A whole other side, huh. From what I knew of the man so far, it was a little tough to imagine.








"It's annoying either way," Ran said, turning a page of her book over. "You shouldn't have to sit and wait around on us while we collectively act like jackasses, whether it's now or last night. Even if it is your job."








No, it's no trouble at all! He shook his head. In fact, now that we've got to know each other a little, I feel a tad bit jealous of your group. You all have such a fun rapport.








She snorted. "That's one way to put it."








I sardonically giggled a little at those words, too, and my eyes wandered back over to the building...








And then I saw something odd.








It was only for a moment. So brief and offhanded a thing that, after it happened, I questioned if my brain had just invented it outright, or somehow misunderstood the sensory data it'd been fed.








Seth was sitting back down at his seat, and his gaze was joined with Ezekiel nearby. Seth was smiling - though in a somewhat embarrassed way - while Ezekiel had an almost completely blank expression. However, subtly, but fairly plainly... It looked like the latter was giving the former a thumbs up.








Wait, what?








No sooner had I seen it then they Ezekiel set his hand down and they broke eye contact. And yet, it had happened.








But that doesn't make any sense, I thought. Was he complimenting him on the match? But they should be angry with each other. The whole story he'd told me...








"Hey, uh, Ran," I said, nudging her. "Did you see that?"








"See what?" She asked, raising an eyebrow.








"Seth--"








But just then, the stone doorway behind the statue began to open, grinding loudly against the floor, everyone's attention turning towards it. From the entrance, that creepily realistic golem I'd seen back in the abbey - Aruru - stepped out. She stepped forward, then came to a stop aside the statue.








"The time has come for the conclave to begin," it said. "Please, follow me inside."
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"Seriously, Seth, do tidy yourself up," Kamrusepa said, as we prepared to leave. "You too, Bardiya. Do you need to borrow a mirror? A comb?"








"I'm okay, Kam," Seth said, brushing down his clothing a bit.








"I won't have you embarrassing the class during something like this," she said, thrusting the items on him anyway. "Refold your robe so the second layer falls a bit more over the waist - that should cover up the stain, at least."








"Right, right," he said, examining himself in the mirror.


"At least he's not dressed like a whore," Ezekiel said with a smirk, gesturing towards the low cut of Kamrusepa's robe. She ignored him completely.








I glanced over at Theo as I picked up my bags. He was looking maybe the most anxious I'd seen him over the whole trip, even worse than he'd been in the morning-- Practically at the point of hyperventilating. Seth noticed as soon as he was done with Kam, and moved over to comfort him, patting him on the back and saying things like 'hey, you got this' 'don't worry, I bet there won't be many people watching after this anyway' and 'I'll try to screw up extra hard so they don't pay as much attention to you'.








He was pretty good at it. I kind of wanted to support him a bit myself, but between our last conversation and the fact I was now mystified by whatever was going on with Seth - assuming I hadn't mistaken what I'd seen - I didn't know how to approach him without acting stupid or suspicious.








Well, he'd find some way to deal with it. Theo was pretty good at getting himself together at the very last moment. He would have washed out a long time ago if that hadn't been the case.








We gathered up our things. I hefted up my anatomy doll and associated paperwork, Ophelia her suspicious box, Kamrusepa her logic engine and what looked like a container for a ancient-style scroll. Lilith had a bulky-looking bag probably containing a machine, Bardiya a surprisingly lightweight brown folder and some delicate glass containers, Ptolema her surgical equipment and an anatomy doll of her own...








Only Ran seemed to have absolutely nothing except her books. She had her own way of doing things, and it didn't involve theatrics. At least not of the conventional sort.








When we'd sorted out all that, we moved to stand before the golem. And then, finally, a full day and a half after setting out, we were led through the stone doors into the conference hall to do what our class existed to do.








...which was, in case you need a refresher from my earlier explanation, to look smart and pretty in front of a large number of old people.








I stepped through, and saw that there had been a few changes made since yesterday in preparation for the event. The most striking was that there were now two sets of wooden stands which had been raised up against the pillars on opposite sides of the room, each facing towards the central table, which was presumably meant to serve as our seating-- Hopefully it'd been the golem that had been forced to put it up on short notice and not a person. Speaking of which, there were now several of the more roughly humanoid ones standing guard in a line underneath the order's serpent-banners, traditional spears held aloft in their ceramic hands.








By tradition, formal conclaves of arcanists were always overseen by armed guards. When the custom started, they'd been soldiers the original leaders of the eight Parties used to keep arcanist organization in check, and then, once arcanists effectively usurped and then monopolized political power for the next 700 years, to simply act as a deterrent to internal political violence. But for centuries now, the practice had become purely ceremonial; as much an aesthetic flourish as the brazier burning in the center of the room. Recently, it'd become a rare sight for them to even be human. Smaller and less successful groups sometimes only used representative props, or didn't even bother at all.








Finally, the room had been cleaned to the point it was literally spotless, with not a speck of the dust and dirt I'd seen being tidied up yesterday in sight. I could see my reflection on the marble busts as we went inside. It was almost too clean, at the level where you feel vaguely guilty just for walking around.








Around the table were the inner circle members. Durvasa, who had put on a fine looking purple and green dress robe since I'd seen him earlier. Neferuaten, who had put on her formal sash representing her position at court in Mekhi. (She waved subtly as we made eye contact.) Linos, who'd moved from his wheelchair to one of the grand stone and wood seats. Amtu-heddu-anna, who seemed unchanged in both appearance and demeanor from this morning. And...








A man, whom I assumed had to be Zeno, since he didn't remotely match any description of Hamilcar that I'd heard. He looked much closer to what I'd originally expected. Elderly, with an extremely skinny build, a stark, long face, and a shock of thin white hair. He was dressed very formally, but also strangely, in a pure-white himation made of some reflective, shiny material. It gave him a sterile aura, somehow. He regarded our group expressionlessly.








Linos was the one to speak up upon our entry. "Apologies for having kept you all waiting," he said. "We needed to contact some of the key observers to clarify if they'd still be able to attend, then finalize a new time. It turned into quite an ordeal." He chuckled weakly. "Certainly has been quite a day."








"It's quite alright, sir," Kamrusepa said, suddenly even-toned and brimming with youthful sincerity. "That you're able to push ahead at all in spite of the tragedy is testament to your conviction and adaptability."








"It's certainly testament to something," he said, with a sad smile.








"It wasn't too bad," Ptolema said cheerily. "I don't think I would've had a chance to finish eatin' if we'd only had, I dunno, ten minutes, or whatever it was supposed to be."








"Well, we'd planned there to be a little more leeway before what happened this morning." He shrugged. "One problem solves another, I suppose. Speaking of which-- How are you feeling, Ophelia?"








"Oh, ah." She smiled meekly, her posture drawing inward. "Much better, thank you. I still feel a little tired, but my head is much clearer now, so I should be fine."








He nodded, pleased. "That's good. I was worried--"








"That's enough, boy," Anna interjected, her tone chiding. She was regarding our group with a severe expression, her hands clutched tightly around the head of her cane. "Golem, bring them to their seats. This sort of idle chatter with guests at the conclave proper debases our tradition."








Linos looked, for want of a more charitable description, pretty cowed by this, frowning and going silent. Neferuaten spoke up, though. "Technically speaking, the event hasn't started yet, your ladyship."








She narrowed her eyes. "We are in the chambers. We are seated according to our positions. Is that not so?"








"Please, if you don't mind, follow me to your deignated seating," Aruru said, not even seeming to notice the continuation of the conversation.








With no one wishing to make a stink, we let the golem lead us through the room until we we were parallel to the wooden stands. It then turned, stopping to face us.








"All male guests present, please take a seat at my left. All female guests present, please take a seat to my right."








I blinked. I guess I should have expected that, huh.








You could see on their faces that everyone (excepting Ezekiel, who looked completely apathetic, not even stopping at the words) was weirded out. There were explanations you could make for the separate travel arrangements - as Kam had attempted to at the time - and the bedrooms made sense, even if it was a little old-fashioned. But this was on a different level.








Still, it felt incredibly awkward to make a fuss. Most of us had seen enough of Linos and Neferuaten to feel at least somewhat at ease around them, but the rest of the inner circle members came across as pretty serious. (Well, at least Durvasa and Anna did. I probably had a very different impression of Zeno to everyone else at this point.) Who knew how they'd take an explicit critique of their traditions right at the eleventh hour?








Only Ptolema managed a quiet, "kinda seems a bit much..." And what might've been the word 'creepy' under her breath before we broke into groups. Yantho, who was still with us, moved to sit with the rest of the boys, while the rest of us, Mehit included, proceeded into the considerably more crowded seating opposite. I ended up on the upper row, between Ran and Ophelia.








"Ah, um, I'm sorry, Utsushi..." The latter said, holding up her box as we settled in. "I should have put this down at the front. Could you pass it along-- Kam, can you set this on the ground? Gently, if you don't mind."








"Oh, of course," Kam said, as I nodded along, already haphazardly taking the object and passing it downwards, before she leaned down and plonked it on the floor.








I was pretty sure I felt something move as I held it. Yep, that confirms it, then.








Once we were all in place, the room fell silent for a few moments, before Durvasa took it upon himself to speak up, holding up a sheet of parchment.








"We will wait until we have full attendance before commencing. We're still expecting three-- No, two more, rather," he said, crossing something out. That'll be Balthazar, I'll bet. Not like they could just let him in with a veil after what happened. "Thus far absent is Hamilcar of Kane and Sacnicte of Ic'Nhal."








That's funny, I thought. He rendered her name like one from the Mimikos, not like how it should be in Lluateci culture. Sort of... Pettily disrespectful.








"What exactly is taking him so long?" Zeno asked, quietly enough that he might've thought we couldn't hear. It was peculiar-- Like this, not only was his voice obviously different, much more deep and harsh, but he used it differently, too. Gone was the playful quickness I'd heard earlier, replaced with a dour and disaffected quality. Though the arrogance was still a pronounced element. "I thought he'd already finished with the summonings."








"It's his condition acting up, I think," Neferuaten said, more discreetly. This was a room designed to carry sound, though, and I had good hearing.








Zeno snorted, crossing his arms lazily.








"Hey, uh," Ptolema asked, half in a whisper. I wasn't certain that we needed to be whispering since nothing had actually started, but the atmosphere did make it feel appropriate "Have any of you guys actually met Hamilcar? I think he's the only one I haven't seen around."








"I don't believe I've seen him either, no," Kamrusepa said. "It is odd. Unlike Zeno, he doesn't have a reputation as a recluse."








"I'm sorry, I haven't, either..." Ophelia said. She always looked excessively guilty and pained even when apologizing for the most trivial things, like she was confessing she'd just run over your cat. "Actually, I'm not sure I've met anyone other than the people who were at dinner with us, now that I'm thinking about it."








"I haven't," Ran said, reviewing her notes.








"I think I heard something about him taking Lilith on a tour," I said, and then instantly regretted it. She flashed me an openly hostile glare, and even Mehit jerked a little in her seat, giving me a tense look.








"Oh, that'd make sense!" she said. "He's some relative of yours, right, Lili?"








Lilith glared at her. "Don't ask me personal questions."








"Can you tell me some stuff about him?" she asked, grinning hopefully. "I was hoping to scope out everyone a bit before doing this thing, y'know, so I don't say anything too dumb."








"Water will always evaporate in heat, skull-cavity," she declared, her eyes narrow. "You saying stupid things is completely unpreventable."








Mehit winced, but she didn't even say anything this time, only looking at Ptolema apologetically. She was probably afraid that Lilith would start shouting, which in a context like this would be suicidally embarrassing.








Is that it, though? Somehow, I got the sense that something about the dynamic was going over my head.








"Geez," Ptolema said, scratching the side of her head. "You're even grumpier than usual today, huh."








"Come on, Lili," Kamrusepa said, craning her head upwards. "You wouldn't want us to embarrass ourselves in front of your uncle, would you? Be nice and give her some tips!"








The girl narrowed her eyes. "H-- Uncle is. He is very, very nice," she said, her tone somehow reticent but impatient at the same time. "And very patient. As long as you do not waste time or try to act too full of yourself, you will not upset him." She glared at Kam as she said this, the threat implicit.








"Gotcha," Ptolema said, stretching. "Phew. In that case, guess I only need to worry about Zeno and Lady Amtu. I hope she doesn't remember me, heheh."








I raised an eyebrow, curious. "You know Anna, Ptolema?"








"Huh? Oh-- Well, I dunno if I really know her," she said. "My dad got me in one of her special classes when I was first learning runesmithing like eight years ago? But it was me and like 30 other people, and she hardly ever singled anybody out. Well, except when they really pissed her off."








"Mm, and did that happen to you, much?" Kamrusepa asked, a sly smile forming on her lips.








Ptolema laughed nervously. "Well... It was a long time ago, so it's all kinda fuzzy..."








The rear door swung open, and I could hear the footsteps of another individual approaching, though I could tell from the reactions of the council members that it wasn't Hamilcar even before they came into view. Rather, it was Sacnicte, who was making an effort to look attentive for the first time since I'd met her. She approached the table, bowed formally, they moved to sit with us in the women's section. We scooted along, making room on the upper level.








"Hope you all attended to any physical needs before they pulled you in here," she said, very softly. "These things can go on for hours without a break."








"Pfft, jokes on them," Ptolema said. "I learned to use the Power to skip going to the toilet back in college."








"That is several steps beyond the threshold of necessary information, Ptolema," Kam stated, with a flat expression. "No one needs to hear about your byzantine methods of managing your bowels, least of all right before we're due to appear in front of an audience of thousands."








"What, you mean you haven't?" The other girl asked, incredulously. "I thought that was something everybody did. I mean, the amount of classes and exams we gotta do in a row sometimes - I dunno how you'd cope otherwise." She glanced around, determined to drag other people into this conversational abyss. "I can't be the only one, right?"








"No comment," Ran said.








"I don't accept this conversation," I said, biting my lip. "Uh, metaphysically, I mean. I'm skeptical it's really happening."








"What about you, Ophelia?" she asked. "You're a Biomancer. I know you'd have to have taken the first aid class where they teach you to use the Matter-Annihilating Arcana that way, in case there's internal bleeding and you're trying to prevent cross-contamination and stuff."








"Ah... Well, that is..." Ophelia spoke delicately, her face growing flushed. "When you think about it, it is one of the more regrettable parts of human biology... And the public toilets at the academy are, well..."








"Ahaaah, so you do!" Ptolema said, pointing at her. Mehit folded her arms and stared at the ceiling, looking like she was hoping for a spontaneous out-of-body experience.








"I wonder if the guys are having a chat this thrilling," Sacnicte commented, looking vaguely amused.








"I didn't say that..." Ophelia protested in reply to Ptolema, averting her eyes. "But then, I don't think there's anything wrong with using the Power to, well, manage the body--"








Suddenly - mercifully - the doors swung open for a second time, this time somewhat slower, and another set of footsteps approached. They were much heavier and more methodical, clunking loudly and deliberately against the stone flooring. The room grew hushed, the quiet chatter that had been building up from all corners swiftly dying down.








And then, I saw him emerge from beyond the pillar.








Hamilcar of Kane was another famous member of the order, if not quite to the same extent as Anna and Zeno. He'd been the first I'd actually ever learned about - way back when I was still a child and they'd revealed themselves to the world, he'd been the face of the unmasking, appearing on newsheets all over the continent. I hadn't learned about my grandfather's association until some time later, during my teens, which made that initial experience retrospectively surreal - blurring a parasocial event with a mundane one in a way that made it strange to think about. I'd read the speech he'd published at the time, even, his grand words about the changing of the world, about hope for a new age of mankind...








But to finally see him in person was stranger still.








Of all the order's ranks, he cut the most imposing figure, though not exactly because of his physique. I knew the story; when he was a baby, he'd been the victim of a terrible accident that was so larger-than-life that it was almost had a mythological quality to it. A leak at an alchemical refinery had caused an explosion which had also encompassed a nearby shop his mother had been visiting while taking care of him. It had killed her, and owner, and most of the other customers - yet somehow, he'd survived, but was maimed horribly both externally and internally. This was during the Second Resurrection, and at the time, Biomancy wasn't advanced enough to clone new limbs and organs outright, so his physicians gave him only a few months to live.








For most people, that would have been the end of the story. But, adding even greater gravitas to the narrative, Hamilcar also happened to be a descendant of the order's founder, Ubar of Kane, and his father, too, was a member. (Again: Nepotism.) He'd taken his boy to their sanctuary to take advantage of their cutting age techniques in secret and, though a combination of runework, transplants, and a strict and constantly-adapting regimen of both conventional and arcane medical treatments, had managed to keep him alive.








But not elegantly so. For decades, he'd become a close companion with his own mortality, living on the edge of death - fighting off near-constant organ failures and prolonged periods of hospitalization while his peers thrived in the best years of their lives. But this didn't break his will. No, instead, it drove him to develop a deep fixation on the weaknesses of human biology and the body, of all the many ways it could malfunction, and how it lacked the segmented nature of machines, where replacing any component was a difficult and essentially violent process.








'Pain and genius are two sides of the same coin.' More words spoken by my grandfather, once upon a time.








He'd become a golemancer, specializing in wholly artificial organs - a field that was often held in disrespect, being seen as an awkward artifact of a more primitive time, doomed to be eclipsed by the advance of Biomancy and the ability to perfectly replicate and regrow the human body in a manner that was far more elegant and natural. But Hamilcar defied people's expectations. Instead of creating substitutes for the organs directly, he instead focused on creating interfaces for organs, mechanical additions to the links between the different parts of the body that made them easier to replace, easier to control.








And then, from that basis, he created a new approach - fringe, but viable - to healing the human body. One in which components did not need to be maintained or built for longevity, but where they could instead be optimized for the short term, used, and ultimately replaced. Not out of necessity, but out of convenience.








Where an organ wasn't a part of you anymore than a portable logic engine was.








It was hard to see how much of his body was mechanical under the thick black robes he wore, more something you'd expect on a priest than a man of science. But his legs were clearly longer than they ought to have been, and bent strangely, and his gloved hands - gripped tightly around a heavy metal cane, - had two more fingers than was natural, one on each of which was bent like a second thumb. And his head...








If I didn't know he was Ysaran from reading about him, it would have been impossible to tell. He was hairless, and his skin largely artificial, having an almost stone-grey tone to it. There was no visible mouth, but instead an elaborate mechanism for breathing that looked like a silver serpent coiled around the lower part of his mouth. You would've expected it to produce a heavy, artificial breathing sound, but instead, it produced no sound at all. An effect that was somehow even more unsettling.








Only one of his eyes was intact, a deep and sullen brown. The other had been replaced with a metallic... Lens? I wasn't sure; it wasn't glass, just what looked like solid metal.








"Finally," Zeno said, as he steadily approached.








"My apologies for the delay," Hamilcar said. I would've expected his voice to be inhuman, but in fact it was incredibly mundane and ordinary, almost to the point of being amusingly contradictory. He sounded like someone who you'd see working the front desk at a post office, down to the vague depression. "I was performing some final changes to the artificial room, to accommodate the change in our numbers of observers." He looked over his shoulder. "Ah, the others have already arrived. We're all here, then."








'We're all here'. Him saying it so deliberately like that made me suddenly consider how, in fact, almost everyone in the sanctuary was now in this room, as far as I knew.








Us ten classmates: Myself, Ran, Kamrusepa, Theo, Seth, Bardiya, Ptolema, Lilith, Ezekiel, and Ophelia.








The six inner circle members: Neferuaten, Zeno, Linos, Durvasa, Anna, and Hamilcar.








The two servants, or 'stewards': Sacnicte and Yantho.








And finally, the odd one out: Mehit, who was now looking increasingly uneasy, for whatever reason. (I was starting to develop a hunch that there could be some sort of baggage between her and Hamilcar.)








The only exceptions were Balthazar, who was exiled in the tower, and Samium, who... Well, who was somewhere else we weren't supposed to know about. Everyone aside from them - unless you counted Zeno's other body, or the corpse I was continually aware was still lying at the bottom of that shaft - I could clearly see assembled in front of me.








"We'd kept them waiting for the better part of an hour," Linos said, clasping his hands together. "It seemed appropriate to move things forward as soon as it was decided we were going ahead with it."








"Yes, that is understandable," Hamilcar said, and then was silent for a moment, looking to the ground. "Has the structure of the event been explained to them?"








"Not yet," Neferuaten said.








"Very well," he said, looking to us. "Children. Before anything else, I would like to thank you all for accepting our invitation and joining us here today in our sanctuary of Apsu. It is a great honor to me to have the greatest of the coming generation display their talents to the world in association with our order. A century ago, I could not in the grandest of my imagination have thought we would have a chance to pass the torch so directly. To you, who are mankind's shining future, and its greatest hope."








The words were sudden and so heavy with praise that it was a little uncomfortable. It looked like everyone felt a little awkward - except for Kam, of course, who was unreservedly thrilled.








It was interesting to see the tone that Hamilcar was taking, and the way the other members of the inner circle seemed to regard him. As Neferuaten had explained in extensive detail down in the initiation chamber, the order had no official leader. Technically, even the discretionary council weren't in charge. But it seemed like Hamilcar commanded some vague authority, or role as first-among-equals... Possibly on account of his heritage.








When you put it that way, it almost feels like a monarchy, I thought. A brotherhood of ostensible equals, passed down from father to son.








"Still, I ask that you understand the weight of this moment, as the first time our order has invited the world through its doors. You have come from all four corners of the Mimikos in a troubled era, and each of you will be seen not only to represent yourselves and your academy, but also the unity of the Grand Alliance, and the tentative acceptance of our work here. I humbly request that you do them all the best justice that you are able. ...though, perhaps even that much is impetuous of me to say. I know that you are all capable beyond your years, and that I shall not be disappointed in your work." He bowed. "I look forward to seeing the extent of your potential. Now, Aruru, please explain to them how our conference shall proceed."








The golem stepped forward, its dress trailing along the floor. "Please excuse me. I shall now elaborate on the planned structure of the event." Its scripting seemed to struggle for a moment, since the angle made it impossible to face both our group and the boys at the same time, before finally settling on staring directly ahead. "After the link is established, an introductory speech shall be given by Amtu-Heddu-Anna as the eldest of the organization. There will then be a speech given by Kamrusepa of Tuon as a representative of the Exemplary Acolyte's class of the Old Yru Academy of Medicine and Healing."








I blinked. Did I know that was due to happen? I probably did, and had just forgotten.








"Following this, you will be called forward to offer your presentations in alphabetical order, though you may change this at special request. Each of you will be allocated a maximum of 10 minutes of speaking time, followed by 10 minutes of questions from the discretionary council. After this, a closing statement--"








And then, suddenly, the grand stone doors behind the table lurched open once again, interrupting the golem's monologue. All eyes turned, and another figure stepped boldly forward.








"Whew, nice!" they said. "I'm not too late, after all!"








They were tall, fair featured but with a long and sharp face, and though Saoic, had striking blue eyes and dark red hair styled to spike in excess down one side of their head. They were dressed in a bright tan coat over a black tunic, and, in defiance of all established standards of fashion in the entire Remaining World, were wearing stark white trousers, cut loosely for casual wear.








For all the questions their sudden appearance raised, I knew who they were at once: Jia Fang, the highest ranking member of the Exemplary Acolytes Class.
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The first time I'd heard of Fang had been, like Hamilcar, quite a long time before I ever expected us to interact directly. Everyone in our class was considered prodigiously talented (well, with the possible exception of Ptolema, who might have been more a combination of rich and extremely lucky), but there's a difference between talent and talent. Most people thought of as child geniuses are really just early bloomers who grow up in the right environment; they find themselves in a positive feedback loop, learn faster than most, become big fish in the small pond of mandatory schooling and skip a few years, and suddenly everyone's talking about them like they're the next Sara of Xattusa.








Human beings have this really bad habit of always looking for special people, of singling out any individual who happens to be performing well at what they're currently doing and acting like they emerged fully-formed from the forehead of a deity. The perspective of evolutionary psychology is that this occurs due to individuals trying to rationalize their natural predisposition towards desiring to submit to whichever person seems the most capable or intelligent in their social group, since being able to unify under a competent leader instead of in-fight is obviously a desirable trait for a group of animals. In the Old Kingdoms era, if someone inspired that impulse, they'd be called divinely chosen. In more rational times, you'd have people saying they had to possess some special mutation in their anima script, or some enlarged component of their brain. The framing changes, but the response remains static.








But in reality, people are mostly just people, and almost all success is circumstantial. That's why most childhood prodigies end up peaking early, then becoming talented, but ultimately ordinary adults. That was probably fate of most in our class. Assuming the remaining two years of the course didn't kill them, my classmates,(again, possibly barring Ptolema) would likely all have successful careers and be responsible for many notable academic achievements, but wouldn't be going down in the history books. Lilith was a harder one to call, but I'd seen even kids like her meet the same outcome when push came to shove.








But Fang...








A lot of people take that logic I just rattled off and use it to say that there aren't any exceptional people. And maybe that's true-- Maybe every the most amazing-seeming individual is really just riding the mother of all positive feedback loops. I mean, how could you know?








But I'd first heard about Fang when I was eight years old, when they'd successfully identified the flaw in the math of a new anti-viral incantation, and published a correction which improved its effectivity by 200%. For reference, whenever a new virus emerged, the Grand Alliance's Public Health Council would convene a team of several hundred physicians and arcanists from various spheres of expertise to develop a treatment and a recommendation for its implementation as quickly as possible, before it could get out of hand. The people who were invited to these teams were usually at the top of their fields-- If not the best, then at least close to it.








And Fang had made fools of them all, without any specialized equipment beyond a commercial logic engine. Without even being able to cast yet and test their own work. And they'd done it at age thirteen.








It was such a fantastical scenario that, when I was older, I'd thought my distant memory of hearing about it in the news was just the product of my childhood imagination warping something I'd read in a novel or seen in a play. But no. It was distressingly real.








After that, they'd become almost a legitimate celebrity overnight, and had catapulted through universities and all sorts of high-profile contests and arcane conclaves, picking up degrees and accolades like ordinary people picked up throat infections. They were technically specialized as an Alchemist - an artificer that developed medicine, rather than a direct healer - but in practice, I think they probably thought the concept of 'specialization' was for other people.








All of us had soared above our peers to be in the Exemplary Acolytes Class, and still had a pretty tough time managing the workload and the level of consistent creativity and academic competence it demanded. But for Fang, it was just another thing they did. They only showed up at all less then half the time, and when they did... Forget incanting, it was genuinely a harrowing experience just to watch them work. Think about the last time you wrote an essay, and how the whole process was paced-- You probably sketched out some notes, wrote a bit, stopped and thought about it a little, wrote a bit more, got caught up on something awkward and had to look it up, maybe took a quick break... Even at the best of times, that's how it goes, right?








That wasn't how it went for them. They would come into class, sit down, and just write. Nonstop, without pausing even a second for thought. And the work was brilliant! Perfectly voiced, cited, and comprehensive to the point that it put even the wordiest of Kamrusepa's stuff to shame! And they just did it, like they were transcribing directly from the voice of God.








The first time I saw it happen, I couldn't stop staring for the entire afternoon. This will sound obsessive, but I'd thought about it, and come to the conclusion that what they had to be doing was essentially arranging the entire thing in their head beforehand, holding it there in totality, and then just transferring it onto parchment.








It was inhuman. There was no other word for it.








What made it even stranger was that, other than that, they were a pretty normal person. ...well, so much as any of us were normal.








Back to the present. They glanced around the room from the doorway, taking in their surroundings. "Oh... Looks like I missed the start," they said, laughing awkwardly. "Sorry about that! Y'know, terrorist attacks-- Really mess up trying to travel! If I'd been one Aetherbridge slot later, I'd probably be stuck in some lockdown feeling pretty stupid." They laughed to themselves, drawing it out, embracing the strangeness of the moment.








But no one responded, simply staring.








It had been an impolitely dramatic entrance, to be certain. If this were a play, everyone would probably collectively gasp, and someone from the inner circle would shout something like, 'what is the meaning of this?!' That was, if I had to guess, the reaction that Fang had been hoping for.








Unfortunately, that wasn't normally how things went in reality. Instead, the atmosphere just became very awkward. None of us on the stands could carry our voices over to the door without shouting, which would've felt inappropriate, and the six at the round table seemed more baffled and annoyed by the sudden interruption then strictly upset. Aruru was at least sophisticated enough as a machine to realize that it should stop its explanation, and so for a few moments, the chamber fell into complete silence.








"...wooh. Tough crowd." Fang said after a few moments had passed, smiling nervously. (Well, seemingly nervously. I'm not sure they were capable of being genuinely nervous about anything.) "Maybe I should come back later?"








No one responded to this immediately, either. After a few moments, though, Zeno said something to the other council members in a hushed tone, quiet enough that I could only make out the more pointed parts. "...discussed this... said they wouldn't be coming..."








"...agree... ...not be an issue..." Durvasa said, nodding softly, his gaze narrowed. Anna said something too, but her voice was so soft that I couldn't make out a single word.








"...try not to overreact..." Linos said, cautiously.








I glanced around to see how some of the others were reacting. Ran and Lilith didn't seem to be paying attention, while everyone else looked worried or confused. Kamrusepa, on the other hand, seemed to be making a similar effort to pick up on everything she could of what they were saying, her expression intentful and focused.








Oddly, though, she didn't look surprised. Kamrusepa had a bit of a chip on her shoulder about Fang, and before they'd announced they weren't coming to this affair, I knew she'd been worried about being upstaged. So you'd think it would've at least been a little annoying to her. But there was none of that on her face at all.








Had she somehow known this was coming?








"...whatever they... ...not appropriate..." I thought I heard from Anna. "...dressed like a barbarian, for something this critical..."








"...couldn't have got in without... ...even let them in?" Zeno continued, his brow furrowing in thoughtful curiosity.








"Oh, I did," Neferuaten said casually. In contrast, she made no noticeable effort to temper the volume of her voice. "Sacnicte gave me the news that they'd be able to attend after all this morning, and they'd already set up a trip to the Aetherbridge, so I made some last-minute arrangements."








To my left, Sacnicte subtly but visibly winced, sucking in the air through her teeth. It was a face that I knew well from my early childhood: Of someone who knew they were about to take the blame for something completely over their head.








"What?!" Durvasa exclaimed, sitting up sharply and visibly angry. "Why didn't you consult us!"








"It was during the fiasco this morning. You all seemed rather too busy to be bothered with logistical minutia," she said, so disaffected about it that she wasn't even bothering to make eye contact.








"We have had several meetings since then, girl," Anna said, her expression imperceptible under her hood. "There has been more than enough time for you to notify us about this, to give us time to have some discourse over the issue."








"With all due respect, I'm not sure I see the issue, your ladyship," Neferuaten said, with a wide smile. "Or yours, Durvasa. Our plan was always to invite all the members of the Exemplary Acolytes Class. We made accommodations when the most prominent member declared an inability to attend last week, but it was never exactly the intent of the whole endeavor, was it?"








"Don't play the fool, Nef," Durvasa replied, frowning deeply. "You know this isn't that simple."








"Is it not?" she asked, an eyebrow raised. "So far as I'm concerned, you ought to be pleased."








There was a distinct note of mischief in Neferuaten's tone, now, not to mention her expression. It was another look I recognized. In this case, of knowing you are doing something naughty, and further, that you're going to get away with it.








Something was clearly going on here. Even if I was ignorant of the details, I knew a move when I saw one. But on the other hand, Neferuaten was correct. Fang had received an invitation about a month ago along with all of us, and had only pulled out recently, citing 'other obligations'. There was no room for subterfuge in that sense - I'd seen both the letter to the headmaster that listed all of our names, and had even caught a glimpse of Fang's personal one when they were waving it around after we reconvened from our spring break.








So why did some of the order seem to mind so much...?








"This is... Getting a little uncomfortable..." Ophelia said nervously, keeping her voice down.








"Yeah, no kidding," Ptolema said. "Sheesh."








Durvasa glared at Neferuaten with visible frustration, but either because he'd heard the two of them start to comment, or because he'd simply exhausted the manners in which he could escalate the situation in front of us, he didn't say anything further.








"Hey, if you want me to leave, I can leave!" Fang said, with a bright expression. "I mean, I guess the trip is a bit of a pain, but. I've been given bigger runarounds!"








"No, that will not be necessary," Hamilcar said, his tone tired. I couldn't see his face at the current angle, but Durvasa stiffened a little at the words, so I wouldn't have been surprised if he was giving him a look of considerable disapproval. And possibly also Neferuaten, but she was never really one to care what people thought of her. "I apologize on behalf of my fellow council members. That was not the appropriate level of courtesy for an invited guest, least of all one your esteem, acolyte. Though your arrival is certainly a surprise, it is a welcome."








He's avoiding pronouns and gendered language. Well, that probably wasn't a surprise.








It wasn't as though Fang even really asked people to refer to them in gender neutral terms, not that I would have really had a problem with it if they did-- Although that certainly didn't stop Kam and a few others from being varying degrees of shitty and passive-aggressive over the issue, as you saw back when we were grouping up outside the Aetherbridge. Rather, they just implied their feelings by presenting themselves in a way that was genuinely ambiguous.








It's a delicate thing to try to put into words and probably even foolish to think about, but it really was difficult to tell what the... Makeup of their body was, uh, physically. They always wore clothes loose around the chest. They were tall, but not widely built. Their face was soft, but not small. They didn't have any facial hair, but their eyebrows were lower and thicker than you'd normally expect from a woman, and while their voice was pretty husky, it was more resonant and melodic than you'd hear from a man. Like Ran and I, Fang was Saoic - though from the Arcanocracy instead of the League - and a lot of foreigners in our extended social circle would say things like, 'oh, they're Saoic, so of course it's hard to tell!' which, aside from being vaguely offensive, was also extremely irritating, since I didn't feel like that had anything to do with it.








It's not something most people think about, but a lot of how human beings perceive sex is contextual; a product of mental dominoes falling more than reaching a genuinely fact-based conclusion. For example, if you see a dainty person wearing a feminine-looking dress, your brain will recognize those qualities as heavily associated with the concept of 'female', and then conspire to frame any further evidence as support for that conclusion. There have been experiments about this sort of thing - if you take an identical picture of an androgynous person and show it to two different people, telling each of them they're the opposite sex, then ask them to describe them in their own words, they'll use completely different language.








When one knows that, it's not difficult to game the system to an extent. I said a second ago that Fang's face was soft... But 'soft' is a pretty fuzzy, relative word. Was it actually that way, or did the context just lead me to believe it?








I feel like trying to talk about this is making me sound like a creep. I should probably stop.








Uh, in any case, that's not to say it prevented people from drawing tacky conclusions. I knew Ptolema, at least - who, despite her good-nature, was still a sheltered person who'd had a conservative upbringing - had made a 'deduction', based mostly on the fact that those articles I mentioned from when they were a child referred to them in as a girl. But there were other, more recent sources that seemed to contradict this, and whenever someone rude decided they'd 'figured it out' and started addressing them as one or another, Fang would just start acting as if they were a silly misunderstanding; or rather, that they were simple.








Older people, needless to say, sometimes struggled with this, especially in a culture as stuffy as the academic community. To people whose worldview was invested in the idea of progress within the context of long-standing traditions and etiquette, the only thing worse than a deviant was a successful deviant. I knew it had to be frustrating, having it overshadow the things they actually did.








...and yet, here I was, fixating on it myself.





"Hey, it's cool," they said, stepping forward a bit. "I'm sure it's kinda a pain. I was surprised when I heard you could still accommodate me on such short notice. But I guess there's no such thing in the world as a clean change of plans, huh?" They fiddled with their hair a little, then flicked it to the side. "By the fact that you were comfortable going on like that at all, I'm guessing that the proper conference hasn't started yet?"








"That's correct," Hamilcar said.








"Great!" They clapped their hands together. "That's great."








"Do you have a presentation prepared?"








"Presentation." They spoke the word furtively, then folded their arms, tapping their forefinger against their elbow. "Right, right. Yeah, I should have something put together."








"You 'should'," Durvasa echoed, with a stern edge to the word.








"Well, this is all a bit last minute, isn't it? I was working on an idea, but when I thought I had to cancel, it ended up on the back-burner." They laughed awkwardly. "Don't worry, though! I'll figure something out!"








Another thing about Fang, and the main way they weren't normal, was that they didn't really seem to have a concept of authority figures. That's not to say they were an elitist, or thought they were better than other people - if anything, it was the opposite. They treated absolutely everyone with the same familiar, easy-going attitude. Like nothing was really that serious.








Once again. Older people, needless to say, sometimes struggled with this.








Durvasa grit his teeth. "Work something out--"








"That's enough, companion-legionary," Hamilcar said. Even when obviously reprimanding someone, his tone still wasn't particularly stern-- Like he was being forced to say the words, reading from a script. It really was dissonant.








"Coming from anyone else," Neferuaten offered, "that would worry me, but let's consider who we're talking about, here." She smiled. "I should not think this would be the one time they'd make a fool of themselves in public."








"Hey, you never know!" Fang said. "I've had a few close calls." They cleared their throat. "Uh, seriously, though. I do have some stuff prepared. Some notes, I think I might've sketched some diagrams on my logic engines, and I did bring something particular--"








"It does not seem you're in possession of your scepter," Anna said tersely, with a gesture of her head toward their waist.








"Oh, yeah. Some stuff happened with that. Long story," they said, glancing to the side. "Don't worry, though - I barely use the thing, to be honest. I prefer just keeping runes on bracelets and using bottled eris. Less stiff then lugging some big rod around."








This reply obviously annoyed Anna, which in turn seemed to amuse Zeno, who chuckled darkly.








"So! I don't wanna hold things up any further," they said. "Should I take a seat? Or...?"








"Yes, if you would not mind, acolyte. We're already behind schedule."








"Please, follow me to the seating area," Aruru said again, seeming to pick up on the context.








Durvasa clicked his tongue, crossing his arms unhappily. "We didn't plan for this, either."








Fang followed the golem to the back of the room. Before it could even start explaining the gender separation, they muttered something like 'oh, more space on this side' and then went towards the boys, climbing up. They asked Ezekiel to scoot along and make room, and he gave them an absolutely foul expression before complying.








Fang noticed, of course. It would have been impossible not to. But that was how they always dealt with that kind of thing - by playing ignorant.








And that, for the time being, seemed to be that.








"Well, then," Hamilcar said, was that was through. "Where were we... Aruru, please continue with the explanation."








"As you wish, master Hamilcar," it said, returning to its position. "To repeat. Following this, you will be called forward to offer your presentations in alphabetical order, though you may change this at special request. Each of you will be allocated a maximum of 10 minutes of speaking time, followed by 10 minutes of questions from the discretionary council. After this, a closing statement will be given by Linos of Melanthos as the youngest present. There will then be a short postmortem retrospective on the meeting before we adjourn." It bowed its head. "Please, feel free to ask any questions before we proceed."








"Hey, I have a question," Seth said, speaking up.








"Please, go ahead," it said.








"Will there be any breaks?"








"Normally, a recess is called only once or if the event exceeds 200 minutes," the golem replied. "A special request can be made for one between segments, but we humbly ask you only do so if the need is dire."








Wow. Sacnicte hadn't been kidding.








"Uh, understood," he replied, looking a little worried.








"If you don't mind, I had something I wished to inquire about," Kamrusepa said. "You said that the limit for speaking was 10 minutes. Will we be cut off, should we exceed that? Or will there be a period of leeway?"








"Traditionally, it is unenforced," Hamilcar said, apparently deciding this was too complicated a concept to leave in the hands of the machine. "However, in this particular instance, I would strongly encourage you stay within or under the limit if remotely possible. If it becomes necessary to curtail more of the theatrical elements of your presentations to enable this, then we will endeavor to be understanding. I am sure I speak for the entire council when I say no one anticipated the event would be so troubled."








"I understand," Kamrusepa said. I thought I detected a note of disappointment in her tone. I guess she was planning something pretty ambitious. "As for the presentations themselves - should we address only the council, or any spectators present, as well?"








"In formal terms, this is only a meeting between your group and ours, in which observers have been conditionally invited," he replied. "But I will leave it to your discretion."








"I understand, sir," she spoke, nodding. "My planned introductory speech addresses both, but if that's acceptable, I'll leave it unchanged."








He nodded.








"Were there any further questions?" Aruru asked. Glancing over at Fang, I noticed that they seemed to be barely paying attention. Instead, they were looking over some documents they'd stuffed into their pockets and fiddling with a logic engine, smiling cheerfully to themselves.








"Um, it's not a question," Ophelia said, "but I'd like to make a special request to go first, since you said that was possible...? Some of my materials are more optimal if they're, well, stored properly before use, and it might be more awkward to execute my demonstration if I wait until alphabetical order..."








"Understood," the golem said, bowing its head. "The schedule shall be rearranged so that Ophelia of the Glass FIelds shall be the first to give her presentation."








"Thank you," she said.








No one had any further questions.








"Very good," Hamilcar said. I heard what I thought was a sigh come through his metal throat, but it was hard to tell. It was distinctly more artificial then his speech, coming across more like a subtle rush of formless noise, like the beating of the tides against the coast. "Now, then. With that out of the way, I shall ask you to attune to the logic bridges situated adjacent to your seating, so that you might become accustomed to our artificial hall." He looked towards Mehit. "In your case, it is optional, Mehit. If you do not wish to be involved--"








"No," she said, shaking her head as she sat up. "I will."








Slowly, we all reached out and pressed our hands against the glassy surface.








When I did, a second 'room' became overlaid upon the first, which, while still visible, receded to a more distant state. This one depicted a much grander, more traditional hall. We were situated on a wooden platform in the center of a huge circular chamber, with row upon row of cushioned stands extending upwards at least 40 levels, though in truth it looked like there was no defined terminus - it was probably designed to adapt in size based on the crowd. Like most such spaces, there were also grand decorations that would have been impractical in reality - in this case, there was a "moat" of water (what was it with the order and aquatics?) which separated us from the spectators, and in the aisles, there were grandiose glass spires which rose all the way to the ceiling.








Hamilcar hadn't populated it with people yet, but still, it was a stark reminder of the scale of what was about to happen. I fiddled with my hair, making sure no strands were fraying out of my braids. I saw some of the others doing similarly, especially Kam, who at this point already had her game face on, resembling more the version of herself I'd seen yesterday morning than her usual self.








I wonder if she's still thinking about the body, too, an irritating voice intruded. About those eyes...








I shook my head sharply. No time to think about that now. Ran noticed the mannerism, raising an eyebrow at me.








I thought about something, in that moment. She had to know that something had happened, back at the end of that tour... But when she'd had a chance, back when we were sitting together outside, she hadn't brought it up. She hadn't even alluded to it.








Maybe that was the sign of a true friend. Someone who could see through to your core, but knew when not to prod it.








But she didn't see through to it. Not completely.








I smiled at her, all the same. She opened her mouth slightly, staring at me like she was wondering if I was an idiot.








"Has everyone grown accustomed?" Hamilcar asked. Behind him, Neferuaten closed her eyes, and was taking a deep breath.








We all offered varying words of assent.








"In that case," he said. "Let us begin."
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Gods, I really did hate things like this.








For a little bit, we were stuck in a strange limbo where there was no one actually observing, but because that could change very quickly, we couldn't talk or relax either. So (with the sole exception of Fang, who kept working as if nothing was going on) we just sat there, all prim and proper, in rigid silence.








But then, first only as a trickle but then quickly in large numbers, people began to pour in, appearing in the facade of the stands. Despite their veils, I saw the headmaster, the class coordinator, and others I vaguely recognized from the university, but also countless people I didn't; academics from associated universities, independent researchers, journalists, government figures. There had to be lesser members of the order observing, too, even if I had no way to recognize them.








Well, if that was even possible. The artificial environment only depicted a fraction of the people observing, who'd actively chosen to have avatars. The rest I was only made aware of by a growing number the logic bridge communicated to me.








In the end, that number was somewhere in the range of 2000. Big - easily tenfold the size of the crowd we'd faced down the previous morning - but not as big as I'd originally expected. At least a third the planned audience must have dropped out because of what had happened, and if I had to guess, more still were less attentive than they'd have been otherwise.








It didn't do much to make me feel better about it. This was, after all, a minor historical event. Anything which happened would carry considerably farther than the people just watching right now.








Once some threshold had been passed, Hamilcar indicated his head to the other council members, who nodded in turn. Then, he spoke to Aruru, who was now the only person - well, 'person' - still standing.








"We shall now begin," he instructed her.








"Very well," she said instantly, bowing her head. "As the overseeing secretary, I declare that this, the 708th Conclave of the Universal Panacea, shall now commence. May a great exchange of knowledge take place today. Let us be the last."








"Let us be the last," the council members repeated. It would've been creepier if they didn't all sound so bored.








"The subject of today's conclave is: An introduction of the members of the Exemplary Acolyte's Class of the Old Yru Academy of Medicine and Healing to the assembled members of the order, along with a series of presentations displaying their achievements of innovation. I shall state the planned agenda for the meeting," it continued. "Firstly, there shall be an opening statement by companion-legionary Amtu-Heddu-Anna. Then, there shall be a class introduction by Kamrusepa of Tuon. Then, there shall be a presentation by..."








Oh, gods, I thought, trying not to yawn. Is it really going to go through them one by one?








...there shall be a presentation by Utsushikome of Fusai. Finally, there shall be a closing statement by companion-legionary Linos of Melanthos. This concludes the agenda." The golem lowered its head once again. "The estimated length of the conclave is 3 hours and 20 minutes. I shall now yield the floor to Amtu-Heddu-Anna."








It stood aside a little, and Anna rose from her seat.








She cleared her throat, then spoke in a somewhat more formal and less irritated-sounding tone. "This is the first time that outsiders have been invited to participate in our conclave," she said, in a tone that made it obvious this was unscripted. "It is a tremendous break with precedent. I hope for everyone's sake it was a good idea."








After this, she sat back down.








Oh my god, I thought. Did she forget her notes, or was that just it? Is she going senile? There are thousands of people watching!








I heard Kamrusepa softly click her tongue from down below. Linos coughed awkwardly, looking at some papers.








I glanced up at the audience, expecting to see them put off or concerned, but to my surprise, that didn't seem to be the case at all outside of a handful of individuals. On the contrary, a number of them looked enraptured, like they were watching a magic show play out.








I blinked. Maybe the order had so much mystique at this point that they literally couldn't do anything to put people off. That anything odd would be dismissed as just part of the exotic thrill of seeing behind the curtain.








After a few moments passed and it seemed cemented that that was it, Aruru spoke up once again. "Thank you, companion-legionary Amtu-Heddu-Anna, for delivering the opening speech," it said. One advantage that golems had over human beings was that they had absolutely no capability for irony. "The floor shall now be yielded to Kamrusepa of Tuon for her introductory speech on behalf of her class."








At that, Kamrusepa rose up with a smooth bow and ultra-professional smile, a wave of warm normality determined to obliterate any awkwardness of the prior moment with the strength of a sledgehammer. "Thank you, secretary," she said, with impressive earnestness considering she was talking to a glorified teapot that wasn't even half way to being sentient. "And thank you to everyone who has helped make this event possible. To the esteemed elders of the Order of the Universal Panacea who extended the invitation, to the headmaster and staff of the Old Yru Academy of Medicine and Healing who created our group and diligently guide us in our studies, and to all others who are in attendance on this day. I speak for all of my class when I say that we are incredibly honored by your faith in us in affording us this truly historic opportunity. It is our sincerest hope that we will serve well as ambassadors to this most noble of organizations."








I felt my eyes slowly start to glaze over. Truly, Kamrusepa was powerful.








"When I was thirteen years old, I came down with the Umbrican Flu..."








Oh gods, this again.








"...and because this was before a treatment had been devised, I was left bedridden for several consecutive weeks. Naturally, I'd been ill and seen others suffer more serious illness prior to that point in my life, but it was the first time I felt viscerally aware of my own mortality. Some days, my body was so weak that I could barely move, let alone eat, and it began to occur to me how mundane a thing it would be for it to simply sputter out, and for me to simply sputter out with it. That the law of nature is not one that guarantees a long, fulfilling existence, but one in which there is no justice; where everything can be taken from you in an instant."








"And the more my thoughts lingered on that, the more the way I saw the world began to change," she continued. "I saw how different the stories I had been told of death, the idealized depictions of people going gracefully into the light, were from what existed in reality; the agony I witnessed on people's faces as they saw their loved ones slip away, their happy lives together cut short in service of no gain. The resigned sorrow of the dying, forced to accept that whatever dreams they still held within their hearts were doomed to expire unfulfilled. But most of all, the indignity of it all - the drawn-out nature of illness, of slow physical and mental degeneration that stripped people of their humanity, piece by piece, in a manner that was the antithesis of grace."








"I saw those tragedies every day, once I began to look for them," she said. She was probably going overboard again with all this, but I really could hear the passion in her voice, the depth to which she, at least, genuinely believed in this one thing. "Playing out again and again, everyone forced at gunpoint by their own biology to accept the abominable as natural. And I started to wonder: Was this truly the only way that things could be?"








The lamplight was in my eyes when it happened, the heat making the front of my veil feel hot when it pushed against the face. It was a shot from a conventional rifle. Old but not too old, probably from the early stages of the Great Interplanar War. It snapped, sharper and higher than thunder, and the horse leading the carriage in front of us reared up and neighed loudly.








No, was that really true? It didn't make sense; the horses that pulled carriages nowadays were changed so much by Biomancy that they were closer to machines in their discipline and speed. They didn't get scared by loud sounds, and would never try to stop and run off. Was I getting it mixed up with another memory? It felt so long ago.








Someone shoved me hard in the panic. I remember that for sure. A tall man in a bright golden coat. It's easy to forget being skinny and weak until you're suddenly in a physical situation with someone who is the opposite. His bones felt like a wall, and my whole body rattled. My grandfather's grip on my hand, which had been so firm a moment ago, suddenly slipped.








I turned to him, and saw his face. His open mouth, and his wide, murky eyes, so filled with wild, animal uncertainty. Like something was happening that he couldn't even begin to comprehend.








...no, let me rephrase that. An animal is the wrong comparison. Rather, he looked like a child. Like a very young child, who was desperately lost.








It was a gaze which screamed one thing: Help me.








This'll sound superstitious, I know. Obviously, I'm aware on a conscious level that there's no such thing as supernatural phenomena, and that all accounts of it are generally the product of people experiencing strange stimuli for a brief enough time that they're not able to process, then their memories filling in impossible details later when trying to reconcile it into a coherent narrative. I don't even believe in abstract 'forces' in the way Theo described when the topic had been raised earlier. All phenomena can be explained scientifically.








...so, I know there's no angel of death that goes around in a black cloak, visiting people when they die. That's what I'm saying.








But at that time, I could've sworn that there was someone else there, in that moment. Or perhaps 'someone' isn't the right way to put it. There was something there. An entity, a... Pressure, that I could feel was there, and perhaps glimpsed in the corner of my line of sight. Something stark white and heavy, with an inhuman shape... Like a spider, maybe. But broader, stretched out.








And I could have sworn it was reaching for him. Pulling him towards the ground.








And when I brushed against it, in that moment... I felt it pull something away from me, too. The version of myself that had seen the world in terms of love and stories. That had believed so absolutely in a narrative for myself, a predestination towards a happy end, that it had driven me to act with what can only be called selfish madness. It all vanished at once, like water sucked violently from a bathtub with the pulling of the plug. Leaving only a cavity.








It has to all be post-hoc, of course. There's no way I could have so many complicated feelings and thoughts in a single moment-- The mind just doesn't work like that.








Still, when I think back on it, I can't escape that feeling. Both of loss, and coming into contact with something alien.








"It is for that reason that I am, and have always been inspired by the cause of the order, who have aspired to set right that wrong even while the rest of our culture sleepwalked in numb acceptance for generations," Kamrusepa continued. "Even as it endangered their own careers and lives. And why I hope this event becomes more than simply a chance for us to demonstrate our talents, but instead serves as a bridge to bring their work and cause to the academic community at large. And that we may usher in a new age of longevity scholarship, which will see human life and healthspan extended to a degree it has never been before. To that end, I humbly hope that we are able to repay the trust they have invested in us this day, and that we, too, show the same passion they have come to embody. Thank you."








She sat back down, and this time, people broke into applause, both among the inner circle (Anna excepted) and the audience. A few of our class clapped, too; myself included, because I was easily peer pressured.








The response seemed less ambiguous then it had during her speech yesterday morning. Maybe the only people who'd bother watching this were already mostly believers. Or maybe selling people on trying to defeat death was a lot easier when you spoke from the heart instead of wrapping it up in ideology.








"Thank you, class representative Kamrusepa of Tuon," Aruru said. "We shall now commence with the presentations. Ophelia of the Glass Fields, please step forward."








Well, here we go.








Ophelia stood up, her posture betraying only a little nervousness, and stepped down from the stands. She collected her box, then moved to stand before the council members. A little wooden bench, separate from the round table, had been set up there for our use. She placed the object - delicately - upon it.








"Um, good afternoon..." she said, bowing her head. "Thank you for the invitation. My presentation shall be on the topic of temporary organ substitutes for crisis and battlefield situations... It's not exactly to do with living longer, but I believe it could save lives, so I hope you will find it suitable."








"Go ahead, Ophelia," Linos said, encouragingly. Durvasa watched intently, his hands clasped together, while Zeno seemed only partially engaged, already looking bored.








She nodded, and softly cleared her throat. "Obviously, substitutes for organs that can be quickly installed have been developed by alienist Biomancers for hundreds of years now, since the creation of the external lung by Sagara of Nholato... And they've been iterated upon to become more sophisticated and long-lasting, and there have been attempts at auto-sterilizing models, meaning they can be installed on-site during an incident... However, they still require an incision to be made, making them unable to be employed by laymen. And as a result, certain types of damage to critical organs often lead to fatalities before medical aid can even arrive, especially in rural areas..."








"Ugh, damn it," Fang muttered to themselves as they fussed over something in their bag. It was quiet, but still easily audible across the room... Which meant the people watching could hear it, too. A few even seemed to be looking...








And a few seemed to have noticed me looking. Fuck, this sort of thing was uncomfortable.








Durvasa and Anna also gave them displeased looks, but Fang didn't seem to notice.








"So," Ophelia continued. "I've been experimenting to try and create a method which is entirely autonomous as an ongoing project... Using some principles from Zoomancy in the process. I will now begin a demonstration." She hesitated. "Um-- Actually, do you happen to have a table cloth? Or some papyrus sheets...?"








Some of the council looked wary. "...Aruru, please set down a sheet on the demonstration table," Hamilcar instructed, after a moment.








"As you wish," it said. It stepped over to a cabinet by the window, retrieved a white sheet of fabric, then placed it over the table, Ophelia lifting up the box as she did so.








Then, she opened the box.








At first, nothing happened. But after waiting a few moments, she took out a pouch filled with brown, grainy-substance - sugar? Rock salt? Even after taking off my glasses, it was too distant to even see the consistency - and sprinkled a small amount of it in front of the opening.








And slowly, something began to crawl out.








It was hard to describe exactly looked like. Something between a slug and and a sea sponge, but with two harder appendages that looked like the fins of a small fish. It was a ugly, brown-blue color, and seemed to have no visible sensory organs. No eyes, no mouth... If it hadn't been moving, I might've mistaken it for a strange looking rock.








But it did move. It pulled itself forward across the cloth, leaving a slightly damp trail in its wake, until it reached the powder, or whatever it was. I couldn't exactly see what happened next, but a membrane from its underside unfolded, like a tongue, and pressed against the substance, sucking it up. It seemed to struggle with the process, its whole body tensing and oscillating repeatedly.








Everyone stared at the bizarre sight, transfixed.








"This is a familiar I created using the Flesh-Weaving Arcana, taking anima script from a variety of sources... Primarily the human body, and the helobdella modesta, which served as its base. My working term for it is a Proxia - um, from the word 'proxy'." (Familiar, in case its not self-evident, was the biological version of 'artifice'; that is, an animal created by the Power.) "It's a lifeform designed to be able to mimic the functions of a human organ. In this case, a liver. It's also able to sustain itself with minimal human intervention, so it's easy to keep around... Though, I'm still ironing parts of that out. At the moment, it only has a quasi-functional digestive system, so it can only really consume glucose in its raw form. Other nutrients have to be injected directly, but that's, ah, a problem I've made a lot of progress on, which you'll see in the documentation."








The other shoe seeming to drop in her head as she said this, she made a little 'ah' sound, and then passed Aruru a bundle of handouts for the council members. It moved around the table, distributing them to each.








"Um, of course, such things have been done before... Living organ substitutes, with a system of self-maintenance that allows for non-specialized storage. Yuan Ren's work, for example..." She coughed a little, raising a hand to cover her mouth. "However, that's not the focus of this project, but as I explained, autonomy. I set out to create a familiar that could not only connect itself to act as a substitute organ, but that was able to do so without the oversight or assessment of a professional. I'll demonstrate."








Then Ophelia started taking off her clothes.








...okay, okay. Don't get too excited. She didn't take off very much. She removed her shawl, then hefted up her tunic so that the side of her chest, just below her ribcage, was visible.








There were some pretty evident traces of scarring in the area which cosmetic biomancy obviously hadn't been able to completely remove. No one said anything, of course, and fortunately, it didn't seem like the observers could tell.








"Because of some events in my background... I use a mechanically artificed liver - derived from some of your own work, I believe, master Kane." Hamilcar gave a small nod of acknowledgement. "As an arcanist, I'm able to easily disable it at any time. This makes me a good subject for this." She pointed again to the familar. "I've designed the Proxia to, when touched, being able to chemically diagnose if there is a serious flaw in the function of the organ it corresponds to, then to intervene if needed. Ah, here, let me show you..."








She touched the creature in the form of an affectionate pat. It didn't even seem to notice, still preoccupied with slowly consuming the glucose powder.








"Um, now, I'll disable my liver... Please hold on," she said, ticking a box for sentences I never expected to hear in my life.








Is this safe, so soon after this morning?








She drew her scepter. She was a Biomancer educated in Palaat, and so, like Durvasa's, it was wooden and crowned with a lotus. Though her's had one less layer of petals, indicating her lower ranking, and was also adorned with a butterfly at the center. I'd never been sure why that was - I didn't think it was part of the official symbology.








She pointed the scepter at herself, then spoke a simple incantation to disable the artificed organ. Of course, nothing visibly happened in response. Unlike lungs or heart, a body could go hours before liver failure became obvious, with it only becoming apparent when digestion started to fail.








"That should be long enough," she said, and reached to touch the familiar for a second time. This time, after a few moments, it perked up.








Then, slowly, it made its way towards the edge of the table. Ophelia angled herself against it, and the creature awkwardly slid up against her flesh, climbing. It came to roughly the location of her liver, then extended a tendril, and--








--and stabbed deep into her flesh with surprising force. She winced a little, closing her eyes, but displayed far less of a visible reaction than I'd expect someone to for what had to have been considerably painful. Several similar tendrils followed, worming around awkwardly under her skin. Blood started to trickle down, which she stopped with a handkerchief.








Neferuaten raised a hand to her mouth with concern. "Ophelia... That might be going a little beyond what's necessary--"








Zeno raised a hand, cutting her off. He was staring intently, seeming absolutely captivated by the scene unfolding before his eyes. (I wanted to believe this was for wholesome reasons like professional curiosity, and not... Other ones.)








"It's alright," she said. "I've practiced this many times now. It's perfectly safe."








I heard Mehit make a whimpering sound. Looking over, I could see that Ptolema was making a goofily distressed face, showing her teeth.








The thing writhed and wriggled a little more, making strange squishing and pumping sounds in the process. Then, finally, it seemed to settle. I could see that blood and other fluid was now being being pumped through, its body moving in accord with her own.








It was interesting how Ophelia was, in a way, both the opposite of and exactly what one expected. My natural cynicism might've made me doubt her saccharine sweet and gentle persona, but I had to admit, I'd never really seen many cracks to it-- Though I was sure that she played up her innocence at times, she truly did act with a kindness and patience towards others that was incredibly rare. One of the reasons she hadn't climbed higher in the ranks of the class despite being extremely talented was that she volunteered to help every student in the academy who asked her. On top of that, she did volunteer work as a medic. I'd even see her take injured animals home to nurse them back to health, like some fucking fairy tale protagonist.








But when it came to her specialization and the actual work she produced, she had an alarming affinity for and comfort with the grotesque. What we were seeing play out here wasn't even that far from average. And she didn't seem to mind pain, or using her own body as a test bed. Despite having generally poor health, and often terrible luck with that health, as you've seen multiple times already.








The word that often came to mind when thinking of her was 'martyr'. Which I didn't know if I had a basis for, because it didn't seem like she didn't value her own life. She ate healthily, and though she seemed self-conscious, never came across as outright self-loathing...








Maybe it would've all made more sense if I'd known her background. But she wasn't a very open person. I knew she'd been born on the Diakos and then had migrated to the Mimikos as a teenager, but that was about it. As it was, I didn't know how to interpret her personality.








"Um, the Proxia has now made a connection to my bile duct, hepatic artery, and portal vein, usurping the functions of the liver from my implant... Based on my most recent tests, it should remain stable for at least 24 hours, giving more than enough time for organ repair or permanent replacement to take place. ...I'd thought about leaving it in place for the rest of the event to illustrate this, but it will actually make it difficult to put my robes back in place, so, I'm going to remove it now."








She physically tugged at it, causing the process to reverse, and then halted the bleeding using the Power. She then restarted her artificed organ, and - after leaving a little more glucose behind, presumably as a treat for a job well done - placed the now somewhat bloody familiar back in its box. Cage? Cage.








I breathed a small sigh of relief now that it was gone. Obviously this wasn't the most pressing concern for something with a utility like that, but in addition to being disgusting, it had also kind of stunk. We are talking about a liver replacement, here.








"This concludes my presentation," Ophelia said, lowering her head. "Thank you."








The council applauded, even Anna, despite being the most visibly disgusted. We followed in turn, along with the crowd at large a few moments later.


...actually, it was a little off how long it took them to react. Maybe there was something slowing down the transmission.








"That was fascinating," Zeno said, now far more animated than previously. "I'm incredibly impressed that you managed to make it work."








"T-Thank you, sir." I could hear the smile on her face.








Durvasa nodded along. "An innovative concept, and a great display of technical skill in the art. Though, I find myself somewhat skeptical that it could ever be realistically mass-produced and implemented as a serious crisis response tool, even if it could achieve a near-perfect success rate. The degree of hassle for maintenance and the unhygenic nature of it would deter many, and at a time where swift organ repair and medical response speeds are both improving rapidly."








"Still, Durvasa," Zeno implored. "The potential of the concept! Fully detachable organs, able to subsist as living creatures in their own right! Hamilcar-- I know you despise things of flesh and blood, but this is of interest to you, too, surely."








"It is intriguing," he conceded. "It is obvious that you have a great deal of talent, acolyte. How long have you been pursuing this research?"








"Um, about a year and a half, sir... Since soon after joining the class. Though, this is the first time it's been functional enough for a proper demonstration."








"Still, that's an impressive timescale for something this ambitious," he replied. "Though, I understand that much of your work revolves around creating symbiotic life for the purpose of healing."








She nodded. "That's correct. Though most aren't this, um... Meat-y."








"You said the template for the familiar was the helobdella modesta," Neferuaten chimed in. "A leech."








"Yes, that's correct. I sought to capitalize on their pre-existing instincts to seek out veins and areas rich with blood to allow them to easily connect with the correct arteries. It was more difficult than I'd thought, but I did get there, after consulting some neuromancers."








"Mmhmm," she said, jotting something down on a piece of paper in front of her. "And have you tested it on people other than yourself?"








"A few, ma'am," she said meekly. "But only on individuals who also have artificial livers like my own; it hasn't felt appropriate to use on live patients. I'll admit that there are still significant obstacles in making it able to adjust to patients with differing body types and organ makeup without getting confused, so this is mainly a, ah, proof of concept... But still-- I really do believe there are people it could help!"








Neferuaten smiled gently. "Well, you're certainly not wanting for passion. That alone is a virtue."








"Have you made any other prototypes for other organs?" Zeno asked, his hands clapsed tightly together as he leaned his head forward.








"Yes," she said, with a small nod. "A lung, though its much less sophisticated right now... I haven't even been able to make a complete connection with an anatomy doll, yet. Though, the lower weight means that it's been easier to develop the metabolism and feeding process. I've written all about it in the handout, if you want to know more."








"I shall definitely have to review it later," he said. "For now, though, well done."








"Yes," Durvasa echoed. "Very well done."








"Did you have a question for young Ophelia, your ladyship?" Neferuaten asked Anna, a note of playfulness in her tone. "You've been staring rather intently."








The older women glanced at her with narrowed eyes for a moment, then grunted. "Rather than questions, I am simply baffled why someone would choose a project direction so disgusting when there exist so many alternatives. ...but it is as Durvasa says. It is nothing if not technically competent. So I shall keep my opinions to myself."








"I think it was very good, too, Ophelia," Linos said, despite looking a little pale. "You should be proud that you have such a creative mind."








That was diplomatic phrasing if I'd ever heard it.








"This seems to be drawing to a conclusion," Hamilcar said. "Are there any further questions?"








No one spoke up.








"Very good," he said, and turned to Ophelia. "Thank you for sharing your innovation with us, acolyte. You may return to your seat."








"As you say, sir... Um-- Thank you again." She curtsied, then hefted the cage back, depositing it back on the floor before climbing back up to her seat.








Though we were supposed to be quiet, Ptolema felt it appropriate to offer her a quiet "Good job, Lia!" and Kamrusepa gave her an approving smile. Even Ran patted her on the shoulder affirmingly as she squeezed passed her. Ophelia looked very relieved, her face flushed.








"Thank you, Ophelia of the Glass FIelds," Aruru said. "Next shall be the presentation from Bardiya of Tuon. Bardiya, please step forward."








And so it continued. Bardiya gave a complex but extremely dry presentation about an artificed anti-viral agent that attacked a rare pathogen shown to slowly damage metabolic function in a way that had so far eluded modern medicine on account of its high mutation rate, with a small demonstration in a petri dish at the end. While Zeno looked so bored I wondered if he'd fallen asleep and even Neferuaten seemed to be struggling to appear interested, it seemed to have the opposite effect on Anna, who was pleased by his hyper-professionalism. She even complimented him, calling him a 'young man with clear potential, should it be cultivated properly'.








Durvasa was engaged too, as this was close to his area of expertise, and asked several complex questions. He was less forthcoming with praise, though. I wondered if bias from yesterday's argument was leaking in.








Next followed Ezekiel. I neglected to mention this earlier, but Ezekiel was a Neuromancer, like Zeno. His presentation was obviously aiming for his approval - an incantation designed to hyperstimulate minds that had already been subject to some amount of degeneration, allowing them to experience temporary bouts of extreme clarity and potentially regain some permanent function. It sounded very complex. Hell, all of Neuromancy was more complex than most disciplines.








...but he didn't have a means to demonstrate it, and the research he showed them was shallow and poorly cited. In the latter half, they begun to notice, and though he answered their questions deftly - he was well-spoken in a professional context, if still cold and blunt - it was obvious it had left a bad impression. And Zeno accused his concept of being derivative to begin with.








He walked away visibly frustrated and angry. So had Seth been telling the truth, after all? Had this happened because he hadn't finished the academic legwork he'd promised him...? I hated not knowing if people were lying to me. ...despite that being incredibly hypocritical.








And then, of course--








"Thank you, Ezekiel of Ilaadbat," Aruru said. "Next shall be the presentation from Jia Fang. Fang, please step forward."








They didn't respond, still fussing over something with their logic engine, their face scrunched up in thought.








"...Jia Fang, please step forward," it repeated.








They blinked. "Huh? Oh-- Ohhh." They laughed nervously, looking genuinely kind of embarrassed. "Wow! That was fast! Shoot, the Ysaran alphabet, huh?"








"Are you prepared to give your presentation, acolyte?" Hamilcar asked. His words were measured, though some of the others were glaring at the obvious lack of respect.








"Uh, if you wouldn't mind, can you bump me down one spot?" They made a flat gesture with their hand, moving it downward accordingly. "Sorry, don't mean to be difficult. I'm just throwing the last of it together."








"Very well," he said. "Aruru, please delay this presentation until after the next."








"Yes, master Hamilcar," it said. "Kamrusepa of Tuon, please step forward."








Probably glad to steal a bit of Fang's thunder, Kam readily rose up, descending down to the floor below.


But for all her confidence, things weren't going to go quite to plan.
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She gave us a particular sort of smug look as she departed. It was a look which said, 'come now, little girls, and watch the mistress at work'. The kind of expression where you can just feel the adrenaline being pumped into your heart as your lizard brain urges you to punch them in the face.








Kam had talked about her presentation yesterday, hadn't she? Yeah, I could remember. It was about an artifice designed to put people into a short-lived state of suspended animation, which she'd hoped would appeal those wealthy enough to afford getting them customized. It was inherently controversial-- My gut told me that Zeno would like it, but Neferuaten wouldn't. Everyone else could go either way.








She skipped confidently to her position at the wooden table, which had fortunately been wiped down since Ophelia's effort, and gracefully cleared her throat.








"Members of the discretionary council, my humble thanks again for this invaluable opportunity!" she said. "Today, I hope to show you a potential method for buying time in cases of catastrophic injury that is both fully universal and automatic, without sacrificing convenience in the process. I hope I am able to meet your expectations!"








"Ohoh," Zeno said, faintly amused. "That's a bold claim." He glanced over to Neferuaten. "This one is the Chronomancer, isn't she?"








"Mm-hmm," she hummed.








He chuckled. "It wasn't long ago that their venerable order all but declared they wouldn't wipe their asses with our work. How the tables have turned, with one of their most promising scions coming right to our lap."








Durvasa glared at him disapprovingly, subtly clicking his tongue.








Many people would have interpreted this remark as passive-aggressive enough to deter further comment. Kamrusepa, though, was never one to shy away from a little conversational friction.








"I assure you, grandmaster," she said smoothly, "though every organization has its fair share of traditionalists, there are many in the order who have great respect for your work, and are eager to forge bonds academically, even if the study of longevity has not generally fallen within their remit."








The Order of Chronomancers was infamous for two things. The first was being very conservative about the direction of its scholarship - according to their charter, the discipline was only supposed to be used to serve the 'public good', though of course what exactly that meant depended on who was in charge during any given era. Generally speaking, though, it tended to come down to it's use being only acceptable for public works and saving lives in the most uncontroversial of circumstances. Grand and experimental endeavors were frowned upon, and research into combat applications was strictly forbidden.








The second was being extremely stingy and protective of their secrets. They'd formally shared their knowledge exactly once in their entire history, and that was as a means to stop the Mekhian army outright wiping them out at the end of the Tricenturial War. Gods, in Rhunbard, it was illegal to even teach Chronomancy outside of the order.








The reason for both of these, ostensibly, was the incredible potential for misuse the discipline posed. That was probably partially true, but there was no denying that the contemporary order was, by all accounts, a nightmarishly cliqueish and elitist organization. Which irritated many scholars for whom their research could have been incredibly useful, since they held a virtual monopoly.








Chronomancy was an immensely complicated field of study; arguably the most technically complicated discipline of all... And because the order always moved quickly to squash leaks and assimilate promising indepdendent scholars, that meant anyone who wanted to learn it outside of their ranks would be starting from scratch. The Institute for Temporal Studies, a Irencan-Mekhian venture, was the first which had really achieved success - but even it was centuries behind.








"We will see what happens, for sure," Zeno replied, seeming already to have grown tired with the tangent. "Regardless, that being the case, I assume you're talking about a artifice that can place people in some manner of temporally suspended animation. Such endeavours exist already, of course, yet--"








"Let the girl speak on her own terms, companion-legionary," Hamilcar said, his tone even. "They'll be time for this in the questioning stage."








The other man sighed, gesturing dismissively. "Very well."








Kamrusepa smiled. "Grandmaster Zeno--"








"Professor," he said. "If you must title me. I'm not one for Mekhian stylings."








"Professor Zeno is nevertheless correct," she corrected, without missing a beat. "The project I shall be demonstrating today is a new type of suspended animation artifice which I have informally titled the emergency stasis pin. Allow me to show you."








At this, she placed a small metal case upon the table in front of her, and popped it open. Because of the angle and the smaller size relative to Ophelia's rather, uh, impactful project, I couldn't see what it was at first, but fortunately, she held up to demonstrate clearly for the benefit of the audience. It was - as the name would suggest - a golden badge, about the size of her palm, in the shape of a shield that was also styled to vaguely resemble a clock.








Kamrusepa might've been ranked one position above me in our class, but in truth, our grades were pretty much identical most of the time - she had the edge on me when it came to practical work and essay-writing I was slightly better at theory and written exams, but there wasn't much in it. What tended to push her over the edge, though, was that she was really good at going the extra mile with aesthetics. It was amazing how far a fancy cover for a thesis went, or some good illustrations or diagrams, or... Well, things like this.








A prototype didn't need to be pretty, but of course hers would be. She was a natural showman.








"As I am sure you know, the primary factors holding back devices of this nature have been twofold: Firstly, the need for constant and fairly specific Divination to catch a potentially fatal injury in its earliest stage... And secondly, the sheer level of eris required for a stasis field which covers the entire body." She smiled widely. "I believe I have resolved both of those problems. But before I go into detail, a demostration."








She lifted up the final object she'd prepared - a small linen bag - and withdrew a porcelain doll around the side of the size of a baby, dressed a typical frilly dress. She clipped the badge to its body.








"Of course, this is an artifice with an active engraving, which means it needs to be periodically tuned by an arcanist to remain functional. This is a limitation regarding mass-adoption I've been forced to accept for the time being." More like forever. I doubted she had any long-term plans for this beyond impressing the order and possibly getting a buyer for the concept. "Nevertheless, the incantation - which you shall be free to review shortly - does allow for activation and deactivation at the wearers convenience. This may be done by simply pressing ones finger into the center of the face and holding it for a few seconds. Like so--"








A few moments after performing the gesture, there was a subtle shimmer of light from the device, and a disturbance in the air around the doll's form.








"It takes around four seconds for the device to properly attune to the body it is attached to. Though as ought to be be implicit by this demonstration, it will function with anything, not just a human being-- Though, there are of course far more optimal alternatives for inanimate objects." She giggled a little to herself. "But I digress."








She stepped back and, in a fluid motion, flipped the doll upside down and dropped it.








Naturally, the instant its head hit the floor, the porcelain started to shatter. But, true to Kamrusepa's claim, this process stopped from the moment the first crack began to form. Instead, the toy completely froze, the cloth of its dress hanging upright unnaturally, as if the whole thing had suddenly turned into a sculpture.








The eris usage was great enough that I could feel it when it happened, if subtly. Kam had to have done something pretty clever to cram that much into something so small.








I had to admit, though, I was starting to have a hard time keeping my attention focused, especially since I knew my presentation wouldn't be until right at the very end. I was bad at just sitting in a chair and listening to people talk, and while that was something I could suppress by taking diligent notes when it came to lectures, we weren't even expected to learn anything from this. It just felt like church.








"Oh, good. I was worried that wouldn't work for a second!" Kam said whimsically as she kneeled down, while there were some laughs from the crowd. "Now, then. As you can well see, the incantation has succeeded in halting temporal progression from the moment of injury. And..." She grabbed its side, slowly lifting it into the air. "...this enchantment will hold, even when moved and bent, making it simple to place the patient in a prudent position for medical intervention."








The spectators made impressed noises as she flattened the doll out and placed it back on the table. For the council's part, it looked as though they were still witholding judgement, although she'd definitely succeeded in at least making Linos, Neferuaten and Zeno curious.








"Now, some of you might have already doubts about the capacity for this to function with the complexity of human biology, and those are certainly valid concerns I'll address in a moment. But first, an explanations of the device's limitations." She gestured at pin. "Once the effect is taken hold, there is enough eris to sustain it for 2-5 minutes, depending on the size of the wearer. During this time, some forms of healing are possible - though the lack of bloodflow prohibits Biomancy and most conventional medicine. If it needs to be deactivated prematurely, one can do so by simply unhooking the pin. But first, I shall save the patient."








She flicked up her scepter, twirled it once, then spoke the incantation.








T i m e R e v e r s i n g




"...𒊌𒅎𒀉𒌫𒀊, 𒀭𒀉𒃶𒐊𒐊𒄀𒁍𒊹."








In an instant, the cracks on the doll reversed and disappeared outright. Then, she reached over and removed the pin from its chest. It slumped, suddenly back under influence of gravity, but otherwise remained unchanged.








Hamilcar nodded once, impressed.








"I hope you're not going to keep us in suspense about whatever trick you're using for its power source," Zeno said.








"Have no fear, professor. All shall be answered imminently." She looked extremely pleased with herself, obviously in her element now that she had the audience enraptured. "I invite the members of the council to inspect the artifice by hand while I explain the technology at work. Aruru, if you would?"








The golem stepped forward to take the object and pass it around the council members. Meanwhile, I tried very hard to suppress a yawn, contorting my lower face in the process.








"Now, it's here that I must confess to have kept a detail about this project from you up until this point. You see, there's actually a second component of it other than the pin - one you may be able to infer by simply examining ." She smiled slyly. "But for the sake of our audience, I've crafted some visual aids on my logic engine to assist in the explanation." She held up the device. "May I attune it to your own network."








"Go right ahead," Hamilcar said.








She nodded, and pressed her hand against it while also touching one of the pillars. Sure enough, an image began to form within the artificial space, above where she was standing--








...but then something odd happened.








Instead of coalescing into something cohesive, the colors and light became blocky and started to break apart, producing a whining sound. Members of the audience started to look confused, and the smile on Kamrusepa's face vanished almost instantly, replaced by a tense dissatisfaction.








"...I take it this was not intentional, acolyte?" Hamilcar asked.








"No, grandmaster," she said, turning to regard him apologetically. "I'm terribly sorry - I was working on this at the logic engine in my bedroom here this morning, and the data must have become corrupted somehow when I was transferring it over. I did test it, so if you'd afford me just a few additional minutes, I can make a fresh transfer--"








Suddenly, I felt a rush of strange extrasensory pulses in my mind come without definition or logic, a textbook sign of shoddy or rushed logic scripting-- And judging by the flinch Ran made next to me, I wasn't the only one. A moment later, the blocks snapped sharply together, and began to coalesce into something coherent.








It was... A woman, though the corruption was so great that you couldn't really make out any features. She was of small build, with short hair, and was wearing a very peculiar dress that looked out of place with modern fashion, even more so than Fang's clothing. And though there were no colors and her face was an indistinct blob, something seemed vaguely off about the parts which could be made out. It was the uncanny valley again. Close to human, but not quite right.


It towered over us, its grey and white form reaching almost to the ceiling.








"Am I doing this properly?" a voice intoned along with the image, only seeming to half correspond to its movements, which were jarring and stiff, like images in a flipbook. It was so distorted it would've been impossible to recognize beyond gender, but it had a certain flippant tone to it that came through right away. "Ah, good, good."








"Acolyte," Hamilcar said to Kamrusepa, his tone growing more serious. "Please disconnect your logic engine."








"Of course," Kamrusepa said without hesitation, only to frown as she pressed her hand against it again. "It's not changing anything. It must have already got in the system somehow."








"Just turn the damn thing off, girl," Anna reprimanded her.








"I already did!" She snapped, then hesitated. "I already did, your ladyship!" she corrected.








"Members of the Conclave of the Universal Panacea!" the voice declared, becoming even more distorted when it rose in volume. "I come bearing a message for you on behalf of my mistress."








Without comment, Hamilcar shut down the entire transmission. The environment and the many spectators all vanished at once, leaving only the quiet hall and the humanoid figure, floating in the air above the central table.








"What on earth is going on...?" Mehit asked, now that we were no longer being watched and everyone could relax. (Well, 'relax', given the circumstances.)








"I don't know," I said, furrowing my brow in bemusement.








"It seems like someone snuck something in on her logic engine," Ran said, her eyes narrow. "Su. You remember yesterday morning? When she was leaving, right before we had lunch?"


I tried to think back.








Right, right. She'd said something about her logic engine being broken, hadn't she? And then had left to get a replacement. Had that been deliberate? A setup?








I turned back to face the figure, my eyes wide. I wasn't bored now-- I doubted anyone was. We all watched it in silence, our expressions ranging from curiosity to morbid anxiety.








"For too long, your hubris has gone unpunished! Your crimes are many, and of unspeakable severity," it said. "You are guilty of transgressions against the natural order, conspiracy against the will of the divine, and of the profanement of life itself! Twice our mistress has, in Her infinite grace, offered you clemency, and twice have you spurned this mercy without so much as a conciliatory gesture! But our mistress's love is great, and She does not wish to lay down punishment unless there exists no alternative. But mark these words: This shall be your third and final warning. Her will shall be denied no longer."








The voice was theatrical to the point of near-absurdity; it was almost evocative of a more overstated Kam, though considerably less professional. Something about it was making me uneasy, and not just the bizarre things it seemed to be saying. I bit my lip, feeling sweat starting to pool in my armpits.








"This is starting to freak me out," Ptolema said. Ophelia nodded along, looking as transfixed as I was.








"You shall be granted until the stroke of midnight to seek absolution!" it went on. "To attain it, there are three deeds demanded of you. FIrst, you shall lay this fel sanctum to waste, taking nothing with you as you abandon it save the clothes on your back! Second, you shall fall to your knees and prostrate yourself before Her glory from the break of dawn to high noon! Third, you shall make the traditional sacrifice of a black bull in the evening light, along with the proper rites! Do this, and turn your miserable lives towards virtue and godliness, and you may yet be afforded forgiveness."








At the circular table, Zeno scoffed, rolling his eyes, and Anna seemed disinterested. Neferuaten and Hamilcar watched it closely. While over at the boys side, Seth looked perplexed, Ezekiel annoyed, and Yantho--








Yantho looked actually afraid. His eyes were wide.








"But heed me, o' woeful fools who have forsaken your oaths," it went on, the tone becoming grave. "Ignore this final commandment at your own peril. For should you do so, a terrible curse will fall upon you! One by one, you shall be cut down by Her unyielding wrath! Your most terrible nightmares shall be made manifest, and that which you hold dear will be stripped away, piece by piece, until nothing remains! Consider this well. Turn away from pride, and your vulgar defiance of the justice of the cosmos, or suffer the consequences!"








Then, the voice exhaled, and the head of the figure shifted to the side, jarringly shifting to casual, chipper tone. "That was pretty good! I really gave it my all, I think--"








And then it cut out, casting the room into sudden silence.


For a few moments, no one said anything. In fact, the room was so quiet that you could have heard a pin drop.








But eventually, Zeno began to chuckle softly. "Well, we've had our fair share of threats from the public, but that was certainly the most dramatic in a while. Audacious, to say the least."


Linos chuckled along awkwardly, and then there was even a little from Durvasa and Neferuaten, as if they'd just been waiting for the ice to be broken.








"Hamilcar, is there any danger to our systems, from this?" Durvasa asked, his gaze intent.








The other man shook his head, though his eyes were distant, almost glazed over. Probably interfacing heavily with the logic bridges, trying to figure out what happened. "No. I configured the logic engines here to only accept audiovisual information, and this room is isolated from the rest of the sanctuary. It looks as though they used a simple request-flooding technique to stop the message from being terminated prematurely, but now that it's finished, there's nothing left to even exhume."








"I suppose we should've expected something to happen along these lines," Linos said, scratching his head. "Miss Tuon, this goes without saying, but you knew nothing of this, I presume?"








"Absolutely not, sir," she said, firmly. "Forgive me-- My logic engine must have been switched out or tampered with under my nose. It is entirely my fault."








"It is not an ideal situation in terms of the publicity ramifications to have an interruption like this, especially one without any warning," Durvasa said in a measured tone, clasping his hands together. "But it's not as if anything about the scenario will come as much surprise to anyone remotely familiar with our reputation. If I'd known what it would be, I'd suggest it would almost be less impactful to have maintained the broadcast. Perhaps it would inspire sympathy for the public to see what we deal with on a regular basis."








"I agree with Durvasa, for once," Zeno said, with a smirk. "It would have been one thing to attempt if this were some attempt at public humiliation or blackmail, but a moralizing and over-the-top threat like that? The only reaction I could see from any third party would be laughter."








Wait, I thought to myself. Are they really not going to take this seriously at all? They're just going to move on?








I mean... Isn't what we just heard a really serious-sounding threat?








I looked to some of the others to gauge their reactions. Sacnicte didn't look too bothered, but it looked like everyone else shared my confusion, especially Lilith and Ptolema. Ran, as ever, was a little hard to read.








"How concerned do you think we should be about further action, do you think?" Neferuaten asked, as if reading my mind.








Zeno snorted. "What, do you think they somehow smuggled in a bomb, too? It's one thing to bring a little data in on a logic engine, but if I were her ladyship, I'd be insulted by your implication towards the quality of her runesmithing." He looked towards Anna. "What is it that you like to say? That you can't bring the blunt end of a toothbrush in here without you knowing of it."








"I do not believe I have ever uttered those words," Anna said coldly. "But it is the truth. The children could not have brought so much as a razor in here. I know every item they carried in their luggage, down to their smallclothes."








"Wow," Ptolema said quietly. "Creepy."








"Save for the one whose arrival I was not told to expect, of course," Anna continued, giving Neferuaten a grim look. "Though the records of that will be equally obtainable."








"Still, I find it difficult to imagine the motive for this if it wasn't a genuine warning of some sort," Neferuaten said, looking contemplative. "As Durvasa pointed out, the content was too ridiculous for the intent to be intimidation alone. To go to such lengths, for no clear end..."








"I agree with Neferuaten," Linos said, nodding emphatically. "This whole situation makes me a little uneasy, to be quite honest. Does anyone have any more specific ideas, as to the culprit?"








"Their use of language made it sound borderline religious," Zeno mused idly. "Much as I hate dealing with ideologues, it would be rather entertaining to have a full-blown cult after us. That's never happened before."








"...black bull..." I heard Ran muttering to herself, her face contorted in thought.








I looked to her. "What?"








"A black bull," she repeated, turning to face me with a grim look. "That's what the voice said needed to be sacrificed to satisfy its demands."








"What sort of point are you trying to make, idiot?" Lilith asked. She looked agitated by the situation, bopping one leg up and down repeatedly. Mehit looked at her with concern "No one here-- No one here is deaf. We all heard it."








"In the old Inotian religion," Ran went on, seeming to ignore the child completely, "...really old, before even the Platonic Reforms, they used to have specific animals you were meant to sacrifice to each of the gods on their holy days. For animals with black fur, and usually cattle specifically... It was the god of the dead."








"Wait," Ptolema said, frowning. "You're saying that whoever sent that message... The stuff they were saying about their 'mistress' the order had been doing transgressions to... They were talking about death? Like, scythe-and-black-cloak death?"








"Maybe," Ran replied. "The Inotian version was a male god, so it doesn't line up perfectly. But I can't think of anything better."








I bit my lip, frowning. "I guess if you want a persona that makes sense, to frame your threat aginst an organization that's trying to learn how to live forever... You might as well go all the way to the top," I said.








But even with those oh-so-rational words, I felt an uneasy chill. Because even though the council was acting like it, it wasn't as though the message had come across as zealous or full of rightous conviction, like you'd expect. Rather, outside of what was obviously playing it up for fun, the person delivering it hadn't even seemed that serious about it.








Fury is a tool most often used to mask a lack of confidence. If you're filled with bluster and quick to shout about something, then that means you leave little room for the other person to examine your intent and conviction critically. Its a way of using physical and auditory presence to compensate for a lack of actual power.








But... On the other hand, when someone delivers a terrible message matter-of-factly, or even with a casual attitude... Then that can either mean two things. Either it's all just a joke that they're not taking seriously at all... Or they don't need to care about how they come across at all. Because it won't change what they know to be reality.








Because they know their words are backed by something real.








"Su," Ran said, looking at me critically. "You're making a funny expression."








I blinked. "Am I?" I attempted to smile, if only to diffuse the tension. "I'm just examining my own logic, I suppose."








"This is really, really stupid," Lillith said, crossing her arms as her foot beat even faster. "And annoying. I hate this."








"Um, I'm sure that they know what they're doing, and it's nothing to worry about, Lili..." Ophelia said soothingly.








She scowled to herself, looking downward. This seemed to be bothering her even more than unexpected breaks from plans normally did.








Maybe I was worrying too much. After all, if the council members were taking it all so casually, that had to mean that they dealt with this kind of thing all the time, right?








Iwa, a friend of mine from when I was in tertiary school, used to have this really old oven at her house that would always make this gassy burning smell, which obviously freaked out anyone who came to visit. But whenever a new guest would get freaked out, she always just laughed it off, saying it was just a quirk from its age. And she'd been right-- Nothing ever happened. When in unfamiliar territory, it was sometimes smarter to trust those with experience over your own 'common sense'.








But didn't it sound an awful lot like the tone of that letter I'd found with Kam? I thought. Using religious terminology. Sins, absolution... And after the other letter, too...








I didn't like this. Something felt off.








...no, it wasn't just that 'something felt off'. It was that feeling of familiarity again, building slowly at the back of my mind since the strange message had played. But this time, it was more tangible, to the point that I could swear I was seeing flashes of... Something. Like my mind could just about touch what it was trying to grab, but couldn't quite reach far enough to close its grip around it.








Be rational, I thought. It was like Neferuaten said. Most of the time, deja vu was just the brain drawing associations with similar experiences one couldn't consciously recall. Over the course of the past two years, I'd been to a lot of similar events with more or less the same people, so it was inevitable that I'd had similar experiences. And stress leads to heightened mental activity. All the times I'd had these thoughts had been moments when I'd already been feeling bad.








I tried to calm myself down, taking deep breaths.








"What now, then?" Linos asked, placing his folded hands on the table.








"I see no reason not to simply resume," Zeno said, his tone casual. "In fact, the longer we wait, the more likely it is that we'll lose the audience."








"We should prepare a short statement, first," Durvasa said. "To make sure nothing of the matter is misunderstood. Hamilcar?"








"Very well," he said. "I believe the simplest course would, as you suggested, to simply be truthful. So I will inform them that there was an unexpected threat against our organization which would be inappropriate to broadcast, and leave it at that." He looked to Kamrusepa. "Acolyte, I'm afraid I must ask you to forgo whatever you had planned for this segment of your presentation, as I would be wary of any copies you might retrieve. Will you be able to proceed with only a spoken explanation?"








"Oh, yes, sir," she said, though she was obviously a little disappointed. "That should be no problem at all."








"So be it," he said, nodding. "In that case--"








"Ah, hey, sorry!" Fang spoke up again, over the boys stand. I hadn't been paying attention to them much, but glancing over, they looked about as put-off as we did. Theodoros in particular looked bad-- Seth seemed to be talking with him about something, though they both looked up in surprise as Fang stood. "Before you get to that, just so you know, I'm done. It's all ready."








"Ah, good," Hamilcar said. I thought I could see Anna subtly roll her eyes. "Then you may proceed with it after Kamrusepa has finished, as planned. I expect great things. Now, as I was saying--"








"Hey, actually." Fang said. "You might want to see it first, real quick?"








Zeno snorted out a laugh. "What would be the point of that, girl? The whole purpose of the endeavor is for you to show us the damn things." He clicked his tongue. "You do understand that, don't you? I hope you haven't let your reputation go so far to your head that you never cultivated basic sense."








Neferuaten sighed softly to herself, folding her arms. A strange, satisfied smile was forming on her face, like she was watching the timer of a well-cooked meal slowly tick down to zero.








"I mean, I was just thinking that it might be a good idea to run it past you first," Fang replied, ignoring the obviously shitty part of Zeno's remark. "In case you didn't think it's suitable for the broadcast as part of the public aspect of this whole thing. I kinda explained it in the message morning, but it doesn't seem like it's worked its way down the chain?"








"If you haven't brought a project you feel comfortable showing us, Acolyte, then it would be better for you not to participate at all," Durvasa said, pulling no punches. "This is an event intended to display your competence. We are not here to coddle you."








"Uh, let's not go too far, now, Durvasa..." Linos said warily. "We want to keep everyone involved, right? We don't want people going away from this telling everyone the wrong things. I think that's more important than keeping strictly to the rules."








"It is not just this, boy. Their behavior has been unacceptable from the advent," Anna said, her words sharp. "Regardless of their talents, I have personally lost patience." She turned to Fang, her foggy eyes intent from under her hood. "Explain yourself."








"Phew, this is a weird misunderstanding," Fang said awkwardly. "I think you've got this the wrong way 'round."








"What are you talking about?" Durvasa asked sternly.








For Hamilcar, though, it looked like some shoe had to have dropped. I noticed him tense, his fingers curling tightly.








"I guess it is my fault," they mused, flicking their eyes upward, folding one leg over the other. "For sitting on the fence until the last minute, y'know. You shouldn't go after a bear unless you're willing to walk into its den. And for getting involved in something so personal to begin with-- Though, I guess that part couldn't be helped, huh?"








Crrk. I felt a sharp twinge in my mind, like something had snapped mentally out of place.








"I'll ask you one more time, Acolyte," Durvasa said, now clearly annoyed. "Get to your point."








"Right, right! Sorry," they said holding up their hands . "Well, I guess it'll be easier if I just show you." They bent down, reaching into their bag.








I wondered what it would be, to deserve this much fuss--








But then... Suddenly, I knew what it would be. As clear as day.








Fang will withdraw an item that looks like a sheathed blade, but covered in small pieces of strange, silver-white machinery. As soon as the inner circle sees it, they will react with shock and panic. Someone - in 87% of scenarios, Zeno, but sometimes Hamilcar, Anna or even Linos - will demand what they're doing with it and where they got it. Fang will explain that they were entrusted with the task of completing it by a departed member of the order, though they won't say who. Later, I will learn this was my grandfather, but that won't be until half way through the night.








After this, the conclave will demand they hand the item over, but Fang will only do this under the condition they stall the conference until they've led everyone down to the sublevel to reveal its purpose. Kamrusepa will get upset and refuse to go. We'll travel to an elevator that goes deeper in the facility, and... And then...








As suddenly as it came, the stream of knowledge started to dry up and fall apart, giving way to a discordant mess of broken scenes and incomprehensible conversations. But it wasn't like waking up from a dream - I could still recall all of it clearly, down to every superficial detail. I could 'remember' the specifics of what would happen in the conversation. Of Kam's expression when she'd get upset. Of an idle comment Seth would make about the speed of the elevator.








It wasn't something that could be called a fantasy, or a daydream, of a trick of the mind. It couldn't be dismissed as my mind cutting corners or filling in gaps.








As absurd as it sounded... It could only be called one thing.








A prophecy.








What... Just happened?








Only an instant had passed. Fang was still rummaging in the bag while everyone watched expectantly. They seemed to grab something.








It's not going to be the sheath, every logical part of my brain said.








Something like that couldn't really happen. It's absurd. Impossible.








Isn't it?








My whole body tensed up, my lips feeling dry and my breath short. I watched as I saw what looked like a leather object, long and vaguely angular, start to be pulled out--








"Wait, Acolyte," Hamilcar interrupted, his voice suddenly terse. "Stop."








Fang stopped, looking up with confusion.








He rose to his feet. "Aruru, I'm declaring a thirty minute recess. The council must confer privately about a pertinent matter which has just occurred to me."








"Yes, master Hamilcar," it said, lowering its head, and then addressed the room at large. "A 30 minute recess to the conclave has been declared. If you wish, you may exit the chamber, though please try and return within the allotted time, so as to not cause any delays."








"What are you doing, Hamilcar?" Durvasa asked, a little annoyed. "What's the meaning of this?"








"What, indeed," Anna said coldly.








"Children," he said to our group, as if he hadn't even heard the two of them. "I apologize, but I must ask you to leave the conference hall for the time being. You will be summoned back once matters have been resolved."








"Once matters have been resolved," Zeno echoed sardonically, brushing his fingers through his beard in frustration. "Once what has been resolved, exactly?"








"We're in the middle of a landmark event, Hamilcar," Linos said, his tone gentle, but still one of obvious disapproval. "It's not going to look good if we suddenly cut it off for nearly an hour. Whatever this is, can you put it aside for now?"








"Quite," Zeno said. "This isn't the time for one of your little moments."








Maybe Hamilcar didn't command quite as much respect as I'd assumed.








"Hey, uh-- Did I have something to do with this?" Fang asked. They looked pretty taken aback by this turn of events, their aloof confidence from a moment earlier a little diminished. "I can just not do it, if it's a big problem I mean-- Don't even worry about it."








"You alone shall stay for a few more moments, to aid in establishing something, acolyte," Hamilcar told them. He was raising his voice a bit, now, trying to exert something like an aura of authority. "Aruru, escort the rest of them out. Stewards, I must ask you to leave as well."








Sacnicte sighed, rising lazily to her feet. "Could at least ask me to do it directly, and not the walking broomstick," she muttered.








"All of you, please descend from the stands and follow me," the golem said.








The strangeness of the situation aside, one by one, the rest of us moved to follow Sacnicte's example, standing and beginning to descend.








"This is turning into a disgraceful farce," Anna said, lowering her head as if to disguise the scowl forming behind her hood.








"What about my presentation?" Kamrusepa asked, a little desperation in her tone. "Er-- Our presentations, rather?"








"We'll try to resolve whatever this is as soon as possible, miss Tuon," Neferuaten said, with a warm expression. "Why don't you try and think about how to adapt it, with the missing component? I'm sure you can come up with something interesting."








"Well... I suppose I can try something..." she said, obviously discouraged.








The golem began to usher us towards the door from the moment we reached the floor, something of the urgency in Hamilcar's behavior seemingly conveyed to it. It led us towards the rear door leading to the main hall, before moving to the other side and doing the same with the boys.








"Honestly, I'm kinda glad to be out of there after what happened, but... What the heck is going on...?" Ptolema said, looking baffled. Mehit, to the side of her, seemed to be particularly unhappy with how chaotic this was all turning out. She took deep breaths, clasping her daughters hand tightly.








"I don't know, but whatever it is, it seems like a real fucking mess," Ran said.








"Y-Yeah..." I said, only half mentally present.








My eyes kept going back to Fang, and the bag, even after it was quickly put down and we begun to move down the hall, the door pulled open before us as we were unceremoniously ejected.








It had felt so real, but it hadn't happened that way at all.








"You look like shit, Su," Ran pointed out, probably correctly. I realized that I'd been scratching at my scalp and rubbing my face quite a lot without even having really noticed over the past few minutes, and had probably ruined my hair and makeup. And starting to walk had made me notice that I felt physically sick, in that visceral way where you're lightheaded and can feel the strength draining out of you.








"I think I might be losing my mind," I said.
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But then, hadn't I already?








3 years, 8 months, 25 days and 9 hours after that day in the office, I was at home, looking for a certain type of ceiling feature.








I've said this already, but Oreskios, as the name would suggest, was once an Inotian colony - of Illykrios, specifically, which is why it's the only state in the Dai League with a purely democratic government. They lost control of it to the Arcanocracy before the Tricenturial War even started (because the only thing Inotians are worse at than humility is trying to win even a single battle that isn't at sea) and since then it's only become more and more Saoic, even after being liberated. But the population and overall culture is still close to 50/50. You have amphitheaters next to diàns, grilled souvlaki being sold alongside fried noodle and soy dishes. It's a mix that doesn't really exist anywhere else in the world, which brings in a lot of tourism.








But back then, I was feeling pretty frustrated about it.








Like everything else, the style of architecture for housing in Oreskios is a mix of the two cultures... But obviously, that's not true at the level of individual streets. Whole chunks of the city were built up at once by housing companies or the city council in a uniform style, and age is a big determiner, too - as you'd expect, the older parts tend to be Inotian, while the newer ones are Saoic. And the bougier neighborhoods, up in the hills surrounding the pass the city was built to protect, are largely from the former category.








Since my family is pretty wealthy, that's where we lived. Which meant our house was Inotian, as well - a restored building from the Second Resurrection. And here's the thing: Because Inotians love putting pillars everywhere and consider rain to be a largely theoretical concept, their homes tend to have flat roofs. And the thing about a house with a flat roof is that, no matter how big it is and how long you spend looking, you're not going to find a single suspension beam on the ceiling.








In retrospect, it was stupid of me to have not realized this earlier. It was one of those things you saw so often in media that you just assumed reality would be compliant, like being able to easily climb into a sewer. I tried to get into the sewers once when I was a child, and it's actually almost impossible. Often you can't even open the hatches without specialized equipment.








In fact, even though I'd been ready for nearly two hours, I couldn't find anything suitable, especially nothing next to a window, as I'd originally planned. Wall fixtures couldn't support the weight of a human body, and I wasn't confident about any of the chandelier chords, either. And even though the exterior of the house was Inotian, and interior had been redone in Saoic style, so the folding doors were all thin and fragile - easy to break even when you weren't putting them under exceptional pressure.








The worst thing that could happen would be to fail, but end up wrecking part of the house in the process. My parents weren't due to be back from their holiday for nearly a week, so I could clean up anything superficial, but more serious damage could require someone to come in. I didn't want that. I didn't want to trouble anyone.








...no, that makes me sound more selfless than I really am. Rather, I didn't want to be in the situation where I could be held accountable for causing trouble.








I mentioned a while ago that my mother loves gardening. And sure enough, we had a beautiful garden, the nicest on the street. Rows of carefully curated flowers of all colors were elegantly arranged in lines and spirals on either side, with a large pond in the middle that you used a little bridge to cross over. At the far end was a more open area where guests were sometimes entertained or children could play, with an old maple tree at the center, two stories tall... Tall enough that, though the garden was walled off, you could see it from outside the property.








For that reason, I waited until very late at night once I realized it was the only option. Until then, I sat on the stairs in silence and waited for the hours to pass.








Why did I wait, like that, instead of going back to my room? To be truthful, I'm not really sure.








I suppose it didn't feel... Right, somehow, to busy myself with some shallow fun on my logic engine or with a book. Or to lie in bed, or else somewhere comfortable. It felt like that could make me lose my nerve, and in that moment, that was unacceptable to me. I wanted to hold on the sense of rawness in my breast, the sense of finality that felt like the only thing I possessed which yet carried meaning.








It was the final days of summer, so it was a while until it was completely dark, and then a while more still until the lights of the city faded and the world felt like it was truly asleep. I waited a little longer than even that, until just after 1AM.








Then, I went outside. I walked across the garden - it would've been hard to see where I was going normally, but I knew it so well I didn't need a light. Soon enough, I came to the tree. I peered up at the silhouette. The lowest branches didn't look very sturdy, but there one just a bit higher that was nearly twice as thick as my arms.








Yes. It would be suitable.








A gentle smile appeared on my lips, like someone who had been lost, but had finally found their way home.








Why had I chosen hanging?








When people think about suicide, there are two easily understandable factors which influence their choices: Fear and hope. Now, I should make it clear that 'fear' doesn't refer to fearing death, because if someone felt that way, they wouldn't even be considering it seriously to begin with. Rather, it's the fear of pain, of things going wrong, or being forced to experience something horrific in their final moments or even being cursed to live on in a ruined body, now deprived of the agency to finish what they started.








On the other hand, hope is how much someone is holding on, somewhere in their heart, to the prospect that they might yet be 'saved'. That things could change if the right person noticed, understood...








Both of these make people act counterintuitively to their stated goal of dying, though in different ways. Someone with a lot of fear is more prone to avoid methods with grave consequences in the event of failure or that involve a lot of pain, like overdosing or cutting ones arteries. They might also not be comfortable with things that feel too extreme or harrowing, like jumping off a tall building or stepping in front of a tram.








Inversely, someone with lingering hopes probably won't employ methods with a great deal of immediate lethality, such as using a firearm or some means of asphyxiation. And obviously they wouldn't jump off a building, either. ...Thinking about it that way, it's sort of surprising that jumping off buildings is so popular to begin with. Maybe it's just because it doesn't require a budget.








Anyway, I wasn't really afraid. If anything, it felt like it would be appropriate to be in a bit of pain before I died, so long as it wasn't something which would leave my body in too upsetting a state for whoever found it. And even though I was sure that lots of people would come and try and support me if they knew what I was about to do, it didn't make me feel hopeful. In fact, it was specifically in trying to avoid that that I'd been so careful in my planning.








After all, it wasn't something other people could help with. (Not that they'd want to, if they really understood.) It wasn't about 'my' feelings. It wasn't something which could washed away with gentle words, or even love.








But there's a third factor which is more difficult to pin down. I'm not even sure what to call it; the best words might be 'dignity' or maybe 'nobility', but those don't quite carry the right connotations. It's more like... An urge to instill beauty in ones life, even in at its terminus. To have it be the ending to a story, even a sad one, instead of just... A sudden stop.








Because the mind cannot conceptualize its own non-existence, human beings are unable to escape from the delusion that something of them will remain after their death. Even ostensible rationalists who scorn the idea of an afterlife still cannot let go of the sentiment at the core of their thought processes. We instinctively picture the events that will play out after we're gone as if they're our concern, hope that people will mourn, or feel regret, or remember us-- As if any of that will matter to us once the biochemical processes that urge us to inspire certain types of social feedback have ceased. We concern ourselves with our place in some greater history - of our families, nations, civilizations - as if all humanity, all life which evolved on earth, is chronologically anything but a speck of dust in contrast to the amount of time in which we won't exist.








The truth is that death is annihilation. Something that removes you utterly from all context, all relationships - however close - all space and time. To die is to become absolutely nothing. Forever. Imagine the phrase 'for a billion <X> years", where instead of the X, I wrote the word 'billion' again an infinite amount of times. That's how long you'll be dead.








And when you consider that reality, the raw, mathematical nature of it, stripped away from all sentiment... Then the only logical conclusion is that, when viewed from retrospect, nothing in a human life is significant.








But at the time, none of that occurred to me. In fact, the story of my death, the narrative I was crafting in my head around it, was all I thought of. I was filled with a desire not just to escape from my suffering, but to create a scenario that set things right. That felt appropriate, ­just.








I was only just beginning my optional education, back then, but I was already an arcanist. I had a training scepter. Even though I couldn't have done anything complicated like the Life-Slaying Arcana, it wouldn't have been difficult to do something simpler and more decisive than this, like blast my head off with a controlled backlash. But I didn't want to die in a way that would debase my body; leave it a bloody mess. I didn't want to die in a way where it wouldn't be found for weeks, leaving it grotesquely decayed. I didn't want to imagine my parents having to see it, having to choke back the smell.








And I didn't want to do something which felt too simple, too indulgent. Like I'd flippantly decided to die because things weren't going the way I wanted.








I collected a small stepladder from our shed, and climbed up the tree, pulling myself up to the branch. This was a lot harder than I'd expected, and I strained my calf muscle and grazed myself in the process, scuffing the plain-looking dress I was wearing. I could have just flung the rope over and then tied it up from below, but I'd read in a novel that death was much less painful and more likely to happen if you broke your neck from the initial fall instead of having to be suffocated. So I wanted to maximize the extent of the drop by trying to stand up and jump instead of just falling.








However, making plans while lying on your bed and thinking is a lot different to actually executing those plans in the realm of the physical. Now that I was sitting there, my legs flopping on either side like an idiot, it was obvious I wasn't limber or strong enough to pull myself upright again without falling. I tried to shove my body upward with my hands enough to draw my legs towards my chest, but all I managed to do was hurt my palms and wirsts.








Maybe I could go back down, try and climb it again in a way that would be easier. But I didn't have any idea how that would work. I didn't have a taller ladder. What could I do differently, realistically?








I guess this height will have to do, I thought.








I flung the coil of rope I'd bought a few days earlier around the branch, and started tying the knot. ...but this ended up being harder than I expected, too. The rope was thick, and strangely inflexible when I tried to bend it too much - either because it was brand new, or I'd somehow got the wrong kind. Were there different types of rope, for different situations? I didn't know; I hadn't looked into it. But regardless, it wouldn't fit right, and it was too dark to really understand how I was screwing it up. It was so irritating that it almost made me want to laugh. I couldn't even do something like this properly.








...Sorry. This is sort of sad, isn't it?








I'm trying to make it all sound so quaint.








Eventually, I did get manage to get the knot sorted out. Then I pulled up the rope and tied the noose itself, which was easier. Hesitantly, I slipped my head into it.








And then... There was nothing left to do.








I sat like that for a while, resting my back against the trunk. Listening to the near-silence of the night.








I didn't really know why I was stalling. It wasn't as though I felt scared, or lacked conviction. It still felt like the only thing I could do, no matter how I thought about it. But something felt missing from the moment. Incomplete. Like there was something I needed to do or think about first, but couldn't remember what.








...maybe I was scared, or at least lacking in will. And just didn't know how to process those feelings.








A few minutes passed. At first, I wasn't really looking at anything, but slowly my eyes settled on my house, and the couple of lights I'd apparently left on by accident after getting frustrated with my earlier search. I could see just a little bit of the kitchen, and some of the room next to mine - once my little brother's, before he'd moved to a bigger one downstairs, and then moved away outright for school last year. Now it was mostly a storage room, filled with expensive but tacky furniture my dad had bought but couldn't figure out what to do with. There was a tightly rolled hand-stitched rug that was so garishly-colored that it didn't go with anything, an antique grandfather clock that I was pretty sure was a fake...








Slowly, my chest started to ache, like a weight was being pressed down upon it.








I lowered my head a bit, and my glasses fell off, tumbling down to the grass. Turning the immediate world into blurry mess.








It hurts.








I hate this.








Because I didn't belong here. Every day, I had to lie to people constantly-- So much that I'd forgotten what it even felt like to be sincere. I talked to people about things that were perverse of me to even know, accepted hugs and kisses under the most repugnant of false pretenses. I stole constantly, and not just in terms of physical objects. I stole kindness that wasn't meant for me, success I didn't deserve. My entire existence was theft. Just existing in this state was violence.








But I wished, in a manner so deep and painful that it felt like a crack in the foundation of my soul, that I did belong here. That my life had been normal and happy. That I'd been able to enjoy ordinary things. Spending time with family. Making lots of friends. Developing fun or even stupid hobbies. Going out to do new things every day. Growing closer to others. Falling in love. Being cared for, and caring in turn. Becoming someone with a beautiful existence.








Living as a human. Instead of something with a vulgar nature, who could only achieve anything through envy and deceit.








Why couldn't... It have been like that...?








Why was I made to exist, only to constantly see things I wasn't able to have?








It wasn't fair. The world I'd been born into was wrong.








I started to cry. I muffled the sound, afraid it might alert someone, so it came out as choked, throaty gasps. The branch creaked as my body heaved slowly up and down...








Oh, I see, something in me realized. This is what you were waiting to realize.








This moment isn't really about you atoning at all, is it? About restoring the dignity of the person you murdered.








No. It's about you. About your suffering, like always.








You really are,








Disgustingly selfish.








I bit down on my lip so hard that it started to bleed. It felt like my whole body was overcome with an awful, overwhelming tension that had no means of escape. Like I could explode at any moment, scattering viscera all over the garden. I wanted to scream, to howl at the awfulness, the profane wrongness of reality for having allowed any of this to happen. To demand a better justice than this, against the world, against myself...








And then I slipped, and for a moment, felt a strange sense of relief.








Then the branch snapped.









𒊹









Some time later, I awoke in an unfamiliar bed with a brace around my neck and the sense that I probably would be in a lot of pain if I weren't heavily drugged. It was a modest, sparely-decorated room in pale colors with what was obviously medical equipment; a hospital.








I looked to the side, to something in the periphery of my vision. Ran was sitting next to me. For once, she wasn't reading anything. She looked more tired than I'd ever seen her, since we'd met that day nearly four years ago.








"You," she said, her voice slower than normal and with an uncharacteristic tremble, "are a real idiot."









𒊹
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I was pretty sure it was going to be longer than 30 minutes, but I didn't feel like checking a clock.








After we'd been suddenly rushed out, everyone had stood around the lounge for a bit. But after Kamrusepa got into a bit of a rant about what had happened and a couple of the other noisy people in our class had joined in, Ran and I had broken off to go somewhere more quiet. Ptolema, who also seemed kind of unsettled by what'd taken place, joined us.








We ended up leaving through the third and final exit of the manor, near the staircase past the security center. Funnily enough, this put us right up against the glass barrier at the edge of the sanctuary. For the novelty of leaning against a barrier that was all that separated us from being crushed by trillions of liters of water, and because it was strangely warm, we'd decided to sit there.








We weren't saying much, either about the bizarre threatening message or the strange and sudden interruption to the conclave that had happened. There was probably an unspoken understanding that we were overwhelmed enough already and just wanted to calm down.








We were talking a little, though.








"If you guys had to be a fish..." Ptolema mused, staring upward at the water as she lay on the grass "What kinda fish would you want to be?"








"Manta ray," Ran answered, almost instantly.








Ptolema blinked. "That was fast."








"Manta rays are pretty," Ran explained, but offered no further elaboration.








She looked to me. "What about you, Su?"








I thought about for a few moments. "Well... I guess I wouldn't want to lose too much of my brain, so I suppose a dolphin, or maybe an octopus." I hesitated. "But I guess neither of those are technically fish, now that I think about it? Maybe it would be better to just embrace being really stupid."








"You always overthink stuff like this, Su," Ptolema said critically.








I shrugged. "I don't like giving lazy answers." I twisted my lip around, looking upward. "I think anglerfish are interesting, but I wouldn't want to be one. Maybe an axolotl... No, wait, those are lizards--"








"I think I'd wanna be one of those freaky fish that eat the tongues of other fish and then replace them," Ptolema interrupted, giving up on me."That's a pretty easy life, y'know? You just sit there and steal food from whatever chump let you in their mouth." She grinned mischievously. "Plus, if a fisherman ever found you, you'd really freak them out."








"Those aren't anything close to fish," I pointed out. "They're isopods. Giant lice."








"Pfft," she said, and snorted derisively.








We fell back into silence for a few moments. Ran turned a page in her novel. Ptolema shifted her position on the ground a bit, leaning more in our direction.








"Hey, Su," she said. "Tell one of your jokes!"








I blinked, then slowly scratched my head. "I'm not sure I'm in the right mood..."








"Come oooonnn," she said. "It doesn't have to be any good."








I contemplated this, for a moment.








"Two fish go up to the surface of the water," I said. "The first fish says, 'Are you sure this is safe? We can't breathe up here!' but the other says, 'Are you kidding? There's so much food, it's like a non-stop feast! Look, right over there!' The first fish sees the food the second is pointing out and rushes over to get it, but it turns out to be bait and it gets caught. Later, the fisherman is giving the second fish some spare bait for helping him out, and he says, 'You must be pretty heartless, betraying your own kind like this,' but the fish says, 'Nah, I'm always gill-ty about it.'"








A few seconds passed.








"Gill-ty," I repeated, for emphasis.








"Oh," she said. "Oh, I get it."








"You did say it didn't have to be any good," I reminded her.








"No, no, it wasn't too bad!" she said, holding up a hand.








"Thanks," I said flatly, "I made it up just now."








Another few minutes passed in silence. Ran yawned, and I decided to pull my hair free, letting it flop down over my shoulders. I didn't feel like I had the will to redo the higher-effort-than-normal braids I'd ruined a little earlier, but at least this way it wouldn't look like total shit when we went back inside.








If we went back inside, at this point.








The doorway slid open, and someone stepped out. It was Neferuaten, wearing a thoughtful expression. I noticed she seemed to be smoking a cigarette as she approached us. She held it rather gracelessly under her thumb, in contrast to Sacnicte's sophisticate-style inter-finger grip.








"Ah, good," she said, approaching. "I was wondering where you all were." I saw Ran's eyes flicker up at her curiously for a moment before returning to her novel, while Ptolema, who knew her less well, sat up in a half-hearted gesture of respect.








"I didn't know you smoked, grandmaster," I said, eyeing the object.








"Utsushikome, at my age, I've done just about every vice conceived by man that doesn't necessitate a serial killing," she said cheerfully. She took a drag, as if reminded by me that it was there. "It's been a while since I've done this one, though. I only picked this--" she twirled the object around, "up on impulse, when I ran into Sacnicte on my way here." She shook her head. "That girl always looks so frustrated whenever someone asks her a favor. It's sort of endearing."








"Why'd you do it, though?" I asked.








She shrugged. "Aim to have an experience that surprises you every day, and you'll be forever young at heart."








"Kinda would've thought this day's been surprising enough already," Ptolema said.








Neferuaten took a second drag, this time deeper and drawn out, closing her eyes in the process. It looked like she was really savoring the moment.








I remembered a story I'd been told once by the class coordinator. Long ago, before humanity had developed the microorganisms which constantly purged the body of weaker toxic materials that were common in the present day, tobacco had been an incredibly lethal habit. Smoking regularly for just a decade or two was enough to practically destroy the lungs, and it even severely damaged the throat and mouth.








Once people had become aware of this, they'd focused a huge amount of societal energy on the problem. Creating substitutes to wean people away from the addiction, campaigns to raise awareness of the danger, rules that governed how you were even allowed to talk or write about it... Until finally, after a huge amount of effort, the problem was basically fixed. Removed from contemporary culture.








But then, once ways to largely avoid those original problems had been found, people went back to consuming tobacco almost immediately. Like nothing had really changed on an essential level. Humanity hadn't matured in any special way, even if they acted like they had; they hadn't truly risen above something base and unhygenic. Rather, they'd just painfully learned to suppress a desire that, on a day of liberation, could finally be fulfilled once again.








When I'd thought about that, I'd started to wonder if that was the nature of all growth. That people didn't really change. They just learned to suppress things they'd learned were harmful, praying somewhere deep in their hearts that the world would one day change and they could set their true self free once again.








"How are you all feeling?" Neferuaten asked, after a moment had passed.








"Not bad, I suppose," I answered. "Confused."








"Mm," she nodded. "You and everyone else."








"I'm really confused, but it's the kinda 'confused' where I'm not sure knowin' any more stuff would actually help," Ptolema said. "Is the conference still on, or what?"








"It's still up in the air," Neferuaten said. "Right now, we're taking a recess ourselves to clear our heads. Once that's over, a decision will be made."








"Whole thing is starting to feel kind of cursed, at this point," I said, with a small smile.








She chuckled. "If there's a curse that ruins publicity events, I should think I'd like to learn it myself."








I laughed a little, looking towards the ground.








"Miss Amat," Ran said suddenly, in a serious tone.








I glanced over to her in surprise. Ran almost never initiated conversations with teachers or older arcanists out of nowhere - she was a reactive person by nature, and especially so when it came to authority figures. But seeing her, she was unquestionably curious about something. She'd even put her book down.








Neferuaten raised her brows. "What is it, miss Hoa-Trinh?"








"I want to ask you something," she said, in the tone of someone who had finally come to a resolution.








"Go on," she said.








"What's really being done here, exactly?" she asked, focusing her gaze. "At this facility."








Neferuaten tilted her head slightly, expression curious. "That's something of an overly-broad question, don't you think?"








"Linos told us that this place was built at the bottom of the sea when we first arrived, in the Atelikos," she said, "but though he answered a lot of questions, like why you had the land in the first place, he never explained why a location like that would have been chosen. Why a normal arcane refuge wouldn't have been preferable."








"Hm," she said, nodding very slightly. "No one asked about it, then?"








"No, Su did," she said, inclining her head towards me. I furrowed my brow, confused about where this was going. "But he didn't give a full answer. All he said was that it was chosen because the 'bare bones structure already belonged to one of the members'."








Neferuaten chuckled. "My goodness, he's always one to say too much..." She sighed to herself, tucking a length of black hair which had fallen loose behind her ear with the same hand that held the cigarette. "It's true enough, though. It was chosen for exactly that reason."








"But on the surface, that contradicts something you yourself said," Ran said, holding the knuckles of a hand up to her mouth.








I blinked. What?








"Oh?" The older woman asked, a playful smirk forming at the corners of her mouth.








"I heard the story from Theodoros last night, before dinner," she said. "He told me that Su guessed why this place is designed the way it is, during the tour last night. That it's meant as a recreation of your previous headquarters. And that you confirmed that was the case."








She asked Theo about all that...?








I guess I shouldn't have been surprised. She could be strangely protective, especially when I was in moods like this.








"That's not a contradiction," Neferuaten said, in the gentle tone a primary school teacher might use to correct a spelling error. "The bare bones structure being here doesn't mean that we couldn't have just filled it in with the reconstructed elements. These are all open spaces, after all."








Ran pointed upward. The three of us followed her finger - including Ptolema, who seemed to be following enough to have developed an uncertain frown - to the very top of the bell tower, which reached almost to the glass ceiling.








Almost to the ceiling... Like it had been built to stop at that very point.








"Oh, come on," Neferuaten said, making a dismissive gesture. "That could easily be coincidence."








Ran said nothing, but kept her eyes focused on her.








I started to feel anxious. I didn't like where this was going, especially with the two of them on either side.








"Wait, uh... Sorry, hold on a sec," Ptolema said, rubbing an eye as she obviously tried to process what was unfolding. "You're saying Linos was lying? Or she was?" She hesitated, looking to Neferuaten. "Uh, sorry, miss Amat. I don't mean to accuse you of anything-- No offense."








"None taken, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said softly, taking another drag as she stared beyond the walls into the dark water.








"No, I don't think anyone was necessarily lying about that," Ran said, shaking her head. "There's a way that both statements can be unambiguously true. Which if the 'barebones structure' Linos brought up wasn't what's out here - the big glass domes and everything - but..." She pointed towards the ground. "Down there. In the tunnel network."








This time, Neferuaten was the one to say nothing, her expression thoughtful and hard to read.








"I do think Linos might've told a couple of lies, though," she went on, her tone measured. "Firstly, the thing about why the order was allowed to build here I mentioned earlier... And secondly, the way we were brought here to begin with."








"What do you mean?" I asked her, frowning.








Come on, don't pretend you haven't noticed, too, I thought. Don't play stupid just because you want to act the part of the sycophantic defender.








"I'm fifty-fifty on if this first one is a lie, but it's still weird either way," she said. "Linos said that they got away with keeping this place despite the anti-colonization legislation that exists nowadays because it was grandfathered in - something was already built here before the end of the Great Interplanar war. But remember when we saw that creature, swimming overhead? I said it at the time-- Something like that wouldn't even be able to move, let alone survive, at this depth normally. Which means we'd have to be close to the rim, where the gravity is much lower." She narrowed her eyes. "At surface-level, that's far too low for humans to reasonably inhabit. So this whole place would need to have been deliberately built thousands of miles away from even the basic infrastructure set up on this plane during the Colonization period... That is, assuming we are on the Atelikos, at all."








I scratched my head. "You don't think we are?"








"We could be," she said. "Or maybe not."








"I don't understand," I said, and glanced anxiously at Neferuaten, starting to hope she'd intervene. "What are you trying to get at, Ran?"








"It's to do with the second point I brought up," she said. She started to tap her book against one of her knees in a steady rhythm, like a marching drum. "And this one I'm certain was a lie-- In fact, it's such a blatant one that I'm kinda shocked no one else seems to have noticed. Linos told us that the reason we had to take that whole long route up the Aetherbridge was to take advantage of a rare window where the Mimikos and the Atelikos were aligned properly, so that the transposition chamber we were in would correspond with the location of this sanctuary... Since the two planes are constantly shifting in relation to each other." She looked back to Neferuaten. "I'm not an interplanar physicist, so I can't say if that's true or not. But there's an old saying I know, which came to mind when I thought back to Seth meeting us as the entrance."








Lightning doesn't strike twice.








"Lightning doesn't strike twice," Ran said firmly. "Especially not to separate girls and boys by the same exact 15 minute interval they set off at."








At this, Neferuaten suddenly burst into soft laughter, snorting smoke out of her nose as she was forced to lower the cigarette.








"Woah, what the hell," Ptolema muttered, squinting. "You're right! I heard Kam going on about some of this stuff, but when you put it that way, it sounds totally fake!"








"It does, doesn't it?" Neferuaten said, slowly starting to calm down. "Goodness, people always say him and his son are so alike, but now having met them both, they really are opposites. Theo seems like such a reserved boy, but Linos can never resist showing off. Of course he'd try to awkwardly fill in the blanks with some overwrought explanation instead of just finding a way to dismiss the question." She looked to Ran. "You noticed this at the time?"








"Yes, ma'am," she said sternly.








"Why didn't you say anything?" Neferuaten asked. She craned her neck forward a bit, looking down on her position.








"I hadn't expected an organization like yours to be open about everything to begin with, so it didn't seem that important," she explained. "And besides, all calling attention to it would do is embarrass him."








"Is that so?" She smiled warmly, slowly raising her arm back up. "I'd taken you for the blunter type, not the cordial one."








"It would have also made it clear really early that I didn't trust you," she added, lowering her brow slowly.








Neferuaten laughed a little more to herself, closing her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, the curiosity was gone, replaced with something a little sharper. "Tell me," she digressed. "With that explanation ruled out, why do you think we made you go all the way out to the Empyrean Bastion? It's not as though setting up the trip was inexpensive, I assure you."








"There's a cheap trick people sometimes use in story-writing, when they're trying to get people to not think about something," Ran responded, her tone flat. "Basically, they misdirect your attention."








"You mean it was a red herring."








"No," Ran quickly corrected her, shaking her head. "A red herring is when the author deliberately complicates a mystery they want you to solve by pointing you towards a wrong answer. I'm talking about overwhelming someone with questions and spectacle to hide the fact that the story itself doesn't make sense."








Neferuaten snorted. "You think we did all that, just to stop you from thinking too hard about why it was set up that way? Again, it'd be rather uneconomical. Not to mention the fact it clearly hasn't worked."








"Not all of it. Parts, maybe-- I can't see how the carriage ride and the strange directions added anything to your security. But if we're going to start talking about expenses, then nothing here makes sense," Ran transitioned. "I can buy that a lot of the excessive stuff is because it's meant to be a faithful re-creation of another place, or because you're worried about security and wanted to survive under siege if it came to it. But that only goes so far. Why are there so many recreational facilities and so much empty 'outdoor' space? Why are there these giant bedrooms for a place people are only going to visit a few times a year? Why is there a huge garden outside a guesthouse that, before us, was supposed to only be used for applicants? None of it adds up for the stated purpose."








"You're starting to get quite far afield from my question, miss Hoa-Trinh," Neferuaten said.








"I'm getting to it," she said. "When something is happening that you don't understand, the easiest way to try and get it is to throw away the original premise and turn the question on its head. It's not, 'why would a research facility be built this way', it's 'what sort of purpose does it look like this was built for'. It's not 'why did you make us come in through the Empyrean Bastion', it's 'why didn't you bring us here through somewhere else'. ...When you combine those questions, you can start to make some interesting theories."








"Interesting theories, hm..." Neferuaten nodded a few times, first seemingly to herself, then in overt approval. "I'm starting to understand why you and Su are such close friends."








Let's apply Occam's Razor to both of those, an analytical part of my brain said, moving by itself. If we take everything we've seen here at face value, it's sort like a cross between a resort and a testing ground for new technology... But that doesn't tell me anything I didn't already know. As for the second part, the obvious answer is they didn't send us anywhere else because they couldn't send us anywhere else.








But why not?








"Ran..." I asked, starting to become anxious. It wasn't like I was hurt that we'd been lied to a little bit, exactly, but it was making me pretty disquieted to have it all laid out. "What are you trying to say? What do you think this place is, really?"








"There's a specific term I have in mind. Two words, starts with a 'D'," she said, not turning to face me. "But it's not like I can pretend to know the full picture-- Ultimately, I just want to know if we've signed up for something that's more than we bargained for. Shit, I was planning to just keep all this stuff to myself, but after seeing everything get thrown out the window just because Fang might've had something Hamilcar was worried about, I feel less and less comfortable with so much going over our heads."








Gods. I'm the one getting prophecies, and yet she's put this much together...








Honestly, I was feeling pretty stupid in comparison to her. My mind had been elsewhere, but I hadn't thought deeply about anything to do with the sanctuary itself, just the minutia of the stuff I'd seen inside or what'd been going on in my own head. Samium, the pantry, the body, my newly-developing psychic powers. Hell, Zeno had practically spelled out the fact that its purpose wasn't as advertised a few hours ago, and I'd still more or less brushed it off.








It was tunnel vision. Or, well, at least being stuck not seeing the bigger picture.








"Well, if it's okay to go back a bit, I still feel pretty weird about not knowing where we are," Ptolema said, crossing her legs and giving Neferuaten what was, by her standards, a pretty serious look. "I mean, it's like you were saying a minute ago, Ran. if we couldn't have been transpositioned in the way they said we were transpositioned, is this actually the Atelikos? Or some place else?"








"That's a good point," I said. "You weren't there when we talked about it with Linos, were you, Ptolema?"








"Uh, I think I caught some of it," she said, scratching behind her ear. "I mostly heard about it from Kam later, though."








I nodded, looking downward. "He also gave an explanation for why we had that strange moment of altered consciousness, saying it was a side-effect of moving across planes... But knowing this, that seems a lot less certain. I mean-- We're all younger than the colonization ban. It would've been easy for him to lie about it."








"It wasn't a lie," Neferuaten said, her tone calm in spite of the accusations now becoming quite heavy. "That symptom is real - planar adjustment fugue is the proper term. If you doubt it, I'm certain we have some books which would cover the topic around."








"So we are on another plane, or not?" Ran inquired.








Neferuaten was silent for a long time. She took another drag from the cigarette, the deepest so far, and let the smoke slowly roll out of her mouth in a lazy plume. She looked towards the heavens for a moment, then lazily pinched the end of the roll with her finger, before slipping it into a pocket.








"It's somewhat complicated," she said.








"Complicated as in the answer is difficult to explain," Ran said, peering at her, "or that you're not allowed to say?"








"In a way, you're giving me credit by even forming the question in those terms." She wandered over to the side, moving to lean against the glass barrier with the rest of us. "The subject isn't a secret unto itself, but there are matters I'd have to discuss that would invite more inquiry merely to explain it. That's why we made the decision to give a half-truth if anyone asked, since there's so much press interest in the subject that the chance of a leak would be high. Of course, some people are naturally overeager storytellers."








"Why bother giving any answer, if it's like that?" Ptolema asked, frowning.








"A flame dies swifter fed soil than fed air," Neferuaten said, looking displeased. "Or so goes Hamilcar's venerable interpretation of public relations, at least."








"What did you mean a moment ago, about her giving you credit with the question?" I asked, curious.








Neferuaten exhaled, a dry smile on her lips. "Goodness, I can't slip even an idle remark by. The two of you are too perceptive for your own good." She was quiet for a moment, twisting her lip. "The truth is, I don't fully know myself where we are, per-se. Not exactly."








For all Ran's forethought, this seemed to take her a little off guard. "You don't know."








"As I said, it's somewhat complicated." She tapped her foot against the ground. "I'll tell you what. There's only so much I really ought to say, but with things having gone as they have, it's probably alright to be a little more open So I'll give you... Somewhere around half an answer to both of your questions. Will that be enough to reassure you, do you think?"








"That could mean anything," Ran said. "So it depends on the actual content."








Neferuaten's smile became a smirk again. "You really are quite ruthless, miss Hoa-Trinh."








"Well... I guess if the alternative is getting nothing, then half is probably better," I said my expression a little dejected. I didn't like it when Neferuaten was keeping things explicitly secret.








She turned to look at me, giving a flat smile. "Don't look at me like that, Utsushikome. You're a bright girl. Perhaps you'll be able to figure out the rest on your own." She folded her arms casually. "Gods, how to begin with something like this..."








She wrinkled her lip, slowly biting it as she thought. The rest of us looked to her expectantly.








"When Ubar of Kane founded the order," she eventually began, "he took many understudies, from all sorts of professions. One of those was a woman named Saahdia ibnat Addad. She wasn't an arcanist, but rather a natural philosopher - a physicist."








"I thought you told us that non-arcanists couldn't join the order, back then," Ran said.








"She wasn't a full member," Neferuaten explained. "Just an affiliate who he happened to interact with often in a personal capacity. Her vocation was an unusual one for this era. Astronomy."








I blinked. That was an unusual field.








When the Ironworkers had preserved humanity in the Tower of Asphodel, it'd proven impossible to create a stable new plane for humanity so long as the previous one, now altered beyond recognition by the transformed physics of the collapse, still remained. As a result, they'd simply placed themselves in stasis along with everything else within and waited.








Waited for a very, very long time. Stars, especially the ones of lower energy density than had been possible while the plane was still habitable by humans, took a very long time to die. Black holes took exponentially longer. But without cognition taking place to observe it, any amount of years is just a number, so from the perspective of human history, it was a footnote - a mere instant which passed with the flick of a switch.








But those years hadn't gone completely unobserved. The Ironworkers had set up cross-planar probes to monitor the outside world, just on the off chance that, over that impossible stretch of time, an otherworldly civilization might emerge in the altered universe and somehow discover mankind's refuge in its extra-dimensional knot. That never happened (most contemporary scholars speculated that the far more depressed matter had been simply incapable of forming the building blocks of life) but the probes had possessed a secondary function to simply collect astronomical data. After all, mankind being on the brink of extinction was no excuse to pass up the chance for the longest-running exercise of natural observation in... Well, that would ever conceivably happen.








When the Ironworkers awoke, they had amassed a quantity of information so vast that it eclipsed all data ever produced in human civilization by a factor of several hundred. Naturally, they had no idea what to do with it. The light which had touched the Tower of Asphodel in that time was fed to the celestial sphaera of the Remaining World to create the illusion of stars and an unfolding universe, but that was about the only practical application it found outside of niche physics.








Today, "astronomer", when used in a professional capacity, referred to the small number of people who would devote their careers to the sisyphean task of reading and interpreting it, hoping to find something interesting or insightful. It wasn't hard to understand why this was unpopular.








"You're probably wondering why someone in that sphere would have anything to do with the order, since it's nothing even tangential to medicine," Neferuaten went on. "I'm sure the story has been romanticized severely by this point, even though it's only been passed around a small clique, but Saahdia supposedly devoted her life to studying the death of the universe on a macro-scale. The birth, decay, and eventual end of ordered systems of star clusters, galaxies, even the great filaments that bound them together. How they flowed, fed into one another." She glanced downwards. "Most people would dismiss such work as a fools errand. After all, though individual phenomena can be remarkable, at a sufficient scale the universe is mechanical... Predictable."








"I'm guessing something didn't turn out so predictable," I said. "...though, I have to admit, I have no idea how this is going to feed into what this sanctuary is for."








"What she discovered," she said, the words coming slow, "were extraordinarily minor deviations in patterns of decay, visible only when comparing instances of extremely similar stellar makeup. Nothing happened which was impossible - after all, as a results of the uncertainty principle, two sets of phenomena will not behave identically even if placed in identical circumstances. But what was strange was that these events seemed to follow certain habits, ones which couldn't be explained by any understood natural law. For example, a specific type of star might begin expanding at a slightly faster rate all across a region of space. Or circumstances would conspire to form certain types of nebulae most often. But then those same trends would suddenly halt, as if the cosmos had grown bored of them."








Ran's eyes tightened. "You're not suggesting--"








"Of course, I'm simplifying something very complex. One thing I hope you've learned by this point is that, in all forms of scholarly inquiry, nothing is ever clear cut. There were many false positives, and natural occurrences mistaken for something more. But the further she invesigated, the more she found anomalies which could not be easily explained. And the more those anomalies, too, began to form a recognizable pattern." She smiled distantly. "Just not one you usually see in interstellar physics. And then she reported that to Ubar, who ordered an investigation of the corresponding interplanar data--"








"Uh, sorry... I know I'm dumb about this kinda stuff, but this is starting to go over my head a bit," Ptolema interjected, with a nervous laugh. "Could you repeat that last part? I don't want to slow things down, but it seems like Ran and Su are getting it already."








"Ah, no, forgive me, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said, shaking her head. "I'm being too pretentious. I'll get to the point."








Ptolema nodded. "Well, okay."








"What she started to suspect," Neferuaten explained. "was that, though in a form impossibly alien to human beings, entropy is conscious."
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"Uh," Ptolema said. "What?"








This felt like a pretty apt question. It wasn't so much a shocking thing to hear as it was ridiculous-sounding to the point of being a non-sequitur, as though we'd just heard that the secret to perpetual motion was making a machine that ran on custard. It defied common sense to such an extent that a meaningful request for clarification didn't even feel possible.








"Perhaps that's putting it over-dramatically," Neferuaten said, raising a finger to her mouth contemplatively. "Certainly it is nothing we could recognize as akin to a human mode of thought, or indeed otherwise observed in the universe, be it earthly or extraterrestrial. But nevertheless, there are clear signs of something akin to preferences, and mood which alters based on shifting criteria. A will, in other words."








"But that can't be possible," I said. "I mean, entropy is just-- Well, physics. Thermodynamics."








"Utsushikome, I know I've told you before that to seek knowledge as a human being is to be as a man trapped in a cave since he was born, staring out a slim crack in the stone, attempting to comprehend the whole of the world from that single view," she said. "Tell me. What is our universe? How did it come to be?"








"Um..." I said, hesitating as I was put on the spot despite the superficial simplicity of the question. "Well, as far as we know, the Timeless Realm, which contains all fundamental matter, has always existed - along with the 10 conventional dimensional forces, which intersect and overlap with each other around the matter. Some of those intersections were asymmetrical, creating instability and the 11th special dimensional force, time. The process of those intersections breaking down created the phenomena we describe as energy and mass, which at some point led to the first planes. Ours in particular came about when a large amount of energy was discharged from from somewhere else in the inter-dimensional landscape, and--"








"'As far as we know,' 'at some point, 'came from somewhere else'..." Neferuaten chuckled to herself. "Truly, if mankind were running a restaurant with the ingredients through which we conduct our science, we'd be lucky to make it past our first inspection." She shook her head. "Even with our civilization's unparalleled knowledge of the planes and their interaction, we still know next-to-nothing about what our world is, only what it does. We know nothing about why these fundamental forces exist, and barely more about their attributes beyond what directly affects us - at best investigating the residue on reality's window. For all we know, this could all be happening within the nightmare of a sleeping god."








"But we do know what entropy is," I insisted. "It's just an emergent quality of energy in some planes in which gravity is exceeded by motion in terms of potential force, without anything else to taper it. You taught me that countless times yourself."








"And it is the truth," she said calmly, nodding. "...but just because something is a product of its environmental circumstances does not mean it cannot come to possess intelligence - all of us here are the offspring of physics, despite pretensions of a special existence. Our minds crackle with electromagnetic pulses that are physical phenomena no different from the fusion which alit stars in the old world and powers our convention furnaces. Who is to say that the death of galaxies could not, too, create something like thought? And that those thoughts could not come to self-reflect, and modify their own function?"








She really believes this insane idea, I realized. This isn't just playing devil's advocate. It's genuine theorizing.








"I-- Brain activity is a direct product of the whole body being built to facilitate it, though," I said, feeling like I needed to push back. "The anima script, cells - they're all built to cultivate coherency in the physical processes of the human mind. It couldn't just arise on its own without that framework developed by evolution to support it, just... Pop up at random."








Neferuaten chuckled. "And how do you know a plane is not the same thing? Not a series of cosmic accidents, but a refined process to develop beings beyond human understanding?"








I opened my mouth, but didn't know what to say in response. Hearing things like this, which felt closer to mysticism than natural philosophy, come out of her mouth so casually...








Well, it was jarring, to say the least.








"If that hypothesis seems like a stretch, then consider this instead," Neferuaten digressed. "Imagine that you take a man raised in the wilderness to a play - someone to whom the very concept is foreign. You force him to sit still and not speak up, but otherwise you tell him nothing of what he was seeing. Do you think he would interpret what he saw for the drama it was? Or would he misinterpret it for what it appeared on the surface: Mere interaction between human beings?"








"This is the second time in the past five minutes that you've basically repackaged the allegory of the cave and presented it as your own concept," Ran said flatly. "Just putting that out there."








"Please try to temper your cruelty, miss Hoa-Trinh," Neferuaten said, with a hopeless smile. "I'd really prefer if my ego survived until the end of the weekend. ...Regardless, you understand my point. Entropy has a role, and performs it well. But there is nothing to say we have not misunderstood the actor as the character. In fact, knowing what we do, that may be all too likely to be the case."








"How strong is the evidence for this idea?" Ran asked skeptically.








"At this point?" Neferuaten leaned her head back, scrunching her hair against the glass, and made a ponderous look. "Virtually indisputable. Saahdia's original conclusion has been replicated a dozen times by our scholars in far more expansive and formalized studies, and we've even performed Divination to confirm, roughly, the existence of extra-dimensional structures that would allow such a being autonomy. If entropy - or whatever entity oversees it - is not sentient, then it is at the very least something vastly different to what we have ever imagined."








"This is nuts," Ptolema said, wide-eyed.








"If you've been certain about this for so long, then why isn't it public knowledge already?" Ran asked. "Nothing about physics research comes even close to breaking the biological continuity oath. There's no reason to have kept it a secret."








"In terms of legality, you're absolutely right," Neferuaten said, nodding slightly. "Probably ethically, as well." She glanced downward. "But there have been concerns about what reactions the information, and the implications it carries for our understanding of the cosmos, would provoke in the wider scholarly community. There are many more things one can do with a thinking being than an inanimate law of nature."








"I'm not sure what you're suggesting," Ran said, lowering her brow.








"The Interluminary Strife was caused by the arcanists of the First Resurrection attempting to tamper with, if only at a surface level, the labors of the Ironworkers in the hopes of further restoring our home plane," she explained. "There are many who remain fundamentally dissatisfied with the Remaining World, seeing it as little more than a glorified tomb for mankind. To them, a revelation like this would open many perceived avenues for change, salvation... Humanity is most endangered when its capacity for scientific endeavor exceeds its understanding of the implications, and when cliques of educated individuals make decisions which should rightly belong to civilizations."








"But there are already lots of ways the Power is used and researched that potentially create existential threats," Ran replied firmly. "We tolerate it because we trust the Censors to oversee things, even if it's not a guarantee, and because the College of Arcanists decided 400 years ago that the best way to make knowledge safe was to proliferate it. You're making arguments that were rejected generations ago."








Neferuaten said nothing, her expression betraying only a slight, mundane discontent, like she was thinking about having left the oven on.








"If this is all true, then the more obvious motive is probably that you want to monopolize research into it," Ran said, more as a matter-of-fact statement than an accusation.








"That's true," Neferuaten said.








"Which means that there's a reason to want to do that which you aren't telling us," she continued. "And also that your argument is hypocritical."








She wasn't wrong, but I sort of wished she wasn't being so aggressive about it.








"I won't deny either," Neferuaten replied, and reached into her pocket, pulling out the cigarette she'd just extinguished a few minutes earlier. "Why did I stop smoking this when I decided to try and act serious...? Terrible idea."








She put it back in her mouth, and quickly flicked her finger around a few times, drawing a simple incantation to reignite the flame. She let it sit in her mouth like that for a few moments while Ran waited expectantly, staring into the middle distance.








"Don't be under any illusions, miss Hoa-Trinh," she eventually said. "By this point, the conceited nature of our organization should be obvious to you. We defied the nations under the Covenant, and later the Old Yru Convention, because we believed we knew better than the consensus of mankind in how to build a stable and prosperous world. And that is the case in regard to this, as well. We have a vision for the future in which we believe absolutely, and no trust for the wisdom of other scholars-- Or worse, administrators."








I'd noticed that normally, when Neferuaten spoke of how the order was managed, she often distanced herself from it in her use of language, as if she was merely a better informed outsider with no true agency in the situation. It was striking how different this set of statements was.








"So you don't think you count, when talking about all the ways toying with a discovery like this could be incredibly dangerous," Ran said. "Because you trust yourself to be smarter."








"Precisely!" Neferuaten exclaimed, pointing to her with what I was pretty certain was mock-enthusiasm. "Though, I'm not sure if I'd apply that to the whole organization. I trust ­myself to be smarter, and I'm comfortable with the others because I know them well enough to render them predictable-- To consider their potential fuck-ups known quantities." She smirked. "I'm sure they all feel the same way."








"Geez," Ptolema said. "You're being really shameless about all of this."








"I'm just trying to be upfront, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said. "I'm happy to be known as hypocritical, selfish, or even foolish, but the one thing that makes my stomach churn is the idea of miss Hoa-Trinh, and of course you and Utsuhikome, walking away from this conversation with the impression that we're all megalomaniacs without any degree of mindfulness of we're doing. It has been, if nothing else, among my foremost goals to promote self-awareness among the administration of this organization."








"You're fine with the meglomania, though," Ran said dryly.








Neferuaten laughed, then exhaled, the flame on the cigarette flaring and fading.








"Let's move on from your lack of ethics," Ran continued bluntly. "You still haven't addressed my original question."








"Yeah, maybe I'm being dumb and missing stuff, but none of this seems like an explanation for what this place is for, let alone where it is," Ptolema said, with a confused frown. "I mean, don't get me wrong-- It's crazy, but..."








"Now that I've told you this much, it should be easy enough to explain," Neferuaten said. "As the Ironworkers created the planes and their respective planets, they also created many smaller structures for the purpose of specific experiments. Often, these were linked to and operated in harmony with the Tower of Asphodel itself, which means we cannot replicate them even today - at least, not without endangering the stability of our own reality."








"And this is one of them?" I asked, jumping to what felt like the obvious conclusion.








"Staying one step ahead as usual, Utsushikome," she said warmly. "Yes, you're correct. When the order made these discoveries regarding entropic force, it sought out one of the creations the Ironworkers wrought to isolate and study the phenomenon in their efforts to perfect planar physics. That is the true, or at least foremost, nature of this place. You might think of it as an observation facility for death itself."








"But we haven't seen anything to suggest that," I said, glancing around. "In fact, other than the logic engines and whatever is in the personal laboratories, there's barely any specialized equipment at all."








"It's as miss Hoa-Trinh speculated earlier," Neferuaten explained. "The true heart of this sanctuary lies underground, beneath anything you have seen thus far. It's the beating heart around which everyone else is oriented."








So that part of the vision was correct...








That felt like a really bad sign. ...though, it didn't make it a sure thing. Concealing important things underground wasn't exactly a concept so novel it couldn't have been replicated by a mentally loose screw.








"What's there?" Ran asked, the words of the question firm.








"That," Neferuaten said, and paused for a moment to exhale smoke, "I won't say. But only because I strongly suspect you will soon have an opportunity to see for yourself. And it is something better seen than put crudely into words."








That was ominous. I shared a look of unease with Ran, biting my lip.








I felt the presence of the strange key I'd received from Zeno in my pocket. The subtle weight tugging against the fabric.








What had he said? Something which could change the world...








"None of this adds up to me," Ran said, sullen. "Why is the order even interested in something like this, to the point you'd build your entire headquarters around it? You're a group that's focuses on human longevity. I know your personal research focuses on the entropic collapse of systems in the human body, but this should be miles out of your wheelhouse."








"It should be, but..." She gave a small, almost meek shrug. "Things have a way of getting out of hand. But I'm afraid there's not much more I can say about that for now."








"What about where we are?" Ptolema asked.








"I can say something about that, but it's also tricky in its own right," Neferuaten said. "What you must understand that, while the reality we experience appears as a consistent three-dimensional space - and from a human perspective, more or less is - the Ironworkers, by all accounts, actually did a very patchwork job. Behind the scenes, space-time in the Remaining World is a mess."








"So we're in, what, some inter-dimensional pocket after all, like a regular arcane refuge?" Ran inquired.








"That's couldn't be right," Ptolema said, scratching her head. "I mean, we can see the ocean right here."








"Miss Rheeds is correct," Neferuaten said. "...or rather, her assumption is at least closer to the truth. This is not an inter-dimensional pocket. But it is also true that we are not simply on the seafloor of the Atelikos." She sighed. "As I said, it's tricky."








"Why can't you tell us explicitly, grandmaster?" I asked.








"I said as much already," she stated. "Because it would mean revealing a great deal, and also because I simply can't. The most I could tell you would be how the order came upon this place, and that, already, is something it would be dangerous for you to even understand."








"Dangerous," Ran echoed.








"I told you before, Utsushikome, that a great tragedy took place in the last headquarters of the order," she said, her tone suddenly becoming more dour. There was a delicacy to it, as well, making it seem like her words were being curated very carefully. "Though it may be imperceptible to you, there is a great spiral of conflict surrounding our work here, one in which the order is only a small part. Our organization exists, is able to exist, because we have all come to deeply understand that conflict and navigate it as we conduct our business. But you are just children. That makes you inherently vulnerable."








"H-Hold on, what?" Ptolema interjected. "What's this about some 'conflict', all of a sudden? Do you mean something violent?"








"'Violent', I should think, is the least of it," Neferuatern said, narrowing her eyes.








Ptolema rubbed her eyes. "This is going totally over my head."








"Good!" Neferuaten replied, raising her brow. "All you need to understand is that it is not just for the order's privacy, but for your own good I will not say more."








"Seems kinda convenient," Ran said. "...but let's double back a second. If we take this idea, that there's some vague 'conflict' going on that makes what you do here dangerous, and we combine that with what you told us a minute ago... It sort of casts that threat we saw during the conclave in a different light. I mean, it's one thing to accuse a group of crimes against an unspecific god of death when they're just doing medical research. It's another when there might literally be an entity that could be described in that way, and that group is actively fucking with it."








That's a good point, I thought, my eyes widening a bit.








"Don't misunderstand," Neferuaten said carefully. "When I say that entropy is conscious, I don't mean that it's the kind of being that could possibly be communing with and giving instruction to human beings. In fact, I doubt it's even capable of recognizing our existence."








"That's not what I mean," Ran corrected her, shaking her head. "I mean that it sounds like someone with insider knowledge."








"Oh," Neferuaten said, and then hesitated for a moment. "...well, yes. I'll confess that, after you'd all left, the possibility was discussed."








"If that's the case, then this event should be called off right now," Ran said. "Someone like that is much closer to an actual threat then some random zealot who managed to make off with Kam's logic engine. It's a bad idea to go on with that even as an off-chance."








I tensed up so sharply at this that the others must have noticed. What is she saying? We haven't seen Samium yet!








"U-Uh," I said, my voice quiet but urgent. "Hold on, uh..."








"Miss Hoa-Trinh..." Neferuaten interrupted, pushing herself back upright a little and looking at Ran specifically. "No, Ran. I can appreciate that you're not the type to indulge in idle curiosity, and that probably everything you've asked in the last few minutes has been solely out of concern for your and Utsushikome's well-being. "








Ran didn't deny it, looking up at her with an expressionless stare.








"So I want to make a promise to you, here and now," she went on. "And that is that, so long as I am still breathing, nothing will happen to make this event in any way dangerous for you or your classmates. I'm sure you knew from the outset that the order would be keeping secrets from you, and it is true that our work is sometimes dangerous, both personally and at a grander scope." She knelt to meet Ran at eye level, where she was sitting. "However. Much has been spent to make this one weekend absolutely insulated from that danger, and I say that as someone who understands the situation more than any other, even the rest of the council."








That's an odd claim to make. But I could see that she was being sincere.








"As I think you yourself have realized, quirks aside, this place is a fortress as much as it is anything else. And it is a fortress of which I am the mistress. So as long as one of my other colleagues hasn't inexplicably­ decided to being in another guest with prosognostic overlap, thus inviting about the only existential threat for which we ­don't have a defense..." She clicked her tongue, then refocused her gaze on the girl in front of her. "...then I promise you, nothing will happen. And should you choose to walk away from our organization forever afterward, trouble will not follow you. I have done everything to ensure that these four days exist solely that you might make a fair judgement of us from a position where you are safe."








Ran was silent, for a moment, the two of them staring at each other with locked eyes.








It really was starting to confuse me. Neferuaten had used this same type of tone back when she'd been showing us the initiation chamber; talking about how she wanted us to understand the order. To 'judge' it.








...but when I thought about it, wasn't the opposite of what we were supposed to be here to do? To be evaluated as the next generation of healers and cultivate outreach between the wider academic community and order; that was the on-the-box premise of all this. We were here as supplicants and peacemakers. Not arbiters.








And putting it like that. Not as a chance to build connections, but a choice we were here to make. To accept the Order of the Universal Panacea, its dangers, and its history and goals... Or to reject them.








I was starting to get the impression that, rather than accepting the conclave as the other members had wanted it, pushed into a back seat... The real situation was the opposite. That she'd taken control. Turned it into something for a different purpose altogether.








What'd she said, back then? 'Before what happens later today', she wanted us to understand.








The moment stretched on for a while longer, but eventually Ran glanced in my direction for just a brief moment. Then, she sighed, frowning and turning head head away from Neferuaten. "Fine. Whatever's going on, it does seem like you're sincere about this, and we have enough to worry about already."








Neferuaten exhaled in relief, smiling. "I'm glad you feel you can trust me."








"Let's not go nuts," Ran said. "I'm still creeped out by not knowing what's going on and all the weird insinuations you keep making, and I don't even know if you can back up your words. But at least a lot more experienced than us and obviously know what you're doing, so I'm making a judgement that, on balance, it's not worth making a stink."








"Very mercenary," Neferuaten said cheerily, standing back up again. "But I'll accept it as a win, considering how this conversation has been going for me overall."








"Personally, this is still all kinda freaking me out," Ptolema said. "Are there really people killing each other over this stuff? Over like, research? That's like something from a Mourning Period drama."








"It's not that simple, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said, shaking your head. "One of the things I miss most about being young is being able to break the world down into little segments. Violence and civility. Work and personal. X thing happens for Y reason. Action begets reaction... But the older I become, the more obvious it is that it's all just a complete mess. Everything becomes mixed with everything else, until it's not clear at all why anyone is motivated to do anything, what's active and what's reactive..." She picked at one of her eyes, lowering the cigarette. "Pardon me. I'm blabbering on like a fool."








Ptolema shifted uncomfortably. "Well, uh, just so you get where I'm coming from, it's not the 'over research' part I was really focused on, y'know? Like, I'm sure it's complicated. It's the whole, like. Murder stuff."








She nodded a few times, understanding. "Well, to offer something more concrete on that count it might make you feel a little better to know that Anna spoke truthfully earlier," Neferuaten said, with a reassuring smile. "There really is no way to smuggle anything in here. Fang got by only because she wasn't there to oversee their arrival, but I did. And now this place is shut tight. So they'll be no more unexpected complications."








"Oh," Ptolema said. She considered this for a moment, crossing her arms. "I guess that does make me feel kinda better, even if all this stuff about laws of physics being able to think is weird as hell."








"Best prepare yourself," Neferuaten said, some of her slyness returning. "I fear the greater quantity of weirdness tonight is yet to come.'








Ptolema snorted, then laughed nervously. "G-Great."








After that, for the first time in a while, silence fell. Neferuaten went back to smoking, and Ran picked up her book again, seeming to have made a decision to let that be that, while Ptolema and I sat in stunned silence. I stared vacantly at the expensive shoes I'd put on for this event, now subtly soiled - along with the rest of my clothes - with blades of skia. At least the robe was mostly blue.








Eventually, Neferuaten spoke up again, her voice reverted to its original casual tone. "I feel a bit silly dragging this out further, since I feel we sort of reached a climax there. But I did actually come out here to say something specific to Utsushikome and Ran." She looked back to Ptolema. "Can I steal the two of them from you for a moment, miss Rheeds?"








I perked up.








This could only be about one thing.








"Nahh, no need for that," Ptolema said, pushing herself up to her feat. "I'll get out of your hair instead. This whole break thing has gone on longer than I thought it would. Think I'll grab a snack, catch up with the others."








"Fair enough."








"See you guys in a bit," she said, as she stepped away. "And, uh, thanks for challenging my whole understanding of reality, I guess. Even if I was only here by accident."








Neferuaten chuckled. "One thing, miss Rheeds."








Ptolema turned as she was leaving. "Yeah?"








"I have a feeling that most - if not all - of what I've just told you will, very soon, come out to everyone in your class. Most likely tonight." She lowered her gaze slightly. "But until that time, I'd like it if you could keep what I just explained to yourself--"








"Yeah, yeah," Ptolema said, waving her off as she resumed walking. "I'm not dumb. I'll keep it to myself."








Neferuaten smiled and said nothing further, and we watched Ptolema head back to the door. When she was gone, she turned back to face us.








"I know that you mentioned this was something involving both of you, to some extent, Utsushikome," she said, looking at me. "But are you alright with me going into this, with Ran present?"








I felt my heart start to race. The second moment of truth.








I looked to Ran. She was still holding her book, but had turned her eyes upwards in quiet resolution.








"...yeah," I said. "It's fine."








"Very well," she said. "Before the start of the conclave, I had a chance to visit Samium in his room--"








It felt like time dissolved. Every moment passed in excruciatingly slow motion and horrifyingly high speed at the same time, like I was watching my life, all of the last 12... No, the last 20 years tumble along a roulette wheel.








"--and he agreed to meet with you, whenever we're finally done with the presentations."








Once again, I felt that strange cocktail that begun with incredible relief, and then led into a spike of renewed anxiety.








I looked to Ran. She had no visible reaction first, but smiled slightly when she realized I was looking.








"So I suppose that's my part in whatever this is finished," Neferuaten went on. "Hopefully, you'll get whatever you're hoping for out of it."








"T-Thank you, grandmaster," I said, my voice cracking as I practically exhaled at the same time as speaking.








"No need for that," she said, smiling and twisting her brow with puzzlement at the same time. "I just had a word with him while performing one of the twice-daily checkups we do. Stroke of luck for you that I was up in the schedule this afternoon, I suppose-- Had completely forgot amidst everything else going on."








"No, it's... I..." I opened my mouth a few times, only to close it as I realized I didn't know what to say. I felt more grateful in this moment than I had in years, and I had to fight against my eyes to stop them welling up with tears. "Really, thank you so much. I can't explain how much this means to me. To have this chance."








She chuckled nervously. "I really do get the sense that I'm missing something here, Utsushikome." She looked away, taking another drag from the cigarette. "But then, I suppose it's really not any of my business."








What would she think, if she knew what I really was doing?








Would she try to stop me? Or would she just be disgusted at learning what kind of person she'd been close to, all this time?








Or would she call me a fool for having even tried, like Autonoe basically had?








But even though those thoughts crossed my mind, they were simultaneously overwhelmed by the deeper understanding that there was no point in even thinking them in the first place. It didn't matter what other people felt. What mattered was what I knew to be just.








And compared to that, none of what else was happening mattered.








"Well, that's all I had to say, so I best be getting back," she said. "We'll probably be starting again in ten, maybe fifteen minutes, so I'd start thinking about if there's anything you want to do before then, were I you."








"Thanks for the warning," Ran said, eyes back on her book.








"You're quite welcome," she said, turning to leave. "Just make sure to prepare yourself emotionally for the rest of the night. I promise it will be safe, but I can't promise it won't be tiring."








At these words, and the realization I was about to miss my chance, my train of thought was jerked away from that intense place to something else that'd been on my mind.








"Uh, before you go, grandmaster..." I said. "Are you and Fang, uh. Working together, in some way?"








She stopped, but didn't turn back around. "What makes you say that, Utsushikome?"








"Well, you were the one to let them in," I said. "Other than that... I don't know. Just a sense of how things played out. The way you responded to what happened, how you looked so calm..."








She snorted, then chuckled a little bit more. "...as ever, you're good at picking up on the little things." She turned her head to face me, a look of mischief on her face. "But you could learn something from your friend about knowing when to play your cards for the strongest result."








And with that, she left before I could make further comment.








"God, that lady," Ran said, after she'd passed through the door.








"Do you dislike her?" I asked.








"What? Don't be melodramatic." she said, frowning. "She's just sketchy."








"I wish you didn't dislike her," I said.








"Don't do this shit to me, Su," Ran said flatly.








I leaned the side of my cheek against the glass. I wished there was something to add to the view. Some fish, plants...








"What did you mean earlier," she asked, as she turned a page, "when you said that you were losing your mind?"








"Wh--Oh, right," I said, remembering. The last 20 minutes felt like they'd gone on for hours. "I think I might be developing psychic powers."








"No kidding," she said sardonically.








"It feels stupider and less realistic the more time passes, but right before the conclave was called off, I had sort of a vision of what was going to happen next. Like... I wasn't just my imagination running wild, it was all projected into my mind at once as a premonition. Like I was remembering the future."








"You're probably just going insane from putting yourself under so much stress," she said, without particular emphasis.








"Maybe," I conceded. "But a little bit of it did seem to match with what the grandmaster told us just now. And I've been having these weird flashes like that since yesterday, of... Something more than deja vu, like there's something terrible at the periphery of my mind."








She eyed me. "You've been taking your medication, right?"








I rolled my eyes. "Of course I've been taking it."








She nodded slightly. "You said this vision only got parts correct. Did it get parts wrong?"








"Well, yeah," I admitted.








"I think you've got yourself way too worked up," she said, leveling her gaze at me. "If we were back in the city, I'd tell you to go home and relax. As it is, maybe you should just stay in your room and rest tomorrow. Frankly, other than Linos and your old teacher, I'm not getting a great vibe in terms of making connections with these people."








"I mean... Since I'll be seeing Samium tonight, I'm not sure I'll be in an emotional state to do much of anything tomorrow, regardless of what happens," I said.








"Oh, yeah," she said, quietening a bit. "That's true."








A moment passed. She flipped back to an earlier part of her book for some reason, the pages rustling as she went.








"I still can't really believe it," I said. "That it's actually going to happen."








"Yeah," Ran said, sounding like she was suddenly operating on 12 hours less sleep. "Seems so."








"You don't seem happy."








"No, I am," she said, though didn't display any greater signs of it. "...or at least, I'm glad we got this far, instead of being shot down at some point along the way." She looked at me. "And I'm happy that you had the will to make it happen."








"You're not happy," I said hesitantly, "about the prospect of seeing her again?"








She was silent.








"Ran," I said, quietly.








"It's been a long time, Su," she said, her voice carrying even less emotion than normal. "A really long time. The last time I saw-- The last time we... That I met that..." She struggled to find the right phrasing, her sentences stopping suddenly like a machine with a broken gear. Her face contorted in little twitches, and she looked away from me again. "The last time, I was still a tertiary schooler. And in retrospect, we barely knew each other."








"But you must be happy," I insisted. "About finally making things right. Right?"








She didn't say anything.








"We became healers just for the chance of making something like this day happen," I went on, my tone becoming more distant as she deviated from the response I'd wanted. "To make the right connections, to find someone who could help. To make things right. Normal, again."








She didn't say anything.








"You were the one who told me that was my responsibility, remember?"








She didn't say anything.








"I still remember how you acted when we first met," I said, my face cracking into a strange, uneven smile, as I looked away and towards the ground. "When you called me a 'disgusting, perverse piece of filth.' I'd never seen anyone be so mad at me... And the next day, and gave me all those rules I needed to follow..."








She didn't say anything.








"I was really, really happy, you know? It was such a relief." My body felt like it was becoming very still. "That someone had finally noticed something was wrong. That someone knew how to fix it."








She didn't say anything.








"That it meant something. That I could be punished."








She didn't say anything.








"You do remember, right...?"








"...yeah," she said, very, very softly. "I remember."








"So," I said, "aren't you happy?"








"It's been a really long time, Su."








"You already said that."








"I know," she said, with just a little resignation.








A minute or so passed where neither of us spoke. For a little while, I forgot that what I was staring into was water, and felt like the endless expanse of dark before me was instead starless sky, extending into oblivion.








"If it is what you want to do--"








"Yes," I spoke, without even a moment of hesitation.








"...then I'm happy," she said, after a moment. "If you really mean that, and it doesn't hurt you, then it's good."








It's difficult to completely express how much that was the opposite of what I wanted to hear. The words were like acid poured down my throat. My gut ached with furious revulsion, like it'd been punched by a grown man.








"That's disgusting," I said.








"Sorry," she said. The word came out stiff, but there was no guilt in it. No shame. shame, it was more like a meeting point between exhaustion and relief.








It made it even worse.








Some amount of time passed. It felt hard to tell how much. What should have been a moment of triumph was ruined, but I quickly stopped feeling explicit pain. Instead, it was more like my heart had gone numb, and I'd lost all sense of everything.








"I need to go the toilet before the conclave starts up again," Ran said, getting up. "I-- Are you gonna be okay?"








"Yeah," I said distantly.








"Fuck, I... Shit." She ran a hand through her curly hair. "I didn't want to..." She exhaled sharply, getting a little flustered. "I didn't mean to put it like that, okay? Of course it's a good thing to do-- To want to do, I mean, even now. I just..."








I didn't say anything.








"Goddammit," she said, sounding more frustrated with herself than with me. "I'll come back if I don't see you waiting with the others in a few minutes, okay? I'll come back."








She left.








It felt like the world around me had faded away. There was no ground, no grass, no building behind me or glass against my face. Only the blackness. The void stretching into the infinite. Even my body felt distant.








Ran and I weren't united. We hadn't been, for a long time. There was no alliance, and even if the route we traveled was still one we had planned together, the journey had changed in pursuit of the destination, especially for her. The view she held of the world and what she understood as right had grown and changed, while mine had remained static.








I'd known that already, for years. So why had I decided to push things, like that? In what was still such an important moment?








Maybe I'd been looking for an excuse to tell her the whole truth again, like I'd been trying yesterday morning. That hearing how little her feelings about me resembled what they once were, what they should have been, would give me the strength to finally be completely honest. To bare my depraved and misbegotten nature without anything to soften it. To be righteously loathed, as I once was, and as I craved more than anything except for an end to this quest.








But I still hadn't said it. I hadn't found the strength.








So stupid. I could have used the moment to talk about so much that was weighing on my mind. The body I'd found with Kam, and her increasingly awful-feeling idea of keeping it a secret. Zeno's bizarre agenda with me, and how that related to what we'd just been told. Hell, it would have been nice just to have been able to process some of that in greater depth. There were so many things I only trusted her enough to talk about.








And I'd just thrown it away on some weird hangup instead, leaving us both feeling like shit.








Worthless. Absolutely worthless.








I'd been wrong a moment ago. Of course, it wasn't just the darkness I could see ahead.








'My' reflection was also visible in the glass. My large, dark eyes, framed by my classes, My dark hair, loose and awkwardly pushed upward as it was compressed against the reflective surface. My lips. My skin. My nose. I was frowning in such a childishly despondent way.








What right did I have to that indulgence. To use this face to make an expression like th--








...








In an instant, that train of thought vanished, giving way to something else.








Because there was a third thing I could see, beyond both the darkness and my reflection.








It looked very, very far away-- So distant that a moment ago, I'd been dismissing it as just a quick of the light. But now that I was really focused, I could see that it was something distinct, stark in opposition to its surroundings.








But at the same time, it was impossible. Something that couldn't be there. That I couldn't be seeing.








It was... A figure.








It looked like a woman, although that's something of an essentialist comment on my behalf, because about all I could tell was that it had what seemed to be long, flowing hair in starkly bright colors, bright pink and red and blue. And it was wearing what looked like a flowing white dress, cascading over its body.








It seemed to be standing on the seafloor.








I blinked a few times, presuming this had to be some strange trick of the light. When it didn't vanish, I sat up, and took off my glasses to try and get a better look.








But in looking at it more precisely, it somehow became even harder to make out a distinct form. It blurry, indistinct, and its limbs seemed to cascade over one another, ghostly and transparent. I tried to get a better look, feeling more and more sure it had to just be some mundane object that I was interpreting wrong. And that once I angled my view right, saw it in correct light, something in my brain would click into place, and everything would normal.








But then, as I fixated more and more on it, ...it moved. Its hair spun elegantly as it first took a step to the side, then turned in my direction.








My heart jumped in shock.








Its front started to come into view. It looked like there was something along the side of its face, long and thin, like a beak𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹𒊹








𒊹







            


047: The Chosen Children (𒐇)


                
Inner Sanctum Bedrooms | ??? | ???








The first thing I remember, from before I even realized I was awake at all, was the sound of the bells; slow and even-paced, more like something you'd hear at the end of a church service than a wedding. But off, somehow. Muted, the resonance not quite right.








It was a bad omen, if ever there was one.








You probably got an impression of this already back during the conversation in the lounge prior to Ophelia's prosognostic event, but I've never considered myself much of a superstitious person. When I was younger, I was actually pretty obnoxious about this fact, holding it up as some point of pride - I felt the fact I dismissed the existence of the gods, an afterlife, and all manner of phantoms and unlikely phenomena produced by any given culture, was proof of my intellectual superiority to the average human being.








But at some point in my twenties, I realized that, rather than being free of irrational beliefs, I had simply cultivated more abstract ones in the place of their supernatural counterparts. Ones which, when boiled down, were no less fantastical. For example, even though a lot of things had happened to in my life which were - at the risk of putting too fine a point on it - both quite unpleasant and extremely strange, I still maintained a strange belief in my own fundamental invulnerability. For all my self-deprecation, deep down I was quite proud; the sort of person who would read a newspaper article about a group of people dying to a gas leak, and then smugly muse somewhere in the back of my mind, 'That would never happen to me! I would totally notice!'








Yeah, I suppose I've always been sort of an idiot.








In any case, this is why I reacted quite badly when I realized something had just happened to me, once I broke out of the in-between state and became fully lucid.








Wait... What?








How did I get here? Wasn't I just outside?





I jumped, shot upright in swift moment, gasping for breath.





I was sitting, clothesless, in bed - well, a bed, wide and comfortable - surrounded by a room I didn't recognize, though even that much took me a moment to discern. It was so dark that I could barely see anything. I could see the outlines of windows off to my side, but no light emanated from them, not even the dim glow the sanctuary's lamps had given off back during the first night. The only thing that stopped it from being pitch black was a small gas lamp on the bedside table, and even its output seemed to be at the lowest level possible.








As I started going into a state of panic, my heart rate shooting up like a firework, my consciousness instinctively fired nerves all over my body, checking to see if something had happened. Were all my limbs intact? Did I have any wounds-- A head wound? My hands flew up to feel all over my scalp to establish this, and bumped into something, knocking it off the bed.








My scepter, I realized, a moment later.








There weren't any wounds to be found, neither there nor anywhere else, but that didn't do much to calm me down. I broke into a cold sweat, trying to understand what could have happened. Oh god. Had I been drugged? Had there been an incantation cast on me? Was I even still in the sanctuary?








I scrambled for the object that had just fallen for the floor, trying to stop myself from hyperventilating. Don't panic. Don't panic! It won't help!








I didn't have it engraved like she did, but I'd learned the Anomaly-Divining Arcana from Ran about a year earlier, when we'd just joined the Exemplary Acolyte's Class, since it was such a useful incantation, and surprisingly simple for its broad purpose. I wasn't particularly good with it, but I'd managed to memorize the words and could cast it inefficiently most of the time. I lifted my scepter aloft to do just that. If something trans-mundane had happened to me, I needed to know, immediately.








"....𒈣𒄀𒌈𒀭𒊍. (𒌍𒍣𒍥𒊒𒊬𒉌𒌫𒐼). 𒄭𒌋𒌋𒌋𒌋, 𒊹." I said.








...but nothing happened.








I bit my lip and checked the eris gauge, thinking I might've been somehow out. But no; it was almost full, just as it had been in preparation for my presentation when last I'd looked.








That shouldn't have been possible-- Unless I'd spoke the word of initiation wrong, even botching the incantation should have led to some sort of feedback. I tried again from the beginning.








"...𒈣𒄀𒌈𒀭𒊍. (𒌍𒍣𒍥𒊒𒊬𒉌𒌫𒐼). 𒄭𒌋𒌋𒌋𒌋, 𒊹"








Once again, nothing happened. My eyes were wide.








What the hell is going on?








No, I was being stupid. There was one other possibility. Like had been the case in the hallway leading into the security center, use of the Power could be stopped through an enchantment that interfered with contact with the Higher Planes. That was the most logical explanation - the only explanation, in fact - for what was going on here.








...not that it was much of a reassurance. That was something you'd only really saw used in sensitive locations, with a high risk of robbery or attack, and prisons specifically for arcanists. And I doubted I'd suddenly woke up in a bank vault or been arrested.








Now that my eyes were adjusting to the light, though, I was starting to get an impression of where I could be. It looked like one of the larger guest rooms that Neferuaten had shown us in the main building during the tour, on the second floor - though this one didn't seem to belong to anyone in particular, since there was barely any furniture. The shape and style looked familar, though, as well as the dark color scheme








So... I'd been brought up there, for some reason. Maybe I'd passed out...?








My body was starting to shiver, but I steeled myself. Think back. What was the last thing I remembered?








I rubbed my eyes in a sharp, stiff motion. Right, right. I'd been lying against the glass, and had seen something... Or thought I'd seen something... Out in the water, as impossible as that obviously was in retrospect. It'd been starting to turn, and I was just about to get a good look at its face








And then... Nothing.








Could it have been a prosognostic event, somehow? No, that made no sense; putting aside I couldn't have really seen something like that--








𒊹








<The scene unfolding on the stage freezes, Utsushikome suddenly halting her introspection and becoming statue-like. The PLAYRIGHT enters from Stage Left and proceeds to Front Center, a spotlight falling on her as she approaches. She waves cheerfully, and clears her throat.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <chipper> Hello, hello! My most morbid apologies for interjecting right in the middle of a scene like this-- Terribly unprofessional, I know! Just wanted to make a little correction to our heroine here, just so there's no confusion going forward.








PLAYWRIGHT: Now, if you recall, Rule 1 dictates that the perspective of the protagonist is always reliable, but they can misinterpret what they see. We went over that second point a bit, too-- However, in past productions, we've heard people say that's a little bit too lenient. <with a sweeping gesture> After all, if the protagonist is allowed to misinterpret things completely willy-nilly, then what's to stop them from telling you that everyone was killed by giant crabs, and then having some last-minute reveal where you're just told, 'oh, they just had a brain disease causing them to hallucinate the whole time'!








PLAYWRIGHT: <with pretense> We cannot abide such things here, of course. This isn't some cheap thriller building up to a gaudy twist. <placing hand on chest> I would only every involve myself in true théâtre profane.








PLAYWRIGHT: For that reason, a small clarification must be made to the rule!








1.A) The protagonist may misperceive reality without this undermining their truthfulness, but only under circumstances where a device to justify this has been established in advance, or is universal in nature. 








PLAYWRIGHT: There we go! Much better. Magnifique changement!








PLAYWRIGHT: <attempting professionalism> To offer a few morsels of clarification, this means that nothing can cause the protagonist to misreport what they see unless it's already been explained explicitly earlier in the narrative, unless it's something so mundane that it could be considered common sense. Let's briefly establish a scenario for both of those, shall we?








PLAYWRIGHT: For the former, say that there exists a drug that causes the characters to hallucinate seeing frogs everywhere. While nothing would prevent another character from showing the symptoms of this drug prior to its full explanation - shouting about frogs crawling all over them, their bodies twisting in peril! - it is guaranteed that it wouldn't be able to afflict the protagonist until that explanation had taken place. Think of it as a holy shield which protects her absolutely, so long as she remains ignorant!








PLAYWRIGHT: But keep in mind this only applies to devices which alter her perceptions. It is not a universal rule! That would be too powerful a shield, I should think.








PLAYWRIGHT: As for the second point, that's in reference to situations of misunderstanding which require no special information to understand at all. For example, if one character were disguised as another and only seen from behind, it's self-evident how that could confuse someone, is it not?








PLAYWRIGHT: <jubilantly> But in any event! Now that we've cleared that up, we can address this unfolding situation! Here, we see Utsushikome speculating that what she saw just earlier didn't, in fact, really happen. A trifling mental hiccup! An incidental visual belch!








PLAYWRIGHT: But we know better, now, don't we? Because no device has been established which could justify either hallucinations or complex illusions, it means that no such thing occurred. Even if those devices exist somewhere, it hasn't been properly established!








PLAYWRIGHT: <nodding self-assuredly, with closed eyes and crossed arms.> Yes, let this be a lesson to you! The silly things that characters say or feel are ephemeral compared to the importance of economic storytelling. <holding up her hands> And now--








<The PLAYWRIGHT claps her hands together, and the scene resumes.>








𒊹








--what memory of the face I'd seen hadn't even seemed human, let alone like my own. And despite not having been able to check, the power couldn't affect the mind, so the only way it could knock me out without leaving a mark would be something like oxygen deprivation or using Neuromancy to pump me full of sedatives, and I felt like I'd have some recollection of either of those.








When I thought about it like that, the only possibility that seemed to remain was that I'd had some kind of stroke. Maybe it'd caused me to hallucinate--








𒊹








<The scene freezes again.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <slightly irritated> Just to be entirely clear! The possibility of a stroke, though quite mundane in nature, would also count as an exceptional device that would need to be foreshadowed! So it can't be the case either.








PLAYWRIGHT: Really now, good grief...








PLAYWRIGHT: <suddenly excited> Oh! Did you enjoy my little cameo earlier, incidentally? It was a modest role, of course, but I felt I gave it the best of my humble talents--








<There is some hushed speech from Offstage Left.>








PLAYWRIGHT: What? Oh. <irritated, dejected> Yes, yes.








<She claps for a second time.>








𒊹








--and eventually fall unconscious, and then when Ran had come back, she'd brought me up here, because it was closer then the guesthouse...








But surely, if that were the case, I should have been feeling worse than this. People didn't just bounce back from strokes. And with modern medicine, we knew enough about biology to see circulatory dysfunction coming almost 100% of the time, and I'd had a general checkup not two months earlier.




Not that even that idea would come close to explaining everything. For example: Why was it so dark? Had the lighting system failed? Had I been out for the entire rest of the day, and I'd somehow missed yesterday that it was set up to turn itself off at the absolute dead of night?






Trying to suppress the rising unease in my gut, I sharply rose to my feet. Physically, I felt fine except for being a little groggy - the bells were still blaring nosily overhead, not painfully loud but impossible to tune out, and some part of me was angry that my rest had been interrupted.








That's another question. Why are the bells tolling?








I vaguely remembered Neferuaten had given some explanation about what they were for when we'd visited the previous afternoon, but my mind was still in too fragmented a state to recall it.








My hands still shaking, I twisted the knob of the gas lamp to a higher intensity before scanning the room, and immediately noticed something odd. My luggage had been brought up here too, the trunk resting at the foot of my bed. With some urgency, stepped over and I popped it open, then rooted through the contents. There were a few things inside I was worried might've been left behind or exposed, like my acclimation log, but everything seemed to be in its proper place... In fact, everything seemed to be there, period.








This was less reassuring then it sounds, because when I say everything, I really mean everything. Someone had taken all the stuff I'd unpacked in my guest room, carefully packed it back up, and brought the whole thing here.








...No. It would be wrong to say 'someone'. There was a logic to how to how it had all been placed that was extremely familiar to me... And unless you're married to them or some kind of servant, you don't exactly become familiar with how other people pack their bags. It looked as though I'd packed it up.








Which started to raise distinctly uncomfortable possibilities about what could be going on.








I decided to get dressed, since whatever this situation was would surely not be improved by being naked. I put on my more casual black dress robe and some sandals, but didn't bother to mess with my hair. After that, I observed that there was a clock at my bedside I hadn't spotted earlier.








It was stopped, which was so unhelpful that it felt like it couldn't be called a coincidence. The hands read 1:02.








Had it stopped in the afternoon? Or maybe it was deep into the night, after all.








But before I had much time to think about it, a banging suddenly rang out from the doorway, making me jump so hard I felt like I was going to have a heart attack. Considering the circumstances, my mind shot straight to the worst case scenario, and I grabbed a nearby chair as the banging persisted, holding it overhead as I slowly approached the entryway from the side.








"Yes?!" I cried out, far louder and tenser than I'd meant to. "W-Who's there?!"








A few seconds passed, then the banging continued, this time more aggressively. It seemed to be coming from a lower point on the door.








"Answer me!" I demanded.








Again, for a few seconds, no response came. But then, a quiet and firm voice resonated from the other side.








"...stop shouting, gloomy girl. It's bad enough having to tolerate the bell," Lilith said.








I blink. "Lilith?" I said, going from fear to confusion. "What are you doing here?"








"Open the door," she said, and started banging again.








I grunted in exasperation, but honestly felt so relieved just to encounter another person that I didn't even hesitate. I set the chair down and flicked the door lock upward, opening it. Sure enough, she was standing there, dressed in a childish-looking frilly pink nightgown which seemed immensely contrary to my perceptions of her, staring up impatiently. Her hair, not bound like it usually was, puffed out in all directions messily, and she was carrying her own gas lamp.








"I need you," she said, bluntly. "Come."








"H-Hold on," I said, hesitating. "What's going on? Do you know why I was in here?"








She looked annoyed at the first part of what I said, but that appeared to give way to confusion in the second, leaving her simply staring.








On second thought, I considered, of all the people this could have been, this is probably the worst, huh.








"Something is wrong with the sanctuary," she eventually said - slowly, like she was addressing a child. She reached out her free hand and grabbed my wrist. "I need you. Come."








"Wait--"








She paid me no further attention, pulling me with what small strength she could muster out of the room and down the hallway.








There were no lights out here, either, not even within the ridiculous fish tanks, the creatures stirring and swimming around as we passed by with our lights, their forms casting strange and tall shadows within their glassed-off homes. Another thing I was starting to notice was that it was strangely cold. Not freezing, but considerably lower than the mild temperature the sanctuary had been kept at up until this point.








In tandem, these changed the atmosphere of the place completely. While before, it had felt like a partly-convincing simulacrum of a building in an outdoor location, it now felt more like we were walking through a giant cave. The darkness was oppressive, pushing in from all directions, and our footsteps echoed through the empty halls, the only sound aside from the relentless tolling of the bell.


I won't lie: It frightened me almost immediately. At one point I suddenly noticed a squid staring at us with wide, black eyes, and I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from crying out in fear.








"Uh, s-seriously," I said, after a few moments. "I kind of need to know what's happening."








She stopped suddenly, then pulled me to the side, towards one of the logic bridges intermittently embedded in the walls. She pressed my hand against it.








Please understand that a state of defensive lockdown is currently in effect within the Amniakic Bioenclosure, it informed me. Please understand that some functions have been disabled. Please understand that you should remain calm and seek further guidance. Please understand that a state of defensive lockdown is currently in effect...








I blinked. 'Amniakic'?








She quickly pulled me away again, down the hallway, until the connection was severed.








Well, that at least explained a few things. Sacnicte had mentioned that a lockdown could be initiated from the security center... And this was evidently what it looked like in action. But that left a bigger, far more glaring mystery.








Which was why it had been activated to begin with.








We turned the corner, and came to the metal stairwell, which began leading us down. From the nearby window, I could just about see - if I held my lamp aloft - the spot where it'd felt like I was sitting just a few moments earlier.








This is all so insane I don't even know what to think about to think about it. Just stay calm until you find someone who can tell you what's really happening. Just stay calm...








"Lilith," I said, rubbing my eyes. I had to speak up a little more than was natural for me now that we were getting closer to the bell tower. "Where are you taking us?"








"Outside," she stated. "Saw from my window that the lights are still on at the other place. The abbey." She muttered the words she just said for a second time quietly, as if analyzing them to see if she'd made some mistakes. "Want to get there, since something is going wrong here.








"Oh, I guess that's a relief," I said, though it wasn't much of one. "...but, uh, why did you need me for that?"








She didn't say anything, continuing the march down the stairs in silence. I noticed, now that I thought about it, that her hand seemed to be shaking a little, and obviously sweating.








Duh, I thought, biting my lip. She's a kid. She's just scared.








"Rather," I corrected myself, "wouldn't you rather have gone to find your mother, instead of me?"








At this she did react, turning and staring again. "...you are acting very strange, gloomy girl," she said, slowly and carefully. "You usually do not say directly stupid things, like skull-cavity, so maybe I am not understanding you. But mother is not here. The crack wasn't in her room."








I made a puzzled expression. "Crack? What are you talking about?"








She analyzed me for another long moment, then faced forward once again. "You are being very unhelpful right now. It is extremely bad. But we will stay together until I make it back to the other building."








That seemed to be that. I tried to ask for clarification, but she offered nothing more.








We headed into the main hall, the metallic edifices of the orrery glinting strangely in the light from our lanterns. It smelled like there had been people here very recently, the scent of smoke and alcohol lingering in the air, in spite of a lack of lingering physical evidence. We passed the corridor that lead into the security center, and I thought about pulling away to check it out before I remembered all of the defensive systems I'd seen and that Sacnicte had explained to me. I didn't want to chance a single step in there until I'd been reassured of exactly what to expect.








We then proceeded through the antechamber into the conference hall - the discordant ringing of the bells starting to become cacophonous. - and if there were any lingering doubts that some amount of time had passed, they were banished by the sight. All the special decor was gone-- Even the stands had been taken down. The only indication the conference had happened at all was the little demonstration table that had been brought in for the presentations, not yet stored away.








But the sight contained carried some good news as well, because to my considerable relief, Linos could be seen at the entrance to the bell tower, seated in his wheelchair. As we pushed open the door, he turned to us with a relieved expression.








"Utsu, Lilith!" he said, moving to meet us near the table as we approached. "Thank goodness. I was starting to think I was the only person left in the building."








"Y-You took the words out of my mouth," I said, practically having to shout at this point. "I can't tell you how relieved I am to see you, sir."








He smiled, though I could see he was anxious about whatever was going on as well. "Glad to see you're feeling better. I take it you came from the second floor? Did you see any of the others?"








Feeling better? I shook my head, breaking eye contact. I didn't want him to notice how confused I really felt. "I haven't seen anyone else other than Lilith, who came to my-- My room." I looked to her expectantly. "Did you...?"








"No," she said bluntly. "No one else answered the door, and I tried yours last."








Wow. Ruthless.








He sighed. "I was afraid of that. The others must have wandered off somewhere after I dozed off." He yawned, as if saying that had reminded him of how tired he felt. "They've all undergone the Allagiypnou Process. I'm the only holdout at this point-- For much the same reason I have this thing." He tapped the side of his wheelchair.








Earlier, I used the necessity of sleep as a point of comparison for the human discomfort with immortality, but this was a little misleading, because there actually was a way to, if not remove, then at least diminish the need for it somewhat - it just happened to be far more intrusive than an elixir, and a lot more potentially dangerous. The Allagiypnou Process was a medical procedure that had been developed around eighty years ago. Through a series of injections and surgeries, it cultivated a microbiome of organisms in the brain that reduced the sleep a person required to remain healthy down to less than half of the norm. But it was controversial for a number of reasons.


For example, there was tentative evidence that it could lead to personality changes. A study seemed to find that people who had undertaken it developed anger and anxiety related psychological disorders at a far higher rate than the general population, and there'd been a few anecdotal stories in the press about people's disposition or preferences shifting in more subtle ways, like suddenly no longer finding certain types of comedy funny. In medicine, these were the sort of side-effects which left public interest in a treatment deader than monarchism. You wouldn't be able to sell people functioning wings if you told them they might mess with their head.


And that was only the start of it; an increase in muscular dysfunction had also been established, and the long-term effects had yet to be studied at all, with some people speculating it could lead to increased early-onset dementia.








However, the sheer increase in productivity was hard to resist for people with a exceptionally strong - well, you might also call it unhealthy - work ethic. So considering their inherent radicalism, it was only a mild surprise to hear that the rest of the council had undergone it. I'd suspected as much in Neferuaten's case already, just from the hours I'd seen her keep in Mekhi.








There were a lot of question that I felt I needed to ask, but one beat out all the others. "Do you know what's happening?"








Linos's expression grew more serious. "No, I'm not sure," he said, worried. "It seems that one of our defensive systems has somehow been tripped, or possibly malfunctioned. It might have something to do with wherever the rest of the council went, or what happened earlier tonight."








"Are we in danger?" I asked.








He furrowed his brow. "I doubt it. At least, not directly," he stated. "It's a little frightening having to stumble around in the dark like this without being able to use the Power, but anything vital can't even be disabled without physically destroying the entire system, and there are numerous fail safes." He held his hands together. "But the fact that this has happened means it's possible that there's someone inside acting with malicious intent. I hate to say it, but it would probably have to be someone from your class."


"What about Balthazar?" I asked.


"That's true, it could be him," Linos corrected himself. "An outsider, one way or the other. Though I wouldn't suspect either of you, since you both have connections."








"Lilith says that she saw the lights were still on over in the other bioenclosure," I said.








He nodded. "That makes sense. Most of the lighting on that side is gas, so it's not part of the system. I assume you were headed that way?"








I scratched my head. "Well, uh, Lilith wanted to."








"I can think of a lot of worse ideas right now then trying to get everyone in one place, for certain," he said, glancing at the door.








As the conversation was getting more complicated, it was getting harder and harder to make out everything he was saying with the droning of the bell. I felt as though I couldn't even think straight about what he was telling me.








"What's wrong with the bell tower?" I asked, no longer feeling capable of avoiding the topic.








He suddenly looked exasperated. "Beats the hell out of me, frankly. There's an old system to make it ring automatically connected to the lower levels, but it doesn't have anything to with the lockdown process. No clue why it sounds broken, either. There should be a lever next to the thing to disable it manually, but..." He smiled sadly. "Well, that was the reason I was over here to begin with, but was just realizing what a damn fool I am before you arrived. Can't get up stairs too easily without the Power."








"You can't walk," Lilith said bluntly. It wasn't clear if this was question, statement, or merely realization.








Linos smiled patiently. "That's right, miss Eskhalon," he said warmly. "Got a little problem with my muscles, I'm afraid."








I interjected, half way out of fear that she'd say something awful. "Don't you have those mechanical braces, you used to use?"








He chuckled. "Not with me. Probably left them at the laboratory again. Never liked them anyway-- Always felt like cheating the gods."








I nodded. Linos and Theodoros were both part of an old religious order known as the Postsideron Stoics, which famously prohibited treating failures of the body which one was born with, considering it a failure of the moral test the heavens had set humanity on after the collapse of the old world. Personally, even if one were raised in it, I struggled to imagine how a man of science - especially one in medicine - could tolerate such a creed or reconcile it with their good sense. But I'd never been a religious person, and knew better than to try and stir the pot about that sort of thing.








My eyes were drawn upward. I realized I was suppressing my unease largely through adrenaline, and now that it was fading in the wake of normal conversation, it was starting to wash over me in waves.








"...sorry, Linos," I said, hesitant. "This might sound very strange, but, um. Did something happen to me, earlier today? During the conference?" I bit my lip. "Uh, I mean-- Rather, did I get injured somehow, and end up here instead of the guesthouse? I feel a little strange..."








I still wasn't really thinking straight. Lilith stared at me again, this time seeming outright irritated.








He looked puzzled, though his manner remained gentle. "Well, I heard you were here because of the accident over at the guest house. But happen to you?" He rubbed his chin, looking downward. "I don't believe so. You seemed like you might've been out of place at dinner, but that was all."








I stared into space for a few moments. My mouth felt dry.








"I, uh--" I cleared my throat, and tried to smile. "Let me go shut down the bell myself. I f-feel like this noise is making me lose my mind."








He frowned with concern. "Are you alright, Utsu? You're looking sort of pale."








"Yeah, I'm just..." I trailed off. It felt like my mind kept running into walls, going blank sharply over and over again. "I'll be right back."








I stepped through the door before either of them could stop me.








I climbed the stairs in silence, an awful sense of dread filling me. There was no denying what was going on now; something had happened to my memory. I'd lost the whole rest of the day. Whatever had happened out behind the building, with the the remainder of the conference, with dinner. I'd been there, but it was all just... Gone. Short of some kind of mass hallucination or sick attempt at gaslighting, there wasn't any other explanation.








And, and... Whatever had happened with... If I'd...








No, don't think about that now, I said to myself, and bit my tongue hard enough that the pain spiked into my mind and severed the train of thought completely. Stay focused. You can figure this out once you're at the guesthouse with the others. Stay focused...








I passed the paintings, the wall of the faces of the dead lining the ascent, their eyes drilling into me with what felt like peculiar intensity in the darkness. First the then the stylized ones by Neferuaten, with their bright colors and expressions, followed by the more photo-realistic ones, drawn by whomever had been the original artist...








Soon, I arrived at the top. Here, the sound was completely unbearable; the too-high-pitched, warped clanks of the bell feeling like they were damaging my eardrums with every strike. As I looked around desperately for the lever, I saw that Lilith had spoken the truth. Some distance away, there was the distinct shape of the guesthouse, a warm glow emanating from most of the windows. There were even flickers - people were moving about.








Later, I'd realize I shouldn't have been seeing it too clearly. But for the time being, it was reassuring.








After almost getting hit by the fucking thing, I eventually found the lever around the back of the bell, attached to the mechanism responsible for powering the wheel. I pulled it down, which dropped a lock in place, stopping it dead. After a few final, increasingly impotent swings, the mass of wrought bronze fell silent.








I sighed with relief. Even though it wasn't much in the face of everything, it felt wonderful just to be able to hear myself think again.








But soon, I found myself furrowing my brow in confusion. Nothing looks wrong with the mechanism, I thought to myself. So why did it sound so strange?








Idly, I looked upwards into the interior of the bell.








...








And then... Immediately, as I stared vacantly at the sight before me...








...I understood.








I understood the terrible reason why the tone had been off, muffled.








You see, the part of the bell that's meant to strike against the metal is called the clapper. It looks sort of like a metal rod with a thick bit at the end. It swings from side to side at a different pace to the rest, striking it and creating the sound.








But here... There wasn't just one clapper. One object attached to the roof of the bell. There were two, the second bound up by a steel chain.








...no, it would be wrong to put it that way. There weren't two clappers.








Because the second object was something else altogether.








Hanging from the rope next to the clapper, otherwise uninjured but visibly damaged along one side, now covered in blood, where it had struck the metal over and over again - smearing the entire metallic interior in the grotesque ichor, the stench of which struck me all at once - was a body. Fully clothed in white robes, long black hair hanging downward, limbs shattered and fallen limp. 









The face was mercifully difficult to make out in the darkness, but I knew at once that it was unmistakably the body of Neferuaten.



            


048: INTERMISSION ∞ 1 (2)


                
<The crowd applauds vigorously as the curtains draw shut once again. A few moments later, they reopen, and once again the DIRECTOR enters from Stage Right, and the PLAYWRIGHT from Stage Left. They both move towards Downstage Center, and bow.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <waving> Thank you, thank you all! I'm so glad that you're all enjoying the show. I'm so immeasurably flattered, truly, I cannot begin to convey--








DIRECTOR: <interjecting, flatly> Don't overdo it.








PLAYWRIGHT: <ignoring him> --how happy and relieved I am that your interest has held thus far! Even in spite all of those slow, meandering dialogue scenes, one after another after another. Even the one moment that started to look like a fight scene just puttered right out without even going anywhere! Personally, I was starting to think it would never end.








DIRECTOR: <with annoyance> No, you weren't. You have the script. You wrote it.








PLAYWRIGHT: <jerking her head towards him, snapping> You know, I hope you understand you're being a real source of negative energy right now. This should be a crowning moment for us, and you're poisoning the atmosphere of the stage. And you know what? I don't appreciate it. It's not cute, and it's not endearing, not one bit. And I'm sure everyone watching this feels the same way.








DIRECTOR: <addressing the audience> I'm so sorry about this, everyone.








PLAYWRIGHT: <jerking her head back, smiling brightly> But anyway! <mischievously> That was quite a turn, eh? ! I bet you didn't see that coming. What a grisly scene! A shocking sight! A blood-bathed banquet of visual viscera! I swear, it's utterly ridiculous that it always takes us so long to get to this point. I mean-- How can you advertise something as a murder mystery, and then expect them to wait so long for the actual murders?








DIRECTOR: At the risk of repeating myself, I'd like to imagine that our audience is sophisticated enough to appreciate the value of careful foreshadowing, as well as being able to enjoy intrigue and plot progression without it involving a body count.








PLAYWRIGHT: <bored> Please, you can stop your signalling. We all understand that you've taken a literary class.








DIRECTOR: <loudly clearing throat> Personally, I still disagree with this decision to disrupt the chronology of the narrative and skip ahead in this manner. While it may feel expedient to you, in the long term, I think it's only going to disrupt people's investment in service of a cheap mechanism to accelerate the pacing. ...well, and to cultivate artificial tension, though frankly there's enough of that already.








PLAYWRIGHT: <rolling her eyes> What absolute poppycock. If it were up to you, there wouldn't be any tension at all, and the whole thing would just be a series of lectures that calmly explain the plot. <huffing> I mean, honestly! It's like they say, isn't it? You can't just hand everything over to the audience. The fun is in tearing it up into little bits first, them having them stitch it all back together!








DIRECTOR: Normally, that's not meant quite so literally. <raising an eyebrow> Regardless, isn't this supposed to be a control scenario? It's not exactly an appropriate twist for you to insert.








PLAYWRIGHT: Oh, I see what's happened now. You think this is my deliberate doing, hm? <scoffing> Well, I shan't deny the happy accident, but I'm certainly not taking any credit. This is a control scenario.








DIRECTOR: <frowning> You mean it's an emergent event...?








PLAYWRIGHT: Precisely! No matter how plain you make the fish tank, so long as the top is open, you can't stop something from jumping out if it has a mind to do so. That's just the nature of animals. <giggling, smugly> In fact, when things go off the rails, I believe that's your responsibility as the executor, if I'm not mistaken.








DIRECTOR: <sighing> ...Let's just get on with this. We've had enough interruptions recently already, and I'm sure no one wants to waste any more time watching us squabble over minutia.








PLAYWRIGHT: So be it. I know a concession of defeat when I see one. <stretching out her arms> Well then, I did that last one, so why don't you go ahead?








<The DIRECTOR grunts, rubbing his eyes. He then turns to speak exclusively to the audience.>








DIRECTOR: Now that we've the stage in the scenario where bodies have begun to appear, there are a few more rules that needs must be established in order to make the experience as fair and straightforward as possible. As your attention will now be drawn more exclusively towards analyzing specific events and sets of circumstances in close detail, so too must limitations be placed on the scope of your thinking, or else render it unconstructive.








PLAYWRIGHT: <quietly> My god, could you put it any more tediously?








DIRECTOR: This will require the introduction of a few more rules. Allow me to begin explaining them.








<Once again, the black board is returned to Upstage Center by the stagehands, who quickly depart. Words of white chalk begin to form on it from nowhere.>








6. ONCE IDENTIFIED BY THE PROTAGONIST, ALL CORPSES SHOWN ARE GUARANTEED TO BE BOTH HUMAN REMAINS, AND DEAD








DIRECTOR: This one is straightforward enough that it mostly speaks for itself. More or less, it means that the main character - the 'detective', at this point, if you like - can be trusted absolutely not to either mistakenly declare a living person as dead, or mistake something that is not a human cadaver for one. This omits the potential for 'playing dead' and 'decoy body' tricks in most circumstances.








PLAYWRIGHT: <placing a hand on her hip> I mean, we are dealing with a cast of almost entirely medical professionals, aren't we? It's not as if you pull off one of those 'oh, the doctor was just lying the whole time!' type of twists when everyone is a doctor, at least not without it feeling profoundly silly. Better to just put the possibility to rest! Take it behind the shed, before it shits on the carpet!








DIRECTOR: <tersely> A few definitions must be established, however. Critical here is the concept of 'identified by the protagonist'. To be as clear as possible, this means a scenario where said protagonist has been able to see it closely and clearly for a sufficient amount of time to make their judgement. So if a body is only seen briefly, or in dim lighting, then no such identification can take place.








PLAYWRIGHT: But however will they tell one situation from another, I wonder? You can't expect people to make such a fuzzy judgement by the seat of their pants.








DIRECTOR: <blunt> That's already been established. When a body is identified, the description of it will be written in blood red, like so. Once that occurs, there is no room for mistakes. ...However. It must be noted that 'identified' does not mean 'identified as a specific person'. It means that it is a body. Any other conclusions made by the detective should be considered merely circumstantial.








PLAYWRIGHT: Ah, but don't you think that rather neuters the premise, considering what we've witnessed thus far? <holding up a finger> After all, wasn't it demonstrated back in Chapter 36 that a single individual can, in fact, have multiple bodies...? Why-- With that detail, what's to stop everyone from having piles of disposable ones just rearing to go, rendering 'discovering' about as meaningful as finding your hairbrush underneath the sofa?








DIRECTOR: You know, I really wish you'd keep the theatrics to the performance itself. <sighing> This is where we must veer somewhat into philosophy. If we consider the essence of humanity to lie within the brain - within consciousness - then by definition, something can only be 'identified as a human body if it possesses one. So discoveries of non-functioning 'proxy bodies', or rather ones not inhabited by a consciousness, will not be reported in red lettering.








PLAYWRIGHT: I see, I see! <slyly> I certainly can't conceive of how that could ever be employed unfairly.








DIRECTOR: <annoyed, clicking tongue> As a final point of clarity, a lack of confirmed identification could not be seen as absolute proof that what is being seen is not a legitimate human body. One cannot confirm a negative, and there may be other circumstances in play. With that all established...








7. IF ATTEMPTED, THE PROTAGONIST CAN BE TRUSTED TO IDENTIFY ANY CONCEALED EXITS FROM A CLOSED SPACE








PLAYWRIGHT: Ohoh. This one is an old classic, isn't it? There's neither an older, nor a cheaper trick in the book than secret passages and trap doors when it comes to a mystery. <holding a hand to her heart> Just imagine! The killer ruthlessly cuts down their quarry, only to tug on a nearby torch, causing the stone wall upon which it placed to swing wide! And then they enter, vanishing from the scene like a ghost. The perfect crime!








DIRECTOR: But not, unfortunately, a very realistic one. <sighing> That last one might've turned out a little more complicated than anticipated, but this rule really is simple. To prevent a ridiculous situation where no 'closed room' can ever be trusted and a phantom killer could easily hop from place, making deductions pointless, a limitation on their application must imposed. Hence, the rule - no potential escape route, no matter how well hidden, will ever go unnoticed if they choose to look.








PLAYWRIGHT: Even if it's magic?








DIRECTOR: <flatly> Yes, even if it's magic.








PLAYWRIGHT: Mm, but what if they don't look, though.








DIRECTOR: That's the sole exception, though in my opinion, even that is an unnecessary loophole. <sighing> But yes, if a lack of time or some other factor prevents close examination of an area, then it is permitted for a hidden passage to exist without the audience being informed. That said, there will be another rule which will restrict that somewhat later on. So don't get too comfortable with it.








PLAYWRIGHT: That's saying a tad bit too much, don't you think? <tapping her foot> In any event, is that everything?








DIRECTOR: No, though I'm not surprised you forgot this part, since you were off in your own little world when it was last being discussed. <glancing downward> You certainly are getting excited.








PLAYWRIGHT: Well, it's an exciting moment, isn't it? After all, this is to be our last hurrah! Our last performance of this production, post-penultimate! Our final finale, our climax of conclusions--








DIRECTOR: <sighing> Yes, yes, I understand. Let me get through this quickly, then. <once again, addressing the audience> You may be wondering why we skipped a rule, from 4 to 6. This is because, while it would have been awkward to start with, this final addition is somewhat related to rule 4, in that it concerns narrative perspectives other than the protagonist.








DIRECTOR: From now onward, scenes will occasionally be shown from two additional viewpoints: either other characters, or an omni-present third person perspective. As a result, their reliability must be established.








5. PERSPECTIVES OTHER THAN THE PROTAGONIST, BOTH FIRST AND THIRD PERSON, CAN ONLY BE CONSIDERED RELIABLE IF SPECIFICALLY DEFINED AS SUCH BEFOREHAND








PLAYWRIGHT: Oh, right, right! <clapping her hands together> This is one about how anything shown that doesn't come from the eyes of the reliable narrator is all just rubbish, and ought to be ignored, isn't it?








DIRECTOR: That's an incredibly reductive way to look at it. Something isn't going to be shown at all if it has no value to the narrative. You of all people should be aware of that.








PLAYWRIGHT: Well, I suppose that sort of thing might be good for flavor. Not much use for solving the mystery, though. I mean, you'll just get misled! Like an idiot!








DIRECTOR: <rubbing his brow> It's as though I can feel my life draining out of my body the longer I spend on stage... But yes, to be clear it means that nothing that isn't specifically identified as reliable cannot be taken as factual. Anything further than that is up the judgement of the one witnessing it, and when the source is clear, how much trust they-- <pointing to the audience> -- are willing to afford.








PLAYWRIGHT: And heed my advice, friends: That should be none at all! If you can one piece of advice, it's this. <pointing to her own face> Trust only what you can see with your own two eyes! Anyone else who tries to spin you a second-hand narrative? They have an agenda, no question. <pausing> ...well, except for what I'm saying to you right now. You should trust that.








DIRECTOR: Deeply insightful. <digressing> In any case, reliable scenes shall be denoted by beginning with the first word highlighted in purple. They can be taken as literal, just as much as those delivered by Utsushikome in the regular narrative... But don't expect to see that particularly often.








PLAYWRIGHT: That's it, then? We're done?








DIRECTOR: Yes, we've finished.








PLAYWRIGHT: <shifting up and down on the spot> Oooh, I'm so excited! We're so close to the good part! I hope you enjoy it, everyone-- Even if this is our final showing, I assure you that I've skimped no effort in creating a tale that shall shake you to your very bones!








DIRECTOR: That's enough, I think. <lowering his head> Bones or not, we both with you the very best of luck.








PLAYWRIGHT: Pay close attention, alright? Don't let me feel like my work is going to waste!








DIRECTOR: <muttering> Afraid that might be a little unavoidable, at this point...








<The audience applauds as the DIRECTOR bows and the PLAYWRIGHT waves eagerly, before exiting at Stage Left and Stage Right respectively. A few moments later, the CHORUS returns from Stage Left, moving to Downstage Center. The spotlight falls upon her, and she begins reading from her script.>








CHORUS: The battle draws now to its climax, the arms of both sides brought to bear. But though it appears the time to strike, in truth, it is already too late. The opportunity to turn the tide has passed unnoticed, and the outcome to follow has already been predetermined. The noose of fate tightens sharply.








CHORUS: All that remains to be done now is to observe the tragedy unfold, and to aspire to some catharsis in understanding. And if that catharsis can be reached, to wonder at the folly of man, who ever engineers his own suffering.








CHORUS: Or else to pray for a miracle, that might offer atonement for all sins, of mortal and immortal alike...








CHORUS: We hope you are enjoying the story.








<She once again lowers the script, bows rigidly, and moves to exit Stage Left. The audience applauds as the lights dim and the curtain draws shut.>












𒊹








Late Second Day








It was late into the afternoon, and Nindar of Inadu, coordinator of the Exemplary Acolyte's Class, was marking papers in the study at the back of his home. He smiled to himself as he worked, though the expression was distant, resigned.








Nindar was an old man, and had experienced a very long career, the majority of which had been spent in education. When he'd been very young, a literal child, He'd dreamed of becoming an explorer. Of traveling to distant planes or other, imagined spaces he'd read in stories or misunderstood from his lessons, and discovering wonderful things utterly beyond the scope of his mundane life.








But as he grew a little older and he shed his innocence, his manner of thinking changed, and he instead aspired to be a marine for the Ysaran navy. Some part of his original motive was still there; he loved traveling, the ocean, and the visceral thrill of a fight, where everything was spontaneous. But he'd also decided that, fundamentally, he preferred following orders to thinking entirely for himself. As the world had opened up to him and become so much more complicated, he'd begun to find the only times he felt free to live in the moment was when he wasn't overburdened with responsibility.








He knew now reality of something like being an explorer was divorced from the fantasy; you couldn't just go where you wanted. You'd always be making decisions, dealing with other people or the world around you, struggling in one way or another...








When war had broken out, it'd seemed at the time like his time had finally arrived. But though the youngest of many children, he'd been born into an influential Ysaran family, and they'd done everything in their power to keep him from enlisting, regardless of his opinion on the subject. Thus, over the next few years, he'd watched friend after friend disappear to pursue what had been his own dream, many of which hadn't even wanted to.








It was in those years, filled with the uncomplicated bitterness and resentment that can only truly be experienced by the youthful, that he'd found his way to teaching. Wanting to spite his parents by pursuing anything other than a business education, he'd volunteered part-time in the physical education department of a local secondary school. Though he'd only taken the job on a temporary basis - he'd planned to eventually join the local police department, but they'd halted hiring for the time being as resources were diverted towards the front lines - and at the urging of a friend, he'd found himself surprised by how good he was with children, and how much he liked the consistency of it.








Coming in every week, working down the schedule of classes. Evaluating the students performances, giving advice. Breaking up their predictable little conflicts. Talking with the other teachers...








Before he knew it, his position had become a full time one, and then, when the school had become short-staffed, a mixed one where he was also teaching biology on the side, a subject he'd partially pursued in university based purely on having graded well for it.








It was there that, for the first time in his life, he'd marked papers.








It'd been many, many decades now since it'd been a the primary part of his workload, having discovered that the higher in education one traveled, the less the job became about technical work, and more it became a fuzzy, ill-defined role of talking to people and managing individuals. But as strange as it was - as much as it contradicted the opinions of his peers - he'd found anything he enjoyed quite as much. There was something so peaceful, so certain about it.








It didn't matter if it was simple sheets of check-boxes, essays, or anything in between. Going over the work piece by piece, knowing the points that needed to be hit to raise the numbers. The almost mechanical quality to it all, the way it turned complex pieces of writing into something that could be evaluated so simply, judged in absolute terms with a solitary number.








It was only much later in his life that Nindar had come to understand quite what sort of person he'd evolved into, growing up. The reason he delighted in both this, and in his earlier aspiration of being a soldier, fighting grand battles on far-away seas.








It was because what he found comforting, the circumstance which he felt the most easily actualized... Was to immersion in absolute system. To be entombed in a box of absolute principles, where the walls smothered him.








Perhaps some part of himself, the fleeting remnant of the child who had fantasized of grand adventures, had felt disgusted at that understanding. The way its fiery dream of freedom had been twisted and changed by contact with reality, until it began to resemble the very opposite. Where the only escape was an absolute prison.








Perhaps that was what had drawn him, in the end, towards the Order of the Universal Panacea.








A knock came suddenly at the door, and his fragile smile vanished at once. He stood up and walked down the hall. Then, taking a moment to verify their identity through the peephole, unhooked the lock and opened the door for the person outside.








It was another man dressed in an unremarkable brown tunic, who would have been utterly unremarkable, were he not wearing a mask instead of a veil. He gave a nod as he entered, and the two of them walked back down.








"Did it go well?" Nindar asked, taking a turn into the kitchen.








The man snorted. "As unsentimental as ever, I see."








"I merely don't want to mince words. We don't have a lot of time to begin with, and I wish to maximize it if there's something I need to consider." He threw open a cabinet, revealing an extensive set of pristine but uniform glasses. "You'll have something to drink?"








"After the last two days? Saoic whiskey, if you've got it."








"I have some some from the satrapies," he said. "Not sure if it's barley or multi-grain, though."








"Close enough," the man said, sounding relieved.








He lifted up two glasses betwixt his fingers and deposited them on the counter. Then, he opened a second cabinet with a glass exterior, and withdrew a tall, somewhat aged-looking bottle of golden brown fluid, and poured them both two-thirds full. Finally, he opened a box close to the floor and withdrew a tray of ice, breaking off a few half-orbs and letting them fall from his hand into the liquid.








"Come," Nindar said, and ushered the other man out of the kitchen and into his study. Once they'd arrived, he gestured to the seat opposite his desk, and then passed one of the two glasses over before sitting down himself in his heavy leather desk chair. The man raised his mask - revealing a broad but weathered face, with a dark complexion - and took a drink immediately, muttering thanks. Nindar simply watched him.








"You certainly have a lot of books in here," the man said, his eyes wandering from shelf to shelf, pile to pile. "I'd lose my wits from the claustrophobia living in a place like this."








"So," Nindar said, seeming to ignore this comment. "Did it go well?"








"This is actually quite good," the man said, tilting his glass. "What brand is it?"








"Harkhuf, please stop avoiding the point."








The man - Harkhuf - hesitated for a moment, then sighed, making a small smile. "It went well. I escorted them to the entrance of the sanctuary without any difficulty, and received notice that everything is proceeding as planned."








Nindar's whole body sunk a little with relief. "Good. That's excellent," he said. "Then the rest is out of our hands."








"My hands," Harkhuf corrected him, with a subtle gesture from his forefinger. "You still have to make sure that all your potential statements are in order, so you aren't taken off guard."








"I've seen to that already," he replied dismissively. "I'm so used to explaining outlandish things to the board that I could do it in my sleep, at this point." He flicked his eyes upwards, meeting those of the man across from him. "How was Fang?"








Harkhuf shrugged. "They seemed in high enough spirits, considering the circumstances. Though it's not as if I could make an educated judgement. They were at least more talkative than the ones I escorted yesterday, save for the redhead." He clicked his tongue. "Damn, what was her name--"








"Kamrusepa," Nindar said, with a subtle note of regret.








"Yes, that's right." He took another sip. "Of course, it's not as if their mood is going to make much of a difference one way or the other. Just bringing that thing at all is like taking a candle into a room with a gas leak."








"Mm, I'm not so confident," Nindar replied, shaking his head.








"In what regard?"








Nindar considered the question for a moment, idly crossing his legs. "I know the inner circle well. Half of them are probably willing to die before they'd accept any change to their mission, whether in nature or approach." He closed his eyes for a few seconds, turning his face upward. "But should it all come to nothing, I'll at least be able to rest easy in knowing I did my best."








"For humanity?" Harkhuf asked, raising an eyebrow. There was a little amusement in his tone.








Nindar snorted. "Something like that." He finally took a sip from his own class, swirling the ice and savoring the moment.








"We're both only supporting characters in this drama, at most," Harkhuf said, taking another sip. "To imagine too grand a purpose for ourselves would be conceited."








"Even a pawn, should it cross from one end of the board to another, can become a queen, even if it's only for the duration of the game," Nindar replied. "█ █ █ █ █ was fond of that analogy."








The other man hesitated at the mention of the name for a moment, but smiled. "It's a bit of a cliche, isn't it?"








"Well, he was always the type of man to think in terms of stories," Nindar said quietly.








A few moments passed in comfortable silence. Then, as if suddenly detecting a bad small, Harkhuf frowned and wrinkled his nose, sitting up a little and speaking more seriously.








"There was one thing," he said. "Not sure if you'd call it a cause for concern, but..."








Nindar eyed him. "Go on."








"On my way back, I went to the Aetherbridge to pick up a copy of the travel records, just in case this all blows up to the extent that it'll be useful to have a paper trail for the entire sequence of events. I had the registration code for the girl's group already, and Sacnicte gave me the one that belonged to the boys, but..."








He frowned. "But?"








"Well, there must have been some mistake or complication," Harkhuf said. "Because we know, for a fact, that they all arrived. But the records..." He hesitated. "According to them, the boys group isn't registered as having ever boarded the lift at all."








Nindar blinked.








"What?"



            


049: The Die Falls


                
Inner Sanctum Exterior | ??? | ???








I tred along the grass in a daze, pushing Linos's wheelchair in front of me. The three of us were quiet as we passed quickly through the field towards the opposite bioenclosure.








"It's an unspeakable tragedy," he said, so soft it was almost inaudible.








I didn't reply, staring towards the ground. Lilith seemed outwardly unaffected, marching forward with her usual disaffected, stiff expression.








"She was a truly exceptional mind," he said sadly, as the wheels rattled gently against the soil. "We might not have been close, but I worked with her for so many years, and she had to have been among the sharpest women I've ever met. It's a loss not just for us, but for all of humanity."








I didn't even manage a nod, only wrinkling my eyes slightly.








I felt emotionally numb, as if a switch had been flipped, and my ability to feel anything at all about what was going on had simply turned off. The past few minutes had gone from feeling like a strange and disturbing dream to being mundane in the most terribly cold fashion, like cleaning your tools after an autopsy.








I hadn't loved Neferuaten, and I hadn't been blind to her flaws, least of all regarding my relationship with her. For all I might try to act otherwise, I'm fundamentally unromantic in my thinking. I perceived that she'd behaved in a way that was obviously inappropriate and took advantage of me due to our asymmetrical power dynamic, and I'd never truly understood her feelings in regard to me or what she derived from them; whether it was some strange reflection of her sentimentality towards my grandfather, or something more mundanely deviant. In some regard, I knew I was probably being exploited.








I just hadn't cared. Hadn't wanted to care, because she'd been one of the few sources of actual comfort I'd had in the past decade, who seemed to understand the sort of coddling affection I'd desired. When dying of thirst, you don't care for the composition or origin of water, only it's sweetness. I'd accepted her kindness towards me in deliberate aversion to critical thinking, silencing every internal voice which pointed out her sometimes questionable traits.








And I'd wanted the asymmetry, for how much it allowed me to reveal nothing of myself. To simply be mothered, even knowing how pathetic such a notion was.








Now that this had happened, it almost felt funny how strange and pathetic it all was. How casually I'd betrayed my convictions to never use this body to do anything obscene out of a vapid desire for affirmation, only for it to end in such an awful way.








What I'd seen with Kam paled in comparison. The sheer brutality of the image was unlike anything I'd ever witnessed, regardless of if she'd been dead before any of it had happened.








"We'll make sure everyone is safe over at the abbey, then go and find the others if they don't see the note we left," he said. "They're probably at the tower or back underground. Then we'll shut off the lockdown, and try to piece together what happened. Whether it was suicide or something else."








The words were confident, but the tone betrayed his uncertainty. Even without having seen the body - I'd had to stop Lilith on her way up the stairs after I'd cried out, then explain it to him - the experience had clearly left him shaken, his face pale and eyes harrowed in a way I'd never seen before. For my part, I wasn't even confident the others would be at the guest house, at least alive. Right now, it felt like anything could happen.








At least we didn't appear to be in much immediate danger. Linos had confessed to having a refractor pistol under his wheelchair (which seemed pretty odd, but I wasn't about to complain) which he now bore in his right, while his scepter was held in his left. He apparently had a simple artificed sensor attached to it that could detect when use of the Power was blocked, so if it suddenly returned, he'd be able to get a barrier up in seconds.








Even if he didn't have much of an intimidating aura compared to the rest of the inner circle, he was still a tremendously talented arcanist with nearly five centuries of experience. Unless you had a trained mob at your disposal or caught them completely off-guard, you couldn't just kill someone like that without a fight; even someone like Zeno would have to whittle down his defenses in an elongated duel.








We arrived at the gateway, and Lilith pulled the lever before Linos or I had a chance. The seal detached and slid open as usual, and Linos breathed a small sigh of relief.








"Good," he said. "We're still only at a stage one lockdown, then. Shouldn't be hard to sort things out."








I nodded mutedly.








We started forward again, the abbey house, with its bright lights, looming just ahead. But by this point, I'd begun to notice something rather peculiar. Even with the lighting present here, I couldn't see the water beyond the boundaries of the sanctuary at all anymore. Just... Blackness, as if the world just came to a sudden stop.








"Why can't I see outside the glass?" I asked, my voice weak.








"E-Eh? Oh," Linos said, seeming surprised at me suddenly speaking up again after having been silent for so long. "That's because of the barrier that goes up when the lockdown begins. It doesn't even let in light--"








There was a sudden click from his scepter as the block-sensor triggered. Without so much as missing a beat, he started speaking Eme at an incredible speed, which rapidly twitching his three middle fingers on both hands. Before I could even take a breath.








E n e r g y - N u l l i f y i n g - P r o j e c t i n g




"...𒁽𒅅𒈪𒈪𒀩𒀖𒂊, 𒄿𒄿𒄿𒂷𒌍𒀾𒄷𒌫𒄀𒊹.𒁺."








It was a synthesis incantation, weaving multiple together at once - one to stop the passage of energy, and one to project it back outwards, weaving something engraved with a manual element. The result was a quick, efficient barrier that would reflect or at least disperse any sort of attack.








What I wondered was why he'd have something I understood as largely combat-specific on his scepter. Maybe there was a an application for it in Transmuation arcana I just didn't know about.








"That should suffice until we get there, at least," he said, warily. "Whoever did this must have only set the nullification field in place for some of the bioenclosures, for whatever reason. Once we're inside, I'll try to use some Divination to see if I can figure out what's going on."








"R-Right," I said, distant.








"I'm sorry, Utsu," he said. "I'm sure this is a lot for you to have to deal with, right now. Hopefully this is something we'll be able to deal with once we're all together. If there is a killer, we'll find them."








If there is a killer. He was really entertaining the idea of it being a suicide. It was certainly a possibility from the state and the position of the body, but I couldn't imagine what reason she'd have to do something like that, let alone in such an intentionally awful and public way.








That's a silly thing to think, one of the grimmer parts of my brain pointed out. You yourself know how easy it is to hide what you're thinking, and how bizarre what feels right can seem to someone who doesn't know you.








And I hadn't known her. Not in any meaningful depth.








We passed through the garden and approached the abbey, the symbol of the order barely discernible amidst the shadows between the windows. I was eager to get inside, to finally be safe enough to get some answers about what the hell was going on, but a part of me was also worried someone would try to shoot us dead from the other side the moment the door slid back.








Regardless of my feelings, Linos didn't hesitate in wrapping his knuckles against the wood the second I pushed his chair close. He hadn't said anything, but I had the sense he was probably eager to establish Theo's well-being as soon as he possibly could.








The response came quick. We heard footsteps close to the door, and then it creaked open, revealing Seth, still dressed as I'd seen him last but with the more complex components of his outfit from earlier now removed. He looked at us with an expression of confusion, scratching the back of his neck.








"Oh, hey," he said, then stiffened slightly as he processed the presence of Linos. "Uh, I mean-- Good evening, sir. Lilith, Su." He rubbed his eyes, seeming disoriented. "What's going on? Something wrong with your rooms?"








He doesn't know what's going on. That made sense. After all, if the Power was still working here, then all that would have changed would be the exterior lighting, and if they were indoors, that'd be easy to miss.








"I'm afraid it's a little more complicated than that, master Ikkuret," Linos said, with a serious expression. "May we come in?"








"Yeah, 'course," he said, stepping back. Linos wheeled himself through the entrance, and Lilith quickly followed. I entered last, closing the door behind me as Seth stepped away.








Theodoros, who looked to have been sitting in the lounge - the area was still well lit, and there were some drinks on the table - stood up upon our arrival. Unlike Seth, he seemed to have changed into a pair of dark blue pajamas. "Dad? What are you doing here?"








"Oh, Theo, you're here," Linos said, all but exhaling along with the words and smiling slightly for the first time since I'd told him of Neferuaten's death a few minutes earlier. How quickly human beings could put awfulness behind them. "That's good." He glanced around the area. "Is anyone else up?"








"Don't think so," Seth said, with a yawn. "Maybe some of the girls. Me and Theo were just hanging around out here on our own. What's going on...?"








Theo drew close, and the two of them both looked at Linos expectantly. He furrowed his brow for a moment, then looked up, his voice stern.








"I don't want to alarm you, but something serious might be going on within the sanctuary," he said. "I need one of you to go and wake up everyone and bring them down here."








"What," Seth said, suddenly looking worried. "Even the girls?"








Linos looked like he was about to say yes, but then hesitated, biting the edge of his lip. "No, it would probably be better for one of the girls to go-- I hate to ask, Utsu, but could you? Just knock on their doors and tell them to head down here. Or you can just wake up one person and have them do it."








I was staring vacantly, my eyes fixated on some point on the wall.








"Utsu?" Linos said.








I blinked. "Oh, uh..." I nodded. "Yeah, okay."








"I guess I'll go get Fang, Bardiya and Ezekiel," Seth said. "Might be tough to make the last one happen, though."








"If anyone doesn't take this seriously, I'll come myself," Linos said. "I'll only be at ease when we have everyone in one place."








With that, Seth headed down the hall, and I went up the stairs. The second floor was only dimly lit by gaslight, with portions of the grand mosaic shrouded in darkness. If I remembered right, the first door to knock on was Mehit's. I struck it a few times, and then a few times again, until I heard movement from the inside.








"Yes, what is it?" Mehit said, sounding a little flustered and irritated. "What do you want?"








"It's me, ma'am," I said. I didn't feel in the right state to be trying to talk calmly and normally, but there was no helping it. "There's an emergency. Linos wants everyone to head downstairs."








"An emergency?" She replied, her tone suddenly urgent. "Is my daughter alright?!"








"Y-yes, she's fine," I replied. "We came over here together."








She was silent for a moment. I heard movement, but couldn't infer anything about what was going on.








"I'll get dressed and head right down," she eventually replied, her tone firm.








"Uh, alright," I said, and stepped away.








As I was proceeding down the hall, I noticed something at the far end. There was a section of the floor which seemed to have been somehow damaged, the wood splintered along several long cracks in a manner that looked just about unstable enough to be concerning. It looked like it probably ran into a few of the rooms, though the only one I could see from where I was standing was my own.








I took a heavy breath, taking this knowledge in.








The next door belonged to Ophelia. I only had to knock once this time before the door was opened. She was already up and fully dressed, only seemingly sleepy as she addressed me. "What's going on, Utsushi...? I thought you'd moved over to the other building."








She probably heard enough from the hall to realize something is amiss. "There's an emergency. Linos wants me to send everyone downstairs."








"An emergency?" She asked, frowning. "What happened? Is it something dangerous?"








I opened my mouth with the intention of trying to explain, but found that nothing came out. "It'll-- It'll be easier if everyone's together," I said. "I don't think we're in any danger... At least, not here," I said.








She stared at me for a moment, her tall blue eyes wide with concern, but she eventually nodded hesitantly. "Alright... I'll go down, then." She stepped through the door. "Are you alright? You look very, well--"








"No," I said. "I'm not. But I need to try and focus right now. I can sort it out in a minute."








"Oh," she said. "Well... If you're certain..."








She stepped away, heading towards the stairs.








The next room was where Ran was residing. She was a deep sleeper, so it took several knocks to get her to respond. FInally, she opened a crack - just enough to see half of her face, one puffy, tired eye - and blinked in groggy confusion at the sight of me.








"What is it, Su?" she muttered, her voice slurred. "What are you doing here?"








As soon as I saw her, the conviction I had just expressed to Ophelia snapped like a dry twig under a boot.








"I--" I hesitated, my voice cracking. "I need your help."








𒊹








"You're kidding," she said, visibly shocked, from where she was seated on the bed.








Ran had left for a moment to wake up Kamrusepa and Ptolema, telling them to pass the message on that I'd explain what was happening to Ran personally, and that the two of us would come down a little later.








Though nothing came of it, this was, in retrospect, a pretty stupid thing to have done. Foremostly because there was potentially a very real violent threat at large, one which would revel in the chance to ambush two people separate from the group with their guard down.








And secondly, because there was only really one thing I was qualified to explain right now.








"She was hanging from a chain on the inside of the bell strung into a noose," I explained, my voice weak, as I sipped gently from the mug of watery coffee she'd quickly prepared for me. "There was blood everywhere from where she'd been hitting the sides. It was like something from a nightmare."








"Dying Gods, Su..." She furrowed her brow deeply, her eyes downward.








"I still feel like this might be a nightmare, to be honest," I said, shrinking inward a little bit. "I-- I really can't believe it. We were just talking a little earlier. And now it's..." I threw my arms up helplessly. "And now this has happened."








"I'm sorry. I don't know what to say." She shook her head a few times, the motion slow and heavy. "It's fucked up. It always is." She sighed. "You're sure it was her body?"








"Y-Yeah. I mean... I'm pretty certain," I said. "It looked like her build, it was definitely her clothes..." I looked to her. "Why, do you think it might've been someone else?"








"No, I'm just thinking out loud." She rubbed her brows. "I'm sorry. I should be letting you grieve right now, not derailing the conversation with stupid shit."








"I mean, it would be nice if this were all some weird trick," I said. I couldn't even muster a sardonic smile. "But I don't think so."








"Probably not," she replied grimly.








I stared at the floor for a few moments.








"I can't even feel sad right now," I said.








"That's how it is," she said, nodding. "Don't push yourself. You'll start to process it when you feel ready."








"I mean, I know that's what they say," I said, with a shrug. "It's just so... Weird."








She nodded silently, looking down at her hands.








"It always seemed like she was invincible," I went on. "She was so calm. Like she had everything in the palm of her hand, moving along right as she wanted it..."








Ran snorted. "If attitude equaled results, the world would be ruled by narcissists. Well, more than it is already." She frowned to herself. "...though, she did seem pretty capable. It's a shock whenever something bad happens to someone like that, even when it doesn't go as... Well, as this."








"Linos thinks it was a suicide."








"Hmm," she hummed, glancing to the side. "I wouldn't jump to conclusions, but I guess she might've saw something in what happened tonight that everyone else didn't."








I flinched a bit, pushing my lips together.and closing my eyes for a moment.








"Sorry, was that too much?" Ran asked, raising an eyebrow.








"Ran," I said, digressing. "There's something else I need to talk to you about." I narrowed my eyes. "Earlier today... When we were out by the glass, and you sat up and left after I got upset..."








Her expression became subtly awkward, her nose wrinkling slightly. "What about it?"








"Do you remember what happened, after that?"








"...well, yeah," she said bluntly.








"Uh, no, I mean..." I scratched the back of my head, trying not to to look too desperate. "Can you tell me what happened?"








She stared for a second in perplexity, probably wondering if she'd misheard me. "Well," she eventually said, "when I got back, you said something weird about seeing something while I was gone and that you'd 'screwed things up', but told me you were just confused. Then we went back to the conference hall, and everybody gave their presentations except Fang."








"Everyone except Fang?"








"Mm-hmm," she replied, with increasing confusion. "Then they took us down underground to see that weird machine thing. They told us it was to observe and isolate entropy and everything - what Neferuaten had told us about, plus some other shit - and that Fang had brought a part for it, following the half-finished work they'd been left by... Another member of the order. And they told us a bunch of stuff about how it worked."








It was difficult not to panic a bit, both at the fact that a lot of what she was describing did seem to match the premonition I'd had, but also just at everything. I was trying my best, though. "And then...?"








"And then they replaced the part, and the six of them and Fang went in and did something, and then we all left."








"What about after that?"








Her frown was increasingly deepening. "Our group broke up for a bit, met back up here and had the stupid little party in the baths Seth had wanted to do, and then we went back to the inner sanctum to have dinner-- Su, what the hell is going on? Why are you asking me all this?"








I shook my head, eyes wide. "I-- I can't remember it."








She sat up a little in surprise. "You what?"








"I can't remember it. Any of it." I put a hand to my face, covering one of my eyes as I hunched over in the chair. "From my perspective, we were outside against the glass, you left, I thought I saw something strange out in the sea... And then I suddenly woke up in some bedroom over in the other building with all my stuff. Right before I met up with Lilith and found the body."








It was rare to see Ran genuinely taken off guard. But for a few moments, she stared at me unmovingly, mouth open, with a look of utter bafflement.








"...this is fucking absurd, Su," she said, after a moment.








"You think I'm lying?" I asked, wary.








"No-- I mean the situation is insane. It's like something out of a cheap thriller." She rubbed her eyes. "I don't even know how to process it."








"Did I get to see Samium...?" I asked, finally voicing the question which had been on my mind since I've been rooting through my trunk.








"I don't know. I mean, I assume so," she said, folding her arms. "I walked with you over to the tower where he was supposed to be staying from Seth's party. Then you went inside, and the next time I saw you was when you showed up late for dinner. And then when I tried to talk to you about it afterwards, you asked if it'd be okay just to come back to it in the morning."








This time, it was me who was speechless for a moment, staring at the wall. I shook my head again in a sharp motion.








"I don't know what to say," I said.








"Yeah, no kidding," Ran said, sounding exhausted.








"How did I seem, at that point?" I inquired. "At dinner."








"I mean, things got a little heated again, so it wasn't really a great environment to do an assessment," she said flatly. "...but, quiet, I guess. You kept staring into space."








"Like... I was in shock?" I said, feeling like the bottom of my stomach was on the brink of falling out.








"No, not like that," she said. "It seemed more like you were thinking really hard about something. Theo was trying to ask if you were okay, and you didn't even seem to notice." Her brow twisted a little, and she sighed, looking at the ground. "Fuck, though, I dunno. Maybe it was shock. You hear some crazy stories about what happens to people's memory when something traumatizing has happened."








"No, that doesn't seem right," I said, biting my lip. "I mean, it's not like it's just blurry or disjointed. It's like a hard cut which happened at that specific moment."








You're just finding an excuse to dismiss that theory because you don't like what it implies, a dark thought said, worming through my consciousness. After all, if it'd gone the way you wanted, you wouldn't have reason to block it out, would you?








I pushed back against the idea hard, driving it deep into the recesses of my brain.








"I can't think of another explanation," Ran said, shaking her head. "At least, not yet."








"Maybe some of it would come back to me if you told me the specifics of what happened, instead of just generalities," I suggested. "Like what exactly the 'machine' was, or what happened at the party, or..."








"I get it," looking back to me. "It's not a bad idea. But before we get into something like that, we should go downstairs and meet up with everyone else. Linos has probably finished explaining everything you told me by now, right?"








"Oh, yeah," I said. My hair fell naturally over my right eye when it was unbound like this, so I brushed it out of the way. "You're right."








"We need to hear about whatever he's got planned. I don't know about you, but I certainly don't plan on dying in a place like this." She stood up, dragging the bedhsheet she still had wrapped around her body with her. "Now let me put on some clothes."








𒊹








A few minutes later, we stepped down the stairs together, heading back towards the lounge. Everyone was there, without exception-- Even Ezekiel, though he looked pretty grumpy about it. Mehit was fussing over Lilith, probably horrified by the news she'd been so close to a dead body, while Seth, Bardiya, Theo and Ptolema were talking among themselves anxiously. Fang seemed wrapped in thought, standing away from the others with troubled eyes.








Kamrusepa was the first to spot us upon our arrival. I'd had this melodramatic idea in my head of how she'd be reacting as I'd headed down the stairs. I'd thought of her sobbing in an over-the-top way, crying about the incredible loss it would be to humanity to have lost such an influential thinker and inventor. I wasn't sure if this would've been out of a desire for social gain or because she really did care about longevity that much, but the image was distinct in my mind.








The truth was nothing of the sort. Instead, she looked quietly somber, maybe a little stunned in the same way I'd been.








"I'm so sorry, Su," she said, seemingly genuinely.








"...yeah," I replied. "It's not great."








Yet I found myself feeling a little better now, with everyone here, and having heard what Ran had to say. I felt as though I'd regained a sense of reality.








"This is so screwed up," I heard Ptolema say anxiously, as we got closer.








"Yeah," Seth said, with a nervous laugh. "Y'know, the first thing I thought when I got here was, 'Shit, this place looks like a deathtrap!' I was really hoping that wouldn't pan out."








"Let's not jump to any dire conclusions," Bardiya remarked, his eyes narrowed. He turned, noticing us. "Ran, Su," he said, with a nod.








"Hi," I offered, with a weak wave.








Ptolema stepped over and, not aggressively but also without warning, embraced me in a hug. "Gods, I'm really sorry, Su. You shouldn't have had to lose your mentor in a screwed up way like this."








I was a little taken aback by the gesture, a part of me a little angry at her forwardness putting me on the spot. Ran seemed to pick up on this two, giving her a flatly disapproving look she completely missed. "I-It's okay," I said weakly.








"It's not, though!" she objected. "This is all so weird and scary! Ughhh!" She pulled away a little, looking at me sadly. "Are you gonna be alright? Do you, y'know, need anything, like something to eat, or whatever?"








God, this idiot can't read me at all, I thought uncharitably, and shook my head. "No, I... I'll be okay for now, I think..."








"You two sure took your fucking time," Ezekiel interjected sharply, his arms crossed.over his dark robes. "We've been waiting on the two of you for at least five minutes. That's time someone could've spent moving on us."








"Calm down, Ezekiel," Seth said, with a harsh expression. Ptolema also gave him a foul look from her position by my side. "There's a whole mob of us here, and half of us have shields up. It's fine."








Sure enough, I could see them around some of the class, especially those nearer the door. Like I mentioned, all arcanists had some degree of military training. In even a vaguely dangerous-feeling situation, something like this was among the first ports of call.








The other boy snorted in derision. "Only takes one good shot with a refractor rifle at the highest intensity to punch through those pissy little paper mache barriers you and the Rhunbarder have up. Besides, I said 'move against us', not attack us. The longer we screw around, the more we yield the advantage. Give them a chance to move, to think, to watch--"








"We're all here now, one way or the other," Bardiya interjected, a little coldly. "By your own advice, it would be better to be silent and proceed with matters."








Ezekiel scowled for a moment at the words, and clicked his tongue, but didn't say anything further.








"Sir," Bardiya said, speaking up a little. "Ran and Utsushikome have arrived, so we should be ready to proceed."








"Oh, indeed?" he said, his attention drawn away from an exchange he seemed to be having with Ophelia near the table. He spoke a final few quiet words to her, and then pulled away, wheeling himself into a central position. "Good, good. Then let's get down to business at once."








Everyone else fell silent, looking to him attentively. (Save for Fang, who still seemed half-preoccupied, though that never seemed to affect their retention.)








Linos took a deep breath. "Alright," he said, clasping his hands together. "I won't lie to you. I don't know exactly what is going on, and the situation is potentially dangerous. But I believe that if we keep a cool head, we should be able to get to the bottom of things quickly, but I'll need you all to follow my lead. Is that alright?"








"Of course, sir," Kamrusepa said, with a firm nod.








"Nobody more senior or who knows the place better here, so I'm not gonna complain," Seth said. "This isn't the time for pissing contests."








"Good," Linos said. "In that case, here's what we'll do. The lockdown is enabled at the security center, but unless it's at the highest levels, it can be easily disabled via the administrative center, which can be accessed both via the underground in the main building or the research tower by any of the inner circle, The gate out of the sanctuary can be opened there, too, if needs must." He paused for a moment, closing his eyes. "My plan is to head to the tower, see who I can find, and then go down as a group to it and start everything back up again. Then I'll look over the records and try to get to the bottom of what's happened."








This seemed like a decent plan. People collectively nodded or otherwise demonstrated approval.








"What about us?" Ezekiel asked.








"Well, I can see two options," Linos said. "The first is that I go alone, or with one or two of you who are experienced with using the Power in combat. The advantage to that approach is that it keeps people without the ability to fight, like miss Eshkalon and her mother, out of explicit harms way." He narrowed his eyes. "The disadvantage is that it splits our strength. I can help lock down this place tight before I leave, but there's only so much which can be done. To the same effect, it's much easier to attack a group of three than a group of thirteen."








He's not mentioning the possibility of the saboteur being in our group. Well, it was probably wise to leave that unspoken. The last thing we needed right now was internal conflict.








"The other possibility is that we all go together - rely on safety in numbers to protect everyone, even if it's possible we're walking into danger." He looked between us. "What are all of your opinions?"








"I'm in favor of moving as a single party," Baridya said, speaking with a voice of presumed authority on matters military. "We are all students. I'm not confident in the skills of any here save for yourself."








"Gods, Bard," Theo murmured.








"Yeah, not giving us much credit," Seth said dryly.








"My apologies," Bardiya replied gravely. "In circumstances such as these, I believe it is appropriate to speak with as much realism as possible, lest we suffer the consequences of the alternative. I have lost too many friends in my life in service of preserving pride."








"I dunno," Ptolema said anxiously. "I feel real weird about the idea of taking Lili with us. She's just a kid. And if we have Ophelia with us, it could be a big problem if we run into that one guy... Maybe it'd be best to just kinda hunker down here and hope someone else from the inner circle figures things out."








Ezekiel snorted. "'Do nothing.' What an amazing plan, courtesy of our own Irencan princess."








She scowled at him. "Go to hell, Ezekiel. I don't hear you havin' any ideas."








Mehit cleared her throat. "If, as her mother, I may speak on the matter--"








Suddenly, a noise rang through the building from all directions, shrill and violent, making everyone jump. For a moment, it felt like a cacophony I couldn't comprehend; I was worried it was a product of the Power, and that we were under attack.








But then I realized. ...I did recognize the sound. I'd just never heard it in such numerosity.








Logic bridges, when used for communication, often have a whistle attached to them. When someone is trying to summon you, the bell rings, you know to walk over and attune yourself if you aren't already. There are alternative mechanisms, too, like bells or sometimes even flashing lights, but whistles had proven the most popular because they required less space on a logic engine, which were already cumbersome devices.








And now... Whistles were going off, summoning our attention. But not just from one logic bridge. No.








It was every single one in the building at once, just a little out of sync. From each and every guest room, summoning every single one of us.








We looked to each other as we realized, wary.
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For a few moments, no one knew how to react, so the conversation simply stopped dead, the whistles blaring in the background.








Eventually, though, Fang spoke up, along with a nervous laugh. "Phew," they said. "That doesn't seem good, huh?"








"P-Perhaps it's the other members of the council," Mehit suggested, hesitant. "They could be trying to contact us about what happened."








"If that is the case, then I would be confused as to why they would issue a summoning to every single logic bridge in the building at once," Bardiya said, and turned to regard Linos. "Could this be a quirk of your network, sir?"








Linos stared into the middle distance for a moment, but then blinked and shook his head sharply, turning to the younger man. "N-No, I don't believe so. The bridges here all have their own unique signatures for the purpose of making connections, as everywhere else in the world. The summoning whistles are only connected to them and logic engines - there's no specific connection within the sanctuary that could get cross-wired to make them all go off at once."








"I see," Bardiya said, nodding grimly. "With that in mind... The only conclusion to draw that this is being done intentionally. Which, since they could just as easily issue a summoning to just one, considerably narrows down the potential motives of the responsible party." He raised a hand to his chin, pushing the forefinger against the underside of his lip. "Am I correct in assuming there is a mechanism for moderating connection with the outside world, considering the purpose of this sanctuary?"








"There is," Linos said, but sounded uncertain. "We have an emergency filter in the event of a siege that can be triggered from the security office... But I don't know if it's active. I was watching the last of the centennial celebration earlier, and I think it was still going after the lights went off."








Another moment passed, the sound continuing to drone on expectantly. Perhaps we all just sort of hoped it would stop if we ignored it for long enough.








"I... I've got a really bad feeling about this, to be honest," Theodoros said, "but shouldn't we probably answer it?"








"What? No way!" Ptolema protested. "This is sketchy as heck!"








"...I mean," Seth said carefully, "I guess there's nothing that can really happen, right? No matter who's doing it, it's not as though they can stab us straight through the Tower of Asphodel."








She huffed disagreeably, crossing her arms. "I guess..."








"I've a mind to get it over with just to stop the din," Kamrusepa said, rubbing her eyes. "It's that, or try to make a plan amidst this din, which seems entirely too much to contend with."








"So... What, then...?" Ophelia asked. "Should we split up and go to our rooms...?"








"No," Linos said, with sudden firmness. "If this isn't some kind of mistake, then I doubt whoever is doing that has something specific to say to everyone. At worst, they want us to split apart, and we'd be playing right into our hands." He narrowed his eyes. "Who has the nearest room?"








"That would be me," Bardiya said.








Linos turned to look up at him again. "Would you mind?"








Bardiya considered this for a moment. "It's a bit of a mess at present," he said, "but I've no objections."








"Alright," Linos replied, with an anxious nod. "Let's get along, then. I agree with miss Tuon-- I've had my share of being deafened tonight already."








Thus, the 13 of us rounded the corner and began to file into Bardiya's guest room. As he had told us, it was messy in a way that seemed contrary to his personality. There were articles of clothing strewn about, some unfinished food, and the bed already seemed to have been significantly stained by some drink. Nevertheless, the rooms were generous in size enough for us all to easily cram in without stepping on anything.








Then, one by one, we reached out to touch the logic bridge. It took a few moments for a link to be established, upon which all of the whistles stopped at once.








And then it began.








What unfolded in my minds eye, overlaid on top of the opposite wall, was an image of a black void. It was like a starless night's sky, not unlike what now appeared to surround the sanctuary. And at it's center, there stood a single figure.








At first, I thought it was a human, but I quickly noticed the limbs were off and recognized it as Aruru. However, its outfit was different; far more feminine, looking closer than even the uniforms of Sacnicte and Yantho to an actual maid's dress, complete with white frills. But there was also a vaguely religious quality to it, with a white habit adorning its shoulders.








Nothing happened, at first. The thing simply stared at us over the artificial space of logic engine.








"What," Seth said, frowning. "Is that it? What the hell is it doing...?"








"This is getting kinda creepy," Ptolema said, her expression anxious. "Hey! Say something!"








"It can't hear you, Viraaki," Ezekiel said, rolling his eyes. "Sense it out. It's a one-way link."








A one way link, I thought. In other words, what's about to happen isn't a conversation. It's a message. An announcement.








"It must be waiting for someone's direction," Ran deducted, her gaze focused. "Machines can't interface a logic bridge with a human to facilitate the iron conversion. The summoning has to have been sent by someone else."








"At least that rules out any of us who could be doing this," I said, furrowing my brow.








This statement was dumb, but I wouldn't realize why until some time later.








"Grandmaster Linos," Kamrusepa said, turning in his direction. "Where was the last time you saw that golem?"








"Me?" He asked, raising both eyebrows. "Well... I didn't see to it myself, but I'm pretty sure it was sent back into storage in the research tower after we'd finished with the conference."








"Who did 'see to it?'"








He clicked his tongue, looking like he was trying to think. "Probably Hamilcar? It's his creation, after all--"








"Thank you for waiting," the golem suddenly said in its polite and mechanical monotone, causing almost everyone in the room to collectively jump. Ptolema even let out an urgent squeal. It reached down and took hold of the hem of its skirt, and curtsied. "All within the sanctuary are now observing, so we may begin."








Grave silence fell over the room once again as this turn of events was processed. We watched as the thing spoke, slow and methodical.








"It is known that, at the advent of the world, man defied the will of the gods by seeking knowledge beyond his ken, and for this reason was curtailed in his years upon the earth, so as to place limit upon his hubris. Since that age, my master has been charged with upholding this divine edict, shepherding the souls of the dead to their rightful destination, and striking down those with the conceit to defy the natural order."








That kind of language was recognizable immediately as akin to what we'd heard during the conference, even through the lifeless lips of the machine.








And even though it seemed unthinkable, I knew in that moment what was probably coming.








"Midnight has now passed, and the extension of mercy which was afforded has gone ignored," it continued. "For this reason, judgement has been passed. It is hereby decreed that all the lives within the walls of this sanctum are forfeit, and shall be taken in sacrifice to glorify Eshk."








Taken in sacrifice.








At those words, a terrible feeling, both hot and cold at once, was born in my chest. It spread forth, filling my face and the length of my limbs.








"W-Wait," Ptolema said, her voice cracking. "What's it saying...?"








No one answered, but a quick glance confirmed everyone else was having more or less the same reaction at me, staring with some mix of shock or panic.








Well, everyone except for Fang. They looked almost curious about what was happening, quirking an eyebrow very, very slowly.








"However, the master is not cruel, and a scenario in which death is an outcome with a probability of 100% is, itself, a subversion of the natural," it continued. "Thus, as has been tradition for generations countless, he is willing to embark on a game of chance and skill with you to confer an opportunity to avert your fate. I will now explain the rules of this game you are to play."








Linos, who was standing next to me, had gone very, very still. I could hear the sound of his breathing.








"As of right now, my master has used the infinite power of the gods to seize control of the base mortal mechanisms used to operate this sanctum, preventing your escape. But he has refrained from making this control absolute. Though this place may be doomed, it remains possible to reverse many of these interventions and depart via the mundane means built into its design. If this is done, you shall not be pursued, and your crimes will go unpunished." It paused for a moment, presumably for emphasis. "However, in addition to this, he has also unleashed two heavenly beasts, nursed from the breast of Hetu, queen of the gods. So long as you remain here, they shall hunt you without reprieve, claiming your souls one by one until the debt is settled."








"Furthermore," it continued, "though the patience of the master is infinite, he will not tolerate cowardice, sloth, or crude attempts at cheating him of his rightful yield. Thus, the game will last only until the stroke of midnight. At the tolling of the hour, he will ascend from his seat in the underworld himself in glory, and strike down any who yet live within these walls." It bowed its head. "The master bids you good fortune, and wishes you to know he looks forward to seeing how you will play. Please try to enjoy yourselves."








And at that, the transmission ceased, leaving us to process that ridiculous final note to the harrowing announcement we'd just been delivered.








"Y-You're fucking kidding me," Ezekiel said, very quiet.








No one else spoke for several moments, stunned silence dominating the room.








I'm not sure what I was expecting to happen in that moment. It was one of those moments where it felt like the borders of what was possible within ones lived reality collapsed all at once, like seeing a bomb go off in your home town.








Then, the worst thing possible happened. Everyone started to panic.








"I-- This has gotta be some kind of joke, right...?" Seth said, his tone anxious. "Is this some weird test the order is doing? What the hell was that?"








"Try to stay calm, Seth," Kamrusepa said, though her tone was barely more relaxed, her breathing heavy and urgent. Bardiya nodded along with her words.








"Try to-- Try to stay calm?! Someone just told us they're going to try to kill us!" he said, suddenly audibly frightened and upset in a way I'd never heard him be before. " How the hell can I stay calm?!"








Ran visibly winced at his shouting, pulling herself inward. Her arms tightened around her book, and she closed her eyes tight, taking a deep breath.








"Oh shit," Ptolema muttered quietly, biting the rim of her thumb and pacing about on the spot. "Oh shit, oh god, oh god..."








"Mister Melanthos," Mehit said, her tone severe. "What's the meaning of this? Is this a real threat, or another prank, like the one that happened in the afternoon?"








"I-I don't know," he said, his tone stammering. "I'm sorry, I need to check--"








"You don't know?"Her whole face bulged with the last word. "You and the rest of the council assured us, assured everyone, that it was an empty threat! Are you going back on that now? Are you saying it wasn't?"








LIlith started to hyperventilate a bit. She tapped her hand against the logic engine repeatedly, her eyes wide. Her mother, preoccupied with raising her voice at Linos, didn't seem to notice.








She probably can't make contact with the outside world, I thought. We've been cut off.








"I really don't know any more than you do right now, miss Eskhalon!" Linos said, nervously raising his own voice. "The stuff-- The stuff about them seizing control of the sanctuary by magic, or whatever they were trying to say, or killing us with some supernatural power, that's obviously nonsense-- But the rest, I don't know! Not yet!"








"I think I'm going to be sick," Theodoros said, sitting down on the bed. "Is it true...? Does the lockdown mean we can't escape?"








"Not necessarily!" Linos objected quickly, holding up a hand. "This could all just be some cheap tactic by whoever killed Neferuaten to frighten us and keep us from acting! Unless they have access to the administrative controls - which is impossible to begin with - we should be able to schedule the gateways to open from the security center!"








"How are we going to get into the security center is someone's trying to kill us?!" Seth protested, running his fingers through his curly hair, now coated in sweat.








"We don't know that's happening!" Linos shouted. "We don't know anything! Everyone just-- Everyone needs to stay calm, like miss Tuon said!"








Suddenly, Ophelia, who had been relatively quiet, stumbled forward, almost collapsing. Her breaths were heavy, and her face had become flushed deep red.








"O-Ophelia!" Seth said, kneeling down. Theodoros frowned at the scene, looking even more put off than before, and clenched his fists.








"Oh, great," Ezekiel said darkly. "She's probably going to throw up again."








Things were rapidly spiraling out of control. Ironically, considering the standard for my state of mind, I probably felt among the calmest in the room; though make no mistake, I was panicking, my heart racing in fear. But to some extent, I'd been so emotionally overwhelmed by what I'd seen already that I had only limited energy left to properly freak out.








It looked like Bardiya was the only other person who was staying relatively collected. But then, it was always hard to tell with him. Ran might've been calm - her eyes were still shut, and at this point she was virtually motionless - but in this instance, even I couldn't tell.








I probably should have said something, but it was all happening too quickly. It was easy to forget that, as mature as some of us were capable of acting, almost everyone here was still only barely an adult, and were largely from privileged backgrounds. Save for Bardiya, none of us had ever been in a real life-or-death situation. To have one as insane as this arise, in a situation we'd been assured was safe, felt unreal in the worst way possible.








"Sorry, I, uh... I'm alright... "Ophelia said, shuddering. "I just-- I can't deal with something like this happening right now. I can't."








"Dying gods, are you serious?" Ezekiel said, rubbing his brow. "How the hell did you people even get into this class? You're supposed to be some of the most capable people our age in the Remaining World, and you're responding to this by going into hysterics."








"Go fuck yourself, Ezekiel," Seth snapped angrily. "Are you telling me you're not freaking out after just being told someone's about to hunt you down and kill you? Huh?!"








"I'm not thrilled about it, if that's what you mean," he said, coldly. "But at least I'm not pissing my pants on the floor like a goddamn child."








"I knew I should have taken that stuff at the conference seriously," Ptolema muttered, still pacing. "Everyone was saying it wasn't serious but-- Ugh, why am I so dumb...?"








"Mister Melanthos!" Mehit continued, her tone growing increasingly urgent. "How are you going to get us out of here? We placed out safety in your hands when we came here. This is your responsibility!"








"I just need some time to think!" he said, rubbing the side of his head. "Just give me a moment!"








"What we need to do is get out scepters out," Ezekiel said, taking his own advice and withdrawing his from his waist. "Based on what that thing told us, we could be attacked at any moment. We need to start securing the perimeter."








"Don't be foolish," Kamrusepa chided him sternly. "Look at the state everyone's in. If we start flinging incantations and pointing weapons around willy-nilly, what do you think is going to happen?"








"If the rest of you want to fucking lie around defenselessly, like turtles on your back waiting for an eagle to spot you, that's your damn business, but if you expect me to follow along like a lemming, you're mistaken."








"Hate this," Lilith said, off to the side, still thumping her hand against the logic bridge. "Hate this, hate this."








Mehit turned towards her sharply, suddenly realizing what she was doing. "Oh, gods! Lili, I'm sorry..." She walked over and embraced her in a hug, but Lilith barely seemed to notice.








"Dad," Theodoros said. "You really need to do something. Someone needs to step up, right now."








"I know, Theo," he replied, through grit teeth. "I just--"








Ezekiel interjected. "We obviously can't rely on him. We need to--"








"ALRIGHT!" Fang said, loudly enough to make everyone jerk their heads in their direction, including myself. They clapped their hands together over their head in a decisive motion. "EVERYBODY SHUT UP FOR A SEC, OKAY?"








As they willed it, the room fell silent. Even Ophelia seemed stunned into being composed, if only for a second.








They took a breath so deep it almost verged on parody, then exhaled with equal force, slowly lowering their hands. "Alright. Okay." They looked to the side. "Linos. You had a strong barrier incantation active when you came over here, right?"








He blinked. "Ah, yes."








"Would you mind reactivating it? Enough to cover the room for a bit, if that's okay."








"Oh," he said, and then straightened up a bit, as if a spell had been broken. "Right, of course." He began casting.








"Su, you've got a pretty good one on your scepter too, right? One that doesn't mess with force-based ones too much" they asked. "Can it fit around a whole room?"








"Uh, it should be able to," I said with a nod.








"Great!" They smiled widely. "Would you mind? I don't mean to boss you around, just, well. Kinda a delicate situation here, y'know?"








I nodded, wordlessly, and incanted. Some of the others watched me, while others seemed to slowly be composing themselves. Seth in particular seemed to be calming down, looking to the floor and breathing heavily.








E n t r o p y - D e n y i n g




"...(𒌍𒌷𒀭)(𒌍𒁁𒀭)𒅥𒌈𒆜𒈣𒂠, 𒋢𒀀𒅆𒌫𒃶,𒈬𒊹."








One we were both finished, Fang nodded in satisfaction. "Okay! Good!" They clapped their hands together for a second time, though this time only in front of their chest. "Now that that's done, let's try to get ourselves together. I get that you guys are spooked, but... Honestly, if you think about it, I don't think this situation is as scary as you all seem to think it is?"








Most of the room just looked baffled at these words, but Ran spoke up for the first time in a while. "...what are you getting at, Fang?"








"I mean," they said, scratching the back of their head casually. "It's not like I'm some expert on this kind of thing, or anything like that, but... If you get down the essence of what they said, it wasn't really anything super substantial. Like, nobody took that stuff about gods and divine beasts too seriously, right? Let's be rational, here."








Regardless of if that were the case or not, no one objected to the premise.








"'cause like, when you strip that away," they went on, "what you're basically left with is, 'I'm somebody with access to some of the controls here. I'm really mad, and I'm gonna come and kill you. But I don't have any way to prove I have the power to do that, so I'm gonna make a bunch of threats to try and freak you out.' Since, y'know, if they did have a god on their side, they'd reverse gravity for a sec, or turn the world black and white, just they show they could do it." They glanced around. "You guys think I have that right?"








...it was a pretty good point, now that the air had cooled enough to process it. What had happened so far - the lights going off, some of the lockdown controls being enabled, this message - seemed in large part to build atmosphere. When you dismissed that, everything but Neferuaten's murder, which could easily have been an ambush, was all pretty mundane.








...Yeah. Now that I was calming down a bit, it didn't seem as absurd.








"You act like them having those controls is nothing." Mehit said. "Isn't that enough to leave us defenseless as is?!"








"Hey, hey, don't get worked up! It's gonna be okay," they said, making a soothing gesture with their hands.








Mehit frowned. "How can you possibly claim that, given the circumstances?"








Fang seemed to consider this for a moment, sticking their hands on their hips. Then, they suddenly nodded to themselves, as if they'd come to some revelation. "We~ll, I guess I can't, strictly speaking. But hey, we're all pretty smart, and collectively, we've got a whole bunch of eris. That's a pretty good start, in my book, y'know?"








Mehit looked baffled, staring at them with her mouth open.








Fang didn't seem to mind, spinning on their heel and turning to Linos. "Old man. I've heard there are kinda two tiers of control in this place, right?"








"Uh, yes," he said. "That's correct."








"The stuff you can change in the security center, and the stuff you can change in the administrative place we passed down below earlier." They pointed at the ground. "If you don't mind, could you give us a quick run-down of what you can do in both, and how exactly you get access? There was a bit of that earlier, but I feel like we really gotta hash out the facts, here."








It was kind of amazing seeing Fang take such a grip of the situation. They weren't normally the type to assume leadership in any situation.








They still had that strange look, too. Almost like they were intrigued about what was going on.








"Alright..." Linos said, nodding. "Well, the security office is on the ground floor of the inner sanctum - that's, uh, the proper term for our headquarters - adjacent to the main hall... That's the big library, if anyone doesn't know." He cleared his throat. "From there, all you can really do other than the lockdown is monitor the rest of the sanctuary. Who's in it, where they are, what they're doing-- That sort of thing."








"Got it! And the lockdown?"








He took a breath, as if figuring out how to express something complicated. "F-From the security office, you have basically four powers. Firstly, you can put up the anti-arcana fields everywhere except the underground and the research tower. Secondly, you can stop the non-essential eris flow to everywhere but those two places. Thirdly, you can seal the inter-bioenclosure doors. And finally, you can block out logic engine communication, both externally and between the bioenclosures except for--"








"For the research tower and the underground. I get you," Fang said, nodding enthusiastically.








Something tingled at the edge of my brain, like I was missing something abundantly obvious, but I was too caught up in the moment to notice.








Linos nodded sighing. "As for how you get in, normally all you need is one of the emblems everyone affiliated with the order gets." He fished out a copper amulet with a symbol of an eye on it - just like the one Neferuaten had shown us back in the induction chamber. "Then you can walk right in and access the controls. But that's only for the basic stuff - to trigger a lockdown, you need one belonging to a senior member, and one the system currently registers as within the sanctuary. To, uh, prevent someone from coming in with a stolen one and exploiting the system."








"Not too great a mystery to imagine where they might've got their hands on one," Kamrusepa said glumly.








Linos looked confused for just a moment, but frowned, his eyes sad. "I suppose not." He shifted uncomfortably, looking off to the side. "In any case, once a lockdown is in place, there's basically no way in or out of the security office and the safe room beneath it. The doors seal, and all its defenses activate. After that, there's only two things that can happen next. First, if the lockdown isn't confirmed at the administrative core within 3 hours of starting, it'll stand down automatically. Secondly--"








"Hey, sorry, quick question," Fang said. "Can you start another lockdown right away, if that happens? If you're still in the security center."








Linos furrowed his brow. "Uh, no," he said. "If that happens, it's assumed it might be the result of foul play. So you can't do another until they're re-enabled at the administrative core."








"Gotcha, gotcha," Fang said. "Sorry to interrupt."








"R-Right," Linos said. "So, as I was saying. Secondly, by a council member going in person - and with their emblem - to the administrative core and shutting it down personally. That's what I was talking about earlier."








"Let's move onto that core, now," Fang said. "How does that work?"








"Well, the room itself isn't normally locked, but there's basically nothing you can do if you're not-- If you're not a member of the council." He hesitated, clearing his throat. "The terminal checks both your physical body and your emblem, and even then, you can't do much by yourself. Just shut down unconfirmed lockdowns and make superficial changes to the system. Most of it is locked behind three of us being there all at once, which couldn't be the case here."








"But what happens if you do manage to get three people," Ran asked, before Fang had a chance to.








Linos took a deep breath in a way that was almost like a wince, as if even the possibility was too much for him to the consider. "Well... If you do that much, then you basically have the keys to the whole of Apsu. You can issue a permanent lockdown that covers everything in the entire sanctuary. You can change the way the golems behave, command the defensive enchantments against intruders--"








"Woah, you can't just drop some shit like that," Seth said urgently. "What the hell kinda 'defensive enchantments' are you talking about?"








He bit his lip. "Y-You have to understand that this place wasn't just built as a refuge, master Ikkuret," he said hesitantly. "It's also a fortress to defend us from people who'd shut down our work, like the censors--"








"Cut the crap!" he shouted. "I mean, what specifically can it do!?"








"Seth," Kamrusepa said tersely. "Please try to cool down."








"I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Shit!" He exclaimed, gesturing strongly with his arms. "It's just fucking scary, you know? We barely know anything about this freaky place, someone might've taken over the whole thing, and now we're being told they can just... Just..."








He trailed off. We all ended up looking to Linos expectantly.








"...among other things," he said, in very quiet voice, "the gravity of the sanctuary can be manipulated, to incapacitate intruders. There are defensive golems which can be deployed, armed with refractor cannons and explosives. There's gas which can be pumped in, wards that impede movement, incantations to produce unbearable sound, and... Some more... Destructive effects, which can be triggered at various locations..."








Anxiety in the room was building up again. Seth looked on the verge of a heart palpitation.








"For worst case scenarios, in instances where there has already been catastrophic loss of life," Linos went on, "The shielding of the bioenclosures can be remotely breached."








Even I couldn't stop myself from feeling a twinge of fear at that.








"Fucking hell," Seth whispered to himself.








"You mean we could just be crushed by an entire world's worth of water, in an instant?" Mehit exclaimed. "What manner of-- Of paranoid lunatics would you have to be to create the means to do something like that?!"








Probably sensing things getting out of hand, Fang clapped their hands together again. "That's not gonna happen, though!" they declared. "Because if whoever had done this could do that, they'd have done some of it already, right? If they could blow this place up, or crush us into pulp with a golem army, or fill our lungs with poison, they totally would've." They smiled confidently. "In fact, if you try and think positively, doesn't this prove our position is stronger?"








"I think I see what you're getting at," I said hesitantly. "The fact that what you can do at the security center and what you can do at the administrative core is so different, and we've only seen whoever's done this perform actions possible at the former..." I scratched my head. "Well, if they really had so much power, you'd think they would have been happy to demonstrate it to us."








Fang snapped their fingers, pointing to me. "Exactly, Su! That's the kinda overly-detailed explanation I'd expect from you!"








I wasn't sure how to respond to that, so I just flattened my brow.








"B-But we saw them controlling that golem earlier!" Ptolema said fearfully. "Isn't that something you can only do from the administrative-whatever?"








"It's like listening to a child in an adult's body," Ezekiel said flatly, rubbing his eyes. "Viraaki, that was just an image. Anyone could have produced it for the logic sea with a little time to prepare. It doesn't mean anything."








"Oh," Ptolema said. She frowned. "But Kamrusepa was acting like it was a big deal a minute ago."








Kamrusepa quirked her brow in irritation. "No, I was thinking that--"








"One final question, old man!" Fang said, interrupting their exchange before it could devolve into an argument. "The lockdown. Once it's in place, can anything about it be changed, from either place?"








"No," he said, shaking his head. "It's one-and-done. Even from the core, you'd have to stop and start the process again."








"But it looks like communications are out now," Ran said, pressing her hand against the logic bridge. "And I thought you said you thought you'd still be watching the centennial when this started to happen."








Linos blinked a few times. "...you're right. That must have been impossible." He rubbed his eyes. "Sorry, I was sleeping before this-- And to be honest, I have had a little to drink. I must have got myself mixed up."








I didn't get the sense he'd misled us about the technical stuff he'd just said, but I was getting the increasing vibe that Linos was hiding something. It wasn't exactly an encouraging feeling.








"With all this established," Kamrusepa said, finally having returned to something close to her leadership voice, "it still seems like the original plan, to make our way to the administrative center, is the best idea."








"Yes," Linos said, who also seemed to be rallying emotionally as everyone began to calm down. "I agree, now that I've got my thoughts together. But we'll need a more comprehensive plan, now that we know there's someone dangerous at work." He straightened himself up. "Listen: On the second floor of this building, in the game room, there's a drawer with some items for use in the event of an emergency. It has a few tools, some of the more mundane keys, and most importantly, a map of the whole sanctuary." He looked towards me. "Utsushikome, I believe you have the best barrier here other than myself, so would you mind going to get it?"








"Um, well... Okay," I said, feeling a little anxious about the idea, but also like it wasn't really appropriate to refuse.








"I don't think anyone should be on their own right now," Ran said firmly. "Or even close. Period."








He exhaled through his nose. "Good point. A few of you should go with her, then."








"I'll go," Ran said, obviously.








"M-Me too," Theo said.








A thought occurred to me. "Kam, would you come?"








She blinked, looking puzzled. "...if you like," she eventually said.








Linos seemed confused by this, but didn't question it. "Fang, you're the most capable arcanist here other than myself. Please go, too."








They gave a small salute. "No problem!"








"Sorry, Su," Seth said, frowning and not making eye contact. "I'd come back you guys up, but I'm-- I need to get my shit together." He looked down to Ophelia, who was still silent on the bed, looking like she was verging on being in shock.








"It's fine," I said, and looked to Linos. "Where exactly is it?"








"On the left side as you enter, bottom shelves, third... No, I think second drawer from the window," he explained. "If you can't find it right away, just come back instead. It's not worth putting anyone in danger."








I nodded.



            


051: The Die Falls (𒐁)


                
Abbey House | ??? | Third Day








How naive we'd been, in that moment, to believe we were in control of anything whatsoever.








Linos and I took down our barriers for just a moment, and our group departed the room, upon which I recast mine and we set off down the hallway. Nothing had changed - the guesthouse was still relatively well-lit, warm, and homely. But it felt infinitely more threatening than it had a moment ago. Every flicker of light or creak from the floorboards set my teeth on edge.








"Actually, there's something I'd like to check, if we're going this way regardless," Kamrusepa said, as we walked down the hall. "I want to see if the eris pools are still operational or not."








"It, ah, doesn't seem like they would be, does it?" Theo said, furrowing his brow. "Rather, if the eris supply was cut, then wouldn't that be a component?"








"Ehh, I guess I wouldn't call it a sure thing," Fang said, their hands stuck in their pockets. "I mean, we're still breathing. Stuff's still going on with the Power, so it's just a matter of what they consider the essentials?"








I detected a hint of annoyance in Kamrusepa's expression from having Fang agree with her, but she nodded. "Indeed. So, it would be best to confirm it, would it not?"








No one objected. We ducked into the side room adjacent to the stairs after turning the corner. But it was no good - even from a glance, it was obvious the eris pool was depowered, all light gone from it. Presumably because she wanted to be certain, Kam stepped forward and pressed the ignition switch, which did nothing.








She clicked her tongue. "Blast it. Then what we have in our scepters is it, then." She held a finger to her lip. "We'll have to be economical about our casting."








"From how Linos described it, it sounded as though things in the research tower should still be working normally," I said. "So... It might not be an issue."








"Optimism is all well and good," Kamrusepa retorted, "but let's not get caught in our undergarments."








"She's right," Ran said. "If we're attacked on the way to the tower, we'll need everything we can get."








I glanced down at the dial on my scepter, which was sitting at around 85%, and nodded.








We left, headed up the stairs, and then moved down the hallway until we reached the larger set of doors leading into the game room. Stepping inside, it looked largely unchanged from how it had appeared the previous day - there were some signs some other people had used it, like a xiangqi board which had been left on the table, but nothing major. And the logic engine was turned off, but considering the time of night, that was probably to be expected.








My eyes wandered to the left, where Linos had described the drawer we were looking for.








Internally, I was cursing myself a bit. I'd asked Kam to come along to this because I'd realized, in that moment, that it seemed pretty vital to catch up with her about what we'd seen in the 'armory' now that this had happened. To establish if, in accord with what we'd agreed, it had been explained to everyone else at some point.








But though that premise had made sense in concept, now that we were actually doing it, I was realizing how little chance there would be to do such a thing discretely. After all, we were a big group, and only doing something quick and specific.








"Uh, Fang, Theo, can you watch the door and balcony, just in case?"








"Sure!" Fang said. Theo nodded, moving to the other side of the room.








Okay, now I just need to get Kam on her own without Ran, I thought, stepping over to the cabinet. Well, if this is even worth trying to be secretive about.








I leaned down and pulled at the drawer. Obviously, it gave instantly, but because I'm shitty at improvising, I pretended it was stuck, rattling it about a bit. "Uh, give me a hand with this, Kam."








What the fuck are you doing, my brain said. Why would you ever ask for a specific person in this situation. You're acting incredibly suspicious.








I couldn't see if there were any strange looks exchanged, but Kamrusepa approached regardless. I quickly spoke up as she put her hands on the drawer, my tone hushed.








"Kam, don't ask why I don't know this already," I said, speaking as quickly as I could, "but did we end up talking about what we discovered last night, yesterday?"








Her eyes boggled a bit. "E-Er, what?"








"The body, Kam," I said, through gritted teeth. I had to push in the drawer as she took hold on the handle to stop her from opening the thing. "Did we tell people about it?"








She looked completely taken off guard by what was happening. "Su, this is bizarre."








"Kam!" I hissed.








"No, I didn't-- We didn't!" she said, quieting her voice in turn.








"What? Why not?!"








"Because there was never a good time!" she said, defensive. "It was one bloody thing after another, and you never brought it up! I mean-- Why didn't you say anything, hm? You never even told me if your business was done or not, was I supposed to have just assumed?"








It was getting really hard to navigate this without mentioning the whole missing-6-hours-of-memories stuff, though I was starting to get irritated with the apparent irresponsibility of my past self. "You said you'd find some way to make it work!" I nevertheless objected.








"Well, things didn't pan out that way! It was practically the dead of night by the time we had dinner!" she said. "What was I supposed to say to get up there without making it look suspicious?"








"Hey, uh, so!" Fang said, from over by the door. "This is kind of super awkward, and y'know, I don't wanna be that person, but. I can actually kind of hear what you two are saying? It's kind of a big room, and, like. There's no other sound in this place. Anybody else? Theo, Ran?"








"Mm-hmm," Ran hummed.








"I, ah. I think I might've got a good chunk of it," Theo said.








My face grew rapidly flushed. I stared intensely at the cabinet in front of me, feeling that it was vaguely possible my body could burst into flames if I turned to look at their expressions. It occurred to me that, strictly speaking, it was not impossible­ that a quantum miracle could cause me to spontaneously develop supernatural teleportation powers if I tensed my muscles and focused really, really hard.








"Also. I think I heard you say 'the body'? And, y'know, I don't wanna take things out of context-- 'cause you could've meant a body of water, or something. Ysaran is a crazy language, and stuff. But, it sounds like maybe you're talking about something pretty serious. And it's kind of uncomfortable? I mean, with the whole murderer-on-the-loose thing."








Kamrusepa, I noticed, was now glaring at me with a combination of annoyance and sardonic distaste, her lips curled into a deep frown.








Why the hell did you think this would even work, my brain continued to scold me. That was a herculean quantity of bad decisions to have made in the space of a minute. Aren't you supposed to be smart?








I forced myself to turn and look at their expressions. Fang looked like they were feeling awkward for having said anything, rubbing their arms together. Theo looked baffled. Ran was also glaring at me, but seemed more concerned than upset.








I grunted, and made a decision. Any punishment we'd get at this point probably wouldn't even matter in the face of what was happening now, and this was the last time to be keeping more weird secrets than absolutely necessary. It was a life-or-death situation. We had to stay on the same page.








"Ran," I said, looking towards her. "You remember when Kam and I were looking for the room the note told us about. When we were taking the tour."








"For fuck's sake," she said, rubbing her eyes.








Kamrusepa didn't look exactly happy about what was happening, but she seemed to recognize the ship on making us look bad had now sailed, and was resigned to the result. She didn't try and stop me.








"When we went off on our own, we didn't exactly find an archive, but we did find something," I explained. "There was a... I don't know what to call it. A secret door, I suppose, hidden behind a bookcase, leading to this room - well, I guess it was more of a supply closet." I scratched my head hesitantly. "There was some regular stuff there, but also a, uh, lot of guns. Modern ones."








"How many are we talking?" Fang asked, eyebrows raised.








"34 rifles, 19 pistols, and I think 21 sets of explosives," I said. "We ended up leaving pretty quick, so I might've missed stuff, too.








They whistled.








"That's insane," Ran stated. "That's half way to arming a small battalion."








"It looked like it wasn't fully stocked, either," I said, glancing to the side. "Anyway, that's not the important part. At the back of one side of the room, there was this hatch open in the floor, and it looked like gunshot had been fired over it. It looked like it led all the way down to the basement, and at the bottom... Was, well, a body."








They gaped at us for a moment.








"You found a body," Ran said tersely, "and you didn't say anything about it."








"S-Su, if you tell the story like that, you're going to make us sound even worse," Kamrusepa said, with a combination of anger and anxiety. "I wish you'd bloody spoken to me instead of just doing what you please--Listen," she said, sharply pivoting her attention towards the others, like she was cutting herself off. "I know this looks bad, but listen. I'm sure you're going to accuse me of making idiotic decisions in service of my record, but--"








"Get to the point, Kam," Ran said.








"Everything about the scene pointed to a suicide," she hastily explained. "The shot was low but angled straight ahead. She'd fallen back-first, so she must've been facing the direction it came from. The pistol was down there with her... And most vitally, we found a note." She rummaged through her bags, then produced the same piece of parchment we'd seen yesterday.








Ran, Theo and Fang all approached at once to take a look, so Kam just flipped the object around, displaying it.








"And so..." she continued, as they read. "We decided that it would be better not to bring it up until after our presentations were done, in fear it would ruin the whole event." She bit her lip. "Now, I'm aware that looks a little foolish in retrospect, but if you consider our perspective at the time..."








"First impression here, but: The way this is written is really reminding me of the two big 'we're gonna murder you' speeches," Fang said. "I mean, there's none of the you're-defying-the-gods or the treating-death-as-an-actual-deity stuff, but it's got the same vibe. All this stuff about atonement."








I nodded. "That's part of why I was trying to talk to her about it."








"Again, I'm aware that, now, our initial assessment bodes re-examination," Kamrusepa said. "But you can see how I came to the original conclusion!"








"Gods," Ran said, rubbing her eyes. "I knew something had happened back there, after you never brought it up again, but I didn't think it would be this bad. How did you let Kam drag you into something this stupid, Su?"








"Again, I don't think I was being unreasonable!" Kamrusepa objected. "It was a complicated situation! There were a lot of competing concerns!"








"Actually, never mind," Ran said, ignoring Kamrusepa and rubbing her eyes. "Thinking about it for more than a second, it's not hard to trace your thought process."








I scratched the back of my head, looking downward in shame. I could tell her how much I'd doubted the decision and panicked over it after the fact, but it wasn't like it would change anything.








"Er, putting aside that connection, this all seems, ah. Rather implicating of something, don't you think?" Theo asked, furrowing his brow. "Talking about 'cruelties', the 'damage they've done', 'this insanity'... It makes it sound like the order was doing something, well. Criminal."








"Kam and I talked about that a little," I said, nodding.








"I'm surprised that's your first thought, and not the fact that it's basically predicting what's happening now," Ran said. "Specifics aside, the whole letter is basically one giant warning. Put that on top of the note Su found in the morning that seemingly led to this--"








"That's a tenuous connection," Kamrusepa interjected. "There are a lot of abnormalities!"








"--and the result is that we look like fools who can't take a hint to literally save our lives," Ran finished.








"Sorry, but I think I might be missing something..." Theo said, with an uneasy look. "To be clear, there were two notes, not just this one?"








"Uh, that's right, Theo," I said, nodding. "I found the first one in a book that the coordinator lent me before we set off. But it was really short, and only really said that we were in danger, to not trust anyone from the council, and to look for a hidden archive on the third floor of the inner sanctum." I hesitated. "But... When Kam tried examining it with the Power, it turned out that it'd been written years ago. So we all ended up just assuming it was probably something unrelated left there by mistake, and only really made a token effort to look into it what it said..."








"Stupid. I'm so goddamn stupid," Ran said, biting the rim of her thumb as she cursed to herself. "I'd written it off when you told me that, too. But if we'd just pooled all our information from the start, there was more than enough grounds to call this whole thing off and evacuate. That first note, this second one, the warning message snuck on your logic engine, Kam-- You can draw a clean line between all of them. Hell, maybe some of the others saw even more signs, but haven't mentioned them either." She clicked her tongue. "We've walked straight into the tiger's mouth."








Fang was still looking at the parchment, pensive. "Do you have that first note with you now, Su?" they asked, their tone casual.








"Uh, no," I said, shaking my head. "It must still be in my other clothes."








"If it s-said not to trust the inner circle," Theo said, adjusting his glasses. "That means they're the ones behind this...?"








"Let's not jump to any conclusions like that," Kamrusepa said sternly. "Even if it seems like this all connects, it doesn't change that the first note makes no sense if taken literally. With the facts as we know them, it couldn't have been written with all this in mind. Regardless of all else, we're missing some bigger picture, right now."








Theo looked uncomfortable, rubbing his arms together. "Maybe."








"Su, Kam," Fang said, speaking up again. "Can you tell me more about the body you saw, maybe?"








"They were Viraaki, most likely," Kamrusepa said, before I had a chance to speak. "And a woman. Su thought they were the cook who's apparently missing - Vijana, her name was. The initials could be right, but the content doesn't gel well with the hypothesis, since she would have been just, well..."








"A cook, yeah," Fang said, nodding.








"More shit we should have all shared," Ran muttered.








"Guess we better talk to your dad about it, Theo," Fang said, looking to him. "Whatever the note says, it doesn't seem likely to me that he's the killer. I mean, he would've had a really good chance to get rid of Su and Lilith that he didn't take, so that's a big point in his favor. And he could probably give us a lot of information about what's going on."








Theo looked uncertain how to respond to this, his face somewhere between offense at even the idea of his father being weighed as a potential murderer, and sheer exhaustion.








Ran looked to me, and we shared a glance. She was probably thinking something like, 'Can we trust Linos?' which was a pretty good question. We knew for a fact that he'd lied to us about at least one thing to do with the order. But that didn't, per-se, implicate him in what was going on now.








"Aaaactually, we should probably save going any deeper into this until we're back downstairs just in general, otherwise we're just going to end up repeating ourselves," Fang went on. "Besides, if we're up here for too long, we're gonna start freaking people out." They looked to me. "Su, can you grab the box?"








I blinked. Amidst everything, I'd almost forgotten why were actually here. I nodded, and knelt back down at the drawer, pulling it open and revealing, among other few knick-knacks, a wooden box a bit larger than a square foot. I flicked it open, and as soon as I saw what looked to be a folded-up map, I shut it and lifted it out, putting it under my arm.








"I'm not looking forward to having to justify myself to everyone, but I suppose there's no denying it was foolhardy, now," Kam said, dejected. "Perhaps I do bear a measure of responsibility for allowing this to have happened."








Kam admitting fault again. Lightning really was striking twice this weekend.








It's your fault too, my brain reminded me.








"It still just such an unthinkable situation to me," Kam continued. "That after all these years of having evaded detection... And that even a grandmaster arcanist was... Well..."








"I have it," I said, interrupting Kam and standing up. I didn't want to think more about Neferuaten's death.








"Great!" Fang said, with a smile. It was amazing they were managing to keep their carefree attitude even at a time like this, as though they believed they held the entire situation in the palm of their hand. "Let's get back, then!"








"There's another thing I really need to check with the rest of you," Ran said, glancing to something on the opposite shelf. "But Fang's right. It can wait a couple minutes."








I turned and left with them, sparing a look towards the balcony as I departed. There didn't seem to be anything out there, not that I'd expected otherwise.








But something told me I needed to be keeping an eye open for small details.








We headed back out into the hallway and towards the stairs. On the way, I decided to bring up something that had been in the back of my mind for the last twenty minutes or so, but felt too incidental to waste everyone's time with.








Actually, I wasn't really sure why my mind was on it at all.








"I was thinking..." I said. "Before, everyone was acting as though the message we saw over the logic bridge was like a continuation of the one at the conclave, but I'm not sure they quite fit together."








"How do you mean, Utsu...?" Theo asked.








"Well..." I furrowed my brow. "This will sound sort of silly, but the main thing is the way they, uh, gendered death."








"Oohhh, I noticed that too," Fang commented. "Wasn't sure what to make of it, though."








"When the woman who appeared during the conclave was giving her speech, they explicitly referred to whatever they were talking about as 'my mistress'. But in Aruru's case, they used 'my master'." I looked downwards as we began to descend the stairs. "That wasn't the only difference, either. It felt like the second message was a lot more explicit that it was talking about, well, capital-d Death. And It seemed to reference real religious tradition a lot more than just using generalities, talking about it like it was a servant of the gods, and not a god unto itself."








"The first one did seem subtly more reverent," Kamrusepa said, nodding. "Now that you put it in those words, it does seem rather curious."








"Yeah," I said. "But like Fang said, I'm not sure what to make of it."








"I mean, personally, I can't imagine Death is too bothered about that kinda stuff?" Fang offered. "If it were me, I'd be too busy with the whole being-literally-everywhere-at-once thing. Plus, y'know, a walking skeleton isn't gonna be rocking much, one way or the other?"








Kamrusepa rolled her eyes.








"Anyway, to be serious for a sec," Fang digressed. "Best guess I could make is that there are multiple people doing this, and they're not quite on the same page. That would explain the differences with the note, too. Or, to flip it around," they made a little flipping motion with their hands, "maybe it's one person copying a style from another, but not quite getting it."








I frowned, nodding. "This all feels so complicated, I can't even tell what's worth thinking about. It feels like trying to grasp a shadow."








"Eh, this part might not even matter," Fang said, making a dismissive gesture. "You don't have to know what's going on in a bear's circulatory system to know how to get the upper hand on it. Just gotta focus on what's worth thinking about!"








Right now, that doesn't seem easy to separate from what isn't, I thought.








Though it wasn't bad advice. Maybe it was because I'd read too many mystery novels, but it was tempting to think of this whole situation as a puzzle to be picked open. But that was childish. What it was was a situation to be survived. It didn't matter what specifically was going on so long as we made it out with our lives.








We returned to Bardiya's room, which was more or less as we'd left it. Ptolema and Ophelia were talking on the bed, Mehit was trying to comfort Lilith by the logic bridge (a gesture to which she seemed largely unresponsive), Seth seemed to be sitting uncomfortably in the corner, Bardiya was talking to Linos. Ezekiel, who seemed to have appointed himself as door guard, leveled his scepter at us upon our entry, before lowering it.








"Ah, good, I was starting to get worried," Linos said, with a gentle smile. "Did you find it?"








"I think so," I said, as he lowered his barrier. I stepped over and placed the box on the table. "Is this right?"








"I think so," he said, as he recast it and popped the lid open. "Ah-- Yep, this is it for certain. Good job." He gestured inwardly. "Alright, everyone gather around. We'll go over what we're going to do."








It seemed than since we'd left, Linos had managed to seize the spirit of leadership quite a bit stronger than he had been earlier. Maybe the real reason he'd sent us away, more than to look for these supplies, was just to have an excuse to stall everyone and clear his head.








Everyone stepped forward - or leaned forward, in the case of Ptolema and Ophelia - looking down at the table as Linos unfolded the map. It was actually pretty big - at a glance, it appeared to show a total of nine separate boxed images, depicting the sanctuary in its totality, each of the bioenclosures, and finally their underground components, some of which - notably under the research tower and main building - were much more extensive than others.








"Now, look here," Linos said, pointing to our current position. "To get to the research tower, we can take a path through either the inner sanctum bioenclosure, or through the arboretum. We know that using the Power is currently blocked in the former, while the latter is still uncertain. Still, ambiguity is better than a certain disadvantage, so that's what I think we should go with."








I'm curious to know why whoever is doing this would block it in some places, but not all of them, I thought, but decided it would be better not to derail the explanation with a speculative tangent.








"I'm not certain I understand your thinking, mister Melanthos," Mehit said, still extremely tense. "Would it not be safer to take the route where we couldn't be subject to an ambush with transmundane techniques?"








"I understand your concerns completely, Ms. Eshkalon," Linos said. "But, as someone who knows a great deal about arcane scholarship, we'll be far safer under a barrier and with our incantations at our disposal than we would be without them. Even if it seems overwhelming to the uninitiated, there's only so much that can be done with the Power, and everything has a hard counter. On the other hand, if we go without, anyone with a refractor rifle and a good angle to shoot it from could wipe us all out in seconds." He smiled sadly. "It's not as if we have proper armor lying around here, sadly."








She didn't seem wholly convinced of this, still frowning, but didn't push the point further.








"In any event," he said, eyes turning back downward. "We could go overland, but as I'm sure you've noticed, both this bioenclosure and the arboretum are full of nasty hiding spots; behind trees, in bushes, all sorts. So..." His finger flicked over to the underground portion for this bioenclosure. "We'll take this passage. It leads from the Gynaikeian gateway to the Nittaimalaru, which'll put us right in front of the research tower. It's a straight shot - clear line of sight all the way down. So there's no chance of an ambush."








"Couldn't someone, uh, rip a hole into the tunnel...?" Ptolema suggested.








Linos shook his head. "It's not likely. All of the underground passages here are warded. You can't use the Power to tear them open without an absolutely absurd amount of force-- You'd probably need multiple arcanists, and even then it would take time and make a lot of noise." His finger moved to the next bioenclosure. "From there, it's only a couple of minutes in the open to the entrance of the research tower."








"And what then?" Bardiya asked.








"I'll use the logic bridge to try and contact anyone else inside. After that, regardless of what happens, we head to the administrative core. Then, if we can get a gateway open, we'll head back the way we came and shore up our defenses until we can leave." He sighed. "Hopefully, it won't be any more complicated than that."








Somehow, I was feeling deeply skeptical.








"I don't really know why we needed the map for this," Seth said. "It seems like a pretty simple plan."








"Well, this isn't the main reason I wanted this brought down here," Linos said. He reached back into the box and withdrew a set of keys it contained, then set them down on top of the map. After this, he folded it around them into a little package, then withdrew his scepter and began incanting, his eyes narrow.








M a t t e r - R e p l i c a t i n g




"𒈪𒊬𒄴𒌔𒁺𒄀𒈬𒉺, 𒌷𒊓𒊒𒄷𒍣𒆭𒌍𒀸𒄿𒄿𒊹."








One after another, copies of the items appeared alongside each other, until there was one set for everyone in the room.








"I won't mince words... It's possible that something will go wrong," Linos admitted. "For that reason, I think it's best if everyone has the most resources as feasible for navigating this situation. So I wanted everyone to have a copy, as well as these keys, which will open most of the regular doors in the sanctuary. They're labelled." He looked downward. "That's the most I can do here, unfortunately."








"Dunno if this makes me feel better or worse..." Ptolema said, reaching to take one of the sets.








"No, it's wise," Bardiya said, as he took his. "Even if it ends up serving no functional purpose, in a situation like this, a sense of control can do much for ones ability to remain logical in ones thinking. For all we know, that could be the coil which binds us together."








"Yeah," Seth muttered. "Well said."








Ezekiel rolled his eyes, making sure Bardiya saw it.








Everyone else followed one after another. Even Lilith took a set, despite the fact that I wasn't sure you could pry Mehit from her with a crowbar.








"Forgive me if I'm mistaken," Kamrusepa said. "But I don't think we ever reached a decision on if we're going to be traveling as one group, or if some are remaining behind. It's as Ptolema was saying before we received the summoning. We can't take Ophelia where she might encounter Balthazar."








"I, ah, can wear my veil and stay near the back, if needs must," Ophelia said, although she was clearly not comfortable with the possibility. "With warning, it's not too hard to avoid..."








"I would prefer to stay here with my daughter," Mehit said. "...but only if enough people remain behind that we can be sure that the building will be well-defended. If that isn't the case, then... I suppose going would be the best option."








Linos considered this, holding a hand to his chin. "Well-- Here's what we'll do. We'll go over the inscriptions on everyone's scepter, and get a sense of what we're capable of, and if it's even viable to make two groups with a balanced range of defenses. That should make it simpler to make a decision - although at this point, I really am leaning towards staying together in general." He set his hands in his palms. "Before that, though, I think we should head to dining room. I want to pick up some more mundane supplies, and to be honest, I don't think being packed into this room like rats in a cage is doing any of us much good."








"Glad someone said it," Ezekiel muttered. "I feel like I need a shower at this point."








We collectively filed out of the room, making sure to stay within the confines of Linos's barrier. He hadn't asked me to put mine back up, so I hadn't - the overlapping ones had probably been an excessive measure that had more value in cooling everyone's heads than anything practical. Unless we were attacked by an army, it wouldn't make much of a difference.








"...there's something I need to confirm," Ran said, as we walked. "With everyone, preferably."








This must be whatever she'd waited to talk about a few minutes ago, I thought. It had to be at least potentially serious. Ran wasn't the type to speak up to a whole group unless there was due cause.








"Go ahead, miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos said, as Theo pushed him down the hall.








"The last time you all looked at a clock," she said, her gaze intent. "Was it working?"








At this, most people stopped, turning to look at her.








"...no," Kamrusepa said, carefully. "I believe the one in my room was stopped."








"At what time?" Ran asked.








"I think it was just after one in the morning," she clarified, wary.








This was one of those situations where verbal communication wasn't even really necessary to get everyone on the same page; you could see what had happened just by their expressions. But still, I spoke up. "The one at my bedside was just like that, too."








"Same here," Fang said, holding up a hand.








"The one in the lounge stopped about then," Seth said, pointing. "Thought the water just needed changing."








"...the one in my chambers was also at around the same time," Mehit said. "I didn't realize it had stopped."








"Fuck me. I must be completely retarded, too," Ezekiel said, rubbing his eyes. He looked to Baridya. "Rhunbard, why didn't you have a clock in your room? We would have all noticed ages ago."








"Clocks make it difficult for me to sleep," Bardiya explained flatly. "I've had some ill experiences living on a tight schedule."








Wow, him too? Huh.








"Of course you'd have some neurotic explanation for it," Ezekiel murmured in disgust.








"Kamrusepa, if you don't mind, please confirm the time," Linos said, a little thrown off by this strange revelation.








She nodded. "Of course, sir." Her hand went to her scepter, and she looked to the people closest to her, which happened to me and Theo. "You two, take my hand. In the circumstances, it's better we don't leave any doubts when establishing facts."








"I trust you, Kamrusepa," Linos said.








"That's very kind of you, sir," she replied. "But I would rather not have any grounds for suspicion upon myself."








Preemptive damage control for what we're going to talk about in a few minutes, presumably. We took her hand, and she began incanting.








T i m e - I n f e r r i n g




"...𒇲𒉎𒅇, 𒍥𒀭, 𒀀𒀀, 𒊹."








She blinked, then looked back to the group. "It would appear that it's 5:21 AM," she said.








"I can confirm it," I said. Theo nodded in turn.








"Geez," Ptolema said. "Lot later than I was figuring. Must be 'cause it's so dark..."








Seth scratched the back of his head, his face curled into a frown. "How the hell could this have happened?"








"Well... To speak, in Ran's words, as the 'time expert'," Kamrusepa said, "it doesn't seem like any of the clocks here are connected to a system. They're all just water-driven or mechanical; wind up, rather. So..."








"Someone could've just gone room-to-room, doing this on purpose, if they knew enough about clocks," I said. "Set it up so they'd all wind down or the water would have fully circled at around the same time."








"That's bonkers, though!" Ptolema said.








"Um..." Ophelia said quietly. "I'm sorry, I don't mean to interject... But, I feel that I should say that I don't think that anything was wrong with the clock in my room. When I left, it said it was nearly five, and I think it was still ticking..."








Ran raised her eyebrows, a little surprised.








Linos turned to regard her. "You're certain about this?"








"I... I'm pretty sure, yes," she said, hesitant. "We can go back up and check, if you like..."








"In that case, this makes even less sense than before," Seth said. rubbing his forehead. "Like, sure-- If you're doing something crazy like this, maybe you wanna mess with all the clocks to fuck with people's perceptions of time, for some reason. But what the hell is the point if you miss one?"








"P-Perhaps they just overlooked it...?" Ophelia suggested.








"We can't get mired in going over this," Linos said, rubbing his eyes. "Miss Hoa-Trinh, I appreciate you bringing this to everyone's attention. But we should keep moving and get to the dining room."








"I agree," she said.








We resumed walking and quickly arrived, throwing open the doors. The room was, like the game room, more or less unchanged since Bardiya and Durvasa's argument, save that the tablecloth had been changed and there were no golems. Presumably they withdrew them all to some location during the night.








"I've expanded my barrier a little to keep the whole area protected, so some of you should go into the kitchen and gather up food and the like. Get some oil, too."








"I, uh, suppose I'll go," Theo said, stepping back a bit.








"I will accompany him," Bardiya said, with a resolute nod.








"Me too, I guess..." Ptolema said. Seth followed behind them as well.








"Alright," Linos said, taking a deep breath. "Everyone get out your scepters. We'll go over it alphabetically."








"Um... Bardiya just stepped away," Ophelia said.








He clicked his tongue. "Right. We'll skip one, then." He looked to Ezekiel. "Mister Ilaadbat, if you would?"








Ezekiel looked irritated, but nevertheless flipped over his scepter. He was, as I mentioned, at least usually deferential to authority figures. "Let's see. Obviously, I have the three beguilements--"








Suddenly, there was a sharp bang from outside the room, somewhere down the way we'd came, accompanied by a flash of light visible underneath the door. Everyone turned their heads.








And that was when things truly began to fall apart.
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In retrospect, several bad choices were made in succession following this moment. You must understand that this all happened very quickly - maybe 3 minutes passed at most, and none of us, even Linos, really knew what we were doing. It's easy to be rational when you're somewhere safe, alone and comfortable, with time to think... But human beings are creatures which are apes first and logic engines second. Unless you train yourself otherwise or have a strict plan in mind, if your fight-or-flight instincts kick in, it's already over.








"--oh, shit!" Ezekiel exclaimed, as he was cut off. Ophelia let out a gasp of shock, and Mehit practically lurched backwards, gripping Lilith by the shoulder, who screamed. I felt Ran grab my arm and pull me towards the table.








"S-Something hit the barrier!" Linos called out, his voice unsteady. His scepter shot up, held in both hands.








"Everyone get down!" Kamrusepa shouted. "Get out your scepters!"








Most people in the room followed the instruction, reaching for their belts and moving into some sort of defensive position. Ezekiel had the bright idea to turn the table upright, leaving Ran and I to take the long way around the room just to get behind something.








"Don't panic, it's still stable!" Linos declared. "Whatever that attack was, it wasn't much!"








"They must be scoping us out," Ezekiel hissed. He looked towards Ran. "Saoite girl, do something!"








She scowled at him. "Do what?"








"You're a Diviner!"








"For fucking health problems! Not for something like this!" she protested. Even when Ran shouted, it wasn't quite a shout. It was more like she just spoke up very, very aggressively.








The door to the kitchen swung openly suddenly, and Seth and Ptolema stepped back through, the latter carrying a linen bag full of tinned food.








"What the hell was that sound?!" Seth asked, his tone urgent.








"We're under attack," Ezekiel said, matter-of-factly. "Get into cover!"








I felt the soft twinge against my senses that came with someone using a non-trivial amount of the Power.








"Hmm, this is weird," Fang said. "I'm using the Moment-Emulating Arcana, but I'm not seeing anyone out there."








My eyes gaped a little at this statement. They cast something that complicated without even speaking? No way.








The Moment-Emulating Arcana was an advanced Divination technique that collected a large amount of information from the surrounding area in order to grant the caster a vision of a certain action they intended to take, though only for a few seconds into the future, as the eris cost became exponentially greater as the artificed scenario became more and more complicated. Still, it was incredibly advanced for people our age. The mathematics required not to instantly drain your scepter dry was intense even by my standards, and the conceptualization aspect in particular was tremendously difficult to master.








...and yet Fang, assuming they could be believed, had cast it like it was nothing. And traced the entire thing.








Over to my left, I heard Ophelia trying to cast beginnings of the Life-Sensing Arcana from memory, and suddenly I remembered that I had one that was suitable, too. Before anyone realized I was being an idiot, I started incanting.








D e a t h - S e n s i n g




"...𒍣𒍣𒁺𒋼𒉌𒌈𒀭𒋫𒂊𒌍𒁹𒐊𒐊𒐊𒊹!"








To keep the eris expense down, I narrowed the scope to only the rest of the building and the near exterior in the direction of the sound... But like Fang had said, I found nothing. There was no one there - not even the faint trail of dying cells that most people left just walking around.








"They're right," I confirmed. "I don't think there's anyone out there."








"I-I don't see anyone, either..." Ophelia said meekly, as she also finished.








"You three must be fucking it up, then!" Ezekiel accused. "You heard the sound! Widen your range!"








"Maybe it was something else?" Ptolema suggested from behind the set of shelves her and Seth had moved behind, her tone carrying some amount of wishfulness. "Maybe something fell over?"








"No, Ptolema." Kamrusepa said. "Linos said something hit the barrier."








"Actually, "Linos said hesitantly. "...I'm not so sure... The impact was so slight, it might've been something bumping into the surface." He looked towards Seth. "Master Ikkuret, were you moving any shelves about, looking for the supplies?"








He nodded. "Yeah, we were trying to find the switch for the gaslamp."








Linos sighed. "Perhaps I angled it slightly off--"








"Like hell! Things falling down don't make a bang and a flash like that," Ezekiel exclaimed, his cheeks growing red as he became flustered. "It was obviously an attack. Don't start relaxing-- They could be on us any second!"








But though he said that, 'they' weren't, even after another few moments had passed. Ophelia performed her incantation at a wider scope, but still didn't find anything. Even Linos made an attempt to no avail.








However, Ezekiel still had a point, which was that it was hard to form a mundane explanation for what had happened. So - in a decision which was pretty questionable, but was made over the space of a frantic twenty or so seconds - we decided that some of us would go out and look, just in case there was a massive attack being prepared we hadn't foreseen that could punch right through our defenses.








And of course, since I had the 'best barrier,' that party included me, along with Kam, Ezekiel, and Fang. In other words, the most accomplished other than Linos.








Linos took down his barrier for the briefest of moments, and we left the room. In the end, it didn't take us more than a second out of the door to find half of the answer, because we could smell it; the scent of burning. The only room adjacent to the dining room and kitchen other than the bedrooms past the stairs was a little conservatory-type chamber with a broad view of the garden. Peeking into it, there was a subtle but clearly smoking hole near the bottom of the wall, facing the lounge. And heading out to the lounge, there was another, more scorched-looking one at the wall bordering Bardiya's room.








"Aw, man, I feel like an idiot," Fang said, with dejected whistle, puffing out their cheeks. "I don't have smell down for that incantation yet, otherwise I'd have noticed this from the word go."








Ezekiel looked like he wanted to say something harsh in response to this, but hesitated. Again, he had trouble speaking sternly to Fang.








"Let's go," Kamrusepa said, all but ushering me back into the bedchamber.








Now that we had a hunch, it didn't take long to find what we were looking for. Under the bed, facing the direction the shot had fired, was a refractor pistol.








Linos's, probably, my brain reminded me. Remember, he said he had one on him.








Of course, there were much greater questions here than that.








"Well, that's certainly a thing," Fang muttered, fishing it out.








"The fuck...?" Ezekiel muttered. "How did it go off?"








But as soon as we all got a good look at it, that, too, was half self-evident. Though in this case, the 'half' part was felt a little more strongly.








As Fang turned the pistol around in their hand - taking care to make sure the barrel faced the ground at all time - I saw that, wrapped around the trigger and locking it down into the firing position, was what appeared to be... A tight elastic band.








I blinked, and tried to process this information.








What had hit Linos's barrier, what had set us all off just now... Was a shot from Linos's pistol at a high strength, left by someone on the floor, facing the dining hall... Triggered by an elastic band.








What?








Fang clicked their tongue softly, while the rest of us stared in momentary bafflement.








Kam, in particular, looked thrown off. "How would they... Wait--"








But before we could process this further, we heard Seth call out from back in the dining hall. "Guys, get back in here! Something's going on!"








There was no time to question or wait-- The tension of the circumstances had thrown me off so much that I didn't even think to cast the Death-Sensing Arcana to check if we were being tricked. Fang took the pistol with us, keeping it pointed well away from anyone, and we collectively shot back out the room and through the hallway. Linos and I lowered our barriers as we shot through the door, and he brought his back up in a flash.








"What's happening?" Kamrusepa asked.








"The kitchen," Linos said, his eyes filled with dread.








I turned towards the door, and instantly noticed.








The sound was... Off. No, off doesn't cover it; the Power was clearly at work, maybe the World-Deafening Arcana, or something more obscure. It was muted, and not in a manner that natural, like we were only hearing half of the resonance of what should of been there. It sounded as though it was coming from a broken set of speakers. (Well, I wasn't sure I'd ever actually heard sound from a broken set of speakers, since they'd been largely phased out by logic bridges since before I was born and lacked the nostalgic value of phonographs, but this was what I imagined that'd sound like.)








It was a thumping. Not rhythmic or regular, but frantic and desperate; the sound of someone who was willing to hurt themselves just to get your attention.








And that was when I realized. Or rather, when I noticed what I hadn't realized, amidst everything that taken place in the past couple of minutes.








Which was that there were still people unaccounted for who had gone inside.








I swallowed the air. No... This is impossible. His barrier had covered the whole area. Hadn't it?








I realized that everyone else who'd been in the room before we'd returned had their scepters raised towards the door, and the others were already moving to do the same. What was going on suddenly clicked; they'd been waiting for us to return, just in case this was a trick, and we were in for a fight.








Everyone looked afraid-- More afraid even then during the announcement. Ran was breathing deeply, and I could see the sweat rolling down her brow. The older woman had practically broken down in tears, and she was half-behind her scepter-brandishing daughter, clinging tightly to her. I couldn't tell if she was trying to protect or cowering in fear behind her.








"Alright," Linos said, his tone urgent. "Get the door open!"








Ptolema was the one to do it, incanting out the simple Object-Manipulating Arcana, sliding the lock back.








How had it got locked to begin with?








As soon as the door was open, Theodoros burst through, and I'm not being hyperbolic when I say that he looked in possibly a worse state than I'd ever seen someone in outside of the deathly ill. He was pale as a ghost, and his whole body shook violently, his pupils dilated almost to a point. He let out a whimper as he staggered forward and, though seemingly unwounded, began to fall.








"Theo!" Seth called out, moving to try and catch him. I found myself rushing forward too, despite something in my brain telling me this was incredibly insensible; I had old, old memories of him, and seeing him in such a vulnerable state brought them to the surface. Seth reached him just before he fell, grabbing hold of him by the chest, while I took hold on his shoulder.








"H-Hey, it's okay!" Seth said, panicking.








He opened his mouth to reply, gentle gasps escaping between his lips over and over again, but instead of speaking, he made a terrible wretching noise, and began to throw up. It wasn't much, but it sounded painful, like he was trying to cry out at the same time. Mercifully, it didn't hit either of us, but I still instinctively flinched backwards, ending up edging a little closer to the kitchen door.








However, that ended up being the more pleasant part of the experience. What was worse was the scream that he emitted as soon as his mouth was cleared.








It wasn't like you'd hear in a play - filled with melodramatic horror but even-toned, or sputtering with pathetic, overwrought panic. It was a sound closer to something you'd hear from a child, or perhaps a wounded animal. Ugly and erratic, but wrought with terrified, raw emotion, like it was a sob that had grown wrong in the womb.








"AAAAUUUGHHH! AHHH! AH...."








"Theo, it's okay, look at me!" Seth said, taking hold of his face. Some of the others begun to approach too, Ptolema looking taken aback.








"I-- I... IT'S..." His body heaved up and down, as he wanted to throw up again but there wasn't anything left for his guts to relinquish.








"E-Everyone back in position!" Linos called out. "Back in position!"








Suddenly, a surge of panic went through me as I heard these words and the other shoe dropped in my head. If Theo was in this state as a result of whatever was in the kitchen, then hadn't we just let our guard down tremendously? There could be someone right across from where we were standing, waiting to strike.








So, without even thinking about it, I jerked my head to look inside the kitchen.








...








...I wish I hadn't looked. If I'd just stopped and thought about the situation a moment, I probably could've inferred what I would've seen. Or I could've used the Power, and known without having to use my eyes.








I really wish I hadn't looked.








As Seth had indicated, the room was largely unlit, the gas lamp unignited. But still, it was a small room, with a lot of reflective metal surfaces, so the warm glow of the dining hall was enough to illuminate everything within, more or less.








There were a lot of things in the room. A stove, a mini-pantry, two different kinds of oven, a sink. A pile of spare chairs. The smell of spices struck me before anything - a product of a broken bottle on the floor, which drowned out the other smells.








However, these were peripheral details. There was only one thing I saw, and that was... Bardiya.








I recognized his blonde hair and thick-materialed outfit straight away, though a little of his shirt had been ripped. He was lying against the side of the wall, shoulders slumped at an awkward angle, as he'd been trying to turn around to face the door, but hadn't quite made it all the way. Likewise, his legs were crossed uncomfortably, and his hands lay at his sides. His scepter was still attached to his waist.








...but, no... That wasn't right. Something about the image I was seeing didn't compute in brain. Neurons were firing but not connecting. The situation didn't fit together. It felt as though I was trying to jam a jigsaw piece where it didn't fit, again.








That can't be Baridya, my mind told me.








After all,








Bardiya has a face.








The thing I was seeing... The object-that-wasn't-Bardiya... Something had happened to everything above its neck.








It didn't feel quite real, looking at it. Like it was a sculpture, or a picture in a book. The flesh, largely, just wasn't there, like it had been ripped away by a wild beast. In fact, it lay in pieces around the surrounding area, the floor soaked in blood and viscera. I could see muscle, and worse, raw bones beneath, in some places shattered. The jaw had cracked, and part of it had come loose, the teeth cracked through their structure and splintering out like chunks of wood in a sheet hit by a hammer. One crack ran up to the cheekbone, and above that, I could see the socket where an eyeball had once resided, with all that remained now being a crushed mess...








At least, on one side. On the other, it was still intact, and this was even worse. Because seeing it there, framed by the last lingering section of skin on the face, its dark brown iris staring emptily into nothingness, shattered any illusion that what I was seeing wasn't a face. And the feeling that ran through my body was like nothing I'd ever experienced.








I'd seen corpses before-- I'd see two today, even. But not like this. Not when I'd been standing alongside them just moments ago.








It was too much. After everything, it was too much.








I felt the world fall away from me, and I lost consciousness.









𒊹









Ever since the day my-- My grandfather died, I've often had very vivid dreams, especially when sleeping at times or places that I normally don't. Honestly, I'd expected to have nightmares every night I stayed in the sanctuary, so it'd been a pleasant surprise to have merely slept badly on the first day. Maybe that note had done me a favor, getting me so worked up that I couldn't drift back into the more shallow slumber that comes with trying to force your body to rest against it's impulses.








This time, though, it was more standard.








The random images and impulses of my consciousness coalesced into something familiar: A beach. Because of where I'd grown up, a lot of my dreams took place on beaches, especially in facsimiles of the one in which I'd experienced my most precious memories. Usually, something awful would be wrong with it. Sometimes, this would only manifest as an anxious feeling in the background, but other times there would be distinct visual components. Sometimes the sky would be black and starless, while on other occasions the ocean would be gone or strange somehow - clumpy, sometimes, like congealing blood, even though it was still blue. There were sometimes grotesque sights interspersed about, images taken from life or produced by my subconscious or childhood imagination. In this case, a mountainous version of Bardiya's face from a moment ago hung in the background, and I tried awkwardly not to look at it.








I think, since I'd gone out so unnaturally and suddenly, I was aware to some extent that I was dreaming. But I've never been able to lucid dream, so I didn't feel in control. So I just... Followed the script.








I walked down the beach, searching for something. Maybe my mind was guiding me somewhere, trying to resolve some tension I hadn't consciously become aware of.








As I did, someone or something followed behind me, though this, too, was standard. It carried with it the same impulse of dread and displacement that I felt looking at mirrors, and in another sense, it could be considered to embody the voice in my head which was the most prominent, the loudest. Though here, it was more raw then when it manifested in my waking mind.








Sometimes, I caught glimpses of it, with black hair the same as mine... And occasionally, it spoke.








"I hate you so much."








"Liar. Thief. Murderer."








"I wish I'd never even spoken to you. To think something like this could've happened... What a horrible mistake..."








"Stop walking on those feet. Stop feeling things with that skin. Stop breathing the air with that mouth."








"What makes you think you have the right to live like this? It's so cruel. It's revolting."








"Just die. Please, just die..."








I didn't turn to look at it, because that would have been impossible, for the same reason that it's impossible to look at the backside of your own eyeball. But the words did reach me. They hurt, filling me with a flicker of urgent despair... But compared to what it'd been in the past, it was nothing. Like someone trying to stab me with table knife through a duvet.








People's hearts respond to anguish - regret, guilt, grief - in different ways. Some feel them so ferociously and directly that they tear themselves into pieces, while others channel those feelings into more superficially manageable emotions, like anger. Some depend aggressively on others, with outcomes that differ depending on the nature of their social circle; if they're charismatic or talented, it might be fine, for but others it can condemn them to a lonely, pained existence.








Some still, the lucky few who have lived happy lives, followed the arc of growth and self-actualization that humans are supposed to, and became genuinely mature (as opposed to the broken facade of maturity that most adults are forced to make do with)... Can weigh them against the their happy memories and the wider context of a meaningful life, and find true, permanent acceptance, weaving the pain into a constructive part of themselves. Like the tale of the fairy who spun straw into gold.








...or so I assumed. It wasn't anything I had personally experienced, you understand.








You've heard enough to know this already, but for myself, my heart worked like a mill. Feelings that it couldn't bear, it crushed, over and over again. Breaking down intensity, meaning, relentlessly abstracting every component of reality until everything, good and bad, was numb and distant.








So even though this still happened after all this time, it felt less like real guilt, and more like a ritual my mind undertook because it didn't know what else to do. Maybe that was another reason why this place always looked like a beach. After all, if you strike anything in the world enough... Like the waves, pounding endlessly against the shore... Eventually, all that will remain is sand and dust.








A bowl in which all water has dripped out.








In a way, it was worse than pain. ...no, it was worse. What I feared more than anything was looking back at both those wonderful, shining memories... And the agony afterwards, and the awfulness of my sin... And not having any particular response. To try and call to mind either the beautiful, soaring hope and love I'd felt, and the crushing, unspeakable grief of its loss... And find only a vacuum.








And to be able to wave off that presence behind me, which 12 years ago had felt like a genuine monster stalking my every step, which had left me afraid to even leave my room, as if it were a fly buzzing in my ear. An imaginary friend which had been outgrown.








Just the thought of it made me feel something worse than despair.








At some point, the surroundings of the beach had changed, and thought it was still present, I was now also in an environment like my tertiary school, where I'd met Ran. The three main buildings - the old hall, which was Inotian and had a grand columned entrance, and the two newer ones, which were wooden and Saoic - stood at all sides of me, and there were students mulling about in veils.








The atmosphere gave the impression that it was the end of the day, with everyone seeming to be heading towards the gates. But I had the sense there was something I needed to do here, so I climbed up the exterior steps on one of the Saoic buildings which led to the math club. I wasn't a member, since Iwa had wanted me to join the school theater with her, but I still did some activities with them. Like I told you before, I love compliments, so meekly doing something I found easy and dispensing tips was a no-brainer when I needed a little boost.








However, by the time I neared the door, the world had shifted again, the wooden paneling reminding me of the small property my grandfather had purchased in Oreskios for the short period in which we spent time together. Suddenly I was approaching the chamber of his study. Instinctively, I lurched away, but it occurred to some part of me that my brain might've been trying to show me information pertinent to the situation at hand.








What was the situation at hand...? I couldn't quite recall. Still, it felt important.








I'd pushed many of the few memories I had of him into the back of my mind over the years. As a result, even though I recalled the broad strokes, some of the specifics had probably slipped away. It could be useful to revisit it.








So, I twisted the knob, and stepped inside, the entity following in my wake.








My grandfather's study had been a small room with little in it other than a single bookshelf, a bed, and a desk in front of the window, through which warm light was presently emanating. The furniture still looked new - he hadn't spent enough time there to break anything in, so it had almost the vibe of a model room that you'd see in a store. I think there'd been some other stuff at the right side of the chamber, but I'd never faced in that direction during our talks, so I'd managed to forget it completely. Within the dream, it was replaced intermittently by a wall from my own bedroom, and a black void leading to nothing.








He'd actually left me this place when he'd passed on, but I hadn't felt comfortable renting or managing tenants, so I'd given it to my little brother for free when he'd finally moved away from our parents home for the first time. ...I guess that was nepotism, huh? I really am a hypocrite.








My grandfather was sitting on the only chair, currently turned away from the desk. I don't feel like describing his face in any detail, but he was wearing a very casual tunic and trousers, giving him an unintimidating aura. He was smiling.








The me-from-the-past was smiling, too, from the spot I was sitting on the bed. I had always been smiling back then, regardless of how I actually felt, though it was how I actually felt more often than not. That, too, was a reason I didn't want to look. But still, I looked.








"I wanted to give you a gift, this time," my grandfather said warmly. He was gentle and soft-spoken in his speech, as always, though in a different manner to Linos, where it seemed like he was perpetually calm. He passed me a bundle wrapped in papyrus. "I'm not sure what you'll think about it, but it is the new year, so it seemed like I ought to make the effort."








The other me ran her finger underneath the glue and unfolded the wrapping. It contained a stack of heavy, old papers, bound together with string. They seemed to be covered in hurriedly-scrawled cursive, though the only text I picked up at a glance were the lines 'FOR THE VIEWING OF THE GAEN PUBLISHING COMPANY' and 'FINAL DRAFT'.








The other me looked at him. "What's this?" she asked.








"It's an old collectors item I've had for a while now," he explained. "I heard from your mother that you've taken a liking to mystery novels, and this is the original manuscript of a classic one - 'The Candlestick Killings', by Maniya of Arik." He scoffed hesitatingly, scratching behind his ear. "It might be a little too old for you, actually--"








"No, no, I've heard of it!" the other me said, with genuine enthusiasm. "I mean... I don't know what to say. It's a very thoughtful gift." She smiled wider, looking down at it. "Though, I don't think I could actually read something like this much. I mean, it's probably really valuable..."








"Well, sometimes it can be fun to be a little flippant with something valuable, don't you think?" He chuckled. "Don't tell Sun that I said that. Of course, if you'd rather, it would also be a good starting point for a collection."








"I don't really collect things," the other me said, also laughing softly.








"Believe me, you'll start before too long," he said. "Comes with getting older. You'd be surprised how quickly you run out of things to actually want that aren't obscenely expensive."








Come to think of it... This was the happiest memory I had with him, wasn't it? One of the last times we'd seen each other before he died, when enough time had passed for me to almost relax about it. And on one of the few days he'd seemed completely coherent.








Though he'd never been unkind.








At least, not to me.








I glanced at the window. I could see my garden outside. The tree with the broken branch.








The other me continued looking at the page. Eventually, she frowned, and flipped it over to show it to my grandfather. "What's this?" She pointed at a symbol that had been stamped in the corner, depicting an ouroboros curled around a staff.








"Ah," my grandfather said, adjusting his spectacles. "That's the symbol of the organization that we talked about last time-- The Order of the Universal Panacea. I, ah, may have pinched this from their library after they they saw fit to expel me from the organization. Along with a few other old books I'd grown attached to."








"That's kind of shady," the other me said.








He laughed. "Come now! Haven't you ever taken the odd thing or two from a lodging, on the day you're supposed to leave? Or grabbed an item or two from somewhere you've been working, when they sack you? ...Well, I suppose you'd be too young for that." He placed his old, wrinkled hands upon one of his legs. "My point is, one is owed a few mementos in a situation like that, I think."








"Would they have noticed?" she asked.








He shook his head. "No, no. They have more old books then they know what to do with, even things like this. No restraint at all-- Half of it is just generations of wealthy people with too much time on their hands." He smiled to himself. "As if I have any right to talk..."








The other me nodded along, still looking at the book. She turned a page, and I remembered that the handwriting was even worse past the cover, and that I'd felt bad for whomever had been given the job of editing it. I tried to look at it, but of course you can't read in dreams because it's a different part of your brain, so it just looked like squiggles. I frowned in dissatisfaction.








"You never told me why they threw you out, when we talked about it," the other me said off-handedly.








Oh, that's right, I thought. I did ask him about it, didn't I...? But he gave me a vague answer, or something. And I wasn't really interested...








My grandfather hummed to himself. "Well, it's all rather complicated...They didn't exactly 'throw me out'. They held a vote, but... It was more that the atmosphere just became too cold to bear. You could say that I couldn't go to meetings without worrying that someone was going to push me down the stairs." He chuckled again, though a little more sadly. "As for why it happened, I suppose it was to do with a disagreement about the order's purpose."








The other me blinked. "Isn't it just about trying to help people live longer?"








I asked a lot of really dumb questions, back then.








"Oh, well, yes... I suppose so, broadly speaking," he said, nodding. "But then, when you really try to put a pin in it, that's rather a vague intent. In contemporary times, if you consider the whole world, more people die of accidents or negligence than a failing of technology. So, does the end of a task like that begin and end at healing the body?" He glanced towards the window. "Almost everyone in the order thought it should be something more. There's even a hint in the name itself."








She frowned, and let out a dissatisfied hum. "I don't think I get it."








"You see, if you take the phrase 'Order of the Universal Panacea' literally, it's linguistically redundant," he explained. "After all, the only definition for 'panacea' already means a universal cure. A treatment for every ill... However, 'universal' can be applied in another way than just 'in regard to everything'. If you use it as you would 'universe', it can instead be read to mean 'pertaining to the world'."








The other me thought about this for a few moments. "So... The simple name for it would be something like, 'The Order of a Universal Cure for the Whole World'?"








"Well, if you put it that way, it sounds unspeakably silly," he said, looking amused. "But yes, you could say that. From the beginning, the members - the arcanists - aspired to not just to allow people able to live indefinitely, but to have a world in which that could be accommodated. After all, maintaining a civilization is just as important as maintaining a body when it comes to staying alive... As, well, we all learned the hard way, in the past."








"So... How did you differ from them?"








At this question, he seemed to struggle a bit. He furrowed his brow for a moment, and then his eyes begun to glaze over. But before the other me could say something, he snapped out of it, blinking.








"There were... Are, really... Differences in opinion about how far that idea should be carried. Or rather, you could say it was a diversion in thinking of if what should be advanced was the world, or human beings ourselves. It was a loaded issue - the order itself was founded in the wake of a very long conflict about the future of mankind, one now half-forgotten..." He shook his head. "To put in shortly, I believed the most ethical path to take was in the latter, while the prevailing opinion was in the former. So, as my main project neared its completion, things got a little out of hand..."








The other me frowned, tilting her head. "I don't understand."








My grandfather chuckled again. "Ah, it's hardly worth dwelling on," he said. "After all, I'd be happiest if you lived your life without ever having to think about the matter..." He smiled weakly. "Besides, I'm sure I'm over-intellectualizing it. Adults like to pretend we don't fall out over the same kind of silly spats and personal grudges as children, but we're talking about an organization that was, to say it in the kindest words, rather clique-ish to begin with. After all, they had to create a special title for me to sit in their meetings to begin with, just because I wasn't an arcanist." He sighed. "It was all a silly affair, in the end."








The other me didn't seem to know quite what to say. She just stared at him, her brow wrinkled.








"If I could tell you just one thing, Shiko," he said, "It would be... That you should spend this life pursuing the things you love, that make you feel the most like yourself. Don't trick yourself into wasting away for some abstract ideal. If you do, even if you accomplish what you set out to do... It still won't really be worthwhile."








She scratched the side of her head, and glanced down to the manuscript, flipping another dusty page. "Yeah... Yeah, you're right." She looked up at him, and smiled. "...a-although, that's sort of generic advice, isn't it? It's funny to hear you say it with so much weight."








He laughed again. "Well, now... There's no such thing as hearing the right thing too much." He nodded to himself, looking at me fondly.








"So, if you disagreed with them so much," my other self went on, "How did you even end up joining? Did you know someone?"








He scoffed. "That's another story in its own right." He looked down thoughtfully. "Tell you what. Why don't we go out, and get something for lunch--"








Su... I heard.








At once, the image before me started to fall apart, becoming muddled. Both the figures were gone, and the room flickered between impressions of various others that reminded me of it. Logical thoughts started to intrude, getting into the dream like heated knives, bring parts of myself back under deliberate control.








C'mon Su.








I saw the beach again, and the induction chamber, and was standing at the airdock, and was crying looking for my logic engine, and--









𒊹









"Please, wake the hell up..." Ran muttered. "We're going to end up carrying you at this rate."








Groggily, still feeling faint, my eyes flickered open. Ran was sitting by my side, and I seemed to have been placed in one of the dining room chambers. She grunted in relief as soon as she saw me respond, rubbing her eyes.








As soon as I processed the situation, my mind shot straight back to the scene and the body, and for a moment I thought just the memory would make me pass out again. But without the shock and visceral horror, it instead just settled as painful lump in my gut, then slowly, began to fade.








"She's awake," Ran reported.








"...good," Linos said, very mutedly.








I glanced at my surroundings. Evidently, some amount of time had passed. Everyone was now seated around the table again, and the atmosphere seemed calm, if incredibly bleak. Most people weren't even making eye contact with one another. Ophelia was hiding her face. Seth's eyes looked empty. Ptolema was sobbing softly to herself, and Kamrusepa was glaring downward with such an intensity that it looked like she had murderous intent for the wood.








Theo's expression looked almost vacant. His eyes were wide, and his mouth hung, half-open.








"How--" I coughed. "How long was I...?"








"Twenty, maybe twenty-five minutes," Ran said. "Not long." She lowered her voice. "You haven't been keeping people waiting or anything. It's-- Everyone's been having kind of a moment."








I nodded. Trying to accept what had happened.








But it was hard. I hadn't been close friends with Bardiya, but still, we had been friends. We'd talked a lot, worked together often, even hung out every so often. And now he, like Neferuaten, was gone. And I knew that every time I thought of him again, I'd only be able to see that awful scene.








And what was worse, it felt terribly certain that he wouldn't be the last.
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After that, nobody said anything for quite a while. A part of me wanted to know how other people had reacted to what I'd just seen, or if most of them had managed to avoid it altogether, but it probably didn't matter, ultimately.








"I'm, uh... I'm glad that you're alright, at least, Su," Linos eventually said. "For a moment, we were all scared you'd been attacked."








Ptolema nodded weakly. "Y-Yeah..."








"Oh," I said, and let out an incredibly uncomfortable laugh, scratching the side of my head as I glanced away. "S-Sorry, I probably made things worse, huh..."








"No, no," Linos said, looking downward. "It's not your fault."








Silence returned for a few moments after that. It looked like a couple people were trying their best not to cry, their faces occasionally cringing in odd ways - Seth, Ophelia, and of course Theo in particular looked they were trying to suppress the anguish welling up in their breasts, which made sense, since they'd been the closest to Bardiya in the class. I understood Ophelia had even known him before we met at the academy, though I didn't really know the details.








Not that anyone looked remotely positive about the situation. Even Fang's usual aura of unabated positivity had dimmed considerably, and they looked almost angry about the situation, staring at the table with their brow furrowed furtively. And though Ezekiel didn't look exactly upset, he did look frightened, having gone very, very quiet.








Eventually, Seth ran a hand down his face firmly, pulling the skin around his eyes a little bit as he let out something between an exhausted gasp and a sigh. "I just... I can't believe he's gone."








"It's..." Kamrusepa hesitated, shifting in her seat. "It really is dreadful. I don't know what to say."








"He was-- He was right there, behind us," Seth said, gritting his teeth. "If only I'd checked to see if him and Theo were with us.. If I hadn't been such an idiot..."








"You shouldn't say that," I said. "We were all freaked out. What happened, happened..."








"I dunno." He ran his fingers through his scalp, frustrated. "I just... I dunno."








Another moment passed as he held his face in his hands again. Then, he continued.








"I remember the first time I met Bard... It was when they were doing interviews for this stupid course, before the big application exam. He was sitting in the waiting area reading some gossip booklet they had lying around-- Y'know, the sort of thing you'd see in any waiting room in the world. I tried to talk to him and he seemed, like, so formal, sitting there and reading that thing, I thought he was doing some weird bit. I didn't know what the hell to make of it..." He smiled bitterly. "Eventually, I asked him about the magazine. Like, if he was into that sort of thing. You know what he said?"








No one replied. Ptolema, alone, shook her head.








"He said... 'No, but I find that it's important to keep abreast of the social climate in all circles'." He snorted. "And I was like, 'is this guy for real?' It was the most pretentious thing I'd heard in my life. So I asked him if he was screwing around with me, and he said he wasn't. And then this long moment passed, awkward as hell. And then, like it was a totally normal conversation, he just said, all matter-of-factly, 'although, I do like some of the fashion articles.'"








Seth did an impersonation of Baridya's self-serious tone with the last quote, and a few people snorted out some laughs. But it was pained. It was too soon for something like this.








"What a guy, though," he went on. "When push came to shove... I've never known somebody more dependable."








"He... Was really nice," Ophelia said, her words very weak. She sniffed. "He was a very kind person."








"Yeah," Seth said. "Yeah."








"It's selfish of me to say," Kamrusepa said, "But, it makes me sorrowful that our last real interaction of substance was... Well, what happened the other night."








"I'm sure it wasn't a big deal to him, Kam," Ptolema said, trying to sound warm. "He never let stuff like that get stuck in his head."








"The class will probably never be able to go back to what it was now," Kam continued. "Even if nothing else happens. It's all... Sort of spoilt, isn't it?"








At that, the room once again fell still, people gradually breaking eye contact and drifting into their own thoughts.








I wasn't feeling as bad as some of the others. The emotional suppression that had already been keeping my reaction to Neferuaten's death bottled away had quickly adapted to encompass this event, too, leaving it all feeling as though I was watching a drama rather than being really here. Still, if I made the effort to look at it plainly, it was incredibly sad. Even though we hadn't been close, Bardiya had always been kind to me, and I'd enjoyed talking about some topics with him that usually frustrated me with others, like politics.








That'd been how we'd first met. I'd come upon him in the library, which was one of the parts which had been rebuilt after the bombing. They had some condescending plaque set up there across from where we'd both gone looking for a required textbook, and had got to expressing our frustrations. I'd spent most of my life without feeling like my beliefs were really fleshed-out-- Too busy worrying about other things. So hearing it from him, I'd started to feel like a whole new world was opening up for me.








But now, I wondered if I'd go back to being completely without conviction. Well, depending on how this all ended--








No. Stop thinking about that. Save it for later...








Save it all for later, when I could handle it. For the time being, there were implicit questions hanging in the air about what happened that were going unaddressed. Ones which, when thought through, raised a single, grave question.








My eyes scanned the room, looking at the others again one by one, seeing if there was anything - even something slight - that seemed amiss. But then, as if reading my mind, Ran suddenly spoke up.








"I don't want to say this," she said, her tone firm. "But we need to talk about what happened."








"She's right," Linos said very quickly, giving a firm nod, like he'd been waiting for someone other than him to say it. "We might feel safe now, but now we know for sure that there's someone around us who's willing to kill. The longer we rest on our laurels, the more danger we're all in."








"Are we in danger now?" Mehit asked, her tone tense.








"I--" Linos hesitated, biting his lip. "I don't believe so, but I don't truly understand how this happened to begin with. The entire area was encompassed by the barrier..." He frowned doubtfully. "No, that's getting ahead of ourselves. The point is that we made a mistake letting our group get divided, even slightly. From now on, we should make sure everyone stays within each others line of sight, no matter what."








"Sounds like something Bardiya would say," Seth said sadly. "He was always a really tactical thinker, that guy."








"C'mon, Seth..." Ptolema said weakly.








"I'm sorry," he replied, shaking his head. "It just-- My mind just keeps going back to it, no matter what anybody says."








"It's rough," Fang said, speaking up for the first time I'd seen. "There's no getting around it. All of this, it sucks. But..." They looked upward. "Maybe I don't have a right to say this. I don't know you guys as well as you know each other-- We haven't hung out much outside of the academy, and I know I'm always busy with stuff? But from everything I knew about Bardiya, he wouldn't want us to just sit around feeling shitty. He'd want us to get to the bottom of it."








Linos nodded again. "Well said. Even if what just happened feels... Impossible, and frightening, I believe if we pool our accounts, the truth may well come to light."








"Don't you think it might be better to delay this matter until we've made it to the tower?" Kamrusepa asked. "There's nothing useful we could surmise here , and this room is hardly defensible. It would be better to move forward and try to gather more information about the situation as we go."








"I think you need to read between the lines of the situation a bit, Kam," I said. "It could be dangerous to do anything requiring coordination as things are."








Because someone here could be the killer.








"Wh-- Su," she said, leveling her gaze. "I do understand the situation. You should read between the lines of what I'm saying."








She means that it's obvious there isn't enough evidence to establish absolutely what happened. So the most that can possibly result from this is us casting suspicion on one another and compromising our ability to work as a group, the logical part of my brain explained. It's all in the way she said 'useful information'. As in, we might learn things, but only enough to make things worse.








But even with that premise in mind, I wasn't sure that I agreed. It wasn't as though there was nothing we could figure out, whatever insight we were able to infer, whatever justified suspicion, could be the difference between life and death when we were all watching each others backs.








"I get where you're coming from, Kam," Fang said, "but we're not idiots here, y'know? That's kinda the whole, well, premise of the thing. People are gonna be drawing conclusions in their own heads even if we don't say it out loud. So..."








"We might as well say it out loud," I said.








"Yeah." They nodded. "It's two kinda bad options, but this is the better one. Bottling up our thinking is only gonna divide us more than anything."








"I suppose," Kamrusepa said, frowning.








"It would be better if we tried to... Approach this in a structured way, I think," Linos said. "Break what happened down into individual events, and then get everyone's perspective piece by piece." He glanced around. "Agreed?"








Everyone seemed to assent, except for the members of the group in borderline unresponsive states.








"Okay, then," Linos said, nodding. "First things first... Let's talk about the pistol shot. First, I'll say the event as I experienced it." He cleared his throat. "First, I heard the shot, and my incantation reported an impact against my barrier, if a fairly slight one. I said as much, but then Utsushikome and Ophelia reported that they couldn't identify anyone in the direction of the blast, or at all. After that, I tried to calm everyone down, then sent out the group to investigate the sound... Which ended with the pistol retrieved, and in this odd state."








He gestured at the object, which was still sitting at the table near where Fang left it. I didn't know the first thing about guns, but I had to assume someone had been sensible enough to put the safety on or something by now.








"Anything anyone wants to add?" Linos asked.








"Uh, you didn't mention the incantation Fang performed," I said, hesitant. "...but otherwise, I think that was everything important."








"Alright," he said, with a nod. "Now let's hear from someone who was part of the group doing the investigating."








"Alright! Guess I'll step up," Fang said, and punched their other palm. "Let's see-- There's not a lot to tell, really? We stepped outside the room, and from the smell and the blast holes in the wall we realized straight away what'd happened. We followed the trail down to, uh, Bardiya's room, and then found the pistol underneath the bed, facing the incriminating direction." They swivelled the pistol around where it sat on the table, then flicked upward, showing it to everyone observing. "I wouldn't really call myself an expert, but I know some odds and ends about this stuff? So I took the liberty of making sure that the refraction setting made sense for the power of the blast, just in case someone was getting fucky with us. It does; we've got two focus lenses down, plus all three intensity lenses. That's gonna produce a thin, powerful shot that'll cut through just about anything."








"But Linos said he barely noticed it," Seth said, engaging in the conversation in a very reluctant tone.








"Well, if you'll forgive the lack of modesty, I am an expert in this field, master Ikkuret," Linos spoke. Even this very slightly humorous tone felt forced; hollow. "Plus, I'd expect going through several walls took a lot of power out of the shot."








"Yeah, that'd be my guess," Fang said, with a nod. "I guess this whole part is pretty cut and dry. The only mystery is how the shot went off at all, when there was nobody there to do it."








"We're certain there was no one present?" Kamrusepa asked, raising an eyebrow.








"I cast the Anomaly-Divining Arcana at a strength big enough for the whole building a few minutes ago," Ran said. "Other than the ambient ones the sanctuary still have active, there were none in effect recently other the ones we cast openly... And two specifically in the kitchen." Her eyes flickered towards the door. "We'll get back to that. But the point is, unless both Su and Ophelia botched their incantations completely, then there wasn't anyone else in the building."








"I didn't botch my incantation," I said defensively.








She eyed me. "I'm not saying you did, Su. I was just framing the possibilities."








"Just from taking a look at it, it's preeettty easy to figure how the shot went off," Fang said, still toying with the object. "The real question is how it went off in that moment."








"You're talking about the weird band wrapped around the trigger," Ptolema said.








"Yep," Fang replied, nodding. In an action that proved the pistol did have the safety active (but still managed to make me jump), they pulled back on the band where it gripped the trigger, stretching it away and causing it to release, before letting go, whereupon it snapped sharply back into place. "It's elastic. Super tight."








Oh, I get it.








"This isn't hard to figure out," Ran said. "In fact, you've probably seen a trick like this in one of your mystery novels, Su."








"Y-Yeah," I said, nodding. "Uh, basically... You put something firmly behind the trigger to stop it from going all the way down, then attach the band in place. Then, the moment the 'something' is gone, it'll be pulled the rest of the way and go off. It's a pretty well-known component of traps."








A few people made noises of understanding to this, nodding.








"Uh, hold on," Ptolema said. "Does this really explain anything...? I mean, if it was just lying under the bed, there was no trap. How would the 'something' end up gettin' moved out of place to begin with, especially when we know nobody used the Power?"








"I mean, there's a pretty simple way it could work, though it raises some more questions," Ran said. "Just use an object that's unstable and will either get displaced or break after a few minutes. The ideal would be a tough chunk of ice, but anything that would bend slow enough would work."








Linos rubbed his chin. "Which one of you picked up the gun?"








"That'd be me," Fang said.








"And did you notice anything odd at the time? Was anything damp?"








"Nnnnope, I'm pretty sure it wasn't," they said, with a shake of the head. "I didn't see anything stuck in it, either. The others can mostly vouch for that, I think?"








I nodded vaguely, but though Kamrusepa did the same, I also noticed her narrow her eyes slightly.








This makes Fang uniquely suspicious, I realized. It's true that we saw the pistol, but not at all clearly until they'd physically handled it, giving them the unique chance to flick or wipe away the evidence. And judging by the word 'mostly', they're aware of this.








Well, there was no point throwing out accusations this soon.








"Mm," Linos said, looking thoughtful. "What did you mean when you said that it raised more questions, miss Hoa-Trinh?"








"Well, the main one would be what exactly whoever did this hoped to accomplish," Ran explained. "In retrospect, it's easy to see this as part of a plan to distract and divide us so they'd be able to... Well, so that what happened could happen," she said. "But it's not as if there's a specific way to time a piece of ice melting. The whole idea is based on a total leap of faith."








"Mm-mmm, I think you might have this whole thing kinda the wrong way 'round, Ran," Fang said.








Ran narrowed her eyes. "Tell me, then."








"Think about it from the perspective of the culprit," Fang explained. "You're trying to create an opening to make a move, and you've got a chance to do so with this pistol if the timing works out. Once you've figured that part out, well, there's already no reason not to do it, y'know?" They sat back a bit. "The worst thing that can happen it that it fires at a bad time, like when we were all out in the hall talking about clocks, and even then you haven't lost anything."








"Untrue," Kamrusepa said. "For one thing, you've given everyone you're trying to get at rather a big hint about your identity just by where the pistol is. ...in fact, I'm afraid to say it, but that's happened already."








"Finally," Ezekiel said, his voice slightly shaky. "Someone says it..."








Ophelia seemed to withdraw further into herself as this subject was raised. But as much as Ezekiel annoyed me in principle, he was right. It had to be discussed sooner or later.








"...we should probably face the facts as they stand, I think." I looked up to Linos. "Uh, sorry, this probably happened already when I was unconscious, but... Sir, can you confirm that this is the pistol you brought with you? The one you were carrying earlier."








He let out an expectant sigh. "Well, it's from our stockpile here rather than being a personal item, so it's not as though there are any identifying features... But the one from my chair has clearly gone missing. So yes, I'd say it's practically a certainty that that is my pistol."








"Then, uh..." I hesitated, feeling somehow like it wasn't right to say it. Like I was crossing a line that couldn't be un-crossed.








"It's obvious, I'm afraid," Kamrusepa said. "The pistol went into the room with you, grandmaster, and you did not once exit until we all made our way here. And that room was shielded firmly by a barrier for the whole time in which you were present. Ergo... The only party who could have stealthily taken it and set it in place... Would have to be someone together with us now."








After that, there were a few moments of silence. Ptolema looked deeply uncomfortable, and Mehit grew more tense then ever, gripping her daughters hand tightly.








"Could... That really have been done...?" Ophelia asked, her tone pained. "We were all packed so tightly in a tiny room..."








"Eeeh, I didn't wanna say anything, but I can think of a couple of points it could've happened..." Fang said, scratching the back of their neck.








"When we first entered the room, we were all far too occupied by what was playing out on the logic bridge for us to pay any attention," Kamrusepa elaborated. "That would have more than sufficed, but timing the pistol shot would have been far more difficult. So the smart money would instead be on when we all gathered around the table just before departing. If someone had subtly removed the pistol from-- Pardon, where did you have it stashed, grandmaster?"








"I... Just had it in the little bag on the side of my chair with the safety off," Linos explained, with a note of guilt.








"...indeed," Kamrusepa went on. "If someone had subtly removed it earlier, it would have been possible to quietly set up the affair in the background, then toss it into position as we all departed."








Ophelia nodded, lowering her head so much that her blonde hair flopped a little over her eyes, darkening them.








"But I don't believe there's any way to guess at who is truly responsible," Kamrusepa added. "...which is why I was hoping not to bring any of this up."








"If we're looking for someone good at setting up little devices, there's one easy candidate," Ezekiel said, eying Lilith.








At this, Mehit looked to him with an expression I hadn't seen her make before. Her face contorted downwards into a scowl of utter contempt. "... Mister Ilaadbat. I would very much like to hope you're not suggesting what it seems you are."








Lilith, for her part, didn't seem to react. Ever since this had all started, it was as if something in her had just... Shut down, and now was barely even present mentally. All she did was anxiously look at her logic engine occasionally, only to seem disaffected, her eyes unfocused.








I wondered if she was having an anxiety attack.








"I'm n-not suggesting anything, old woman," he replied, with a cold look of his own. It was remarkable how aggressive and unpleasant Ezekiel could stay even when visibly anxious. If anything, it intensified it rather than the inverse. "It's like the Saoite said. I'm just framing the possibilities."








"Knock it off, Ezekiel," Seth said, his tone betraying more sadness and anger than his usual reprimands.








"Or what, Seth? Or what." He crossed his arms. "A man is dead, and someone sitting here was probably a part of it. This isn't a group therapy session. We can't mince fucking words."








"L-Let's stay focused. I understand the situation... But there's no point in any speculation before we have all the facts."








"Shit," Ezekiel said, running a hand down his face. "We need to be paying attention to what people are even saying in this conversation, in case they're trying to lead us down the wrong track."








"Honesty is one thing, but this is not helpful, Ezekiel," Kamrusepa said.








"Yeah, see? Shit like that." He crossed his arms tightly. "Someone here is working for a bunch of sicko death cultists. We need to keep our wits about us."








"Hey, the old man is right," Fang said, speaking up louder than both of them. "We gotta stay focused. Right now, this is all hypothesis. We're not even absolutely sure that it was set by somebody in our group. For all we know, something could be going on that's completely over our heads."








Appeal to uncertainty wasn't much of an argument, but still, I understood why they said it. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like the situation was a delicate balancing act. If we shied away from reality too much, it could doom us. And if we let ourselves fall into infighting, that could doom us too. There needed to be push-and-pull from everyone who still had a level head.








"Speaking of which," Linos said, "Let's put the pistol aside for a moment and move on to the more difficult part." He clasped his hands together. "That is to say... What happened in the kitchen."








I looked to Theodoros. He looked in no apparent shape to talk, barely seeming aware of even the surrounding conversation. Linos, who must've been having complicated feelings considering their relationship, seemed to notice this and looked to Ptolema instead. "Miss Rheeds. Why don't you give us your account?"








"Uh..." She blinked a few times. "I dunno. There's not much to say, y'know? We all went in, and Seth started saying what we should pick up. Some tinned food, drinks... Theo and Bard headed towards the back to look for the gas switch since it was so dark, and to find some oil like you asked for, but we could still see okay from the light out here. I knew where all the tinned food was 'cause I was in there for a bit yesterday when dinner was getting put together, so I went straight for it and just started packing a bag." She swallowed the air, tense. "Then we heard the shot. Seth said something, uh..."








"I think I said, 'oh, shit'," he informed her, helpfully.








"Yeah, something like that," she replied, nodding. "Then we all just left. And that was it."








Linos nodded, but looked wary. He'd probably been hoping the explanation would go on for longer. "I see..." He looked to Ran. "Miss Hoa-Trinh. You mentioned that you detected two incantations in effect."








"Mm-hmm," she said, nodding. "Both of them were cast at about the same time, when Ptolema and Seth stepped out of the kitchen, if I were to guess. One was the Object-Manipulating Arcana, and the other the World-Deafening Arcana, used to lock the door and to silence everything in the kitchen for about four minutes."








The World-Deafening Arcana had been one of the ones Neferuaten had used, hadn't it...? Could the culprit have stolen her scepter? It hadn't been on the body.








"You, uh," Ptolema hesitated. "You can't tell where they were cast from, right?"








Ran shook her head. "Just the nature of the incantation, where and on what it was active, and when it was cast."








"That's still enough for a pretty good picture," Fang said. "Just, uh, to be certain, somebody shared this divination with her, right?"








"I did," Linos said, with a nod.








"Okay, just checking. Phew," Fang said. "Okay. So it feels like what happened was that the culprit waited for as many to get out of the room as they could, locked the door and silenced everything, and then, uh, did the murder. Pretty simple, I guess."








"Ptolema, Seth," Kam said, looking towards them. "Was there anyone else in that room, that you saw?"








"I'm pretty sure there wasn't," Ptolema said, though she didn't look absolutely certain. "I mean, I guess they could've fit in one of the cabinets if they were a kid or, like, shorter than Ran. They're pretty small, though."








"It's hard to imagine how it could be possible," Linos said. "If there was anyone in there when I expanded my barrier, it should have come into contact with them and either hurt them quite a lot, or else broken the incantation." He clicked his tongue. "Probably both, frankly."








"Sheesh. No dice on easy solutions, huh," Fang said.








They said that, but in truth, I imagined they'd known where this was going. Where all of this had been going, since the start.








Slowly, eyes started to turn to Theo.








"In that case," Fang went on, "...well, I guess there's no choice but to hear it from the horses mouth, huh?"
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Linos looked uneasy about this development, even if he'd probably seen it coming. It wasn't particularly difficult to guess why. As things stood, despite Theo's state, the facts as we understood them - that only him, Seth, Ptolema and Bardiya had been in the kitchen, with nothing else able to pass through Linos's barrier - meant that his testimony could really only have two outcomes.








1) He gave an account that pointed to either Seth or Ptolema - or both - lying about their side of events, or directly implicated them. Or,








2) He gave an account that didn't, and thus, barring any other revelations, implicated himself.








It was a bad spot. I didn't think Theodoros could possibly be a killer, let alone put up such a convincing front of being horrified; frankly, he didn't have the social skills to be subtle. But it was inarguable that he'd been acting suspicious for most of the weekend, especially surronding the other male members of our class. Further, I was biased on account of my memories of him as a little kid, since it's hard to picture someone as a murderer when you can remember them wetting the bed in the room across from you.








Assuming he was innocent, it was also an unfair situation. He didn't look like he was in any state to talk at all.








"Theo," Linos said regardless, his tone gentle. "I'm sorry to do this... But do you think you could tell us what happened in that room?"








I wasn't sure Theo even completely heard him. He continued to stare into the middle distance, his eyes seeming vacant.








"Theo," Linos repeated.








"O-Oh..." Theo finally said, his voice cracking as he turned his head in a stiff motion. "Sorry."








"Theo, I'm sure this is difficult for you, but we're trying to figure out exactly what transpired in the kitchen," Kamrusepa said. "With Bardiya. Since you're our foremost witness, we need you to give us your account."








"Shit, Kam," Seth spoke up, his tone irritated. "Try not to sound like you're putting him on trial."








"I'm sorry, Seth, but in a circumstance such as this, the needs of the group must come first. We are all feeling the weight of what has happened. We are all in danger. We can't afford to prioritize individual comfort."








"It's true," I said, nodding. "...it's not great, but it's true."








Seth gave me a look of disappointment. "C'mon, Su, I thought you at least would have some more empathy."








"That's not fair," I said, my tone turning a little weaker. "This is really scary, you know? I don't want to die here because we haven't learned something important."








"No, I'll--" Theo gulped, like he was choking back something foul, his lips curled into a pained expression. "I can talk about it. I'll... I don't know if it will help, but I can talk about it."








The room fell into an expectant silence at this. His breathing grew heavy and deliberate, like he was trying to pysch himself up before doing something dangerous. ...Actually, that was probably exactly how he felt.








"Take your time," Linos said.








Finally, he scrunched his face up as he took one last sharp intake of air, then begun. "H-Honestly, it all happened so quickly, and it was so dark, I'm not really sure exactly what I saw. I, ah, was kneeling down under the sink near the back of the room, looking for the oil, when I heard the shot and Seth shout something from the other side of the room. By the time I looked up, him and Ptolema were already running out into the dining hall. I stepped over to the door after them once I'd f-found my footing, but it closed on it's own. I think I heard it lock, too..."








"That must've been when the Power was used," Ran said.








Theo nodded hesitantly. "A-Anyway. After that, it was suddenly very dark - the only lights were from under the doorway, and from a little gas lamp Bardiya had pulled out while looking for the main switch. I turned in that direction to call out for him, and... And..."








He winced, biting his lip.








"Take it easy, Theo," Seth said soothingly. "Like your dad said. Take your time."








He took another few deep breaths, then nodded, seeming to steel himself.








"I... Bardiya was right up near the window at the far side of the room, when I turned. I only saw him clearly for a moment before the lamp fell over... But the window was open, and he was staring out of-- No, rather, it almost looked like he was being pulled by something. One of his arms reached out to try and grab hold of something, but there was nothing." He shook his head. "When the light was gone, I tried to call out, but I couldn't hear a sound from my own mouth... Or from anywhere at all. And then, I... I..."








He ran his hands urgently through his hair, as if trying to wipe something off them, and gasped urgently. Mehit, who was sitting next to him, stared wide-eyed.








"I couldn't see well, but it looked like something was... Was feeding on him," he went on. "He kept being pulled out through the window over and over again, and every time, there was more and more blood when he pulled back. I could even feel some of it splatter on my face, see the light reflecting off the puddle... And more than anything, I could smell it. It was like a butcher's shop, but sickly sweet." He shuddered. "E-Eventually, whatever it was let him go, and he slumped down. I'd been too shocked to move up until that point, but realized I needed to help him, so... I tried to step forward. I still couldn't hear my own voice, so I tried to turn his body around. That's when I... That close, I could see..."








"You... Don't have to describe it, or anything," I said, trying to sound soothing. Some of the others nodded.








He shook his head. "His... It just fell apart, right in front of me. Like only the angle had been holding the skin together. It fell all over the floor..." His eyes started to well up, and let he out a pained sob. "After that, I can't even remember. I just know I was banging on the doorway. I had to get out. I've never been so terrified in my entire life. I couldn't even think about trying to s-save him. I just had to get out..."








"That's probably enough, I think, Theo," Linos said, putting a hand on his shoulder as his son fell further into outright tears.








"Yes," Kam said. "I believe we know the rest well enough. ...Though, this has afforded us an unhappy lack of answers."








"Hey, c'mon, lets not be negative," Fang said, with a sympathetic smile. Their upbeat demeanor clashed with the atmosphere even more than usual. "Thanks for telling us all that, Theo. Must've been really tough!"








He nodded weakly.








"So..." Fang said. "Here's what I'm gonna guess. Based on the fact that monsters aren't really, well, real? The easiest way to interpret the account is as somebody attacking Bardiya through the window." They looked in my direction. "Uh, sorry to ask, Su, but was the window open when you looked in the room?"








"Uh, no," I said, twitching a bit at being forced to recall to the image. "It didn't look like it was."








They nodded thoughtfully. "Same for us. Huh, that's kinda confusing..."








"I-I think it might have shut at some point when it was all happening," Theo suggested weakly. "Slid back down when whatever was doing it... Withdrew."








"Why are you so convinced it wasn't a person?" Mehit asked, tense. "Pardon my brusqueness."








He thought about this for a few moments. "I... suppose I'm not, really. I couldn't really tell what was happening at all. It just... It didn't feel like something a human could do..."








Honestly, you didn't have to think about it much to draw the conclusion that Theo's account was, for intents and purposes, pretty useless, even assuming it was entirely the truth. Where you're in near complete blackness and in a dangerous situation, the eyes themselves become unreliable narrators, desperately filling in the blanks based on nothing but scraps of context clues. So from the moment he'd seen Bardiya knock over the lamp... Well, anything could've happened.








About the only thing it told us objectively was the timing of the incantations being cast - the door being locked and the sound being suppressed. But it'd turned out that was right around the time everyone was throwing a fit and casting a load of crap in response to the gunshot. It would have been incredibly easy for anyone to have done it, either within our group, or from outside the building entirely.








Further, it pointed to scenario 2. Despite what he just told us, unless there were complications I wasn't aware of... The story he'd just given was impossible.








"There's something that needs to be cleared up," Ran said. She looked to Linos. "Sir, please tell us in as much detail as you can exactly how your barrier works."








"Good thinking, miss Hoa-Trinh," he said, with a nod. "I'm sure you've pieced some of this together just hearing me cast it so many times by now, but it's a custom incantation I created myself, modifying the Energy-Nullifying Arcana. The base component terminates all motion in anything that comes into contact with it and essentially acts as a brick wall on top of blocking incoming incantations, while the additional one adds a repelling force that becomes incredibly strong at close proximity, physically damaging any matter that tries to pass through it."








"And you can move and change it's shape while it's active," Ran stated.








"M-More or less," Linos said hesitantly.








"Wait, uh, I'm kind of confused," Ptolema said, scratching her head. "If it works like that, wouldn't just moving it around damage stuff? Like, when you expanded it to cover the kitchen, shouldn't it have smashed the wall to bits?"








"Mm, well, the energy nullification doesn't actually apply when I move the barrier, so as long as everything I'm expanding it through is motionless already, then it'll just pass through harmlessly. I do have to disable the repulsive component for those times, though--- There's an element of the incantation to give me dynamic control over it."








"Mmmm, hold up a sec," Fang said, rubbing your chin. "You're saying that stuff can pass through the barrier like it's no big deal when you expand or move it around, right? What about a person?" They pointed to him. "If that's a possibility, then this is easy. Somebody could have just been waiting in the shadows of the kitchen for you to expand it, then killed Bardiya once they were inside. They could even still be lurking around somewhere now."








This inspired a few cautious glances around the area, particularly from Ezekiel and Mehit, who jerked their heads around sharply.








"Uh, no," Linos said quickly. "That's not how it works. When I say things have to be motionless for the barrier to pass through them, I mean motionless in the truest sense of the word. Even if a human being stands completely still, there's still a lot of stuff moving around just underneath the skin. If the barrier came into contact with them while they were hiding somewhere, they'd either be crushed, or the whole incantation would break on their resistances." He hesitated. "I've never tested that, come to think of it."








"Could they have made themselves really, really still with the Power?" Ptolema asked.








"We already checked for incantations, Ptolema," Kamrusepa reminded her.








"Oh, right," she said. "Uh, sorry. I'm dumb."








"Um, what about a golem...?" Ophelia asked. "Couldn't one of those have been used to kill him? I suppose it would have to still be lying around somewhere within the barrier, but..."








Off to my side, I noticed Lilith mutter something about how stupid a remark this was.








"Golems always have some degree of internal motion too, Ophelia," Kamrusepa explained. "Their mechanics need to constantly stay in motion to prevent them from shutting down, and if they're fully shut down, they can't be reactivated except by a human being, and one who knows what they're doing at that. So any that could have actually done something like this would have been caught, just as much as a being of flesh and blood."








"Unless it was arcane," Ran said.








"Well, yes," Kamrusepa said, raising an eyebrow. "But that would have been detected by your incantation, Ran."








Ran grunted, seeming to be thinking about something.








"Actually, assuming this is all just a standard lockdown, there shouldn't be any golems here to begin with," Linos said. "They all return to the headquarters and the research tower when everything winds down for the night as a matter of course."








"Best not to take that as an 100%, I think," Fang said. "Considering, well-- Y'know. Everything."








"Oh, for certain," Linos said, nodding. "I'm just, well, putting the information out there."








I noticed that Ran, during the exchange of the last few sentences, had pulled out a sheet of parchment from her bag, and seemed to be scribbling some shapes on it. Peering over, I saw that it seemed to be a rough graph of the room we were in and the surrounding ones - that is to say, the kitchen and the conservatory.








"If you don't mind, sir, I'd appreciate if you could draw the extent of your barrier as it currently stands here," Ran said, passing him a different-colored pen. "Since so much seems to be oriented around this, I think it would be good to give everyone some visualization."








"Oh, certainly," he said, taking the pen. "The nature of the math means it's easiest to make it rounded, so it probably didn't quite overlap with the two rooms perfectly... Well, you'll see what I mean. What's important it that it shouldn't alter any of the facts in all this."








He drew, and we looked.


[image: ]


I noticed one thing very quickly.








"Huh. It looks as though there are a couple gaps in the corners of the kitchen," Seth said, before I had a chance to speak.








"Well, yes..." Linos admitted, scratching his cheek. "I'm surprised you didn't notice-- It must've been the lack of light."








"This seems like one of those things that feels like a big deal but isn't a big deal," Fang said, regarding the image with a mixed expression. "I mean, even if you assume somebody would be able to hide in plain sight in those corners somehow-- Actually, did you guys check them? The corners"








"Uhh, I'm pretty sure we gave the room a once-over at the start, yeah," Seth said. "Plus, I think they'd have to be standing on top of an oven if they were in the left one somehow."








"Got it, got it," Fang said, continuing. "Okay, so even assuming against all sense that someone could hide there, it wouldn't exactly change much about the situation. I mean, they couldn't go through the barrier or cast anything. So this seems like kinda a dead end."








It did seem like a dead end, and not just in that regard. No matter how you looked at it, there didn't seem to be room for an outside culprit. No one could get in or out of the barrier.








Which meant--








"Okay, I guess I'm going to have to be the sensible one. As fucking usual," Ezekiel said. "It's obvious what happened here. Theodoros had to have killed him."








The room practically winced at these words, though it varied from person-to-person if the reaction was one of anger or discomfort. Theo himself just looked upset, as if he'd somehow known this was coming.








"Shut the hell up, Ezekiel," Seth said, as if by instinct.








"Tell me how I'm wrong, then," he said confrontationally. "Tell me how else it could have happened. Unless the three of you are all lying about it together."








"I--" Theo muttered, his voice cracking. "I didn't... I'm telling the truth..."








"Oh, waterworks, great," Ezekiel said sardonically. "Yeah, that's a surefire way to prove you're innocent in spite of all the evidence. I bet the rest of the idiots here will eat it up. I swear, if the rest of you knew--"








Seth lurched in his seat, looking about read to punch the other boy in the face, But Ptolema stopped him, grabbing at his arm. "Easy, easy!"








She managed to stop him, but he still grunted and hissed in frustration, then yelled. "How the hell do you this think is making him feel right now, huh? Right after having gone through that?!"








"Hah, what did I just say," Ezekiel muttered bitterly.








"Everyone, please try to calm down," Linos said. His voice was raised compared to normal, and there was a firmness usually absent. "I think it would extremely dangerous to draw any conclusions at this point."








Ezekiel didn't respond to this with words, but his thought process was written plainly in the look of mutinous contempt he gave the older man. You're just saying that because you're his father. We're going to let ourselves all be put in danger because of your naked bias.








"As much as I disagree with the young man's tone," Mehit said, her tone slow and deliberate. "I think... It may be wise to take some precautions. Perhaps we could bind him for the trip."








"I think we should avoid extreme responses," Linos insisted. "There are too many unknowns here--"








"What unknowns, exactly?" Mehit asked. "I am sorry, but the situation seems quite clear-cut to me. Even if his guilt cannot be ascertained absolutely, it is obvious his freedom presents a disproportionate risk."








Linos looked caught off guard. He hesitated, unable to produce what he deemed to be a satisfactory response. His mouth opened, then shut again, his face reddening.








He glanced around, as if hoping someone would speak up in support of him, but the faces that surrounded the table were pained and reserved at best, and doubtful at worst. Even if no one could seriously believe Theodoros was a killer, there wasn't an easy escape from the apparent evidence. Kamrusepa looked like she was probably even in support of the idea.








...and in spite of myself, maybe I was, too. Even if it made Theo feel absolutely awful, it might've been the safest bet if you considered the rational best course.








Unfortunately, that wasn't the only concern in place. Linos was the closest thing we had to a leader at present, and the reasons for that were self-evident. Not only was he easily the most powerful arcanist - in the nightmare scenario that one of the inner circle was responsible for what was happening, he was our only shot at defeating them in a way that wouldn't be messy - we were also dependent on his knowledge of the sanctuary to get through any of this. We wouldn't even be able to find the administration chamber without his help.








But people with children are parents before they're anything else. With suspicion falling on his son, I could see Linos choosing Theo over the rest of the group, regardless of what the evidence seemed to suggest.








It was a bad situation.








And if I were the perpetrator, I thought, it'd be exactly what I'd want people to be dealing with.








However, it was at this moment that Fang, who had been leaning back in their chair for the last minute or so, made a dissatisfied hum, and sat up. "Hey, so, I was kinda hoping somebody else would say this... But I feel like you might all be jumping the gun, here? Maybe getting kind of carried away in the moment."








Ezekiel turned sharply towards them. "What? What do you mean?"








"I mean..." They scratched their head. "There's a really obvious way that somebody other than Theo could've done this. The timing sorta adds up, and everything."








"What are you trying to get at, Fang?" Seth asked, a little desperation in his tone. He wanted this, almost visibly. Linos, Ptolema and Ophelia all looked similar, the latter's eyes widening in sudden hope.








"It's easy," they said casually. "Linos had to take his barrier down for a second when we went to investigate the sound, right?" They gestured their hand upward. "Sooo, putting myself in the shoes of the culprit for a second, it seems like what they would've done is just wait outside the window for it to go off, look for a chance, and then lock it. Easy peasy."








What the hell, I thought. That is obvious! Why didn't I think of that!








The sentiment looked like it was shared across the table, with several people shaking their heads with a combination of bafflement and relief. Ezekiel seemed especially taken off guard, frowning to himself and looking away from the group.








"Of course," Linos said, seizing the moment. "That's the obvious conclusion. I apologize-- I should have drawn it sooner."








"Yeah, that's totally obvious!" Ptolema said, nodding enthusiastically. "I can't believe you guys were throwing Theo on the tracks like that."








Theo let out a heavy sigh, though it didn't sound it was exactly one of relief. There was a pained rigidity to it, like he was simply spent, and this had only relieved a fraction of the pressure.








Better than nothing, though.








"It was only two people, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said. "And this is a difficult situation. I don't disagree with the sentiment of what Mehit was saying, even if it was perhaps a little harsh. We must think pragmatically."








Ezekiel rubbed his eyes. "Doing something so complicated to someone in the tiny window the barrier was shut would have been almost impossible," he said. "It's stupid to act like this is suddenly completely resolved. The pistol shot still had to have come from--"








"With this now in mind, I have to apologize," Linos said, talking over him in a firm voice. "This... Likely occurred because I allowed myself to be manipulated by the culprit into giving them a chance to strike. Because of that, the loss of Bardiya's life is completely on my hands." He frowned deeply. "All I can say is that I am truly sorry for having failed, and that I will absolutely not make this mistake again."








It was obvious what was happening here - Linos was trying to establish the matter as resolved, even if it meant admitting culpability.








"Thinking about it, we really did play right into their hands..." Seth said, gritting his teeth. "I don't know if I can let something like that go so easily, even if I fucked up, too. But... Kam's right about one thing. This is all completely fucked. There'll be time to decide who did what and fight about it when the rest of us get out of it alive. And I fucked up too, anyway." He shook his head.








Ran was frowning furtively, her eyes narrow. She kept glancing at Fang.








Is she seeing something I'm not?








"Does this... Mean that the culprit, whomever is doing this... Could still be nearby?" Ophelia asked, her voice anxious. "Outside the building?"








Linos nodded. "That seems very possible, yes." He sighed. "For that reason, I would advice we depart as soon as possible. RIght now, we're practically giving them the run of the entire bioenclosure. They could be setting traps, and if they can turn this into a battle of attrition, that's how they'll get us, since our eris is finite."








"We're seriously not going to bind Theodoros?" Ezekiel asked, looking almost perplexed.. "Even if he wasn't responsible, he's the only meaningful suspect in our group. And it costs us nothing."








"I think it would be for the best if we didn't create a fractious atmosphere in the group right now, mister Ilaadbat," Linos said.








I honestly didn't know who I agreed with-- Or rather, what was right. I looked away from the exchange.








"A 'fractious atmosphere'..." He rubbed his brow, muttering. "This is fucking-- It's fucking absurd. Everyone's just going along with something that could get us killed because it's too uncomfortable to do otherwise. It's insane."








Mehit was looking very withdrawn, her eyes unfocused. She tapped her knuckles against the wood of the table...








"If we follow that sort of thinking..." Ophelia said, with a little more resolution than normal, "We'd end up having to tie up Ptolema and Seth to be safe, too, since they were there and could be lying. Soon, we'd be tying up everyone..."








"I don't want to distrust anybody," Seth said, his tone stubborn. "Even if someone... Somebody here... Really did help kill Bardiya by setting up that trap, so long as we don't know anything, we're just as likely to be fucking ourselves over."








"Mm," Kamrusepa hummed. "Perhaps the best course would be to simply exercise the utmost caution," she said, seeming to return to her original outlook. "There's likely nothing constructive we can accomplish now."








Or, in other words, the best course is to do nothing.








I wasn't sure if she'd been right from the beginning. This conversation hadn't really served us at all, other than conveying that we need to be extra, extra cautious.








Best not to consider the possibility that Kam could be right about something again, I thought. I mean, look what happened the last time you did that.








"In any case, I agree with the grandmaster," she continued, clasping her hands together. "We should depart as soon as possible according to the original plan, while exercising the utmost diligence."








"Yeah, I don't wanna stay here anymore," Ptolema said, frowning deeply. "Just being near where Bardiya is, without being able to... Really do anything for him..." She shook her head. "It's kinda screwing me up."








Seth nodded wordlessly, and gave her a supportive pat on the shoulder.








"I'm sure most of us feel the same way, miss Rheeds," Linos said. "And that being the case, unless there are any objections, let's get ready to depart."








Ezekiel looked profoundly unhappy, looking at the floor like he wanted to spit on it. But he didn't say anything further.








It didn't take us very long to gather ourselves together. I cast my barrier again in addition to Linos's, and a few of the others used some Divination arcana for good measure. Linos started assigning everyone other people to keep their eyes on at all times just in case, both in the interests of making sure no one could be picked off and, unspokenly, that no one could try anything sinister.








Ironically, it was this hustle and bustle - brief as it was - that allowed what happened next to occur. Because it was at this point, as we were making our final preparations, that Ran said something foreboding.








"Hey," she said. "Did you pick up your pistol, sir?"








Linos turned. "Uh, no," he said. "I don't have it."








"Because it's not on the table," she went on, and glanced around. "Did somebody else?








No one spoke up, and seeing the looks of confusion on each others faces, we glanced around the room. The answer, however, quickly became apparent. Because there were two people who hadn't responded.








Mehit was standing by the door, along with her daughter, whose hand she still held tightly-- It looked like she was about to slip out of the door. But when we noticed her, her head turned sharply back in our direction, her eyes wide.








The weapon was clasped in her palm tightly.
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"...Ms. Eshkalon," Linos said, his tone very slow and careful. "What are you doing?"








She didn't reply right away; for a moment, I wondered if even she had a satisfactory answer to the question. That's not to say she looked uncertain, mind. After all, people feel very, very strongly about doing things for reasons they can't put into words all the time.








But after a few moments, she did reply, with a surprisingly calm tone considering the circumstances.








"I believe," she said, slowly, "that it would be for the best for myself and my daughter to head back to the main building, where the Power is suppressed. I understand the reasoning for continuing as a group... But I cannot abide putting my daughter in a dangerous situation outside of my control. My judgement is that it would be safest to find a quiet spot for us which I feel confident I can defend, and remain there until everything is resolved."








Linos looked taken aback, but nevertheless seemed to consider this for a moment, while the rest of us simply stared. Lilith didn't even seem fully aware of what was happening, her eyes glued to the ground.








"Why do you have my gun--"








"For our protection," she said firmly, as he was still finishing the last word of the question. "I should not think your group will need it, with your numbers. I'm sure you understand." It was clear she was eager to end this exchange as quickly as possible, and her hand went for the door handle. "Now, if you'll excuse me--"








"Uh, the barrier..." Ptolema said, weakly.








Mehit flinched, then closed her eyes for a moment. Even when she reopened them, she didn't turn her gaze fully back to Linos. "Mister Melanthos," she said. "Please lower the barrier for a moment. I expect you need to renew it with eris for your journey regardless, so..."








It hadn't even occurred to her. That meant this had probably been a snap decision.








"H-Hold on," he said, with a very forced attempt at a disarming smile on his lips. "Let's talk about this, Ms. Eshkalon."








"There's nothing to discuss," she said.








"I understand you might have reservations about traveling together when there's the possibility that someone within our group could be involved with what is happening, but..." He straightened himself up, trying to speak with calm authority. "I truly do believe it's for the best for us to all remain together. It's my responsibility to protect everyone, and I intend to see that through."








"A man is dead," she said, so plainly it couldn't even be called blunt. "You have already failed in your responsibility."


Fang clicked their tongue. Even I couldn't help but wince.








At this, Linos seemed thrown off guard. He hesitated. "I... We really do need to stay together, Ms. Eshkalon," he insisted. "The killer could be right outside the building."








"Lilith is my daughter," she said, her voice a little more quiet. "I am her guardian. What is best for us is my decision."








Lilith started muttering something under her breath that I couldn't make out. The words were raspy, drawn out.








"Be that as it may," Linos said, a little firmness coming into his voice. "Circumstances being as they are--"








"IT IS MY DECISION!" Mehit shouted abruptly - probably louder than I'd heard anything screamed all weekend - her features flaring with furious anger as her gaze sharply turned back towards our group. In a quick motion, the pistol in her hands shot up, the safety pulled back, the barrel aimed directly at Linos's head.


That was incredibly fast for a civilian, something in me observed. She must have training.








Everyone lurched back in shock. Theodoros stumbled and practically jumped over a chair.








"W-woah," Seth said, holding up his hands. "Take it easy, ma'am--"








"Lower the barrier!" She demanded, her eyes wide. "NOW!"








"Fuck," I heard Ezekiel mutter, off to the side. "This is gonna get us killed if they hit us now, fuck, shit--"








"M-Ms. Eshkalon," Linos said, all confidence in his voice gone as he held up his hands in a soothing gesture. "Please, put down the gun--"








She fired, a searing pop cracking through the air as the bright blast shot just to the side of Linos's face, close enough to make him wince in pain. It tore through the table, shattering the wood and hitting the floor below. A few people screamed, most notably Ophelia, Theodoros, and - irritatingly - myself.








Gunshots reminded me of my grandfather's death. It wasn't a pleasant association.








"Dying gods!" Seth shouted, coming close to being hit himself.








Lilith, suddenly, started to cry a bit. It wasn't like the sort of crying that you'd normally hear from a child- It sounded pained, breathy, like she was having a panic attack at the same time. She hid her face from the rest of us. It was so counter to the person I knew, the smug and strange girl who varied between being incredibly awkward and oppressively adult, but could never be called shy or frail. The dissonance was so severe that it became unsettling, upsetting.








I had to admit, I started to panic myself, my heart racing. Realistically, Mehit was making a profoundly bizarre mistake to try and threaten a group of arcanists like this - if someone had reacted badly just to her firing that shot, she'd probably already be dead, and unless she was keeping an eye on everyone - I couldn't exactly tell - there was nothing stopping someone whispering or tracing a simple incantation to try and disarm her.








But that was looking at the situation from the perspective of a commentator weighing the odds in a fight. As a human, standing here in front of a gun, the reality was that you could pull a trigger faster than even the best arcanists could cast any incantation. Without a defense set up - and with her inside the barrier, we had none - it was the simplest way in the world to kill at least one person.








"I," Mehit said, taking a heavy breath as she spoke, sweat pooling on her brow, her voice cracking. "Have had enough. Of being-- Of being at the mercy of unnatural things. I should have never have brought Lili to this. Never let her into this class. I should... I should have kept her safe..."








"That's still possible," Kamrusepa said, trying to fill Linos's shoes now that he looked too shaken to speak. "We have a clear plan. We just need to work together--"








"It's already too late!" the woman cried out, through grated teeth. "It's... It's too much. All I've done is try to hold on to her, while Hamilcar... While all of you people, pull her further and further away. Put her in special classes, take her to special ceremonies filled with people like you... I knew-- I knew something like this would happen. One way or the other..."








She trailed off, and for a moment, the room was silent, no one else brave enough to speak up. Her chest heaved up and down as she kept the weapon leveled on Theodoros's father.








"...it's sick," she eventually said, the corners of her eyes growing wet. "How you pretend everything is normal. Holding these little dinners, talking to each other, pretending like you're not... Having all this pomp about the 'next generation' of arcanists, about how everyone is so special." She tilted her head, just slightly. "How many of you are like her? Hm?! I wouldn't be surprised if it were all of you. If this whole class just farce, some... Some..."








Once again, the room was silent. Though this time, it was much heavier.








Oh, I thought. So that's how it is.








My eyes flicked over to a few of the others. It looked like they were starting to understand a little of what was going on, too.








"I failed to protect Lili," she went on, breaking from her previous train of thought. "I've... Failed to protect her, over and over, from people telling me that everything going on is normal, that there's a clear plan." There was so much contempt in her words, she practically spat them out. "I won't make that mistake again. W-Whatever is left of her, of her innocence... I'll keep it safe, no matter what happens. Even if doing so requires that I give up my life." Her grip on the pistol tightened, and so did that on her daughter. "Now. Lower the barrier."








"Lilith doesn't have anything suited for combat on her scepter," Kamrusepa said, hesitantly. "You won't be able to..."








"Lower it," Mehit said, her tone growing gravely quiet.








"I-It's alright," Linos said, resigned. "It's alright. I think... I think we should let them go-- I'll let you go," he said, his tone soothing.








He touched his scepter and terminated the incantation for a moment. Instantly, Mehit was out the door with her daughter. I heard the front doors of the guest house open off in the distance, before slamming shut again... And then, silence.








Linos let out a heavy, heavy sigh as the barrier reappeared.








"Wow," Fang said, with an awkward smile. "Not... Great."








"Is this... Really alright...?" Ophelia asked quietly. "I mean, Lili-- She's just a little girl..."








"I'm not proud of it," Linos said, rubbing his brow. "But I think that was the best thing to do in a bad situation. All we can do is hope with our heart of hearts that the culprit has moved on, or else that they're not interested in targeting them. She's at least correct that if they can make it to the main building and find somewhere safe and closed-off to hide, it should be... Relatively safe."








"Let us hope," Kamrusepa said.








In spite of those words, the atmosphere was not at all hopeful. At least this had gone a little ways to diffusing the tension - now the only vocal objector to the current plan was Ezekiel.








"Man... She--" Ptolema cut herself off, holding a hand to her mouth. "I mean... I guess I always figured it was like that with Lilith, but hearing her put it that way--"








"Let's not, Ptolema," Seth said.








"Ah, right," she said, stiffly. "Right... Sorry."








We were all silent for another long moment.








Eventually, Linos clapped her his hands together with renewed resolve. "Right, then. No sense in delaying the inevitable any further. Let's move out."








And so we did, moving into an organized cluster as originally planned - albeit slightly smaller - and departing through the doorway ourselves, marching down the hall, our scepters drawn and some of our arms linked to share in the output of divination incantations. It felt almost like I was doing basic combat training again, albeit slightly more awful.








As we moved, Ran spoke to me. "You feeling okay, Su?"








"Y-Yeah," I said. "...Well, I guess as much can be expected..."








"Mm."








"Thanks for asking, though," I said. "It-- I appreciate it a lot. What about you?"








"I'm keeping it together," she spoke, lowering her voice a little. "Just thinking about what Mehit said." She glanced to the side. "Feel like I should've said something."








"Well... Everybody probably feels that way," I told her.








"Yeah," Ran said, nodding.








But then, what could we have said? It was the same as what had happened at dinner, when Lilith had shut everything down. It was a literal elephant-in-the-room situation, like visiting a mad relative who stuffs his cats after they die and keeps them around the house as grotesque ornaments As long as everyone ignores it, it's possible to construct a world where it's... Well, not that peculiar. Where things are something close to ordinary.








But when an outsider comes to visit, and points it out... That's all it takes to shatter the illusion forever.








In truth, I'd already had my suspicions about the precise nature of their relationship. What I hadn't realized until this moment was how bad I really would feel for Mehit. How much I'd almost find myself agreeing with her.








As much as I indulged in feeling sorry for myself regarding my own circumstances, I was fortunate compared to many. Through my whole life, both in my youth and in and after becoming an arcanist, the one thing I'd never wanted for was agency. Fate was kind to me - it had bent over backwards to grant me miracles, miracles which allowed me to trample on the lives of others in pursuit of my own deluded ideas of happiness. While never affording those I trampled the chance at resistance.








It also had spared me from situations of painful interpersonal complexity. Other than Ran - and even she was only a partial exception - no one knew of my vulgar nature, and it was mine to reveal or conceal if I wished.








Many arcanists were not so fortunate.









𒊹









As I explained previously, in the present day, all human beings were, physically speaking, temporal copies of the original 100,000 or so individuals whose biological material had been ensconced within the Tower of Asphodel at the end of the old world, able to live simultaneously only by virtue of a carefully-curated paradox. This was true without exception; you could have sentient life that wasn't dependent on iron, but such a thing could never be called a human. Even the animals the Ironworkers had cultivated in imitation of those from the old world were really nothing like the originals which had existed on Earth under close examination, mentally or physically.








And as I also told you, because human consciousness had been discovered to have an emergent component which resided in the Higher Planes, a new organ had to be engineered to allow the mind to function in the changed dimensional landscape of the Remaining World. That was pneumaic nexus, in case you're having trouble remembering all this terminology-- And that emergent component was often called a 'pneuma', though this was technically a colloquialism.








These two alterations to humanity's state of being gave birth, at the last minute of the Ironworkers labor, to an unexpected complication. In the past, the extra-planar element of the mind grew naturally from a human fetus during the later months of maternity, as the cerebrum began to spark with the crude beginnings of higher thought. But for reasons that were never truly understood - it could have been an inevitability just by virtue of the temporal duplication process, or perhaps because the pneumaic nexus made the process artificial, or maybe even both - this no longer happened. Instead, in new human beings, the pneumaic nexus would simply attempt to re-link with the consciousness of its seed.








This wasn't a problem, at first. After all, the first settlers of the Mimikos and the Empyrean were just those 100,000 people, in bodies directly transposed from the Tower of Asphodel. But when it happened to infants...








Well, obviously it would cause issues, both for the baby trying to bind itself to part of an adults mind, and for the adult who was getting, well, binded to. Fortunately, the Ironworkers developed a solution. The pneumaic nexus was altered so that it would simply sever the link at the earliest stage of fetal development, forcing the mind to develop a new higher-planar structure, a new 'soul'.








However... After the Ironworkers had already resigned and disappeared from the world, an issue came to light.








It was found that the new generation, the children born from this process, had no capacity to use the Power. Even though it had no visible effect on consciousness or intellect, the trauma of the severing process damaged the ability of their minds to take on an Index, meaning that using the Power was impossible. Think of it like cutting down a tree down to its stump. It might be able to regrow, but its shape will never resemble its former self. There were cases where this didn't happen - where the 'trauma' healed just so - but they were one in a million. So rare as to be useless.








This outcome was nothing short of disastrous. The Ironworkers had left arcana for mankind to compensate for their own failings, and to allow them to possess a quality of life, of dignity and abundance, not too separated from that which they had experienced before the collapse.








Without it... It would be like going back to the Old Kingdoms era. Scraping out a frail existence in a hostile and unkind world, where you'd be lucky not to die of tuberculosis or be eaten by some animal.








Look-- All of this is really technical errata keeping me off the main point, which is that human beings can almost never use the Power naturally. So there's a... Process, which people have to go through to make it happen. It's come up a few times already, and you've probably picked up on the fact that even discussing it is taboo. You could call it an open secret, something that only the fraction of the population to be Inducted ever learns.








Without the Ironworkers, people were forced to find their own solution to the problem. So they raided the archives of the Mimikos's creation which they'd left them, searched through the parts of the Tower of Asphodel which were still possible to interface with after the world had been set into motion.








What they discovered was that the idea that the Tower had only preserved the 10,000 or so human beings within each of the Parties, that they alone were the last remnants of human civilization, had not been strictly true. Though the physical matter that could be integrated into its structure had been limited, this wasn't true for that which wasn't physical. The pneuma normally disintegrated upon the death of the biological mind, but in the Imperial Era, it had been discovered that it was easy to keep it in a state of stasis simply by continuing to feed it a tiny amount of information across the planes.








And so, when it had become clear that there was no preventing the end of the old world... That's what they'd done.








For billions upon billions of people.








As I understood, at some point the Ironworkers had simply abandoned the idea of re-embodying these... Well, I guess the only thing you could call them was 'ghosts'. The scope of the task was too much for what they were capable of, both materially and in their own stamina. And so they'd been left to rot deep within the Tower, where they presumably would have resided forever...








That is, had they not been discovered in that pursuit of a solution.








It was at this time that a profane theory came to those scholars, those who would in time be called Egomancers, diviners of the mind. If the spirits of the young had been deformed through the act of severance, then perhaps - unlike the stump of a regrown tree - a scar upon which a replacement could be grafted yet remained. A mechanism to repair the damage borne of the 'miracle' of creating a new human being in this world which was, by all rights, long, long dead.








The Power could not normally be used on the brain directly; it simply wouldn't touch it, either mundanely or through the Higher Planes. You couldn't alter it. You couldn't even truly read it-- Incantations like Fang's Moment-Emulating Arcana had to base their observations on inference. But there was one means by it could be interfaced with which wasn't quite mundane - that is, though its connection to the Tower of Asphodel, the same process which allowed logic bridges to function in the present, and by which the Ironworkers chose to facilitate the attaching of Indexes.








It was by this mechanism that the first Induction was performed... Awakening one of those orphaned souls to fill that hollow space.








The pneuma contains much of the information that makes up higher consciousness. Memories, thought patterns, aspects of personality which were not dictated by the more carnal components of biology. In a sense, it could be thought of as the platonic essence of a human being; who they are, absent the pressure of existing within an environment.








In this regard, the issues inherent in affixing them to a living person, with their own mind, were obvious. In the worst-case scenario, the original individual would simply be overwritten; left as nothing more than a set of inherited motor functions, preferences and habits, with their personality and memories to be examined, worn, or discarded as seen fit. Obviously, this was undesirable. So the Egomancers refined the process of Induction by meddling in the nature and speed of the upload from the Tower of Asphodel.








The objective was to make it so the imposed ego would be so frail that it would be obliterated at the moment of arrival. In this sense, it was already at a disadvantage; in a completely unfamiliar body and brain, the mind was prone to default to that which seemed most familiar. But traces would frequently still echo, eliciting changes in personality, lingering memories...








What was desired was for the true nature of what was happening to be unnoticeable. After all, the concept was deeply, deeply disturbing at its root. To human beings, our inner world is the most precious thing. It's shocking how much people keep from one another; how much people insulate their complete selves from the painful constraints of day-to-day material reality and social convention. For that to be compromised so completely, well...








In the end, it was 'improved' greatly, though never perfected. In the modern day, it was - just as I'd been told in that doctors office, years ago - extremely unlikely that any of this would have a major impact on someone. The majority of people who went through the process didn't even feel anything happen, and for those who did, it was more like dreaming they were another person briefly; a fleeting thing, immaterial and of no true consequence.








But not for everyone.








The story is long and complicated, but to generalize, the world reacted to this like human beings react to all unsolvable problems-- Which is to say, they decided to pretend it didn't exist. No one desired to try and integrate something so disturbing into their culture. No one desired to think of the minds consumed in the process of Induction as, well, people... And most of all, no one desired to conceive that there was a slim chance that people they knew, perhaps even their loved ones, could be someone else wearing their face.


No one who mattered, at least.








In the end, the reactionary solution reached was that it would be kept a secret among non-arcanists, and culturally forgotten as much as possible. Research further into the topic using the Power was banned and Egomancy with it, replaced by the pneumenology, a strictly medical practice that only replicated the existing techniques. People were sworn to silence, and media concerning the matter was forbidden. Of course, a secret on that scale is impossible to keep completely; any one who really cared could find out.








But most people wanted to forget about it. The original sin of civilization in the Covenant Era, such as it was.








Arcanists didn't even really talk about it among ourselves. Those who weren't afflicted were no different from the average person in finding the idea that the people who they worked with every day, who they might have even grown up and gone to school with before they'd become arcanists, were imposters, and those who were partially afflicted tended to want to leave it behind them, to establish a sense of self that felt absolute.








And for that slim few... Those who truly couldn't be helped... A choice was given. To either decide to - in spite of their self-conception - embrace the identities they now possessed and play that role for the rest of their lives, for both their own sake and the people who would otherwise be left to grieve something so strange and terrible. Or to have all ties severed, and begin a new life in the uttermost sense, preferably far away.








Either way, you were encouraged to keep it to yourself.








However, there was nevertheless an unspoken understanding that existed between all arcanists, regardless of what group one happened to fall into. Which was that we were different from other people. There was a special kinship, a special debt to repay through ones actions, one way or the other...








But it's one of those things Neferuaten had talked about, during the tour. Two people can discuss suffering as a result of a lack of food, describe their violent pangs of hunger and the horror and fear they felt for the people around them, and believe they've had the same experience. Think that they understand one another.








But in truth, there are levels of hunger which are utterly unalike. And what they really understand is nothing at all.



            


056: Cut-Out Face
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By the time we exited the building, there was no remaining sign of Lilith and Mehit, save for the fact that a lamp was missing from the lounge which they'd presumably absconded with. It was a bad sign, because in the total darkness in the direction of the main hall, one would think it would be easy to spot even a speck of light. They could have been at a bad angle, but...








Still, there was no point in dwelling on the matter when our own lives were still at risk. Protected by our barriers, we advanced out into the garden and, as planned, passed the colorful and carefully-arranged display of flowers to head back towards the women's entrance area - the 'Gynaikeian gateway', as it was dubiously referred to.








Ran spoke up not long after we left, glancing around. "I can't see the ocean."








"Yeah, I was gonna say," Seth said, his head turned upwards. "What's up with that?"








"Oh, I asked about it when we were walking over here from the other bioenclosure," I informed them. "Linos told me it was because of the barriers that go up as part of the lockdown process, I think...?"








"He didn't mention that when he was listing the four things a lockdown was capable of doing," she replied. "What were those again--"








"Anti-arcana fields, stopping the flow of non-essential eris to specific bioenslocures, sealing the doors, and blocking logic engine communication," I recounted.








"Thanks, Su, but I do have a working short term memory," she said flatly.








"Uh, sorry," I said. "Just trying to be helpful."








"I didn't believe it was relevant when giving the explanation," Linos said, inevitably overhearing us since we were all in a tight formation. "Since it doesn't affect anything actually within the sanctuary."








"Uh-huh," Ran said, pursing her lips.








"Seems like kinda an over-the-top thing to have," Ptolema said. "I mean, what's really gonna attack this place from the outside? Sea monsters?"








"A properly trained war-arcanist with an abundant supply of eris is more than capable of descending to this depth, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said matter-of-factly. "Or a submarine, for that matter."








"I guess," she replied, frowning. "Seems kinda like something that wouldn't happen, though."








Ran rolled her tongue around the inside of her cheek for a moment, then clicked it. "Hey, Su."








I looked back to her. "What is it...?








"When you woke up at the main building, could you see any of the lights from over here?"








I nodded. "Yeah. That was why Lilith wanted us to go in first place, since it meant there were probably people... Still around..."








Oh.








Wow. I really did have too much on my mind. I was barely thinking at all.








"We can't see any water between the bioenclosures," Ran deducted, her tone non-confrontational in spite of its accusatory implication, "so if a hypothetical shield were to exist making us unable to see beyond them, it would have to cover them each individually. But the fact you were able to see the guest house is in direct contradiction of that premise."








Fang winced to themselves, and several of the others looked to Linos with questioning expressions. Even Theo gave him a careful glance downward as he pushed his chair.








"I, ah. Hm." Linos cleared his throat. "I.... It's possible I may have simplified the issue a little bit."








Kamrusepa clicked her tongue. "Now I feel rather silly for defending the notion."








Fang twisted their lip thoughtfully, their eyes wandering. "So, when you say 'simplified'..."








He means he lied, my inner skeptic translated. He lied about this, and he lied about where the sanctuary is and how getting here even works. This probably has to do with the same secret that Neferuaten was half-concealing about its true nature.








Or he could just be a liar who lies about everything, my sense of paranoia suggested in contrast. He could have lied about the every detail about how this place works. He could be leading us into a deathtrap right now.








"I wanted to-- I wanted to give Utsushikome an explanation that wouldn't be too overwhelming, since it was just after we'd found Neferuaten's... Body, and she was still in a state of shock," he explained. "How exactly this sanctuary works-- Well, it's a little too technical."








Would it even be worth it to confront him regarding what Neferuaten had told us about? Probably not. That would be technical, too, I expected.








"So why can't we see the water, then?" Seth asked.








"Well, that's what I'm saying, master Ikkuret-- It's a little technical," Linos repeated. "The simplest way to put it is that, when something like this happens... Or just between meetings, for that matter... The sanctuary moves."








Kamrusepa rose her eyebrows skeptically, apparently put-off by her misplaced faith in Linos's earnestness from a moment ago. "It moves."








"Well, it doesn't move," Linos helpfully 'clarified'. "It might be better to say it changes it's relationship with its environment. Like I said, it's all rather complicated."








"You're being pretty vague about it," Ran said. "You could try and give us a rough explanation, don't you think?"








"Well, I'm not a-- An Aetheromancer, miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos said, a little irritation creeping into his tone. "It's difficult for me to convey it properly especially when I'm attempting to keep a close lookout."








That was odd. It had sounded like he was going to say something different, but had cut himself off.








"This seems like something we're not gonna get anywhere picking at, right now," Fang said. "Why don't we put it on the shelf for a bit until we get to safer ground."








"Yeah, I'm not really following this..." Ptolema said.








No one exactly agreed to drop the subject after that, but because of the pace we were setting, it was easy for the momentum in the conversation to die off. But about 20 seconds later, I did hear Ran mutter something.








"...msday bunker..."








I blinked to her, not sure if I'd caught that properly. "Huh?"








She spoke softly this time, just to me. "You have enough of your brain intact to remember what I said yesterday? About my guess as to what this place really is?" She eyed me. "I'm feeling more and more confident."








I pushed my lips tightly together.








I had to admit, when thinking about everything we'd seen, it did seem to click to a degree that was pretty inarguable. Human beings don't require very much to survive at a base level - just air, water, food, a place to sleep, and a place to relieve oneself - but the labyrinthine path of evolution has instilled us with a variety of more complex needs that we must fulfill in order to live, to have an existence that won't drive us slowly out of our minds. We need to be in touch with nature and beautiful things. We need to have a range of mechanisms for entertainment. We need a variety of vehicles for self-actualization. And above all else... We need other human beings.








The sanctuary, Apsu, seemed designed not solely a defensible place to research life extension - or even higher principles that would lead to indirect­ life extension, as both my grandfather and Neferuaten had alluded to - but rather to fulfill those needs as greatly as possible in a closed space. It was comfortable to the point of excess; decadent to the point where how it was even sustainable was mysterious.








...in fact, now that I thought about it, even the name itself was a hint. 'Sanctuary'. It wasn't a word like 'fortress' or 'bastion' associated with inpregnability, nor one like 'refuge' or 'enclave', associated with merely staying alive in a state of retreat. Rather, it had similar connotations to something like 'haven'.








But a haven for what, exactly? Just the order, if it had come to the point that they'd have to seal themselves away from the world forever?








Don't be stupid, I scolded myself. It's obvious that it's something to do with what Neferuaten and Zeno both talked about. The discovery which could change the world...








I sighed to myself, removing my glasses for a moment to rub my eyes. I really needed to know more about what had happened during my missing few hours, especially about what had been underground. And by implication, if I really had seen the future, even though that was obviously insane and impossible.








...my gut twinged as I recalled the other part of the night I desperately needed to remember. I folded my arms, holding them close to my chest.








Don't worry, I thought. I'll get through this. I'll find out how to save you, and then get back safely...








I needed to believe that right now, if nothing else.








To my surprise and relief, we ended up not being ambushed, and soon arrived at the women's entry hall, which looked much the same as it had been when we saw it two days prior - well, absent Ophelia's vomit stain, which had been cleaned up at some point. The mural, which remained as unsettling as ever, towered over us. Dead ahead was the image of Gilgamesh diving into the ocean to retrieve the flower of eternal life. In the limited light of the lamps we were carrying, it looked more he like was simply falling - his head a split-second away from crashing into the rocks and splitting open.








...why had such a violent image come to mind upon seeing that? It was like I'd observed the first time. Something about the way it was painted spoke of contempt, though I wasn't sure what it was contempt at. Before, its design - sharp and simplistically evocative, with harshly contrasting colors, and the humans drawn without faces or distinct features - had merely seemed striking, but now... There was something disturbing about it. Something almost menacing.








"Huh, wow!" Fang said, smiling as we entered. "This is pretty cool!"








Hm, I thought. They must have been taken in through the other entrance, then...?








"It's... Something, alright," Seth said, glancing around. "Is this the mural you guys were talking about?"








"That is indeed the case," Kamrusepa said. "Though we don't have the time for the critical examination we undertook the first time, sadly."








"Yeah, I guess not," he said flatly. "Hell of a thing to lead with when it comes to your guests, though. I feel like I need to watch my back with it at all sides, like this."








"It is a little unsettling, seeing it like this..." Ophelia said, her eyes sad. "But still beautiful, in it's own way. It's a pity Bardiya can't be here to see it, too. He was always so fond of unusual art, and I'm sure he would have, well..."








She trailed off, her form retreating inwards, her eyes downcast. Ptolema put a hand on her shoulder soothingly.








"We don't have time to be sentimental about a drawing on a wall that looks like it was drawn by a teenager," Ezekiel said, sneering. He looked towards Linos. "Where's the passage you mentioned?"








"Against the northern wall," Linos said, gesturing for Theo to push his wheelchair. (The latter seemed to be actively avoiding looking at the mural after Ophelia's remark.) "It's hidden, but not particularly well, honestly. I'll find it and get it open."








"Do what you gotta do," Seth said. "Man, so this is supposed to be the Epic of Gilgamesh?"








"That's right," Ran said, with a nod.








"Where's the part where they kill the giant bull?" he asked, and dropped into sarcasm. "Might be useful info in there if we end up fighting those 'divine beasts'."








"You mean the Bull of Heaven," Ran said, now looking at it herself. "And that's from the previous tablet, leading into his insecurity and subsequent search for immortality. This just deals with the conclusion."








Seth snorted. "Guess a big fight scene would've been too much of a pain to paint for whatever lazy bastard did this."








With nothing else to do, I ended up looking at it more myself, thinking about Ran's strange myth about the circular books which could alter ones mind if you read them over and over. Not being constrained to a seat like I had been upon our arrival, I could see the whole thing in one fluid motion. Following the narrative over and over again - the man setting out, the man crossing the sea, the man failing the trial, the man retrieving the plant, the plant being stolen, the man returning and dying, another man setting out - it took on a hypnotic quality that made the idea of brainwashing feel almost realistic. I could feel my cerebral cortex going squishy.








But after a couple goes, my eyes suddenly stopped, drawn to something.








There was one entity depicted in the mural which did have a face after all, now that I was looking closer - the serpent. It was shown in only two sections, the second being it slithering away into the bushes with its face obscued, but in the first...








It was strangely detailed in a way that stuck out, like it had been added later by a different artist after the mural was already complete, and seemed to look directly outwards from the image, meeting the gaze of the beholder. It's face was unnervingly close to the point of perspective compared to its body, and you could see the scales on its face, the venom dripping from its mouth where it held the beautiful, multi-colored flower between its sharp fangs.








The eyes, though, were the most peculiar part. They weren't depicted like those of a snake at all. Instead, they looked... Human. Vivid brown irises surrounded by white, with dark, penetrating pupils. They were wide, striken with some strong emotion that could not be inferred with the absence of proper brow, but could only have been unspeakable anger or fear.








Seeing it, noticing it, sent a chill up my spine. Like I'd noticed something I wasn't supposed to. I stepped closer, for a better look--








"There," I heard LInos say behind me, along with a clicking noise and the sound of grinding stone. "Let's get moving."








"Finally," Ezekiel said. "Half-expected us to get shot at..."








I turned and saw the now-exposed passage, which unlike the room we were in, was lit. As a result, the light struck the mural, and the atmosphere of the room changed to a much less imposing one. I still wanted to get a better look, but everyone was already advancing into the tunnel, so I followed along.








The tunnel had obviously been a more recent addition then the chamber we were departing, as the walls were wrought of a far smoother and paler concrete, giving it the same atmosphere as the underground around the logic engine chamber. It was also very, very long - the outdoor atmosphere of the sanctuary disguised it, but the bioenclosures really were ridiculously large structures. The exit door was only visible as a tiny square well off into the distance.








There was one other door at the half way point, leading to the right, which presumably connected with the underground proper. ...though it's not as if I confirmed that, or anything, to be clear. For all I knew, it could've been a storage closet.








Things were pretty quiet as we moved along, so I realized - just in case things at the research tower weren't quite as idyllic as we hoped they would be - that this might be a good time for Kam and I to finally tell everyone else what we'd seen the previous day on the third floor. With everything that happened with Bardiya, it had been completely buried along with the plan to properly check everyone's scepters, but it still seemed like it could be pivotal context for us all going forward.








I cleared my throat. "Kam."








She didn't seem to hear me despite me standing right next to her, continuing her advance.








"Kam," I spoke more loudly. "This is, uh, a good time for us to talk about what happened, I think."








She turned to me, unpleasantly surprised. "Er-- Now? But we're in the middle of travelling."








"Linos said the tunnels are meant to be secure," I reminded her.








"Well, that's meant to be. You can never be too careful, Su."








I made a flat expression. "You'll say that no matter what we do, until eventually the other three decide we're just not going to do what we promised and say it anyway. Then we'll look even worse."








She furrowed her brow. "Now, that's an unfair characterization--"








"Uh, everyone," I said, speaking up. A few heads had already turned just from overhearing our conversation, but that summoned most of the rest. "Kamrusepa and I have something we need to talk about which happened last night, when Neferuaten was giving us a tour. It... Might be important to understanding what's happening now."








And so, I - with Kam joining reluctantly in after a few moments - launched into the same explanation we'd given Fang, Ran and Theo earlier, if slightly abbreviated. About my finding of the initial note, our discovery of the armory and the body, the note and what it had said, and our misguided decision to keep it hidden for a time.








Again, I somehow managed to conceal the fact I was missing a huge chunk of my memory over the course of it, though this was largely because Ptolema wouldn't stop interrupting with confused questions about the absurdity of the chain of events. She was a helpful person to have around, sometimes.








To my surprise, people weren't as angry as I expected. Though of course, Ezekiel was quick to make his feelings known.








"Great. Fucking great," he said. "So we had a chance to dodge this bullet, and you two girls flushed it down the lavatory because you didn't want to rock the boat. Why am I not surprised?" His tone cracked with bitter laughter, and he spat at the ground. "It's typical enough for Utsushikome to be a doormat, but even though your head is up your ass, I didn't think you were this much of a imbecile, Kamrusepa."








She ignored him, holding on to the vestige of her pride in spite of the circumstances.








"I am, I admit, a little frustrated that you chose to keep this from us," Linos said, his tone a little exasperated. "Especially after the conclave had ended. I can understand wanting to avoid the event being disrupted, but not reporting a body, even a suicide..." He shook his head. "Both of you should have known better."








"That's all you're going to say?" Ezekiel said, snarling. "They should have known better?"








"I'm a little pissed off for Bardiya's sake to know there might've been a way out of this, too, but it's not like throwing a fit about it at this point would accomplish shit," Seth said, his tone beleguered. "What's done is done. And they're not--" He hesitated, closing his eyes for a moment, before turning in the direction of Kamrusepa and I. "You guys clearly aren't pulling anything over us, since otherwise it'd be weird as hell to admit to all this now, of all times."








"T-Thanks, Seth," I said.








"I'm still a little pissed at you, Su," he said flatly. "I'm just saying the truth."








I frowned to myself uneasily, looking downward. I didn't know how to handle people being angry at me. ...Well, unless it was Ran, but that didn't count.








"If I seem relatively nonplussed, it's because I have a little more context on the situation that you might expect," Linos said tiredly. "As bizarre and beyond even my understanding as half of that story was, I doubt that telling it sooner would have done much to change the direction this night has taken."








"Why do you say that?" Ran asked, frowning inquisitively.








"Well, to start with, I should clarify that your assumption that the body you found belonged to Vijana of Yamune - the chef who you heard about from Yantho - was probably correct... Well, more or less, at least," he said. "We had actually been looking for her after the incident in the kitchen and pantry when the boy was knocked unconscious, and had discovered what appeared to be a suicide note at that point. We'd just been having difficulty locating the body."








Kamrusepa sighed. "Well, that makes me feel a little less foolish, I suppose."








"I don't get it," Ptolema said. "She was just a cook? Why would she do herself in for a reason that sounded so complicated, then? Wouldn't she have had nothing to do with the heavier stuff going on here to begin with?"








"We were wondering the same thing, back then," I said.








Hey, my logical instinct said. You're missing something really obvious right now, you know. Don't you remember the initials on the note?








Not now, I'm trying to pay attention to the conversation, I thought back at it.








Ugh, it said, as it was repressed by my preoccupation. You're useless at this.








"She wasn't... Exactly just a cook," Linos said. "One thing about secret organizations is-- Well, they tend to become rather family-oriented. People can't be expected to keep a massive secret from their loved ones over the very long term without, well, causing problems to those relationships... So the solution that many have taken over the years has been to, well, recruit them in some capacity. Get them involved."








Theo's gaze fell downward for a moment.








"So this lady was somebody's wife, or something," Seth inferred.








"Let's call that close enough," Linos said, with frustrating inspeficity. "Suffice it to say, she'd held a number of roles over the years she was with us, some of which were quite technical and bore a fair amount of responsibility... So it's not inexplicable that she'd, well, consider herself among the collectively responsible, regarding our work." He scratched the side of his cheek thoughtfully. "Her writing something like this, though, is another matter. It is her handwriting, but the letter she left for us was much more mundane and personal. I have no idea why she'd leave a screed like this on top of it."








"It could be a forgery, surely," Kamrusepa offered.








"Possibly," Linos replied, with a nod. "I'd need to take a closer look at it in contrast to some of her legitimate documents to be certain. It does all line up... Rather peculiarly, with the rhetoric we've been hearing from the people responsible for this nightmare, so it being planted for some reason isn't out of the question. Even if the reasons for such a thing would be completely beyond me." He sighed. "Then again, I suppose it isn't impossible she truly was involved with whatever is happening now."








Now that he had been confirmed to be obfuscating the truth on at least two counts, I was starting to wonder if it was even worth it to listen to Linos's explanations at all. Even extending him the maximum amount of charity, if his default response to not being able to say the truth was to make up something simpler...








"Hey, so: Question, now that this is all out in the open," Fang said. "The stuff where she's - well, maybe she's, maybe they're - talking about her and the order's sins, apologizing and begging people to stop... You have any idea what that's all about, old man?"








"I was, um... Also a little curious about that..." Ophelia spoke, hesitantly.








"Honestly, it could any number of things, even if the hyperbole is obviously a product of a disturbed mind," he said. "It's not as if the order has never done things people might consider unethical, even people within our own ranks... We've performed experimental treatments that have led to premature deaths, kept death at bay in manners which have been distressing for the patient... But when someone starts talking about the 'natural order', that's when you know that their perspective has become warped, regardless of why they're upset. I never would've imagined Vijana to be the type."








"When she's talking about the people who she's 'sinned against', with the idea they might've been somebody who found the thing..." Fang went on, "Any idea who that might've been?"








"None," he said. "I'm sorry. The lions' share of it really doesn't make any sense to me at all."








"Huh," they said, putting their hands behind their head. "Guess there's nothing for it, then."








"What I'm most confused about, though, is how you were led to find the body in the first place, Utsushikome," Linos went on, his tone becoming more severe. "You said you received this book about us from the man who oversees your class?"








"Um, that's right..." I said, hesitant. "His name is Nindar of Inadu."








Linos furrowed his brow. "Doesn't ring a bell... Well-- Regardless of whether he left the message or if it were someone else in the abbey at the time, whoever did must've known the location of the armory. There's nothing else hidden on the third floor it could be referring to."








"Uhh, sorry to interject," Ptolema said, raising her hand a little. "But why do you have an armory?"








Linos shifted uneasily. "To be clear, I'm mostly using the term just to match Kamrusepa and Utsushikome's understanding for the sake of clarity. It's not exactly an armory, per-se... It's more like a storage room for discarded objects. We have something closer to a proper armory under the security center, but since the change in the law, we haven't been bothering to restock or maintain firearms outside of a small reserve. So any that are out of date or slightly damaged end up there, along with some other objects that have been made redundant."








"They... Looked clean, when we saw them," I pointed out. "Some were even damp.








"Well, that's certainly not part of any regular duty for the servants, if so," Linos replied, raising an eyebrow. "Hardly anyone ever goes up there, or even to the connected passage. The only reason I can think for that is if someone wanted to hide fingerprints or other evidence - maybe we're being hoodwinked through this whole situation." He rubbed his eyes. "I'd suggest going up there and taking a better look, if it weren't for... Well, for everything else."








"If it's not important, then why was it hidden?" Kamrusepa inquired. "Even if the hiding seemed a little hasty."








"The room used to serve a different function," Linos said, sounding like he'd seen the question coming. "It's for executing ambushes on invaders. That's why there's the passage there that goes all the way down-- They come up, you go around..."








"Mm-- I see," she said, nodding. "That makes sense."








It totally doesn't make any sense, my sense of paranoia continued. There would be a million ways to do that better. How would you even hide the tunnel when it's completely out in the open? Everything that comes out of his mouth is deception.








I wondered if Linos had ever lied about things when we'd been kids, too. Maybe the cakes he used to bake for Akitum every year had been from a store. There was probably no end to his depravity.








We finally came to the opposite doorway. This one led to a short, vertical shaft in which the only means of mundane ascension was a ladder. Fortunately, the Power was working in this bioenclosure, too, so getting Linos up was easy, while the rest of us followed behind, eager not to be caught in a bottleneck. While you couldn't really make it out distinctly - the pale glow parts of it emitted wasn't vivid enough to cut through the extreme darkness to any significant degree - the Everblossom towered over us semi-clearly, but no one saw fit to have the appropriately extreme reaction to it, giving it at best an offhand and troubled glance. This suggested that whatever had happened during my blanked-out period must have involved it somehow.








It didn't look as though it were immersed in the water any longer, either, which raised further peculiar questions about the specifics of our situation. But I couldn't make out much of the trunk, let alone tell if it were still attached to the sea floor.








"Nearly there now," Linos said, once it became clear we weren't going to be ambushed. "Once we get inside, we'll head into the control office at the base of the tower. That'll tell us if there's anyone else inside. If not, we'll move right along and disable the lockdown."


"Is the control office the same as the administrative-thing?" Ptolema asked, looking confused.


Linos shook his head. "No, they're different. The control office just has some basic monitoring tools for the tower specifically - you don't even need anything special to access it."








"Right, right. So... What's the plan if we do manage to disable it...?" She went on. "I mean, we still won't be able to leave right away, right?"








"I thought I went over that earlier," Linos said, glancing to her. "We'll head back the way we came and holed up in the guest house, stay close to the gates." He glanced to the side. "...though, it would be good if we could find some way to notify Lilith and her mother, at least..."








"One step at a time!" Fang proclaimed optimistically.








"Mm," Linos said, with a contrastingly serious expression and tone. "One step at a time."








We snapped back into formation and headed to the tunnel leading into the tower-- Fortunately, the lockdown hadn't sealed the gateway, which had struck me as the biggest potential obstacle in this plan. It slid open, and we soon came to the glass doorway.








Our vision was flooded with the most light I'd seen thus far in an instant, the same pure white from all directions as I'd witnessed the previous day; things here were obviously still operating normally.








Before my vision could even adjust, I heard a voice coming from overhead.








"Ah," it said. "I expected you'd turn up here sooner or later."








We looked towards its origin, and a couple of floors upward, I could make out a figure whom I recognized from the robes. It was Amtu-Heddu-Anna, standing vigil by one of the doors, seemingly waiting for someone on the other side.








But something was off. The way she was standing was different from the last time we'd met, less stiff. And her voice was different somehow, too...








However, before I could process that, I was distracted by a different matter. At my last visit to this room, I'd observed that the floor seemed to be subtly transparent, and there was a sub-level present beneath it. That was now far more obvious, because off to the left, there was a large hole that had been shattered open, fragments of the reinforced crystal it had been wrought from strewn all around the area.








And leading into that hole... Was a vivid streak of blood.
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There was, in that moment, a distinct and highly-visible divide within the ranks of our group, between those who had noticed the giant bloody death crack in the floor, and those who had not. Theo, for example, was evidently aware, and was staring at it with the same wide-eyed combination of dread and bafflement as I was, along with a few others including Ran.








Linos the Deceiver, however, seemed thus far blissfully oblivious.








"Anna!" He called out in reply, with obvious relief. "Thank goodness. You have no idea how glad I am to see you-- I was starting to worry no one else on the council was left."








"The world has not afforded me such mercy yet, I'm afraid," she spoke up in reply, her voice carrying surprisingly well.








"Is there anyone with you?"








"The Neuromancer is, yes," she said, in reference to Zeno. "And one of the servants. Both are currently preoccupied with obtaining a hard copy of our research for the evacuation effort-- Or something of the sort. I don't recall the specifics. As for the boy he was keeping with him, he was with me until a short time ago, when he departed for the lavatory. Have no fear; he is veiled, so there will be no incidents."








Linos frowned. "Why didn't you stay together? it's dangerous--" He hesitated, stopping for a moment and biting his lip. "No, I'm getting ahead of myself. Do you know what's going on? Did you see the message sent over the logic bridge?"








"You mean the declaration of intent to murder us," she said. "And yes, we all did. Though that's hardly the main point of concern at present." She pointed towards the aforementioned pit.








Linos's gaze turned along with the rest who still hadn't picked up on it. Upon which most everyone's expressions matched.








"Gods above," Kamrusepa remarked, with incredulity. "What happened?"








"I... Am uncertain, for now," she said, hesitance in her tone. "Judging by the nature of the damage, one can surmise it came from below, but we were not present when whatever took place occurred. Durvasa, however, was in the tower control office across from where you are presently standing, and had spoken to us shortly prior... And there has been no sign of him since."








Linos rubbed his eyes. "Him too..." He let out a long sigh. "But you haven't confirmed anything?"








"No," she said, shaking her head. "That was only ten, perhaps fifteen minutes ago, and we couldn't surmise an obvious trail-- The blood stops once it descends to the lower level, so we'd planned to investigate further while traveling to the administrative center underground."








"Sounds like they left him for dead," Seth said darkly, and quiet enough so only our group could hear. "Kinda brutal."








Ptolema frowned at him. "Don't say weird stuff like that right now... That's not what anybody needs."








He shook his head. "Trying to pretend people can act decent in a situation like this... It just feels pathetic, after what happened to Bard."








"I-I understand," Linos spoke to Anna, ignoring the conversation happening behind him. "We were headed for the administrative center, too."








"I expected as much," she said. "Well, with Zeno, we shall have the three of us, which should give us unfettered access to the system." She hesitated, then spoke in a vaguely sardonic, hesitant tone I hadn't heard from her before. "Though, I'm not sure the system will accept my presence, as things are now."








I frowned. What was she talking about?








Ran glanced at me, and her eyes widened for a moment, like she seemed to have suddenly realized something. She leaned over to speak to me, but before that, I'd decided to take off my glasses to get a better look at Anna from where she was standing. Enough things had seemed subtly off enough that it merited closer attention.








It was at this point that the other shoe dropped, and I couldn't help but audibly gasp in surprise.








"N-No way," I said. "She's--"









𒊹









RAN








..Gods, I can't help but feel kind of stupid doing this.








I mean, you were there, Su.








Tch... Well, whatever. Let's just get on with it.








Okay. So it's like I said. I went to the toilet and... Calmed down a little bit from the awkward shit in our conversation, then went back to check on you. You were still sitting there, but were staring at the glass for some reason, your face all pushed up against it like a kid at a logic game store.








I think I saw a monster.








...what?








A monster. It was out in the water, standing in the surface. It was pale, and had a long beak like a bird--








Su, you can't do this shit. If I can't get two sentences in without you interrupting me to say you saw a fucking space creature hanging out on the ocean floor, then this isn't going to work. Let's just... Stay focused on getting the facts out, right?








Anyway. You didn't mention that at the time, and just told me you were really sorry for having screwed everything up, and then when I said not to worry about it, you shook your head and told me I 'didn't understand'. When I tried to ask what the hell you were talking about, you stared into space for a second, then said not to worry about it and that your thoughts had just got tied in knots for a second. I thought that was really weird, but it was already pretty close to when the conference was gonna restart, I just told you we needed to get going. So we did.








We met up with the others, filed back in to our seats, and Hamilcar gave this awkward speech where he apologized for the interruption without saying any specific about why it it actually happened, then basically did the exact same thing once the link to the audience was re-established, except that he also told them about the threatening message and how he intended to 'remain defiant', or some shit.








After that, they rushed us right back into the swing of things with the presentations. Lilith's went the best, Seth's maybe the worst, yours and Theo's were kinda in the middle-- Look, I'm not going to go over all that. There's a recording if you really care, but nothing went drastically wrong in the way Kam's did, and you seemed relieved enough with how it happened at the time. So you probably don't need to worry about it.








Whatever. The important part here is that Fang didn't have a presentation after all. After your turn, Linos gave a quick closing speech about the 'promise of the next generation' and that a lot of other organizations who've expressed interest in collaboration with the order should expect to hear from them soon, and then that was it. They shut down the link.








But instead of things ending there, Hamilcar got up again to address all of us again.








Doyouknowwhatthetimewaswhenanyofthishappened,bytheway...?








God, Su-- I just told you not to do this. I don't know - it was about seven? Let's say seven.








Anyway.








"...children," he said, sounding pretty wary. "Thank you all for your efforts today in the face of the many complications which have beset us. Despite all that has occurred, I feel we can declare this event at a least a partial success, which is of great relief to me. Though our peers may think us ramshackle, for our very first appearance of this nature, I believe it will be soon forgiven in light of this display of talent." He paused. "Originally, I'd hope to conclude this with a more comprehensive post-mortem discussion, and to give you all some time to ask more in-depth questions regarding our evaluation of your projects... However, we have decided instead to delay that for the time being, and instead extend our trust to you."








This was obviously a load of shit, so I glanced over to Fang real quick to confirm their reaction. In contrast to the rest of us, they seemed completely unsurprised, which meant that whatever they'd done had probably forced his hand into this somehow.








"There's still time to reconsider this, Hamilcar," Durvasa said.








Zeno rolled his eyes. "We just­ reached a decision about this, doctor. It's a little shameless of you to try and get it reversed unilaterally at the last moment."








The other man frowned, looking pissed off.








Hamilcar shook his head. "No, it's better this way. If indeed this does mean what it seems, then I believe it should be witnessed, especially by them. Even if we may appear foolish." He regarded both of the seating stands. "If you would please step down and prepare to follow me, we shall bring this event to its conclusions."








"What's this about?" Mehit asked as everyone else started standing up. She seemed kinda agitated.








"We're going to be visiting one of the order's more private projects, miss Eshkalon," Linos said, looking at her reassuringly. "Don't worry. It's all quite safe, I assure you."








"Rather an odd thing to feel the need to specify in this context," Kam mumbled.








"No kidding..." Ptolema said.








"Still, I can't help but be excited," the former said, one of her creepy grins spreading out on her face. "Even if the circumstances are very suspect, is seems as though whatever Fang brought with them is forcing them to pull back the curtain on some of their more secretive research. I, for one, am eager to see what comes of it."








"I wonder how that could've happened...?" Ophelia asked, her brow all twisted up. "You don't think it could be blackmail, do you?"








"I, uh... I have a hunch it might be more direct than that," you said, staring at the floor like a weirdo. "That it might be that their project itself has... Changed things. Solved a problem they were having."








"That's rather specific for a hunch, Su," Kam said.








You scratched the back of your head, making an awkward face.








I frowned a bit, then gave a look to Sacnicte. "Do you know what this is about?"








"Beats me," she said, with a shrug. "Haven't I said that they barely tell me anything?"








There was something about the relaxed smile she was giving that made me feel like she probably did know more than she was letting on.








We lined up along with the guys, and then the entire group followed Hamilcar over to the belltower and down the stairs, back into the underground. You don't need me to tell you this, but twenty people is more than can comfortably travel around down there, and so it ended up being a pretty claustrophic experience. Everyone was talking, too, both among the younger and older group, making the atmosphere pretty suffocating. Kamrusepa was trying to get Fang to open up about what was going on while they teased her, Bardiya, Theo and Seth were talking to each other about their presentations...








At some point, Neferuaten dipped away from the head of the group to talk to us again, near the back.








"The two of you did very well today," she said, with a smile. "I think everyone was quite impressed."








"T-Thank you, grandmaster," you said, holding your arms to your chest.








Neferuaten gave you a nod, then turned in my direction. "You especially were a surprise, miss Hoa-Trinh. Considering your rank in the class, I don't think anyone expected such a show-stealing performance."








"I'd live in a mansion if I had luxury credit for every time someone has prefaced a statement with something like 'considering your rank in the class', ma'am," I said.








She chuckled. "Forgive me, that was rather condescending. To be clear, it was extremely impressive regardless of the circumstances. I didn't think anyone in your class would attempt to approach the problem of associative-collapse dementia, even in a palliative context."








"It wasn't anything particularly complicated," I said. "I saw the research that came out from Qatt the other month about how memories being stimulated an hour after the initial experience improved retention and overall cognitive function, so I thought I'd make a simple artifice to do that. Nothing complicated."








"Perhaps, but in my experience, the wisest are those who are able to see the simple and obvious where others cannot," she said. "But you don't seem the type to appreciate flattery too much, miss Hoa-Trinh."








"I guess not," I said, narrowing my eyes.








She clasped her hands together as we walked. "In any event, I feel a little foolish for having acted so coy earlier, since it looks like quite a few things are going to be coming out sooner than I'd expected. I thought they'd at least put it off until the next morning, but Hamilcar still surprises me at times with his borderline masochistic impulse to rip the bandage off."








"Uh-huh," I said, and then repeated the question I'd asked Sacnicte. "What's this about?"








"Immortality, of course," she said, looking amused.








I stared at her for a second.








"...I'm just teasing, miss Hoa-Trinh," she said. "To rephrase, this is about a great many things. But most vitally, you could say that it is to serve as a demonstration of the failings of some of our membership. It's why they're so peeved about the whole affair, as it presently stands."








"You mean, this is about something they couldn't get to work," you said. "And Fang has brought something which changes that."








She raised an eyebrow. "You seem two steps ahead right now, Utsushikome-- Though you're not quite hitting the mark just yet." She hummed an annoying few notes. "But I wouldn't want to spoil the surprise, now. Not when we're so close to the moment of truth."








We went further down those halls then we had the other day, taking inward turns at every junction, until we eventually passed through a heavy door with an arcane lock and arrived at what seemed to be an elevator. It was wrought of metal bars in fancy, impractical designs, to the point that it looked like a square birdcage more than anything else. You would've thought something like that would've only had capacity for a dozen people, but it was actually stupidly large, and getting a better look at the floor and mechanical components, looked like it was designed to bear a lot of weight.








My first thought upon seeing it was that it was probably for more than just people - heavy equipment, maybe. There was also no hole in the ceiling to accommodate it going up, which meant this probably led to the place Neferuaten had told us about.








"I should ask," Hamilcar said. "Is anyone here frightened of heights?"








Seth sucked in some air through his teeth. "Not hard to work out where this is going."








"Um... I have a little trouble with them..." Ophelia said, warily.








Hamilcar thought about this for a second, then nodded. "That being so, I would advise staying near the middle of the group. You may find this somewhat distressing in the latter half."








"How far down are we to go, pray tell?" Kam asked curiously, as we all shuffled into the elevator one after another. "One would expect we were about as low as can be gone, at present."








He didn't answer. Instead, once we were all inside, he pulled a lever - which seemed to be the sole method of controlling the thing - and a gaslamp ignited just over our head. Then, we began to descend. The pace was slow (again, more like something you'd expect with industrial equipment then for something intended for regular use) and for the time being, we were surrounded by walls of stone in every direction.








"I must ask you children something," Hamilcar said, as we kept going down and down. I was starting to get a little pissed off that he kept calling us kids, but whatever. "Tell me. In all earnestness, what do you think of our goal, here? Please, feel no need to moderate your tone."








Kam was quick to speak up, as you'd expect. "Oh, it's unquestionably noble, sir!" she said. "I've been a supporter of the order for-- Well, as long as I can sincerely remember!"








He nodded, but said nothing further, leaving the silence filled by the sounds of machines. There was a sense of expectation in his manner which made it pretty clear he was expecting to hear more than just that.








"...to be more specific," Kam continued once she'd picked up on that thread, "I hold the sincere belief that radical approaches to human longevity, with the eventual goal of indefinite extension, is the rational next step in evolution for our species, both biologically and culturally. I believe it will usher in an age of unprecedented humanitarianism and economic prosperity."








"Hm." Hamilcar seemed a little more satisfied with that. "And the rest of you?"








Nobody other than her really looked excited to go along with this. Weirdly, none of the other council people interjected at all to offer there own commentary. It was like they were respecting some sacred ritual... Well, maybe not. Neferuaten seemed kind of amused, and Zeno didn't exactly look restrained, either, wearing what I was pretty sure was a look that implied disinterest to what was currently happening, but extreme anticipation of whatever was going to happen afterwards. He looked like somebody in the last 10 minutes of a 6 hour wait for dinner.








"Honestly... I've never really thought about it much," Seth said after like, half a minute. "I guess you don't really have to when you're young, y'know? That's a luxury you have."








"Yeah," Ptolema said. "That's kinda how I feel about it, too."








"Like-- I mean, my gut reaction is that it's obviously a good thing," he continued. "My dad always used to say that the goal for a doctor is always the same: To keep the guy alive for at least one more day. So it feels like just taking that to its logical conclusion." He rubbed the side of his neck. "But that's just, like... Some shit I'm slamming together out of vague biases, y'know? I don't know anything about the societal or cultural implications or whatever."








The texture of the stone the elevator was going through changed, starting to look like raw rock instead of cut out by people.








"Uh... I guess if I'm really honest about it, I just find it kinda scary," Ptolema said. "I mean, passing things down from one generation to the next is how things have worked since people were livin' in caves. If that didn't happen anymore... How would the world even work? Would every group of kids just have less stuff than the other before them forever? What'd happen when we ran out of space?" She scrunched up her face. "It just seems like there's no reason to rock the boat to me."








"'No reason to rock the boat'," Kam echoed in a shitty tone, rolling her eyes in the way she always does. "You could just as easily use such reasoning to justify letting a plague 'run it's course', Ptolema."








"I mean! That's different," she complained. "That's people dying before their time."








Kam made a bitchy snort noise. "What on earth does 'before their time' even mean? Whether one lives for five minutes or a thousand years, death is death. Nonexistence. People's 'time' is just a vague designation our culture has invented for how long it's appropriate to exist, completely unmoored from anything rational."








"Is dying really that bad, though?" Ptolema said. I was kind of relieved she didn't even really try to engage with her argument, and just cut right to the core of their disagreement.








Kam looked at her like she'd just said the dumbest thing physically possible. "Of course it is! It is, quantifiably the worst thing that can happen to someones existence!"








"I mean, you're not around before you're born, and that's fine," Ptolema said defensively. "There's no pain or anything. It's just... Whatever."








Kam frowned. "Ptolema--"








"Please, while your passions are completely understandable, I'd ask that you don't argue among yourselves," Hamilcar said, cutting her off. "I would rather focus on hearing everyone's perspectives, in this moment."








Kam's lips went tight. She clicked her tongue. "...as you say, grandmaster. My sincere apologies."








"If you truly seek my honest opinion," Bardiya said, going next, "Then though I do not object to the concept in its fundamental premise, I can best describe my outlook by saying that it is putting the cart before the horse. Our society is riddled with death and suffering that is entirely preventable, either as the product of systemic negligence or outright selfishness and malice. Were we to achieve immortality in our current world, all it would lead to would be the creation of an oligarchy in a state of complete social alienation from a mortal underclass, as Ptolema hypothesized a moment ago."








"And what would need to change, for you to become a supporter?" Zeno asked suddenly, seeming to break the unspoken taboo.








"Healthcare, at the very least, would need to be distributed based entirely upon need, and not via wealth or influence," he answered. "Though I doubt that such a thing could be accomplished without a more fundamental change to the social order."








"In other words, you want a fantasy to come true." Zeno sniggered a bit. "So often I see your generation create impossible qualifications for social change before you believe any revolution in technology might be morally pursued. How many people have said such things through the ages, I wonder..."








"Zeno," Hamilcar said, like he was reprimanding a naughty kid.








"Yes, yes," he answered back, waving his hand dismissively.








"Miss Eshkalon, mister Melanthos, miss Fusai," Hamilcar continued. "I would be especially interested in hearing your opinions, since you have personal connections to our order."








I wondered for a second what the hell he thought he was gonna get out of Lilith, since 1) It's Lilith, and 2) She was his niece, and if there was an answer, he probably already knew it. But I was kinda surprised when she gave a pretty complicated answer. "I d-don't disagree with trying to make people live for more time. I think that's good. People should be as free as possible. It's important." She repeated the word 'important' a few times under her breath. "But. Trying to make humans live forever is like trying to give a fish wings. They're not designed for it at all-- Suicides are nearly half of all deaths now. It'd be better to create something better to succeed us. Something without those flaws..."








Mehit stared at her, worried, for a good few seconds. Some of the others looked pretty taken aback, too, but I guess nobody knew what to say.








Hamilcar nodded slightly (which seemed like a pretty understated reaction considering), then looked to Theo.








He frowned, scratching the back of his head. "Well, ah. Obviously it's something I've spoken with my father about, but I don't have any exceptionally strong opinions on the subject... I suppose I would say that my outlook is similar to Bardiya's, but perhaps more moderate. I think the main issue would the management of culture-- I think there's wisdom in the notion that progress is made one funeral at a time, even though I know Kamrusepa hates that saying. There would probably need to be changes in allowing people to retain positions of influence... Though I'm not sure how practical that would be, in reality."








He nodded again. "And you, miss--"








"Uh, p-personally, though, I would like to live forever," Theo added. "Just to clarify that, I mean."








Linos glanced up and gave him a tired, worried look.








"...thank you, mister Melanthos," Hamilcar said slowly. "As I was saying. And you, miss Fusai?"








"Oh..." You brushed one of your braids out of your face. "Well... I agree with longevity science in concept, I suppose. I think a world where people could live for as long as they liked would be nice, and I certainly think there are methods that could probably extend life by another few hundred years." You drew out the moment. "I suppose I'm skeptical if immortality is really possible, though. I mean... When you get down to it, no one has any idea about how to solve the most fundamental problems. Dementia, late-life cellular dysfunction, accidental death..."








"You're pessimistic about the prospects, not the cause," Hamilcar stated.








You scratched at your head. "Well... It's not as if I'm excited about it," you said. "But I suppose it's like Seth said. I'm young, so it's not really something I have to think about."








"I think it's a very noble pursuit, personally," Ezekiel said, trying his damnedest to sound professional. "Humanity has wasted too many years constrained by outdated ethical mores on the topic. Now that the law has changed, it's only a matter of time until that perspective becomes the mainstream."








Kam bit her lip, looking pissed. She was probably tensing every muscle in her body trying to stop herself from calling him out as a fraud with no real beliefs that weren't Iconist trash.








"That leaves only two," Hamilcar stated, and turned towards Fang. "What's your opinion, Acolyte?"








"Oh! Huh." They held their hands behind their head, leaning back. "Honestly? I don't really have much of an opinion on this kinda stuff. Like, the research? All really impressive. But I don't think about when I'm gonna die." They smiled. "Gotta live in the moment, y'know?"








Hamilcar nodded. The air in the elevator felt like it was changing. Getting... Hotter, which felt like it sure as hell shouldn't have been happening. He looked to Ophelia, who flinched at the attention.








"Oh..." She said, and looked away hesitantly. "I'm sorry, is it alright if I, ah, decline to answer...? I don't want to create an awkward atmosphere..."








"There's no reason to be concerned," Hamilcar said, his tone utterly plain. "As I said. Please, speak your mind."








She shifted around like a cat on a hot floor, clearly unhappy. "Really, I'd rather not. If you don't mind..."








It wasn't really surprising, considering how much she hates talking, and especially arguing, about her religious beliefs. And she'd probably be right in thinking that saying that people shouldn't wanna put off death too much because it keeps them from their heavenly reward would go down like a cup of cold shit with the crowd.








Fortunately for her, Hamilcar seemed to accept it. "Very well," he said. "Thank you all. I wanted to ask because what you are about to witness... It may very well challenge the beliefs you hold on the matter." He hesitated. "In truth, the order has made a significant--"








"Aren't you forgetting something, Hamil?" Neferuaten asked, with a smug little smirk.








He stopped, looking to her in conclusion. She inclined her head towards me.








I felt a little pissed off at her. I know I'm the odd one out in the class in pretty much every sense, but it was pretty weird that he forgot about me... But it wasn't like I was really eager to try and give my own opinion on such a stupid topic and make it sound half way passionate. I know you liked that lady a lot, but--








...sorry. I shouldn't.








"...oh," he said, seeming more thrown off then you'd think. "Y... Yes, of course-- Pardon me. Miss Hoa-Trinh, what is your perspective."








I sighed. "Well--"








And then, suddenly, the walls around the elevator fell away, and we were in an open area, light coming from all sides. It was a struggle to even identify the nature of the space. There were visible walls very, very far away, making it feel kinda like a cave... Except that they looked too smooth, so they were probably man made, even if the scale for something like that was insane to think about. More fucked-up, though, was the complete lack of a visible floor. It was just blackness stretching out forever. Like we'd reached the bottom of the Lower Planes, and were face-first with the Abyss itself.








As soon as we arrived, a wave of heat hit me, enough to make me start sweating, along with comparatively intense light that was almost blinding for a second, coming mostly from below.








I looked down, and then up. And I saw it.








...honestly, I'm not good with this kind of thing. You'd think if you read enough novels, you could describe anything, y'know?








But maybe nobody could fully describe the sight in that godforsaken place.








Coming from a single point in the ceiling, were a network of... Well, I guess the best thing to call them would be 'roots', although that doesn't feel exactly right. They were metal - that much was obvious - and clearly man made, and were organized pseudo-symmetrically, bending at hard angles. In fact, maybe a better comparison would be a spider's web. There were only nine, at the very top, but they divided over and over again, spreading out in every direction and what I'd guess to be a square quarter-mile. ... And all of them were covered in not just in what turned out to be runes, but visible veins of red-white energy, cutting through the darkness like a hot knife.








They cascaded upon themselves, the pattern getting more and more complex until it - at a sudden point far beneath us - it turned inward on itself eventually starting to form an elegant spiral, and finally convening back into one unified structure. A pillar, narrowing the further it went, until it jutted sharply to the side at the last moment and came to a point like a needle.








And all around, the air was warped in a way that produced a multi-colored aurora, encircling us as we descended to the core of the structure.








"Ah, forgive me... We've arrived." Hamilcar said quietly. "...members of the Exemplary Acolyte's Class, I present to you what was our order's Great Work, and that which we have wrought in defiance of the gods." He turned around, facing us for the first time since we entered the elevator. "And the sword with which we once intended to cut our mortality down."



            


058: Cut-Out Face (𒐁)


                
RAN








First thing, I withdrew my camera, which for some reason I'd still been carrying around, and took a picture, the flash barely even noticeable with what was in front of us. Nobody tried to stop me. If I was going to have to deal with whatever the fuck this was gonna end up being about, I figured I at least deserved something I could show to my friends back in the city.








"Oh... My goodness..." Ophelia said, holding a hand to her mouth.








"What is this?" Kam asked. She was so starry-eyed that I bet you could pick out a constellation.








It looked like Hamilcar was about to explain himself, but before he got the chance, Neferuaten stepped in and cut him off, speaking in a real university professor-y tone. "This chamber comprises the remnants of an observation facility created by the Ironworkers to study thermodynamic phenomena, while this--" she indicated the huge web of interlocking metal structures "--might be considered the 'roots' of the Nittaimalaru, which some of you may have seen overhead already. It is, after a fashion, an echo of the same ambition, designed to do outwardly what it does inwardly. Which is to say, to create an environment isolated from entropic forces."








You made a weird face, adjusting your glasses, but I only had half an idea of what the hell she was talking about. I'd heard the Everblossom mentioned incidentally, and wouldn't see it until later in the night, so I had no context for any of this crap other than the conversation she'd had with us.








"You didn't say anything about this before, when we saw it the first time..." You said, frowning.








Neferuaten gave another of her shitty smiles. "That is because it is not the same project, even if the two may be connected. This is a more modern, goal-oriented endeavor-- More my speed by far, I think."








"It's huge," Ptolema said, gaping in all directions. "It's gotta be the size of a skyscraper! Or bigger!"








"It is the product of a century of heartfelt labor, miss Rheeds," Neferuaten said, strangely wistfully. "So it is fitting for you to be impressed."








"Why's it glowing? Seth asked, staring himself.








"That would be the eris currently being produced by the negation furnace some distance beneath us," she told him. "Because of the complexity of its design and the need for constant and complex self-maintenance, the machine cannot be shut down completely without being dismantled outright, so maintaining a flow of energy at all times is a requirement. It is less intensive than it appears, however-- The reason that this space is so humid and bright at present is less an inherent function, and more a product of it currently being in an inactive state. When there is too much energy, after all, the excess must be vented."








"Incredible..." Kam said, her head rapidly going back and forth from Neferuaten and the scene in front of us. "How... How could you possibly have kept something created by the Ironworkers a secret from the outside world? And on this scale no less-- No," she said, shaking her head in enchanted disbelief. "At this point, I shouldn't be surprised by anything." She shook her head. "Still, the scope of it all, it's... Incredible..."








I was still stuck on her having said 'negation furnace'. Having a private convention furnace for a place like this, which we'd heard about earlier, was one thing. But a negation furnace produces enough eris for a small city, or the entire Empyrean Bastion. It's not even legal to build one for private enterprise in most countries.








Excess or no excess, whatever this thing was doing was taking an insane amount of energy. The gigantic, mostly-empty chamber had to be ten times the size of the entire rest of the sanctuary, and the air was still thick with enough heat that I was wishing I'd dressed for midsummer.








The elevator was starting to approach the aurora, which glistened vividly around us, warping our view of the monstrosity and making it appear like it was writhing around like a living being. Looking below, I could see that there was some sort of structure we were approaching - a metal edifice with absolutely no shits paid to aesthetics. It looked like a series of boxes stuck to one another, suspended in its location by bronze poles rising from very, very far below, along with a small segment suspended by a stone pillar.








"Forgive me," Bardiya said, having a more low-key reaction than some of the others. "But I don't believe I fully understood what was stated a moment ago, so I must ask for clarification. You said the purpose of this construction was to create an environment isolated from entropy?"








"Yes, that was the purpose of this project," Hamilcar said, re-taking control of the conversation. "To be more specific, the goal was to create a meta-dimensional space in which information, energy, and matter may exist in a completely stable state."








I noticed he seemed to be talking in the past tense, for some reason.








Bardiya perked up an eyebrow. "Is that not already possible, utilizing Entropic Thanatomancy?"








"Uh, no," you spoke up, shaking your head. "I mean-- Sort of. You can simulate an environment in which entropy doesn't exist if you use a complicated enough variant of the Entropy-Denying Arcana, but it's still just the Power holding things together. It can't change the fundamental nature of physics, just like Aetheromancy can't get rid of gravity, just suppress it or change how it's expressed..."








"I see," he replied, with a nod. "Forgive me, then; I should not have spoken in ignorance." He faced Hamilcar again. "That being the case, I would pivot to other questions, namely: How, and why?"








Neferuaten chuckled to herself. I thought I noticed Zeno roll his eyes. For whatever reason, something in my gut was telling me that neither of those gestures were directed at Bardiya.








I swear, something is fucking up with all these people. It feels like they're all in on ten big inside jokes at once, and half of them are at our expense. ...but never mind that.








"As Grandmaster Amat noted, the secret of this sanctuary - and the one in which I am entrusting you all with - is that it was constructed upon the remnants of an installation of the Ironworkers, one of many through which they used the iron of the Tower of Asphodel to reconstruct our world. Here, it is possible to both view, and create, unorthodox planar makeup within the specific context of entropic phenomena."








"Do you mean here as in the whole place, or here as in this big underground room?" I asked him. This sounded like a hell of a lot more than what Neferuaten had tried to sell it as back when we were out in the garden. "Is there any unorthodox planar makeup going on right now?"








It took Hamilcar a second to answer this, which meant the answer was probably, as Linos would've put it, complicated. "You misunderstand my statement, miss Hoa-Trinh. I do not mean that it is possible to alter the reality we already inhabit... Neither here, nor in the sanctuary above us... But rather that one can create new, limited 'realities', partially-independent of our own. The Ironworkers used such powers to conduct tests in their reconstruction of mundane physics, before finalizing their work in the Tower of Asphodel proper." He took a breath, the machine which sustained him seeming to get strained for a sec. "But for all their power, they were from an age in which mankind's understanding of inter-planar physics was less sophisticated than our own, and thus their tools were limited in scope. What you see here is an attempt to augment and modernize them to make a radical departure from conventional reality, of the nature Grandmaster Amat described, possible."








He put it so dryly that it managed to come across as boring and academic, but it really is difficult to explain in worlds just how much of a fucking Tower of Babel vibe everything about this was giving. You can find over-the-top architecture made possible by the Power in basically any modern city, but looking at this thing and the sheer volume of enchanting that had to have gone into it... Combined with its spiral looking more like one of those perspective-trick paintings than a real, physical object... And you could basically feel reality squirming with this things ass pressed on its neck.








And that was without even discussing the objective he'd just stated, which was completely insane.








"Is this, uh... Legal...?" Ptolema asked, her voice quiet.








"Pretty sure it's not," I said.








Kam, however, was a lot less preoccupied with those kind of concerns. "Modernize the tools of the Ironworkers..." she said, her eyes still filled with wonder like a kid. "That's-- Such a thing has never been done! Without iron, we're constrained within the frameworks they created. It should be impossible, surely!"








She gestured excitedly with her arms as she spoke, accidentally hitting the side of Mehit's chest with her back of her hand in the crowded environment of the elevator. Kam didn't seem to notice, while the older woman simply closed her eyes, taking a long breath.








Hamilcar, on the other hand, seemed a lot less hyped. "Indeed. It is," he said hesitantly.








Kam blinked. This response threw her off, and her excitement turned to puzzlement.








"As for the why," he kept going, "that is a fairly simple question. All students of the Power know that, at the most fundamental level, it has only two functions: The rearrangement of particles, and the collection of information. But our culture is far more advanced in the science of the former than the latter. Divination only reliably offers snapshots of the present moment, falling apart as it ventures even marginally into the future or the past."








...as the Divination student present, I couldn't help but kinda wanna tell him to piss off for being reductive, since you could make massive inferences with the modern discipline that could predict things decades into the future in select circumstances. But you know I'm not really the type to cut in unless there's actually something worth getting out of it.








"As healers, this limitation is more visible to us than any other arcane vocation," he continued. "Almost all disciplines in which healing features are fixated on merely modifying or augmenting the body. Most focus on adding to it that which is helpful, while one, Thanatomancy, focuses on destroying that which does harm. I myself have believed in the former approach for most of my years..." His gaze ran down his own body. "...but even a child could tell you that all of this is fundamentally misguided. To 'heal' is to attempt to restore the body to a state of prior functionality, but rather than revert its state directly, we simply change it in an awkward attempt to recreate that which once was. However, there is one obvious exception."








"Chronomancy," Kamrusepa said, nodding with self-satisfaction. "It reverses the body to an earlier state directly - through temporal reversal."








"Indeed, acolyte." He nodded. "But tell me. Since you have interjected, why is it that we do not use Chronomancy, when it is so effective?"








"Because of the lack of information available," she said quickly and smoothly, like a kid who'd been called up to the front of the class, knowing they'd already memorized the textbook. "The Divination component of Chronomancy becomes exponentially more costly in terms of eris as time passes, before eventually reaching a singularity of complexity after around thirty minutes, at which temporal reversal transitions from unfeasible to physical impossibility."








"Eloquently put," Hamilcar said, with a nod. "Yes. Because our world is one in which information is constantly subject to decay - the inherent randomness of reality, that which we call 'entropy', making it increasingly difficult to infer the past from the present - we are unable to follow what should be the easy path, and simply restore our bodies to an earlier state." He turned back to Bardiya. "But, were that information retained, then matters would, of course, be different."








We were getting pretty close to the structure now. The colors were getting so bright that half of our group seemed to have tuned out the conversation outright, just staring at the swirling ripples of blue and green, and the increasingly distorted metal webwork.








Bard thought about this for a little while. "I believe I understand what you are getting at," he said, after a bit. "Indeed, if Chronomancy did not have such a limitation, it would be possible to restore an infirm individual back to their state of youth, so long as the brain was omitted." He frowned. "But I fail to see how the creation of a space in which entropy was absent would allow for this. A human would not be able to subsist in such a location, let alone spend their entire life there."








Neferuaten chuckled suddenly, getting both of their attention. "I'm afraid Hamilcar has a bit of a nasty habit of burying the lede in cases like these, Bardiya," she said smugly. "As I said, this facility has a specific role in observing and comprehending entropy - and not just entropy as we experience it, but as it exists in the Higher Planes and even to its root in the Timeless Realm itself. What if, in isolating and mastering it, information could be plucked not just from the present, but the past? What if we could create a miracle where time surrendered to us in utterance, and the states of the body... Or even the environments in which we inhabit... Were linear no longer, but navigable - as simple as flipping through the pages of a novel?"








Again, this was insane. I tried to consider it in the context of what she'd told us earlier about entropy being alive, and that just raised even more questions.








"It can't just be that," I heard you mumble in that stupid way you're always doing. "Zeno said it was about more than immortality..."








I looked to you. "What was that?" I asked. As a courtesy, I mean. I always hear everything whenever you do that shit.








You glanced away. "Uh, sorry. Just thinking about something I heard earlier," you said, presumably in reference to your conversation with Zeno. Presumably in reference to whatever he'd already told you to expect down here, which you hadn't shared for some reason or another.








Really, I'm not stupid, Su.








Meanwhile, Bardiya's face had shifted to a more hesitant look. It appeared that he was about to ask another question, but before he had the chance, Kam spoke up instead. "C-Could that truly be possible? Have you-- Have you really accomplished it?"








"No," Hamilcar said. "We have not."








Once again, her mood deflated faster than a balloon hit by an airship. "I-I don't understand, Grandmaster." she said.








"It is because, in spite of the considerable effort expended by its creator and his supporters, this project has not - and has never - worked," he said, suddenly seeming tired. "It has not, nor has it ever been, functional."








I looked at you, a little surprised your prediction from earlier had been so absolutely on the money. ...In retrospect, I guess that is pretty weird, huh...








"Wait," Seth said, as Kam, in the background, looked devastated. "So this whole thing... This whole giant contraption you built your whole base around... It doesn't even work?"








"It would be mistaken to say that we 'built our base around it.' It was more that this sanctuary was chosen to take advantage of the observational facility, and this component was added at a later date," Hamilcar said. "...however, you are otherwise correct. Despite the importance we once placed upon it, it is a failed endeavor, both in execution and, arguably, concept."








"Then why are we going down here?" Seth asked, raising an eyebrow.








"Because!" Zeno said as he looked to both Hamilcar and Neferuaten, one after the other, with a childish smirk at odds with his face in every sense. "It seems that may no longer be the case, doesn't it?"








Durvasa groaned and rubbed his eyes. Whatever was going on, he, at least, seemed pretty pissed off about it. Linos looked wary, too, though I couldn't see Anna under her hood to know what her reaction was.








"...yes, there may have been a change," Hamilcar said, cautious. "Though it remains to be seen if that is so."








"You sound almost frightened of the possibility, Hamilcar," Zeno said, practically teasing. "Did you not tell me once yourself: Those who fear the future will rot on the inside long before their bodies grow old?"








Hamilcar didn't react to this at all, but once again, the activity of his machine seemed to pick up a bit.








"As I stated," he eventually said, though not in address to Zeno. "I believed it is important for all of us to witness what transpires down here together, for good or ill. This was always to be a pivotal weekend, but it seems that something with far more wide-reaching consequences may occur, consequences that may ultimately prove beyond the capacity of any one individual to contain. Just as an oath gains greater weight when it is witnessed, I believe this, too, will benefit from such recognition and mutual understanding."








"This will be a spectacular day for us all," Zeno said, looking practically chipper. "We should all be glad to be here, in this moment. Don't you agree, Neferuaten?"








She just smiled and nodded, her gaze lost in the light.








I shuddered subtly. Obviously, it was looking increasingly like your assumption about Fang's role here and the change of the staus-quo had been right, regardless of what Neferuaten had said, but that vibe of this all being some kind of ritual we were expected to witness was getting stronger and stronger.








A few moments later, the elevator finally arrived at the bottom, dropping into the open roof of one of the metal rooms. The interior was less utilitarian, but not by much. The walls had more of an obsidian sheen to them, and there was some basic furniture - a table, a few cabinets, some charts with what looked like complicated data recordings next to a logic bridge - but it was still a sharp contrast to the old rich asshole-chic the rest of the sanctuary had going on.








There were windows too. Shaded, but not enough, so the whole place was still illuminated by the blinding light from the rest of the area. And boy, the word 'blinding' doesn't even cover it from any direction. At this point, it was more like staring into a moving piece of experimental art.








The metal bars slid open with a grinding sound as the elevator clunked into place, and Hamilcar started moving without missing a beat. "Come, children, everyone. Let us not linger."








We all followed after him, a spring practically in both Kam and Zeno's step as we went.








"What's up with those lights, anyway...? It's starting to give me a headache." Ptolema said, her eyes narrow.








"Ptolema, don't be silly!" Kam chided. "You're supposed to be a scholar, you should know that phenomena like the aurora are caused by particles of energy striking a magnetic field. Producing one must be part of how this machine operates. Really now, this is something you learn in secondary school."








Ptolema looked a little hurt, and pouted. "I k-kinda know that," she said, crossing her arms. "Don't be pretentious, Kam. Not everybody is gonna perfectly remember weirdly specific about electromagnetism or whatever that they heard when they were like, 16."








"Mm-hmmmmmm," she said, condescendingly. "Hands up anyone here who was confused by the magnetic field."








I put my hand up to piss her off. So did Seth, you, Bardiya and, inexplicably, Zeno, who I was starting to have to reconsider my initial perceptions of...








Ptolema grinned, looking very pleased, while Kam looked away, face flushed with irritated embarrassment.








"I, um..." Ophelia said, "Is it safe to be so close? Isn't there a danger of radiation poisoning?"








"There is no need to worry on that count, miss..." Hamilcar hesitated. "Pardon. I know that your birthplace name does not lend itself to it, but do you have a name you prefer to be used in formality?"








Neferuaten chuckled. "You really do have your weaknesses, Hamil."








"Um, it's alright..." Ophelia adjusted her hood a little, seeming surprised by the question. "I sometimes use 'Fields' as shorthand, if you'd like..."








Hamilcar nodded. "Very well. As I was saying, you do not need to be concerned, miss Fields. For whatever flaws there may be in the design of this place, there is a well-tested field that repels anything that harm us in a vertical line centered around this small observation station. It is, by any standard, quite safe."








"Oh," she said, still seeming wary. "Well, if you're sure."








We were led out to that room and on to another of the metal chambers, which in turn led to a railed bridge connecting to a third-- All of which were more or less filled with the same sort of crap. Tables, cabinets, incredibly sparse decor. It was clear no one ever spent, or was expected it spend, much time down here.








After this, though, we came to a long set of stairs that ultimately led to a heavy stone doorway, in a very different style to the rest - kinda reminiscent of one which had led us into the portal room in the Empyrean Bastion.








Actually, that's a pretty good comparison, because both ended up leading into eerie circular rooms with a big hole in the floor at the middle. That's about as far as the similarities went, though. Said hole, while still like, five meters across, was much smaller relative to the circular walkway that surrounded it, and there was nothing fancy or artistic like the mural in sight. Like the entryway, the place was a departure from the rest of the place, the walls wrought out of stone, albeit freakishly smooth, uniform stone. It was probably part of the original structure left by the Ironworkers, assuming any of that shit was true.








That was about the only thing striking in terms of visuals. If what we'd passed through so far had been kind of like the world's barest office building, this was more like a warehouse... At least, at first glance. There were mechanical parts of various kinds strewn around, some obviously busted components of the monstrosity surrounding us, while others were less specific. Folds from vents, water tanks, and a hell of a lot of pipes.








The room wasn't dusty or in disrepair, but it was still pretty clear that all of this junk had been here for a long time. Some of it was even rusted. Whatever this place was for, they'd lost interest in it at some point a decade or two ago, and were now just keeping the lights on.








The only thing else was a control panel next to the one part of the pit which wasn't railed off. This was what Hamilcar headed towards the second we stepped in.








"I'm surprised you still remember how to work the controls," Linos said. He giving the room a long, hard look, like he was hoping it wouldn't be down here somehow.








"I am not lost to dementia yet," Hamilcar replied, the metal of his fingers clicking and scraping against the dials. "Everyone, if you would please wait a few moments. This should not take long."








Zeno hummed. "I just pray the mechanism is still functioning correctly after all this time. It was always finnicky..." He looked at Saci. "Girl, have you been keeping tabs on the maintenance golems for this area?"








"Yes, sir," she answered. "There haven't been any irregularities."








"Hm, well, I suppose we'll see for ourselves, won't we?" He stepped closer, angling for a better view of what Hamilcar was doing. Maybe he was afraid he'd sabotage it for some reason.








I glanced down the pit myself, and taking a look at the mechanisms within, it seemed like another elevator shaft, with what looked like a complicated, multi-jointed bronze crane at the bottom. By this stage it was pretty clear to me what all this was for, at least in rough terms, but Kam voiced the question anyway.








"What is this place's purpose, grandmasters?" She asked.








Neferuaten answered. "This component of the facility is used for swapping out certain elements of the project remotely. It exists largely for the sake of convenience, though to some extent safety as well - using the Power in close proximity to the magnetic field can produce erratic results, so levitation and telekinesis might not be entirely safe, and barriers to protect against the radiation might fail."








"And what exactly is being swapped out?" Bardiya asked.








She tapped the point of her nose, smiling at him. You wandered over to the window, looking worried.








Hamilcar flicked a switch to trigger whatever it was he was trying to do, and the crane below started to move, along with a loud clunking sound - something being unsealed or detached - coming from the lower structure of the nightmare itself. The process took almost five minutes, but eventually the arm of the crane extended and retrieved something out of sight, before bringing it back to the elevator, which then rose up to our level.








You wouldn't have known it from the atmosphere among the conclave members, but what came up didn't really seem that substantial at first. The bulk of it was a titanium pillar maybe a meter long, with a stand obviously designed to hook into something larger, but this obviously wasn't the focal point. At the tip of it was a much smaller object, a bronze rod that looked almost like a scepter.








At first, it didn't look like anything special... But looking at it closely, I realized it was covered in incredibly tiny runes at an incredible density, and looked like it was lined with veins of False Iron. Further, there were what had to be thousands of subtle, vertical seams in the metal, suggesting that rather than being a solid object, it was assembled, piece-by-delicate-piece.








As the lift came to a stop, clicking into place, Hamilcar let out a long sigh. Looking at him from the side, I could see a wistful look in his eyes. Bittersweet...








He turned.








"The moment of truth, it seems," Neferuaten said, although she looked so fucking confident that it didn't seem like she considered it a moment of anything. You were looking real worked-up at this point, your eyes going back and forth between Fang and the object that had just pulled up in front of us.








"Indeed," Hamilcar said.








"Before you detach it, don't you think they might all be owed a bit of an explanation for what exactly they're seeing?" Zeno asked, waving his hand over our group. "We've gone to all the trouble of bringing them down here. It would be quite unfair of us to leave them standing about with these gormless expressions, don't you think?"








"Must you persist in this farce, boy," Anna stated. "There is little audience."








Something about her saying this caused what I guess I'd call a ripple in the room. Most of the inner circle gave her awkward looks, but I thought I even saw a couple of our classmates react, though I didn't have time to process who. Maybe Bardiya?


It was a weird moment.






"As usual, Anna," Zeno said, without even bothering to turn in her direction, "you have no sense of restraint, and are constantly eager to embrace hypocrisy on a spectacular scale." He folded his gloved hands together. "But even putting such things aside, I think we would all be well-served by a reminder of the stakes here. Don't you think, Hamilcar?"








"...yes, I suppose it is fitting," the other man said. "To explain, then..." He made a airy sound that I think was meant to be a sigh. "What you are seeing here is the 'tail' of the machine, the point of linkage between it and Ironworkers observational device some distance beneath us. It is one of the most vital components."








"Hey, sorry to interject," Seth said, "...but does this thing have, y'know, a name? It's getting kinda confusing to keep just calling it 'machine'."








"It does not have a name," Durvasa said, looking pissed off.








Neferuaten chuckled. "Oh, it does,"








"Nothing scientifically respectable, at the very least," he added.








"Geez," Seth said. "Forget I asked."








"As I was saying, this is a vital component of the artifice," Hamilcar continued. "...however, it has also been the cause of many of its developmental problems over the years. The Ironworkers, after all, used technology that was, at the fundamental level, disparate to our own. There is only so much that can be done using the Power..." He stopped for a second, looking like he wanted to say something, but then suddenly changed his mind. "But. It is possible that a solution has now emerged. Or rather, has been brought to us."


Well, that pretty much clinched what little ambiguity remained.








He looked to Fang. "Acolyte. Step forward, please."








They did a little salute. "Sure thing, boss." They moved over to where he was standing, next to the component.








After this, Hamilcar stood, basically motionless, for a good few moments. It dragged on for so long, and he was so still, that I wasn't sure what was happening-- If he was hesitating, or waiting for something, or what. But eventually, in a real soft voice, he spoke again.








"Take it out," he said.








And so, they did.








Out of the leather sheath we'd seen back in the conference room, they drew a narrow object similar in shape to a blunted sword. At first, it looked like it was just a weirdly-shaped glass tube in a funny green color. There was nothing crazy about it which caught the eye; no runes, no strange aura...








But then, I saw what was in the middle of that tube. Or rather, I didn't see it. Because it was the kind of thing where just the sight was nothing special - it looked like just a long, skinny needle made out of something vaguely metallic, glinting in the light, but not even much. I was expecting it to do something, that Fang would flip a switch and it'd start glowing or shooting out energy like a sparkler. But they just held it there, the other shoe never dropping.








I turned around, wondering if I was missing something. None of the council members looked surprised - they'd probably seen whatever this was during the time the conclave was interrupted, after all - but all the same, they were regarding it with incredibly intense expressions. Like whatever this was, was a really big deal.








So I looked again. And it was then that I noticed. The very, very subtle red color to the metal. And I remembered something I'd seen in a book, a long time ago.








Fang laughed nervously, scratching behind their neck. "Wow," they said. "I guess this is gonna take some explaining, huh?"








...but that was stupid. It was impossible for that to be it. Everybody knew that.








Still. Kamrusepa voiced the sentiment, her eyes wide.








"Is that... Iron...?"
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My first instinct, once I realized what we were supposed to be seeing, was that this was some kind of trick. That what had gone on between Fang and the inner circle was something else altogether, and the weirdness surrounding everything in the situation, especially in terms of the performative vibe that'd been in the background since we stepped into the elevator, was evidence that this was some kind of sleight of hand. We were meant to swallow the fucking ridiculous idea that Fang had somehow produced something physically impossible and get all worked up, like this was some cheap magic show, while whatever this was really about - whatever had really left everyone so shaken - went on in the background.








And even now, that'd still be my first bet about what was going on. ...but, watching the way Hamilcar, a guy I hadn't seen so much as flinch so far, lurched back at the sight of it... And seeing the look of wonder in Zeno's old eyes, almost like a part of him had reverted to being a kid...








It was hard to feel certain of much, physically impossible or not. If nothing else, they were doing a good job of selling it.








"It would appear so," Neferuaten said softly, seeming the most relaxed out of anyone present. "Or at least, it is a clear possibility. During our brief intermission, we performed a variety of tests upon it to verify its nature, and time and time again the Power rolled off it like water over finely-varnished wood. All divination offering no result..." She smiled. "There is only one thing in the Remaining World which should produce such an outcome, and that is the Tower of Asphodel itself. Which leads us to only one logical conclusion."








"That it's of the same substance," you said.








"Precisely, Utsushikome," she replied, with a nod.








"But that, ah... It can't be iron," Theodoros objected, fiddling with his glasses. "The element can't exist within the Mimikos outside of the human body. It's one of the seven Fundamental Principles that can't be altered even by the Power-- Everyone knows that."








But still, there we were, all starting to take a grey-brown stick as a serious challenge to our understanding of planar physics.








"Wow. Uhh." Fang said, still holding the thing up in the same position, but starting to make an awkward expression and side-eye the group. "You're giving me some pretty intense looks right now."








"Acolyte Jia," Hamilcar said, seeming to gather himself a bit. "Why don't you explain to everyone who is not already aware how you came to possess this object."








"Oh! Yeah, yeah. Sure," they said, nodding a couple times. "I mean, I guess it's not much of a story? Because of my whole reputation, I've studied some under a lot of pretty smart scholars over the years, and sometimes have ended up working with them on their personal projects. I guess sometimes you need a fresh perspective, no matter how much experience you have?" They looked up at the rod, spinning it a little around on its hilt. "This thing was kinda a weird one-- I worked with the guy behind it years back, when I was in my twenties, but had this in particular dropped off at my door nearly finished a couple months ago, with some notes about what it was and the connection to this conclave."








"A 'couple of months'," Durvasa cut in, though it kinda felt like he was talking to the world more than Fang, "would place this event before we had formally invited your class."








"Yeah! I thought that was weird when we got the news, too," Fang said, flipping away some of their gaudy red hair. "But I made the tweaks and figured, hey. Might as well bring this thing along and make sure the effort doesn't go to waste, even if there's a bit of intrigue or whatever going on in the background, right?"








"So █ █ █ █ █ really did accomplish it, after all..." Zeno said, his grin slowly widening. "Defiant until the end, as I'd expect. I knew we were in for a treat today, but I had no idea it would be so spectacular."








Obviously, I perked up pretty sharply at hearing that name. I couldn't see the face you were making since you were still looking over at the window, but your shoulders looked slumped and huddled together.








"Uh, wait," Ptolema, who could probably have her lips sewn together and still never shut up, said. "isn't that the name of Su's grandpa?"








You winced. I probably did, too.








"That's... That's right, miss Rheeds," Linos said, sighing as the words came out. "In fact, all of what surrounds us right now - the machines, everything... It's his project, more or less."








I admit, I'd already had my suspicions prior to that point. Hamilcar had mentioned the 'creator and his supporters', and that this wasn't an abandoned project. I don't know as much about the situation as you do, but even considering, it wasn't like it was tough to draw conclusions.








"Oh." Fang blinked a few times. "Oh, shit! Now I feel like an idiot for not putting two and two together. It was 'Fusai', and everything-- Ughh." They slapped their forehead. "Sorry, Su. If I'd known you were related to the guy, I would've mentioned it to you and maybe let you bring it instead, if you'd wanted. It's just, well, I work with a lot of people, y'know? I can lose track."








"It's fine," you said, in a small voice.








"Heh," Ezekiel said, with a shitty smirk. "Pretty strong statement, to pass over ones own blood."








"Oh, be quiet, Ezekiel," Kamrusepa chided him. "It's not as if you know anything about the situation." Theodoros, who I guess was the only other person here who had even a sliver of context, nodded strongly along with her.








"Speaks for itself, in my opinion," Ezekiel said.








"So..." You said, turning around. You looked emotionally switched-off, more than anything. "He created all this himself?"








"Please," Zeno said flatly, looking in your direction. "I'm happy to allocate credit where it's due, but let's not be ridiculous. This was, of course, a group effort... Though he was the one to conceptualize it, an undertaking of such obscene ambition and scale could only ever be possible through the combined efforts of our entire order. Is that not so, Hamilcar?"








"It is so, yes," he said, speaking slowly. "As I said earlier, this was to be our Great Work - our defining accomplishment that could usher in the end of human mortality, until we were forced to abandon the project. Much of the sanctuary only exists in the form that it does to accommodate it... Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say the two exist in symbiosis, though one which is incomplete."








"I still don't quite get how all this is supposed to make somebody immortal," Ptolema said, frowning.








"Uh, sorry, but I can't help but feel we're kinda drifting off the pertinent point here," Seth interjected. "How exactly do you have a piece of iron in that thing, Fang? How does it work?"








They looked sorta sheepish. "Heh, you know, that's funny, because-- I don't actually completely get it, myself?" They flipped the rod around, holding it by the glass instead, and pointed to the bronze handle. "I only really worked on some of the runework down here. It produces a pretty advanced isolation field - nothing gets in or out - but that alone doesn't really explain much, and the iron was obviously already there when I got it, y'know?" They shrugged. "It's a mystery!"








"You're acting very casual," Anna cut in, "about holding what may well be an item that could overturn our entire understanding of the Ironworkers labor, the nature of our world."








"Yeah, no kidding," Seth said. "If I'd got something like that in the mail, I would've said 'fuck this' to the context and taken it straight to the doorstep of the Old Yru Convention. If that really is Iron, it could be capable of doing shit we can't even fathom."








"I mean! Don't get me wrong, here," Fang said, scratching behind their head. "It is crazy. And at the time that I got it, I was pretty freaked out, and did kinda weigh my options... But in the end, I figured it wasn't really my business to go off and do my own thing?" The tossed it back around, grasping the hilt again. "I mean, I don't even know if this really is iron myself, you know? It does seem to fuck with the Power like nothing else I've seen before, but, hell, who knows."








"Indeed," Neferuaten said. "Regardless of where it came from, or if it is the genuine article or not, it may very well represent █ █ █ █ █ 's final attempt to see this endeavor to its completion, after us all tasting so many bitter failures." She looked to her colleagues. "One last miracle, which he has afforded to us from beyond the grave."








Durvasa snorted. "Don't romanticize this, Neferuaten. It's grossly inappropriate."








She laughed a little bit, bowing her head. "My apologies for my indiscretion, Durvasa."








He shook his own. "All of this is foolishness. Whatever is within that cylinder, it cannot be iron-- It is impossible, regardless of what crude inference we draw from that test."








"But if it was," she replied, her voice calm and just a little self-assured, "then that would change everything, wouldn't it? What would be more suited to interface with the creations of the Ironworkers than the substance which they themselves worked, within our physical realm? Bridging the past and present--"








"It is fantasy. Unscientific absurdity," he spat. "And you know it is, Neferuaten. You can sway everyone here with your poetic language if you wish, as you have always done, but it will not change reality." He shook his head. "I cannot believe this. After I finally thought you were seeing sense, when it came to the planning of this conclave."








She said nothing, just maintaining that shitty look.








"...and even if - by some insane twist of fate - it is iron, then it will not change the outcome. The Ironworkers built this as nothing more than an observatory. To imagine you can transform a telescope into a knife by merely sticking a point to its tip has always been a ridiculous notion, overflowing with a hubris only he could possess."








"Perhaps," she admitted. "...still, though. Even should it turn out to be a dud, then there remains no harm in the attempt, I don't think."








"There is every harm in the attempt," he said. "We don't know what it will do. It could invite catastrophe."








"Uhh," Ptolema said, looking to the authority figures around the room. "Is that true? Is this actually dangerous?"








"I would also be keen to be made aware of any potential risk," Mehit said, sounding almost as tense as she got earlier.








"I, uh, think Durvasa might just be a little upset about the situation," Linos said, holding up his hands, trying to calm them down. "I assure you, in spite of its dramatic appearance, there are countless fail-safes in play to prevent any danger to us here on the observation platform. The fields Hamilcar mentioned earlier are only the first in multiple layers of protection." He tried to smile reassuringly, but did a shitty job.








"I do not mean risk for us," Durvasa hissed, looking pissed off. "We should never have kept this abominable thing operational out of... Whatever wrongheaded feelings possessed some of you, when we evicted him from the organization. I have lived in anxiety of an event like this-- Where someone could exploit that sentimentality to have you all make a terrible mistake, against every compromise we came to."








They were harsh words, but the atmosphere in the room made it clear that they weren't going to change anything. Linos and Hamilcar looked sympathetic, but it was clear the decision had been made, and people just wanted to get on with it.








"Again, Durvasa," Zeno said, sounding bored, "it is eminently dull of you to try and drag this affair out against the consensus. The decision has already been made."








"I am sorry, Durvasa," Neferuaten offered. It was hard to tell if she was being sincere or quietly reveling in her victory. "You don't have to stay, if you don't wish to. We can't force you to be a part of this."








He didn't even shake his head, just staring, stone-faced.








After this, she turned and gave Fang an apologetic look, to which they gave a tiny shrug and a small smile in response.








By this stage, I was trying to put together what was probably going on in the back of my head. It went basically without saying that Fang and Neferuaten had made some kind of plan to spring this on the rest of the conclave together. Everything pointed in that direction - the fact that she'd been the one to let them in the sanctuary all low-key and acted smug about it when it'd come up at the conclave, what she'd said earlier about this being a 'demonstration of their failings', the fact that all of them except her and Zeno - he was probably involved, too - were acting like this whole chain of events was one long dentist appointment at best...








That much seemed pretty fucking obvious. What I didn't get was why the inner circle at large, and especially Durvasa, apparently didn't want this machine to work. They might've fallen out with... Your grandfather, and felt shitty about his work being vindicated, but I didn't think what amounted to office politics would be enough to put them off what sounded like a huge breakthrough. And especially not to provoke a reaction like this.








So it follows that somewhere along the line, there was something we weren't being told. Was the machine actually for some other purpose? Was my initial guess right, and everything we were being shown and told was horseshit, with Durvasa having to hide his real objections in euphemism to get away with them?








Or were there stakes surrounding its success or failure that I just couldn't see? I settled on that as the bet I was most confident of. The one thing I didn't feel like Hamilcar or Neferuaten were full of shit over was the repeated assertion, both now and earlier, that it was important for us to be here. As witnesses.








...why that would be important, though, I couldn't tell you.








"Well, I think that's quite enough foreplay," Zeno said. The longer this went on, the more his excited attitude intensified and seemed at odds with his elderly features. "Let's get to the moment of truth. Hamilcar!"








He sighed. "Yes?"








"Attach the damn thing already," Zeno insisted. "If we're going to make history, I'd prefer it to do it without skipping dinner."








"...very well." Hamilcar looked to Fang. "Acolyte. May I?"








They shrugged, passing the object to him. "Sure. Here you go, boss."








Hamilcar took it, and then looked into the glass for like, a solid half-minute. A couple times, from the pretty close position I was standing, I could swear I saw his mechanical body tense a bit - like he was wondering if he ought to just smash the thing against the ground. I think it was only at that point that I really grasped how much he'd been... I dunno, emotional for the whole misadventure, even if he was subtle about it. All these long pauses, his weird attitude of reluctant responsibility.








You stepped closer to me at this point to get a better look. I mumbled, asking if you were alright, but you just stared at it, your eyes kinda glazed over. I assumed it was because of your grandfather being brought up so much, and didn't push the issue.








Hamilcar didn't smash it, for whatever reason. Instead, he reached up and removed the rod currently in the machine from its position at the crown of the metal structure. Then, he replaced it with the iron totem.








"This is so exciting!" Kamrusepa said, her hands clasped together as she stepped forward too. Some of the others followed in her wake. Lilith abruptly pulled herself away from her mother, running right up to the railing.








"I'm glad at least some of you have picked up on the gravity of the moment," Zeno said. "Still, don't get excited quite yet. The best, as they say, is yet to come..."








It fit into place perfectly, the gears and mechanisms locking around it with a sharp, hollow sound.
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"...and then?" I asked.








About 15 minutes had passed since we'd arrived in the research tower, and not much had happened. After the initial talk with Anna, we'd settled into just sitting around in the central, circular chamber, since there wasn't really a better environment to be in when it came to avoiding an ambush. We still had Linos's barrier up, but an atmosphere of greater calm had taken hold with Anna present, who was an even better arcanist than him.








We were waiting for Zeno to return, since the control office showed that he was still alive and wandering around the laboratories with Yantho, as reckless as it seemed. In the meantime, Ran had been trying to update me a little more on what the fuck was happening, while the others kept themselves preoccupied in various ways. Seth had produced a deck of cards, which hadn't surprised me. He seemed like the type who'd always keep a deck of cards around.








"You wouldn't think it since they'd made so much fuss about us being there," Ran said, "but after that, not a lot more happened. Like I said back in the abbey, after the component was replaced, Hamilcar told us all to just wait around, while the six of them and Fang went to somewhere even deeper. Then we got to see the machine actually power up, though most of the lights actually went out when that happened so all the energy could be used properly, so it wasn't like there was much to see." She looked downward, at the glass surface of flooring where we sat. "After that... They all came back up, looking a bit shaken. And we all got ushered out. And that was it."








I blinked. "What, they didn't explain anything about what actually happened? If it even worked?"








"Nope," Ran said, shaking her head. "I guess you can draw your own conclusions, though."








I furrowed my brow, looking downward. Ophelia, who was also sitting with us, was looking at me with visible concern. "Why didn't you bring up the stuff about my grandfather, back when I asked you about this in the guesthouse?"








She hesitated. "Well... Because it's a topic you're not exactly in love with, and I was just doing a quick summary. I didn't know you'd lost your memory at that point, remember? And we were short on time."








"I guess that's fair," I said, scratching my head. Internally, I was completely freaking out, but I didn't want to make that clear quite yet. "But, that still doesn't really... Well, explain the uh..."








I gestured in the direction of where Anna was still standing, awaiting the return of her fellow council member. With her hood down and the angle at which we were sitting, her face was plain to see.








And it was nothing like the one I'd seen the previous day. There were similarities - it was still kinda top heavy, with a big forehead and a small chin, along with a short, upturned nose - but other than that, there was no similarity whatsoever. Far from looking elderly, she looked our age, or maybe even younger on account of her short height. Her skin was taut and clear - now a healthy shade of brown, on the darker end for an Ysaran - and her black hair, which had just a bit of a wave to it, fell smoothly down to her shoulders. Her green eyes, disturbingly dissonant when I'd seen them earlier, now looked pretty and utterly in place with the rest of her features.








What didn't look in place was her persona and clothes, which now clashed sharply with her apparent youth. There was something deeply surreal about it, both in the moment and thinking about it in context. Like my brain wasn't able to accept that this was the same person, in spite of all the evidence in support of that notion.








"I guess I thought that was kinda obvious via implication," Ran said, crossing her arms. "When we were all being ushered back through those rooms and up the elevator, it became pretty clear that something major had happened. They were all pretty tight lipped, even Zeno, though he could obviously barely hold in how thrilled he was. And Anna seemed to be doing her best to stay away from the rest of the group, keep her hood down..." She placed a hand against the side of her head, leaning forward a bit. "Then, at dinner, they couldn't keep it a secret any more. She took it down, and Hamilcar told us the machine worked. It'd reversed time."








"Oh my god," I said.








"Yep." She nodded distantly. "Pretty big deal, I guess."








"'Pretty big deal' isn't even half of it!" I said, my eyes wide in spite of myself. "With the state her body was in-- That's probably the medical discovery of the millennium!"








"You're starting to sound like Kam right now, Su," Ran said flatly.








"I-I'm sorry," I said. I took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. "It's just... I can't believe nobody even brought it up until now."








She rolled her shoulders. "Well, like I said, the atmosphere around the whole thing was pretty weird. People did talk about it a lot at dinner, especially Kam and Zeno, but everything in the past couple hours has kinda been colored by the whole serial murder thing, y'know?"








I frowned to myself. I guess it made sense, when I thought about it. Everyone would have assumed I'd have known already, and now that I thought about it, there had barely been time to share a single word that wasn't about the unfolding crisis from the moment I'd woken up in the wrong room.








Actually, I still needed to learn how exactly that had happened at some point.








"What do you think, Ophelia?" Ran asked her, turning her head. "Did I miss anything important?"








"N-No..." She said, hesitantly shaking her head. "That all sounded right to me. I think you cut down on some of the chatter in the elevator and when we were walking through the underground facility, since that all went on for so long, but I don't think it was anything important..." She looked to me with concern. "You really can't recall any of this, Utsushi?"








"No," I said, shaking my head. "Even hearing about it, there's just... Nothing."








She looked troubled, her blue eyes tightening into a sad expression. "Don't you think it might be pertinent to, well... Have someone examine you? The Power shouldn't be able to affect the mind at all, so... It's possible you might have a head injury, or maybe some other form of trauma. It's only been a few hours, so you might not be out of the woods..."








"I'm fine," I said obstinately, rubbing my brow. "I mean-- I feel okay."








She bit her lip. "Mm, that's... Well, you're trained as a healer too, so you must know that's not really a guarantee of much..."








"I checked myself over with the Power, too," I lied.








She didn't add anything further, simply staring with concern.








In truth, I didn't really want to know if there was anything physically wrong with me. It wasn't even remotely rational, but I was more comfortable leaving the issue as something abstract then adding the idea that I could have a serious medical problem as yet another thing I needed to be concerned about in this horrifying situation. Plus, I didn't like being touched and looked over by other people at the best of times.








Speaking of which, it was time to breach a topic that now seemed utterly unavoidable. I wondered if it might be a better idea to ask Ophelia to leave for this part, since she'd only really ended up a participant in the conversation by happenstance, but that felt incredibly rude considering how worried for my well-being she seemed.


Plus, if it turned out that she was the killer, we were probably all fucked anyway. That was a level of lying that even I couldn't compete with.








I took a deep breath. "So," I said. "This'll sound crazy, but... Hearing all this has kind of confirmed something."








"Confirmed something," Ran said, raising an eyebrow.








"Mm-hmm," I said, nodding. "I told you this earlier, but... Now I'm certain. Back yesterday... No, during the whole weekend... I've been having this sense of deja vu. Like this has all somehow happened before. And that came to a head during the conference, when I suddenly 'remembered' a bunch of things that were going to happen next."








Ran looked at me flatly. "You're going to say that what I just described--"








"--is exactly what I saw, yes," I said, nodding with what I hoped came across as confidence and not mania. "Especially the part about Fang having received the rod from my grandfather, but also just everything. Even down to a lot of the minor details."








"Utsushi..." Ophelia said, reaching up to put a hand on my shoulder.








"I'm not crazy, okay?!" I said, speaking a little too loud and prompting Theo to glance in my direction from where he was sitting at the card circle. "Ran, the way you described me acting lines up with how I'd have reacted with that premonition in mind perfectly. Especially the way I practically knew where things were going during the initial exchange we had with Neferuaten."








To my surprise, it didn't look like she was dismissing the idea outright. Instead, she just nodded very slowly, her expression careful. "So... What do you think is going on?"








"I--" I hesitated. "I don't know. I don't know why this would be happening at all."








I said that, but there were very faint ideas starting to form in the back of my mind. Even if they seemed too ridiculous to consider.








"Perhaps... This might not have been the first time you've had a memory lapse, like this...?" Ophelia suggested. "Maybe you somehow heard about what was going to happen with Fang and Neferuaten, and just forgot about it. And now those memories are coming back to the surface...?"








"Ophelia, really, I'm not crazy!" I insisted.








"I-I'm not saying you are, Utsushi!" She said, holding up a hand and wearing an apologetic expression. "It's just, well... I can't think of any other explanation..."








"Yeah," Ran said. "That seems like kinda the sticking point."








I was silent for a long moment, clasping my hands together as my mind ran through the different options of what I could do next. I found myself gritting my teeth. Annoying, only one idea was coming to mind, and I really didn't like what it would entail.








"Balthazar," I said.








Ran frowned, and Ophelia seemed suddenly uneasy. "What?" The former said.








"Balthazar," I repeated. "Yesterday... I had this really strange conversation with him, where he acted like we knew each other a lot better than we did. And that he somehow knew what was going to happen next, too." I glanced upwards, towards the higher stories of the tower. "Everything about him really rubs me the wrong way, and it's possible he was just being a total asshole... But I think if there's anyone who might be able to explain what's going on, it could be him."








"What do you mean when you say that he acted like you knew each other?" Ran asked, raising an eyebrow.








"It was a lot of things," I said. I found that my palms were sweating, even just considering the prospect of facing him again. "Most of all, though, he-- Well, he kept calling me 'Shiko'."








Ophelia looked puzzled, but Ran understood instantly. Her eyes narrowed.








"Unless he's pulled some sort of vanishing act... He's probably still in this tower," I said. "Do you mind if I go ask Anna about it?"








Ran shrugged. "Be my guest. Just don't run into anything weird without telling me first."








I nodded, standing up and walking to the other side of the room. The logical course of action would've been to take the elevator and speak with her face-to-face, but the situation was so surreal I wasn't sure I was mentally prepared for that, so instead, I simply called out to the upper level.








"Um, exalted mistress," I called out, recalling the formal title that Kam had used earlier.








Her head turned from staring out of one of the massive glass windows towards my direction. "What is it, girl?" After a moment, she blinked, and snorted to herself. "Hmph, perhaps it sounds silly to use words like that now."








For someone who'd just had their youth restored, she certainly didn't seem in particularly high spirits about it. "I was wondering, do you know where Zeno's guest is? Balthazar?"








Because of the volume of our voices, the exchange was drawing a little attention. Seth had looked up, along with Linos and a few others.








"Did I not say a few moments ago?" she replied, irritated. "The last I saw him was in the lavatory."








"Well... Yes..." I said, fiddling with one of my braids awkwardly. "But since he hasn't come back, do you know where he might've gone?"








She didn't respond for a moment. I could just about make out her face, but it was becoming clear she was an incredibly inexpressive person, her face blankly serious at the best of times and often just blankly... Blank. It hadn't been so obvious when she'd been so visibly old - the harshness of her appearance had made it come off as simple hostility - but with youthful features, the impression she gave was almost like a more extreme version of Ran. Or maybe a more attentive version of Sacnicte.








It was peculiar how much something like this could completely flip the way your mind processed a person. Before, it would have felt awkward or presumptive to even make guesses like this at all.








"Now that you have mentioned it," she eventually said, "it is odd he hasn't returned, but I distributed a simple artifice from my personal storage in this tower which is designed to alert the other bearers if one who possesses it removes it or falls to any misfortune, so I do not expect he has been harmed."








"Not to be an asshole, but if you have something like that on you," Seth interjected, "I think we could all use one."








Linos nodded. "I'd agree with master Ikkuret, in this case,"








She let out a small grunt. "There may not be enough stock, but I can investigate the possibility once our group reconvenes. ...in any case, it is also possible to use the enchantment to track the position of wearer, if one knows the trick. I will do so."








She withdrew her scepter. It was old - very old - the shaft wrought of unartificed bronze and wood, and the symbol which crowned it, a stylized white-gold star which represented the word 'anu' or 'that which is divine' in Eme (𒀭), was no longer distributed to arcanists in any position. It was one of the most important characters in casting, being the very first word spoken in all incantations, but had become controversial to use in symbology because of its association with the Rhunbardic Empire, and rulership by arcanists in general.








It didn't surprise me to see her with it, though. She struck me as someone who was so stubborn that, if her home flooded, would sooner live underwater then move house. ...actually, I guess that was pretty close to a literal description of this whole place, based on the story Neferuaten told earlier...








Anyway, she cast the incantation.








"It looks as though he's gone back to the Neuromancer's chambers," she said, looking in the direction of Zeno's laboratory which I'd visited earlier. "He was there when we arrived, too, so it isn't surprising."








"That's no good," Linos said, frowning. "No one should be alone right now, regardless of what arcane aid they might have."








"Kiiiinda might wanna be careful with where that logic leads, chief," Fang spoke up, from where they were leaning against the wall. "I mean, we've got Ophelia with us. Things could get pretty dangerous, y'know?"








I saw him hesitate, then glance downward.








That was an obstacle that'd come up earlier, hadn't it? We'd almost split into two groups just to avoid having to confront it, but in the situation as it had emerged, it was now facing us dead on. It was, for lack of a better description, a wolf-and-sheep puzzle situation. We wouldn't be able to bring both Ophelia and Balthazar with us, but on the other hand, if we left either of them behind, they'd be easy prey for the killer. And if we split the group outright...








Well, I said that, but it wasn't as though the idea of 'we can't bring them both' was absolute. After all, in a big city, people ran into strangers with prosognostic overlap all the time - so long as you were completely covered, it wasn't a big deal. As was demonstrated earlier, there was an uneasy feeling caused by when two people with the same seed were in close proximity, but even that could be ignored. If they were kept at a good distance, both veiled...








But then, that also handed the killer an incredibly dangerous weapon. It would only take one slip up for a contact paradox to annihilate our entire group. And neither of them would be completely comfortable - the situation would need to be constantly managed. Was it worth it?








No one here knows Balthazar, a voice in my head said. It would be better just to sacrifice him for Ophelia's sake.








I flinched right after the thought crossed my mind. ...even if I could be pretty selfish or cynical sometimes, I wasn't normally the type of person to casually condemn someone to what was likely certain death. And yet, for Balthazar, the thought came incredibly naturally. I felt again like I had some deep seated loathing for him that I couldn't explain logically.








...that was, again, unless I started to consider certain things...








"Did you wish to see him?" Anna asked.








I didn't, particularly, but nevertheless I said: "Yes. I was hoping to confirm some stuff."








She nodded. "An override was executed on the laboratory locking mechanisms to aid in the Neuromancer's attempt at looting anything of value, so you should be able to pass through without fuss."








"I'm not sure what you're hoping to learn, Utsushikome," Linos said, wheeling his chair away from the other group and in my direction, "but I don't feel comfortable letting you go off alone without anyone experienced to protect you. And really, since we're waiting anyway, I ought to speak with him myself, so we can figure out what we're going to do to keep everyone safe."








My brow furrowed slightly. I didn't feel totally at ease with Linos coming along for this - he'd been acting a little suspicious - but there was probably no way to turn him down. And even though it sounded like Balthazar had an air-tight alibi for what happened back at the abbey, there was nothing to guarantee he wasn't involved in the killings. I didn't know how well I would realistically defend myself.








"I'll go, too," Ran said, sighing as she stood up herself.








Anna reached into her robes. "If it's just the three of you, I have a few more of the artifices with me. They're wristbands. Just put them on and activate the initial enchantment. Then they should link to the others automatically."








"That makes this a little less risky, then," Linos said, with a small sigh. "Thank you, Anna."








She said nothing further, only tossing the bronze objects down one by one.



            


060: Cut-Out Face (𒐃)


                
Long ago


Half the people in the room were probably watching as the hand of the clock ticked down the last minute of the hour. Then, four seconds after it reached 3:00 - as usual - the school bell rang out from outside, the metallic gong sounding out every few seconds. A collective sigh ran through the chamber.








"Stand!" The teacher, a serious and obviously overworked woman with hair tied into a ponytail - whom I would in adulthood realize was disliked by the class for reasons which were largely stupid and unfair - declared from her desk.








We stood from our wooden seats, some of the students already starting to pack up the literature textbooks we'd just been reviewing into their bags.








"Veils!" she said next, her voice fatigued.








I pulled my veil from where it had come to rest on the collar of my mostly-black uniform up to cover my face, while the rest of the class did the similar, impatience in the air. The teacher looked over the group, making sure nobody had done it too clumsily, then nodded.








"Alright," she said. "Dismissed."








At once, everyone turned and headed for the doorway, some people breaking out into conversation. I was a little behind the rest, confirming that I had a homework paper for economics class that I'd been worrying I hadn't picked up, then quickly putting my pen back in its case and shoving everything into my shoulder bag, which I hefted up before leaving, stepping out into the crowded and noisy corridor. I caught snippets of the other students speaking as I walked, keeping my head down.








"...god, I can't believe she chewed you out so much for that line reading, what a..."








"...gonna be doing anything in club today? I think I'm gonna have to go home early, but..."








"...I know, it looks so shitty! It's so obvious the team cut the budget for the..."








I passed out of the hallway and into the entrance of the building, which was the larger of the two Saoic parts of the school. Aside from a large board where the staff put up notes for the students, the area was filled with rows of lockers and, at the back, a display by the history club, which was headquartered in this building. It seemed to be focused on New Kingdoms era stuff, with a large map of the old world displayed prominently, showing the various nations from the time, along with the names of the continents in much larger text I could actually read: Asia, Libya, Europa...








I only gave it a passing glance on my way out, heading over to my locker to gather up my clothes from gym class. As I opened it up, I heard footsteps approaching me from behind.








"Shiko, Shiko!" A bubbly girl's voice called out cheerfully.








I turned awkwardly, taken a little off guard. I could only see the barest outline of her face behind the veil, but I knew who this was regardless.








"Oh... Hi, Iwa," I said, as I took up the second bag. "What's up?"








"Have you got time to come along to rehearsal today? Namita is sick, so we need somebody to read her lines!" I could just about tell she was smiling. "You don't need to act or anything."








I was silent and still for a moment, hesitating. "Uh, sorry..." I said. "I think I'm getting kind of a migraine, so..."








"Oh," She frowned. "Again?"








"Y-Yeah," I said, rubbing my brow. "Sorry, I haven't been sleeping well for the past couple of weeks."








"Well... Okay," she said, withdrawing a bit. "I mean-- We can work around it."








I nodded stiltedly as I picked up the other bag and closed the locker door, not knowing what to say.








"Sorry," I repeated. "I'll see you tomorrow, then..."








"Hey, you're doing okay, right?" She asked, her tone troubled. "I know you said it's a migraine, but... You've really seemed out of it lately."








"O-Oh, yeah!" I said, holding up a hand reassuringly. "I'm fine... Just having a weird couple of weeks, I guess?"








"Yeah..." She said, nodding. "Well, let me know if you wanna talk about anything. I mean-- I'm here for you, y'know?"








"Yeah," I repeated, nodding. "Thanks."








"Catch you tomorrow, then," she said, stepping away.








"See you..." I said, holding up a hand weakly.








When she was gone, I stared at the ground for a few moments, wondering what I was trying to accomplish.








I got my things together, and left through the double doors. It was one of those days where the weather was in a strange state of uneasy flux, where it could have gone in any direction in the next hour. Dark, heavy clouds hung over parts of the sky, while others were empty, and sunlight as bright as any summer afternoon shone down even as vapor from rain less than an hour ago hung in the air.








I passed by my fellow students in silence and left through the school gates. Oreskios was a city built among the hills, and we were high enough up them that, when I looked towards the horizon, I could see the inward bend of the Mimikos's bowl towering far, far in the distance - the eastern end of the Elysian Pangaea, most predominantly the flat lands of Mekhi, rising up towards the rim, overlaid with blue from the atmosphere.








I stared at this sight for a moment through the dark shade of my veil, before turning and moving towards the tram station.








The platform, which was a little downhill, was full of other kids when I arrived, as it always was. I touched the logic bridge, which informed me the next tram going to my home district would arrive in about six minutes. I waited, watching as half of the students around me boarded the the one which arrived first, then stepping forward myself when the next came along.








Trams in Oreskios are mostly wooden-- The whole modern city is, aiming for a traditional quaintness that almost feels at odds with its size and importance as both a relatively important port and the terminus of a mountain pass. As a result, the interiors are surprisingly homely. They always helped me relax, for some reason. I went from the jumpy state I was in leaving the school to a muted one where I was half in my own head alone, barely paying attention to my surroundings.








My head lulled back against the window. The logic engine for the tram network in those days was always playing this local news-slash-public interest auditory show that was a very numbing combination of dull and inoffensively vacuous. I let the voices wash over me.








It's vandalism - Vandalism and outright thuggery, no matter what generation you're from, a forgettable female voice said. Harassing public workers just trying to do their jobs, pushing them violently, throwing-- Throwing bottles... There's nothing you can say to defend that sort of behavior in a civil society.








I think that's a little reductive, an equally forgettable male voice replied. It's a politically charged issue. The city council should have considered that there'd be a negative response to begin with.








That's ridiculous.








What do you mean?








We're in a climate right now... Or rather, we've arrived in a climate... Where a group of people can essentially riot violently about the erection of a democratically-approved monument, one commemorating deceased members of the citizenry, and have people excuse that behavior on the basis that it's 'politically charged'. I think that's absurd.








I'm not trying to excuse the behavior. 








Really. Then what are you doing?








I'm saying that, if an issue becomes as broad as the civil dispute has, you can't look at it from the perspective of individuals breaking the law. The fact that we're celebrating the Young Militia at all shows that disobedience of this nature can affect change in policy and ultimately achieve legitimacy. If we keep rubbing salt in the wounds of the loyalists like this, obviously some with extreme positions are going to start saying: 'Well, turnabout is fair play, isn't it?'








'Rubbing salt in the wound'-- That's a strange way to put the situation. We're talking about something that was already argued down to a tiny monument - not even a statue, just a plaque on a stand - that was meant to serve as a bullet point on the issue to begin with.








Even so, it only celebrates one side. It's obvious people would interpret it as antagonistic.








How could it have celebrated both? Oreskios didn't send any soldiers for the Alliance-- The only people who died were volunteers for the revolutionaries.








You're missing the point. People don't view this matter from a local perspective, but an international one. Maybe no one from Oreskios was killed, but those same volunteers might have been responsible for the death of someone they knew from Ysara or Rhunbard. People view it all very personally at this point.








This is an absurd argument. You're finding excuses for people trying to tear down, against the will of the city, the sole memorial to local people, mostly very young local people, who died fighting for a cause that the Old Yru Convention has admitted was justified at this point, and which our own government supported--








I'm just saying that the most sensible option would have been to just try and move away from the issue, especially since there's still violence ongoing. It would be better for everyone to just put this down and move on.








And what about their families? Their parents? Should they move on, because a minority is upset about being reminded their children existed?








That's an unfair framing, I think...








Eventually, the tram rolled up to my stop, and despite being tuned-out, I was fortunately attentive enough to notice. I pushed by some people hanging off the handrails, I stepped out onto the street. This was Hierarch's Way, a winding commercial road not far from my house where my family did most of its shopping. There was a grocery distribution center, some restaurants, clothing stores, and a few places selling specialized items like artifices and logic engines... Though you had to go downtown to get a proper selection for that kind of stuff.








Mostly, though, it was dominated by fancy bars and cafés, aiming for a wide range of aesthetics. There was a breakfast place that only sold naturally grown food at obscene rates, a bar that was so traditionally Saoic they didn't even have chairs, and a hyper-modern establishment - where everything was metal and even the furniture looked like abstract shapes - which I hadn't actually been able to determine the purpose of. (It was probably also a wine bar, though. Nine out of every ten places in these kind of neighborhoods are wine bars.)








I passed some food stands and took a turn into a side street right after arriving, where it became much quieter, the roads mostly deserted at this time of the afternoon. Large houses broken up by tall walls stood in a long row, gently curving along with the hillside.








I walked towards my house,








...and then I noticed.








I hadn't been able to tell until it was this quiet, but there was another set of footsteps coming from behind me, slowly rising in pace. I turned my head, frightened for a moment, but saw that the figure some distance behind behind me was another girl in my school uniform - short, almost a head or shorter than me.








I relaxed a bit. She's probably just someone you haven't seen before going home who caught the same tram you did.








I kept walking. But the pace of the girl kept increasing, her footsteps coming closer and closer.








Maybe she's just in a hurry, I thought.








...unfortunately, this idea was overturned quickly.








"Hey," she called out.








I stopped, a prickle running along the back of my neck. I turned my head. "Uh?"








"I wanted to ask you something," she said in a muted tone, taking a few more steps.








At this point, something clicked in my brain, and I realized that I knew who this was.








"Is that... You, Ran?" I asked, warily.








She nodded. "That's right."








I knew Ran of Hoa-Trinh from spending time in the math club, of which she was a member. She seemed nice, if a little quiet, and I remembered us hanging out a few times in the past... But we weren't especially close friends, or anything. So her approaching me like this out of nowhere alone was very strange.








...plus, now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure she didn't live in this area. I remembered it coming up that her home was close to the school, and she walked, not needing the tram at all...








I felt a lump in my throat.








"Um," I said. "...have you been following me?"








She was silent for a moment, her expression more or less invisible behind the veil with the angle of the light.








"I wanted to confirm something," she eventually said, not answering me. "What's your favorite type of bird?"








For a moment, I couldn't even process the question. But then, suddenly making the connection of what could be happening, I probed the inner reaches of my mind for an answer. But...








"I... D-Doves," I said, the word coming out stiffly. "Uh, seriously, what's going on?"








She didn't reply, nor seem move at all. She simply stared ahead, the black fabric of her veil wafting back and forth in the wind. At some point, the storm clouds overhead had covered the sun, and droplets of rain had begun to slowly trickle to the earth, making the pavement with little dark blotches, one by one.








The moment dragged on like that for a whole minute. It was so strange that I didn't know what to do.








"W-Well..." I eventually said, my tone stiff enough to be declared legally dead. "I need to get home, so..."








Gesturing weakly to the street ahead of me, I turned away from her and started to walk. I made it ten steps before I suddenly heard her running towards me. My fight-or-flight response kicked in, and I found myself grinding the heels of my black school shoes into the ground in preparation to take off in a sprint, but just as I was starting to move, she lunged for me and managed to grab the side of my skirt.








I froze, stopping dead even with a foot half off the ground. My heart was racing.








"At the culinary arts day last Friday, I saw you looking around," she said, speaking in a monotone that contrasted sharply with her movements and the obvious tension in her body. "At one of the tables, they had hot sanbeiji. That's your favorite food. Every time the club has gone to a resturaunt and they've had it, you've ordered some. But this time, you didn't even look at it. You picked up a slice of pastitsio from one of the tables doing Inotian food instead."








I didn't say anything, my breath growing heavy.








"Before that," she went on, "in art class on Tuesday, they gave us a choice to pick another student's work and critique it. Whenever that happens, you always choose the person who did it for you the last time. But this time, you didn't do that, and just picked Iwa's instead." She paused for moment. "You've been acting strange around people you know in general. If it were just that you were reserved and didn't want to anyone, I'd assume you were just going through something difficult. But you're more dependent at the same time. Not for emotional things. Day to day things."








I opened my mouth to try and speak. "I... I don't know what you're--"








"You look like Utsushikome of Fusai," she said. "Move and talk like she does. Your handwriting is the same, and you know a lot of the things she should, but... Everything else is different. The things you like and don't like. How you respond to shit. The way you work and what you do in your spare time. Everything..."








Slowly, I turned my head towards her. At this distance, I could finally start to make out her face.








The expression on her face went beyond anger. Though her mouth was neutral, in her eyes, I could perceive a cold but ferocious disgust that I'd never witnessed before in my life.








"What the fuck," she said, barely keeping herself calm, "have you done to her?"
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We ascended the elevator.








"We'll be right back," Linos spoke, as we rose up several floors. "Make sure you stay in each others line of sight at all times until then. You too, Anna-- I know you don't like being bossed around, but we really do need to be cautious."








She didn't reply, though Fang did call out: "Don't worry! We'll hold the fort!" Along with a salute.








Linos didn't look particularly soothed by this as the elevator arose to its destination. I wheeled his chair forward, Ran alongside me.








"Actually," I said to her, as we walked. "There was something I did want to clear up a bit... From the account you gave me, I mean. Because there was one discrepancy."








"Really." She looked to me, grunting softly. "What was it?"








"When you were talking about the iron device, you said that it looked like a narrow stick of metal in a glass container," I said. "Is that right?"








She nodded. "Yeah, I guess that's probably the simplest way to put it."








"That's strange," I said, scratching the side of my head. "When I had the, uh-- Well, in what I saw... It wasn't like that at all. It was more like a complex and mechanical-looking device, with kind of a mystical aura to it." I bit my lip. "I can't even remember seeing anything that could've been iron at all in its composition."








"I don't know what to tell you, Su," she said, shrugging. "I can't account for reality not being in line with your newfound telepathic abilities, or whatever."








"Er." Linos said, glancing upward at us. "I hate to be boorish, but what exactly are the two of you talking about?"








"I-It's sort of hard to explain, sir," I said. This really was going to be a lot less convenient with him here. "To confirm something... The device we saw yesterday evening... That was iron, wasn't it?"








He furrowed his brow, looking downward. "To be frank with you, I'm not completely sure. I suppose the fact that it solved the problem would suggest so, though." He sighed. "I'm no engineer like your grandfather, Su. I only understand the basic principles of how that machine even operates, let alone if such a component would, or would be required to, perfect it."








"Right..." I said, nodding distantly. It really was awkward to try to have this conversation based on second hand information.








"I can tell that you've lost a little faith in me over the course of all this, but in this case, that really is the sum total of my knowledge," he continued. "Perhaps the machine was tweaked by Neferuaten or someone else beforehand, and what we saw with Fang was nothing more than an advanced prop. Or maybe it wasn't iron, but fixed the interfacing issue in some other manner." He shrugged. "It's beyond me."








"Sir," Ran asked, her eyes narrow. "If you don't mind me asking, what exactly was your relationship with him? With Su's grandfather."








I frowned a bit at the subject being raised, but at this point, there were much bigger concerns at work then my sensitive points.








Linos looked a little taken aback my the question, his eyes widening for a moment. He blinked a few times, pushing hair away him his eyes. "Well, he was a close friend, I suppose. A mentor in the early days of my career - when he was my professor - then a colleague both here and in academic life. And, well, Utsu knows that I came quite close to being his son-in-law, once upon in a time."








Ran looked to me. "He dated your mother?"








"Uh, no," I said, with a shake of my head. "Aunt."








"Heady days," Linos said, without much wistfulness. "More specifically, I suppose we traded a lot of favors. He was always helping me out of my financial pitfalls in my youth, and in return, I did a lot of work in managing his professional reputation." He sighed to himself. "It wasn't easy to keep his secrets, I'll tell you that. And I only learned a handful over the years."








"I ask, because you didn't seem very thrilled about the completion of his project," Ran said, her tone flat.








"Mm," he hummed, hesitant. "It's--"








"Complicated," she finished.








"...I was going to say 'controversial'," he said, with slight irritation. "You can love and respect someone tremendously while still not agreeing with everything they do, miss Hoa-Trinh. A lot of the order felt that way about him, even those who wanted him removed from the organization. I think even Durvasa probably feels so, even though he'd deny it."








"I don't really understand why it's controversial," I said, as we approached the door. "Rather, I would've thought it accomplished exactly what the order wanted to do."








Linos clicked his tongue. "It's a question of ethics, Utsu."








I blinked. "...it doesn't run on dead babies or something like that, does it?"








He exhaled. "That's not what I mean by ethics," he said, his brow flat. "Let's say that you're looking for a cure for an exotic cancer. You find a formula that does it, but when you inject into someone, they also gain the power to fly at a hundred times the speed of sound, and punch so hard they can smash mountains to pieces, like in an epic hero novel. Would you call that a successful treatment?"








I scratched the side of my head. "You're saying that, even if something fixes the problem for an individual... It might create other problems for the world."








"Exactly," he said, nodding firmly. "That's exactly the issue. Technology that's both that powerful, and that exclusive in nature..." He frowned deeply. "I don't need to explain how it's a dangerous combination."








We passed through the metal doors which slid open at our approach, and arrived at the junction where I'd last seen Balthazar, the white walls and basic furniture unchanged from before. ...And sure enough, there he was, in the same spot I'd seem last. Reading another magazine. The only difference was that, for some insane reason, he seemed to be wearing a pair of shaded spectacles this time, which hung loosely on his nose.








The moment I laid eyes on him, I felt a spike of both irritation and anxiety. But I wasn't alone this time, and regardless, push had come to shove.








"Ah," he said, looking up with a gentle smile. "I was wondering if someone was going to come looking for me. Good morning."








"That's a relief," Linos said. "I'm glad to see you're alive on your own up here, master Isan."








The young man chuckled a little. "For the time being, at least. Though I'm grateful for your concern, sir." He turned in our direction. "We meet yet again, Utsushikome. And you've brought your friend this time, too. Good to finally make your acquaintance, Ran."








He said the final sentence as if it were some kind of inside joke. Already, I was struggling not to scowl at him.








Ran looked him up and down, and then asked what was probably the obvious question. "Why are you wearing sunglasses indoors?"








"Oh, I'm planning on going to beach later," he answered, his tone friendly.








A moment passed in silence, the two of them staring at each other.








"No, seriously," she insisted. "Why?"








He turned towards me instead. "Why do you wear glasses, Utsushikome?"








I frowned. "I'm far-sighted."








"Hyperopia can be resolved painlessly in a single appointment with a specialist. You don't even need a Biomancer nowadays." He slowly folded the magazine closed, placing it on his lap. It was a copy of The Psychological Review, the subject matter of which is self-explanatory. "I think it's even a socialized procedure in Oreskios, isn't it? And I don't think you have a religious background."








My frown morphed into a defensive glare. I had a reason for not wanting to change anything about this body, even trivial matters, but I didn't feel like trying to justify myself to him. And it was creepy how we was acting like he knew me. "I'm fine with wearing glasses."








"The reason is that you're clinging to something," he said, his expression relaxed. "Just like everyone here. Hell, just like everyone in this world, really. The Grand Alliance of the Mourning Realms..."








"I just arrived here with the rest of the students a few minutes ago," Linos said. "We were hoping to discuss a means to ensure your safety while also keeping a mind to Ophelia's own needs."





Oh, great, I thought. He's just gonna casually hijack the whole purpose of this, huh.








"Ah, so she's here too now, then," Balthazar said, with a gentle nod. "That's a very kind sentiment of you, Professor Melanthos. But I'm quite fine up here by myself. You needn't worry about me."








Linos frowns. "Don't you know what's going on?"








"The serial murders?" The man raised an eyebrow. "Yes, I saw the message. It certainly is quite a turn of events, but I'm not too concerned. I'm not a part of your group, after all, or even an official guest, so I can't imagine whatever is doing this is out for me in particular. I'm more than content to wait here for the situation to blow over somewhat."








"You saw the part where they said they were going to kill everyone in the sanctuary, right?" Ran asked.








"Ah, did they say that...? It must have slipped by me." His eyes wandered towards the window. "Still, I think I'd rather remain here, all the same."








Linos wheeled himself a little closer to him. "I don't think you understand how serious the situation is, master Isan--"








"On the contrary, I understand perfectly," he said, his tone growing a little more tired and distracted. "But realistically, you can't exactly take me with you, can you?" He smiled. "The uncomfortable truth is that you want to do something, but there's not a lot that can be accomplished without putting the rest of you in greater danger. And in a situation like this, splitting the group only heightens the threat in every sense - reduces your ability to defend yourself, to monitor everyone who could potentially be the culprit..." He shook his head, and held up his arm. "No, this little trinket Lady Anna has gifted me will suffice, I think."








"I think you're being fatalist," Linos said, though didn't sound convinced of his own words. "There are counters to prosognostic events and contact paradoxes. It can be managed."








Balthazar simply shook his head. "Everything is proceeding exactly as it ought to be, right now. Any change made on my part would only complicate matters. You are very kind, but my allotted role is at the sidelines." He let out a soft snort. "Well, for the time being."








Linos opened his mouth to protest, but seemed to not know what to say, perplexed by this last statement. He frowned, worried.








"Now then," Balthazar said. "You said you wanted to ask about something, no?"








Ran looked to me, and I realized that I hadn't even told her exactly what I planned to say, and in fact hadn't considered it deeply myself. There was a particular question on my mind, but asking it outright would come across as... Well, insane.








"Last time we spoke," I eventually settled on saying, "you acted like we knew each other."








"Did I?" he asked, raising his eyebrows.








I nodded. "You said that I was an 'unfair person, to the bitter end', even though we'd only just met. And you acted like we had some past experience together. You asked me to forgive you for being immature 'this time'." I decided I would omit the most glaring piece of personal knowledge he'd seemed to possess.








He didn't respond, only facing downward, his hands held together.








"And then at the end, you said that we shouldn't talk until 'everything starts'." I narrowed my eyes. "That's not to even mention what you said a second ago, about everything proceeding as it should be. That was the most suspicious example so far, actually."








"Mm."








"So what did you mean, when you said it?" To my side, I could see Ran's brow slowly furrowing more deeply.








"It sounds to me," he said slowly, taking up a pitcher of water from the table in front of him and slowly pouring a glass, "like you've already reached a conclusion, and are just fishing for evidence in support of it before saying it outloud." This was only half true, but I still visibly flinched a bit. "I think we'd all be best served if you stopped beating around the bush, mm?"








I was silent for a few moments. He took a sip from the glass, then stared at me, while Ran and Linos looked on in expectance and confusion respectively. I took a breath, struggling to believe I was really doing this.








"Over the couple days... I've been experiencing what feel like premonitions."








"Premonitions," he said. His mannerisms died down a bit, his smile fading - not in favor of a more serious expression, but one that was purely neutral. "Can you be more specific?"








"Visions of things that haven't happened yet," I said, my voice becoming hesitant in spite of my best efforts "Information I, uh... I shouldn't really have."








"Can you describe the feeling itself?" He asked, looking up at me with those gentle eyes. "The sensation of it rather then the content. In your own words."








I bit my lip.








What was it that Neferuaten had called it, the other day...? Presque vu, the sense of being on the brink of revelation. But even though I'd wanted to accept that mundane explanation at the time, if I had to answer...








"I feel as though..." I hesitated, gulping down a little air. "I feel as though this has happened before."








At this, Balthazar let out a long sigh, closing his eyes, and tensed up a bit, his brow wrinkling.








"What's that face supposed to mean?" Ran asked.








"I'm just thinking about something a little frustrating," he said, his voice quiet. He reopened his eyes, looking directly at me. "Utsushikome, have you had any of these visions recently? Since you were rudely awoken this morning?"








I blinked. Now that I thought about it, I hadn't. They'd been growing in intensity up until the point my memory cut off, but since then, there'd been nothing to speak of. So I shook my head.








He nodded, slowly. "I see. I think I understand." He looked down at his glass of water, nodding to himself. "Professor Melanthos. While again, I'm grateful for your concern for me, would you mind stepping out for a moment?"








Linos blinked in confusion. "What for?"








"I'm not sure how to explain it, but I don't believe I could speak openly with you present. It's a very personal matter between me and miss Fusai, and I'm afraid it would be comfortable for me otherwise." He smiled. "If you wouldn't mind?"








The older man frowned deeply. "Even if you don't have any concern for your own safety, I'm responsible for these two, master Isan. I don't have any reason to distrust you, but leave them would be--"








"I'm not asking you to go all the way back. Just out of immediete earshot. You can even keep an eye on us through the door, if you like, so there shouldn't be any danger."








"It's alright, sir," I said, looking to him. "I'll shout if anything happens."








Linos seemed to contemplate this for a few moments, but eventually nodded, with a small sigh. "I'm not happy about this, but alright."








With that, he wheeled himself over to the entryway of the room, moving his chair up against the open doorway.








"If it's a 'personal matter,'" Ran said suspiciously, "Why am I allowed to be here?"








"Because you're the only trustworthy person here, Ran," he said, but then clicked his tongue. "Although, 'trustworthy' might be the wrong word. It would probably be more correct to say that you're the only sincere person here."








"Enough with the weird allusions, please," she said flatly.








"I'm serious," he said, taking another sip. "Everyone here is hiding something pivotal - misrepresenting themselves - except for you. You're like the eye of the storm."








"I can't tell if you're trying to compliment me, or being creepy on purpose," she replied. "Either way, it's kind of pissing me off how you're acting like you know everything."








"I haven't claimed to know everything, though I do know quite a lot. Speaking of which, now that I've caused a fuss about it, I ought to get to the point." He looked in my direction. "You said felt that this had happened before?"








I nodded, scrunching up my brow. I was really starting to regret having this idea, even if it did bear fruit.








"Well," he said casually, "that's exactly right."







            


061: Cut-Out Face (𒐄)


                
Long ago








"I don't know."








"What do you mean, you don't know?"








Though I described the commitment to bougie novelty the street embodied just a little earlier, the place we'd ended up in could have been anywhere. It was like every other café in the world. Plain, clean decor with a slight artsy bent, coffee just a little bit better than what you could make in your house, generic breakfast food that all had eggs and ham as the central ingredients. Despite my memory, I wouldn't trust myself to be able to pick it out from a list at this point.








We'd chosen it on one metric alone - that it was very quiet. We sat at the back, in a closed-off area bereft of any windows, and spoke in quiet voices.








"I-- I mean, I don't know how it happened," I said. My voice was trembling. Actually, my whole body was. My guts were screaming at me for putting myself in this situation, like I was stepping off the edge of a building.








She didn't say anything to me in response, simply staring with icy, contemptful expectation. Her posture was stiff in a way that managed to make her a little frightening despite the significant difference in our height. Like she was ready to pounce and tear out my throat.








"I'm serious!" I insisted, in response to her silence.








"That's bullcrap," she replied, her tone soft, but obviously still seething with anger. "Is that how this is? You're just going to tell me you woke up this way one day, by magic?"








"N-No..." I said, not meeting her eyes. "I'm sorry, I don't know how to explain this..."








"What did you do to her," she repeated.








"I didn't--"








"One mocha, and one black tea," the waiter said - more with disinterest than friendliness - approaching with the two cups on a serving tray. It'd been fast, as you'd expect for somewhere this deserted, but it still managed to take me off guard.








"Oh," I said, "Um, the mocha is mine..."








He laid the cup down, and the other in front of Ran, who said nothing.








"Enjoy your drinks," he said, turning to leave.








After she'd confronted me on the street, I'd broken down into a blabbering, incoherent mess, trying to dismiss what she was saying as crazy in a way that was credible but failing so spectacularly that it amounted to something like an admission of guilt. After that, she'd pushed me again for answers. When I'd refused - or rather, gone silent - she'd threatened to go to my house, or to the watch, and tell them everything.








Some part of me had been aware this would never have worked. That if a stranger burst in and told you that your daughter was actually some kind of body-snatching imposter, they'd be the one more likely to end up in prison, or at least some sort of locked room. But in the moment, it really had felt like a serious threat. So I'd mumbled something about not being able to say anything out here and that she needed to keep her voice down, and after a terse exchange, this was what we'd ended up doing.








It felt phenomenally awkward. My chest felt like it was going to explode with both fear and embarrassment.








I looked down at my cup for a few moments, my previous train of thought frayed now that the pressure had been diffused just a little bit. I lifted it up and took a sip.








"'s good," I said stiffly.








Ran didn't seem interested in touching her own, once again staring, her face and brow lowered just enough to convey her obvious and total contempt.








"You... Want me to pay for this...?" I asked, my voice weak. "This was my idea, so... I don't mind--"








"Answer the question," she said bluntly.








I hesitated, scratching the back of my head as my face slowly flushed.








"I-- I didn't do anything... I mean, I don't know what happened to her." I eventually said. I let me hair fall in a way that covered my peripheral vision, so I didn't have to see her even in the corner of my eye as I tried to speak. "They didn't tell me anything."








"'They'?" She asked, her expression deepening into something closer to a scowl. "Who the fuck is 'they'?"








My posture drew inward, and I tried to stay calm, regulating my breathing. My eyes wandered over to the distant windows. The rain had started pouring down now, so heavy that it washed over the windows in waves, making it look as though we were underwater, or that the outside world had ceased to exist.








"I r-really don't know if I can talk about this..." I said, hesitant. "I know you probably think this is something really suspicious, and that I'm a monster or a spy or something... But it's really not anything like that." I was doing my best to make myself come across as earnest and vulnerable, in spite of the circumstances. "If you wait a few weeks, I promise things will be back to normal... I'll be back to normal, I mean. I understand why you're worried, but--"








"'Worried'? Fuck you," she said, pulling back her upper lip to pour as much venom onto the second word as possible. "Stop acting like this is some everyday situation I shouldn't be worked up over. This is insane. Do you have any idea how much of the last weeks I've spent wondering if I'm losing my mind? If I'm wandering into the middle of a creepy conspiracy, just trying to help my friend?"








Her friend. Something about her putting it that way made it feel uneasy. I really didn't have any memories of being particularly close with her, so the fact that she'd been the one to notice felt really strange.








But the words also stung me with guilt. Grounded what had happened in a sense of reality that I'd previously been abstracting away.








"Even if I tell you, you're not going to believe me," I said. "It'll just make me sound nuts."








"Stop making excuses," she said, losing patience. "Who are you? Explain yourself."








I bit my lip.








"Do you know Itan...?"








She frowned. "Is that a person?"








"No, uh... The island," I said, feeling like I had to push every word explaining the situation out of my throat. "It's part of Omiwa, but it's really far up the coast."








"What the hell does that have to do with this?" she asked flatly.








"That's where I'm from," I said weakly, but then hesitated. "I mean-- Not me, but..." I rubbed my eyes. "I'm sorry. This really is complicated."








She was silent again, waiting.








"This really will sound insane," I said, and shook my head, taking a deep breath. "Okay, so, a month or so ago... Maybe 2 months, now... That was where I lived."








"Where you'd lived," she said, as if I'd just confessed to murder.








"Please let me get through this," I said weakly. "I'd just started tertiary school a year or so ago, and had been having some issues staying afloat. I don't... I don't have a family, and the government over there are Meritists. They arranged a place for me to live and a little stipend of luxury credit for me after I left foster care, but it wasn't enough to live on, so I had to find work, and it wasn't--"








"I don't care about your personal life," she said coldly. "Just get to the point."








I swallowed the air.








"One day, I got a letter. It offered me a whole bunch of stuff... My own house, shares in a bunch of local businesses that'd get me a stream of luxury credit.. If I agreed to go along with something for a couple weeks. That was what it said-- A couple of weeks." Under the table, I was having trouble keeping my legs still. "I thought it was some strange prank at first, but when we met, they seemed really serious. They said it would be best if it was someone who knew her."








"Knew who?"








"Oh..." I shifted reluctantly in my seat, my voice getting even quieter. "U-Utsushikome, I mean. I'd known her when we were kids... But we hadn't spoken in years." I cleared my throat. I felt so anxious about what was happening that I was shivering. "Anyway. They told me that her grandfather was dying, and there was something he'd been trying to do for years and years, but it was too late for it t-to work out. But they wanted to-- I dunno, do the next best thing, give him some peace--"








"This is fucking gibberish," Ran interjected. "I don't give a shit about any of this. All I care about is why you're in her body. That is what's going on, isn't it? Unless you're some freaky shape-shifter or clone or something." She rubbed her eyes. "God."








I winced. I'd been hoping that if I gave enough of a vague outline of the situation, she'd be able to fill in the rest herself, and I'd be spared saying it outright, which felt like it would dull the weight of the admission. But in the end, I'd shaved off so much of the truth that all that remained was a nub. I might as well not have said anything at all.








What was I even trying to admit? What was I doing in this situation? Why had I let this happen?








What had I wanted...?








I tried to look at her.


A little while ago, I talked about how easy it is to break ones ability to bond with other human beings. How if you smash a puzzle piece into another when it isn't meant to fit out of vanity, it can ruin the entire jigsaw forever, leaving you without a hope of salvation. I think it was in this moment that I committed to that absolutely. I had already sinned in a way that was unforgiveable, but had not yet closed the door on salvation on some capacity. I had betrayed everything else, but I hadn't yet betrayed myself.


I think my fatal flaw, in the end, was that I was unable to distinguish between that which I truly valued, and the shadow that it cast in my mind. I couldn't face what I really was, and so destroyed that truth and replaced it with a story, one that was close to the truth but a little less painful for me to touch. I allowed myself to believe that if I played that part in that story to the end, a transmutive miracle would take place, and it would become reality both within and without my heart. That if I gathered enough sand in my hands and held it before the light of the sun long enough, it might just turn into real gold.


But this was, and remains, madness. There are no miracles. And no matter how much of something empty you collect, it will never attain value.
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"What do you mean, 'that's exactly right'?" I asked, my tone suspicious.








"That this has happened before," he clarified calmly. "You saw it, didn't you? What was in the pantry in the order's headquarters. That should have been more than enough of a hint, assuming you've been paying any amount of attention."








Ran looked to me. "What's he talking about?"








"Oh, uh." I hesitated, wrinkling my lip. "You heard about the broken-down pantry, right? Where all the food was rotten--"








"Yeah, Su," she said, her tone flat. "Everybody did. We had to move where we were having dinner because of all that, remember?"








"Oh, right. Sorry, moment of stupidity." I scratched my head. "Right, well... On the wall, near the back, there were a bunch of scratchings in groups of five. Like, y'know, someone was keeping a tally."








"How many markings were there?" She asked, an eyebrow raised.








"A lot," I said. "Maybe thousands."








Balthazar chuckled. "I don't have your gift for precise figures, Utsushikome, but my guess would be about three and a half thousand. At least, last I checked." He sighed, leaning back where he was sitting. "In any case, its exactly as you think."








"What do you mean 'exactly as I think'?" I asked, starting to become repetitive. I didn't process the fact that he should have had no way of knowing about my reputation for remembering numbers until a few moments later.








"It's a little irritating how self-conscious you are," he said, smiling. "Even when you're on top of things, you get too embarrassed and refuse to say anything." He took another sip of water. "Obviously, I'm saying it's the amount of times that this has happened already. That place is a bit of a blind spot for the phenomena, so to speak, so it was possible for a record to be kept."








I blinked.








"Why don't you tell us what you're suggesting in plain terms," Ran said, her eyes narrow. "Save us all some time we could be spending not leaving ourselves open to a murderer, or possibly vengeful god."








"It's difficult to speak more plainly when I'm being completely literal, Ran," he said, with a shrug. "What I'm saying is that the sequence of events which has taken place over the course of this weekend - starting from morning of your group's arrival in the sanctuary, up until the end of today - has happened, over and over again, an extremely large number of times."








This claim was spoken so confidently while being so out there that it seemed to stagger even Ran's usual deadpan approach to interrogation. She raised her eyebrows for a second, looking baffled.








"...to be clear," she said, after a moment, "do you mean that similar events have taken place here before? Or are you literally saying that time is supernaturally going backwards."








"I wouldn't have the pretense to call it supernatural," he replied. "I am of a scientific mindset, of course. All physical phenomena which appear magical are only perceived as such due to a lack of understanding on the part of the observer. Nor do I believe it's really simple enough to say that 'time is going backwards'-- What's taking place here defies such a simplistic outlook on causality, and makes assumptions about the nature of reality here that I am, at this point, uncertain of." He sighed, looking over to the window. "But I suppose I'm overthinking your question, so: Yes. That's more or less what I'm saying."








"That's completely insane," Ran said flatly.








"Yes," he said, with a nod. "That's what I thought at first, too."








"So you're claiming we've had this exact conversation before?" Ran asked, peering at him. "On this night, in all of the previous go-arounds?"








"No, that's not quite right," he said, with a soft shake of his head. "Though the initial arrangement is the same every time, once the table is set up, God plays dice. It progresses differently, with only a few common elements. The special status of the pantry alone is enough to suggest that, as is the fact that we're having this conversation at all."








"Oh," Ran said. "So it's like that, huh."








"Yes," he replied, with a small nod. "That's how it is."








She clicked her tongue, sounding more irritated than anything. "What did you mean a second ago, when you were talking about the 'nature of reality'?"








He thought about this for a moment, swirling around the water in his glass. "What characterizes this situation - what makes it uniquely difficult to evaluate objectively - is that it's a closed circle. This sanctuary exists within a bubble shut out from the rest of the world, and I mean that in senses that go beyond the strictly literal."








"Do you know something about what this place is? How it works?" Ran asked. "We've been getting a lot of vague answers."








"No, I'm afraid not," Balthazar replied, shaking his head. "To be truthful, I actually don't know very much at all about what's going on. All I've been afforded is the chance to make surface-level observations... However, in a sense, that ambiguity is precisely what I'm talking about." He gestured towards the window, towards the rest of the sanctuary. "Think about it. Right now, there's no way to verify that a 'rest of the world' even exists. We cannot interact with it in any capacity, and the same is true in reverse. All that anchors us to it are the concepts of 'we are from that place' and 'it is possible to return to it', which exist purely within the realm of our own minds."








Ran rubbed her brow. "The last thing I wanted for this conversation was for it to get into philosophy." She crossed her arms half-way. "Doesn't this fall apart when you consider that the logic bridges were connecting us to the real world just fine, until a few hours ago?"








"A logic bridge is a device that feeds information to the brain," he said. "Nothing more than that. There's no assurance that what it's showing you is based on reality beyond your article of faith in how the system works."








"That's stupid," Ran retorted. "If you just start saying things are fake with nothing to back it up, you can use that kind of logic to justify anything. Maybe this whole thing is just a dream."








"Maybe it is," he replied, with an insufferably gentle chuckle. "An absurd situation demands absurd explanations. All I'm saying is that this is a place in which nothing can be trusted and anything can occur. With that frame in mind, there are far more explanations for what's happening than literal time travel." He sipped from his glass. "Not that any of that is particularly pertinent to us, right now."








After having been silent for a little while, lost in my thoughts, I finally spoke up again. "If... If this is true--"








"It's almost certainly not true, Su," Ran interjected as I spoke up, glancing at me. "This guy is probably fucking with us. Look at him, he's having a great time."








Balthazar smiled in response.








"N-Nevertheless," I said, looking to him. "If this is true, how are you able to tell us any of this? If time really is looping, and the rest of us have forgotten that, then why do you remember?"








At this, he looked away from me, a strangely bitter laugh escaping from his lips as he looked towards the floor. "That's a deeply cruel question, coming from you, Utsushikome."








I frowned. "I guess if you are being for real, then the reason you're acting so personal with me is because of something that happened in a previous 'loop'. And you telling me you 'kept your promise' was something to do with that, too. Is that what you expect me to guess?"








I half expected him to laugh even more at this, but instead, the words didn't seem to reach him at all. His face was still, unchanging. "To answer it, I've spent a lot of time dwelling on the subject for the past couple of days, and I think it's because I'm being punished."








"Punished?" I asked. "For what?"








"I'm not sure, exactly. I think it's because I believed it was possible for people to be saved by love, and that led me to overstep myself." He looked up at me. "But anyway, considering the fact we're having this conversation at all, I'm not the only one who remembers. In spite of you making such an effort not to."








His gaze interrogated me closely. It was a personal expression, and intensely bittersweet, like it angry and sorrowful at the same time. But rather than sympathy, all I felt was a deep discomfort at the bottom of my gut.








"Anyway, I'm afraid I've buried the lede a bit," he said, his tone becoming more aloof again. "Because none of this actually matters to you. You don't need to worry about it all."








"Really," Ran said. "Why do you say that? If we're stuck repeating the same three days over and over, that seems pretty serious."








"Because this is the last time it will happen," he said. "It's already been predetermined. There won't be any more recurrences."








She snorted. "That's convenient."








"I don't expect you to believe me. It surprised me that you went out of your way to ask me to begin with-- I suppose nothing ever goes quite as planned, even when you think you're writing the epilogue to a story."








"If what you've been telling us is true, how do you know this is the last one?" Ran asked. "If you don't know anything about how it works, did the gods come down and tell you themselves?"








"I just know," he said.








"Your story doesn't add up at all," she said, her eyes narrow.








"No, I suppose not."








"Can you prove any of this? If you've met us countless times before, you should know a lot of shit about us, right? Easy enough to demonstrate."








"It would be, I suppose," he conceded. "But to be honest, I don't really feel like it. I feel like I've been taken advantage of enough that I deserve to relax, instead of getting caught up in things - though I'm sure you'll call that 'convenient', too." He clasped his hands together, his body slumping a bit. "I'm getting a little tired of this, so I think we ought to wrap it up. Why don't you ask me a couple more questions, and then get back to your group? The old man should be back soon."








I twitched a bit. Even if it did explain the premonitions I'd been having along with some other things, I didn't really believe his story-- It was so absurd it would have been hard to. But I still felt irritated at being given an ultimatum. He obviously knew something about what was happening, and I got the feeling we were probing at the brink of it.








"If this has happened so many times before," I said, "then you should know who's behind the killings, right? What's really going on."








"Ah, I thought you might bring that up." He sighed. "On that count, though, I'm afraid I'm going to have to disappoint you again. Because - in spite of my best efforts - I have no idea who, or what, is behind the murders. The most I can tell you is that their modus operandi is not consistent, or at least, not reliably consistent. And that Ophelia and the old man are almost certainly not involved. "








"Why them?" I asked.








"It's too complicated to explain," he said dismissively. "That said... There is one thing I can tell you, which is something you should really be wondering about already. In fact, I bet the question has been on the tip of your tongue the whole time."








He raised the glass one last time, draining it, and gasped as he set it back down.








"When I said this is a closed circle, I meant it in every sense," he explained. "In absolutely every instance, for every marking made on that wall... By the time this is over, there isn't a single person here left alive."
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Obviously, we tried to ask follow-up questions, but Balthazar made clear, in his usual smugly gentle manner, that the conversation was finished. So after a minute or two, we gave up, heading back for the entrance.








"Well, that was sure something," Ran said flatly.








"What did you think...?" I asked, feeling like I'd just been mugged.








She seemed to consider this for a few moments, then clicked her tongue. "Being as logical as I can about it, I'd say it's 9/10ths likely that he's involved with the culprit somehow, and is just playing head games with us. I can't think of another reason to have that easy-going attitude towards his own life, or to tell such an insane lie."








"Only 9/10, huh..." I bit my lip. "So you think it's possible he's telling the truth."








"I didn't say that," she said. "I'm sure a lot of it was horseshit no matter which way you slice it. I'm just... Not sure which parts, right now. There's at least one thing we've seen tonight which--" She cut herself off. "Never mind. Let's not get into this until we have some proper time to ourselves, and I can mull over it properly."








I nodded. If she was thinking what I was thinking, there was one obvious theory that made what he'd told us... Not plausible, but closer to the realm of possibility. But themore you examined the idea, the more it seemed utterly absurd.








Linos looked up as we approached the open doorway. He'd been leaned forward in his wheelchair, looking down at the lower levels of the tower. "Oh, good," he said. "You're back. Did you learn whatever it was you wanted to, Utsushikome?"








"Uh, not really." I said. "We think he might be working with the culprit, based on how he was acting."








Linos nodded grimly. "He did seem oddly serene about the situation, and about being left behind. This whole situation is making me very uneasy, to be quite honest. I'm not sure what the responsible action to take is."








"Can you tell us anything about who he is, and why Zeno might've invited him, sir?" Ran asked.








Come to think of it, there were still a lot of questions in that area. I'd received three very vague explanations for why Balthazar was here over the course of the weekend. He himself had said that Zeno had taken a liking to his research and invited him to the conclave for that reason, but Neferuaten had acted like I was mistaken when I called him his protégé, and suggested he was actually here because he was connected to a project of his-- One that he believed this event would be a good chance to explore, to the point of reversing his original vote against it. Finally, Zeno himself had told me that story about being his 'patron', on account of Balthazar being related to a deceased friend of his.








Something about those explanations felt off when set alongside one another. They could all technically be true, but it felt like trying to jam puzzle pieces together just because the colors match, when the shape itself is wrong.








"It would be better to ask him directly, I think," Linos said. "I was about to say that it looks he and Yantho are back, so we should hurry downstairs."








"Neferuaten told me that you voted in approval of us being invited to this conclave," I said, half thinking aloud, "and that the deadlock on the issue was broken when Hamilcar offered to let him invite Balthazar for one of his personal projects. So you must have heard a little about that, right?"








Linos looked hesitant. "Again, it would be better to just ask him."








"Well, I did bring it up yesterday, but he was a little evasive about it," I said.








He chuckled awkwardly. "Well, the fact that there's now a serial murderer on the loose might change his tune a bit, I think."








This was going nowhere. If one thing was becoming increasingly clear, it was that trying to get a straight answer from Linos about anything he considered a sensitive subject was like drawing blood from a stone. It was ironic to hear him suggest the circumstances might've diminished Zeno's reticence, when for him, the case was anything but.








"I still feel uneasy leaving anyone alone, even if they are acting suspicious, but I suppose there's nothing for it." He sighed. "We'll see what the others say. Come on."








This time, he wheeled his own chair forward, eager to get us moving. With little else to be done, we followed along.








As we walked beside the railing towards the elevator, I could see that Zeno had indeed arrived, along with Yantho, and that they - along with Anna - had convened with the rest of the group at the ground floor. Though when I say 'Zeno', rather than his ordinary body, it was the one they'd possessed when I'd first met them; a young woman, impossibly pale and with vivid blue-green hair.








I had to admit, I felt pretty disappointed I'd missed the initial reaction to that.








With her, she'd also brought what I suppose would be easiest to describe as a 'hoard'. It was a large pile of crates and metal containers that had been piled upon a floating platform similar to Kamrusepa's, though larger. The party seemed divided into two, one of which was investigating the site of Durvasa's alleged attack, while the other was gathered around this monolith.








We reached the elevator and descended. Zeno looked to be in the midst of explaining something vigorously to Kamrusepa, Ptolema, Ezekiel, Yantho and Theodoros, but turned at our arrival.








"Hello, Zeno," Linos said, sounding tired. It didn't seem like he was very surprised by the shift in appearance.








"Oh, good, you're here. I was starting to worry that we'd be picking parts of you off of my walls." She pursed her lips. "You don't have Balthazar with you. I was led to understand you'd left to see him?"








"We did," Linos said, with a nod, "but he seemed adamant about not coming out now Ophelia was here, no matter what I said. He kept telling us that he wanted to just stay holed up in that room until things 'blew over', and wasn't worried about staying behind."








"Ugh, what a fucking nuisance," she said, with an irritated eye-roll. "A moment."








She put one hand on her scepter and twitched the fingers of the other rapidly, then ascended briskly into the air, floating directly up to the door from which we'd just departed in a matter of seconds.








"Could've just taken the elevator," Ptolema said.








"Rather irresponsible to just leave alone on the spur of the moment, to boot," Kamrusepa added judgmentally. "We're supposed to be acting with the upmost caution about that sort of thing, but I suppose some people always see themselves as the exception to the rule."








I did a bit of a double-take at Kamrusepa's attitude. I knew she was an enthusiast for Zeno's work, and throughout the conference and Ran's recounting of the events which happened afterwards, it'd seemed like they were pretty in sync. But passive-aggressive hostility practically dripped from every word.








"So, now that's done with," Linos said, clapping his hands together. "Anyone want to catch us up?"








"You didn't miss altogether very much," Kamrusepa said. "A minute or two after you left, Yantho and Professor Apocyrion arrived with this stash of what is apparently research projects and data records, and after he argued with Anna for a moment, we set to preparing for our trip to the administrative center. Her ladyship, Fang, and our Biomancers decided to investigate the 'scene of the crime' first, while the rest of us stayed here and were regaled with a rant about how terribly incompetent everyone else was for allowing this to have happened."








"Most of it seemed true enough to me," Ezekiel said. "This place was obviously abysmally unprepared for an attack from the inside. The fact they don't even have a formal evacuation protocol--"








"No one asked for your opinion, Ezekiel," Kam said, rolling her eyes.








"I see," Linos said, seeming a bit flabbergasted by the extent of her hostility. "Well, I'm glad that things are moving forward quickly, at least. Though..." He looked up at the massive pile. "This certainly is more than I expected we'd be bringing. I understand Zeno's desire to preserve as much of our work from this calamity as possible, but I'm not sure it'll fit in the tunnels."








"Dad, if you don't mind, I wanted to talk to you about something quickly," Theo said, from where he was standing over at the side. "Could we maybe take a minute or two...?"








"Oh," Linos said, looking towards him. "Sure, no problem."








He wheeled himself over towards his son, and the two of them moved away a bit.








"How'd the, uh, whatever-it-was that you were doing with Bal go?" Ptolema asked, as Ezekiel seemed to lose interest in our group, wandering over to Anna and company.








"I'm not really sure if I can put it into words yet," I said, scratching my head. "He didn't exactly go out of his way to be helpful, though."








"Really?" She frowned. "We didn't talk much, but he seemed like a nice enough guy."








I decided not to try and address Ptolema's questionable character-judging skills, and looked to Kam instead to address something else that came to mind. "What were Anna and Zeno fighting over?"








"They differed in their outlooks regarding a critical element of our plan going forward," she explained. "Rather ferociously. In retrospect, it was a predictable disagreement."








"You should be a politician, Kam," Ran said.








Because she can say so many words without answering any questions. She was a lot smoother about it than Linos was, too.








"Don't get snarky with me at a time like this, Ran. I was getting to the crux of it." She crossed her arms. "In short, rather than evacuating outright, Zeno believes the breakthrough that was achieved in the underground yesterday evening is too great to abandon to whomever is behind what is happening. He believes that we ought to disable the lockdown and secure control of the administrative core, the security office, and the entrance to that place, then call for help."








Ran snorted. "Seriously? Do they realize that maybe three people are already dead, including two of the only six people here qualified to defend shit?"








Yantho cleared his throat, and we looked over to see that he was holding up his tablet. Seven. Saci is experienced with using the Power to fight.








Ran frowned. "Okay, seven, but the point still stands. We're not exactly setting a great record so far. ...actually, where is Sacnicte, anyway?"








Yantho looked hesitant. I don't know. Our quarters are in the main building, so I'm hoping we might find her if we make our way there. The only reason I'm here is because I was helping the professor with a task before everything began.








Ran nodded, a more solemn, sympathetic look entering into her gaze. "Yeah, let's hope."








"I have to admit, after thinking it over, I do have to take Zeno's side on the issue," Kamrusepa said. "If it were anything else, I'd agree that everyone's safety took absolute priority. But we're talking about possibly one of the most revolutionary inventions in the past millennium, and one with a prototype that is deeply dependent on the facility in which it is based."








"That sort of contradicts with your usual attitude regarding this stuff," I said.








She eyed me. "What's that supposed to mean?"








"Well, you've always given the impression that your ideology is based in enlightened selfishness," I said, scratching the back of my neck. "You want to help other people, but your own life comes first."








"Su, there's a difference between refusing to compromise on one's own dreams or be forced into an ideology of perpetual self-sacrifice, and cowardice," she said, as if this was a self evident truth. "No one should ever be compelled to cast away their life for the greater good, but sometimes one is called forth to gamble it by sheer mathematics of the conscience. If no one had fought against the royal family during the Tricenturial War, we'd all be living in an authoritarian dystopia, and I should hope you don't think I'm yearning for that. And in this case, we're talking about something that could hypothetically save trillions of years of aggregate human life."








I frowned, not really convinced that the distinction she was trying to draw existed, but I didn't want to fight over it. "I'm not sure it's as valuable as you're making it out to be. What happened to Anna is pretty incredible, but Linos was saying to us a few minutes ago that it's obviously limited... The only reason it works at all is because of what the Ironworkers left here."








Kamrusepa snorted. "Professor Melanthos is a very smart man, and I am sure he means well, but he suffers from a failure of imagination in this case-- Or perhaps doesn't grasp how truly spectacular a discovery has been made. There are over a billion people in their 6th century or older who would do anything to spend a minute with that machine. It's worth more than the order itself. Even if it couldn't be replicated, this facility could be converted into a production line that could restore thousands of people a day to perfect youth. More, probably, if it could be optimized for groups rather than individuals."








I tried to imagine the scenario Kamrusepa was envisioning - of this place redesigned as some sort of mass-communal fountain of youth, with entrances established all over the Mimikos and leagues of grey-haired venerables wheeled in daily, only to return as fresh-faced young adults. ...somehow, I doubted it would be that simple. When there was something of immense value in very limited supply, human beings didn't usually behave so civic-mindedly.








"I mean... It can't fix dementia, right?" Ptolema said. "Associative collapse happens 'cause the brain gets too old and weird­ to connect with the pneuma properly. Even if the rest of the body being fresh could make the brain a bit younger too, it still wouldn't affect that."








"Perhaps," Kamrusepa said, "but it's still a massive step. It's still not clear if associative collapse dementia is even a wholly physical problem, or if it's partly psychological-- Some people never develop it, and with this technology, they could hypothetically live forever. It's not a silver bullet to the back of mortality's skull, but it's at the least a bat to the base of the spine."








Kam sure had a way of wording things, sometimes.








"Anyway," she said, looking put-off, "Her ladyship, inversely, felt that it would be most prudent to just cut our losses and run. A rather easy position for her to hold, since she's currently the only person alive to have received the treatment that's at stake. But it isn't as though I can blame her being afraid, after what happened to Bardiya."








"If you agree with Zeno," I asked, "why do you seem so hostile about them, now? You were acting like they were being completely unreasonable."








In truth, I already had a pretty good guess. Maybe I was fishing for drama to try to get my mind of the existential horror that had been the conversation with Balthazar.








Kamrusepa sighed in an irritated manner, looking away as her face tensed up. "Well, it's because they were doing that ridiculous thing with their body, of course."








Right. I was on the mark, after all.








"I didn't want to say anything, but I was sort of wondering about that too," Ran said, her brow low. "That girl was literally Zeno?"








"Oh, I guess I never told you," I said, looking to her. "That was how he... Uh, they... Looked when we first met. Apparently it's a 'proxy body' that they like to inhabit remotely sometimes, along with a few others. They talked about it like it was an exercise in intellectual stimulation-- Expanding their perspective."








Kamrusepa scoffed, repeating the words 'intellectual stimulation' while shaking her head.








"Man, you guys should have been here when-- When they first came down," Ptolema said, sounding somewhere between amused and embarrassed. "Everybody was so thrown off. I asked a bunch of dumb questions and got yelled at, and I still don't really get it. Ezekiel's eyes were bulging like his brains were gonna roll out of his ears."








"That bad, huh," Ran said flatly. "Well, whatever floats their boat, I guess."








"It was just such a disappointment to see someone I had so much respect for engaging in such a self-indulgent display," Kamrusepa said, frowning deeply. "I feel silly for letting myself lose a little respect for Grandmaster Amat yesterday over what were truly trifling differences in personal philosophy, when a figure whom I thought shared my values so completely could do something like this."








It hurt a bit more every time I heard someone mention Neferuaten's name. The pain of what'd happened was slowly starting to slip through the shield of numbness around my heart. But I could keep it wrapped for a while longer by yelling at Kamrusepa. "I knew you were conservative about this stuff, Kam, but it's kind of uncomfortable to hear you taking this so seriously. I mean... It's odd, sure, but you're usually so excited about transcending the human condition in other contexts. Singling them out about this..."








To my surprise, she looked genuinely quite hurt and offended in a way I rarely saw, the displeasure showing in her eyes. "...I rather resent you calling me 'conservative', Su. I'm not angry because he's breaking a social convention or doing something 'unnatural'. It's because it's flippant. Conceited."








I frowned. "Conceited."








"Yes!" She exclaimed, getting strangely frustrated. "Zeno is a man with a lot of resources - far more than any ordinary person could ever hope to obtain - and he's using that to play around with sex like a, I don't know-- A child with some fancy new toy. You saw the way he designed that thing. 'Intellectual' or not, it's a distraction for him, even though there are people for whom this sort of thing is gravely important."








"You mean women, generally?" I bit my lip, looking to the side. "Actually, I think I'm changing my mind about having this conversation--"








"No, Su, that's not what I'm getting at," she said, outright irritated. She stepped closer, hushing her tone. "I mean people like, well, potentially Ophelia. Or any witch who has that specific sort of bad luck."








'Witch' was a somewhat-crude slang term among arcanists for people who'd experienced assimilation failure, though I understood it'd originated from laypeople from the Mourning Period, before governments had realized the 'importance' of keeping the whole situation quiet. ...I suppose it applied to me, even if my circumstances were a little more particular. In this context, it wasn't hard to figure out what Kam meant.








It wasn't like Zeno hadn't also come across as painfully un-self-aware when the topic had come up during our meeting - his colorful line about how our generation were 'make-up artists for the human condition' still lingered in my head. But...








I hesitated, feeling like I'd got myself into deeper waters with whatever this was than I'd really intended. "I mean... He's a privileged person, I guess... But this feels sort of, uh..."








She scrunched up her brow, and sighed, stepping back. "Never mind. I shouldn't have expected you to understand what I meant." She made a dismissive gesture. "It's not like our perspectives on the social philosophy of sex and gender will have much bearing in a survival situation, regardless."








"Is this why you're always so weird about this stuff with Fang, Kam?" Ptolema asked.








Kam glanced at her. "I'm not 'weird' about Fang, Ptolema. I find that sort of affair harmless. I just don't understand why they--"








Fortunately, Zeno themselves floated back down at this moment, putting a bullet point on this incredibly awkward arc of the conversation. "Well, that was frustrating," she said.








Linos took notice of their return and gestured for Theo to wheel him forward, whatever they were discussing apparently resolved. "What's going on?"








"It appears that you were right, and my ward has shed all interest in self-preservation," Zeno said, idly flipping their scepter into a loop before reattaching it to their waist. "I set up some additional protection for them, but they refused to consider any suggestion for how travel with Ophelia might be possible. No to staying at a distance while fully covered, no to enchanting their respect appearances, no to me stuffing them in a box and levitating them around. The most they'd permit me to do was cast a few protective incantations." She shook her head. "I swear, they've been acting fucking ridiculous all weekend, but this has to take the cake."








So even for her, Balthazar's behavior had been circumspect. Huh.








"I hate to suggest it," Linos said hesitantly, "...but if you think they're in a state where they're acting without regard for their own safety, then perhaps we might consider ways to protect against their will--"








"Don't be ridiculous, Linos," Zeno said, her whole demeanor suddenly hardening. "We're in a precarious enough position as it is without trying to force people to act in their best interests. Based on what I heard happened with the Mekhian girl and her mother, you've understood that already."








This shut down Linos's suggestion quickly. He frowned, clasping his hands together.








"But anyway," Zeno said, switching back to the more flippant speech pattern they seemed to adopt when in this persona, "we've spent enough time here being sitting ducks. We need to get moving before whoever is doing this pulls one over on us."








"Ah, forgive me for asking..." Theodoros said, obviously anxious of being snapped at, "but is it really optimal for you to be traveling with us using that, er, proxy? Isn't your real body vulnerable, somewhere?"








Zeno snorted. "You really are a lot like your father in bearing, little boy. It's practically eerie." They pressed a switched on the highly-stacked platform, and it began to follow them. "You've misunderstood the explanation I gave. My 'real' body isn't the one you saw at the conclave earlier - that one is just designed to emulate its original appearance. In fact, it isn't even ambulatory. I've condensed it size and broadness of function in order to best protect it and maximize it's lifespan."








"Oh," he said. "Where is it?"








"It's stored in a safe location," she explained, with a smug little smile."Don't worry. I've ensured that it's safe from the reach of the culprit, and that it will be easy to extract if push comes to shove."








"Is it in this pile?" Ptolema asked, gesturing to the platform and its cargo.








Zeno blinked, looking towards her. "What?"








"These, uh, boxes," she clarified. "Is it in one of these?"








"I-- Of course it's not in one of the boxes," Zeno said, glaring at her. "Don't ask stupid questions. Now let's go."








With that matter apparently settled, we headed over to the other side of the room, where Anna, Ophelia, Seth, Fang and Ezekiel were waiting. Altogether, the group was back to being uncomfortably large.








"Progress report, your ladyship," Zeno said, strolling over.








Anna glared at him, which was a lot less intimidating now that she looked the way she did. "The majority of the blood belongs to Durvasa, which is not a good sign."








Linos frowned. "Only the majority?"








"Based on how it looks right now, about 20% of it is from some kinda animal," Fang said, sitting up from where they had been kneeling and casting some kind of incantation. "It's hard to identify? But we at least know it was a mammal."








A divine beast...








"It is obvious what the culprit intends us to believe," Anna said, "but this damage to the floor looks closer to the product of an explosion than something torn apart. It's possible that there are trace substances we have missed which would indicate as much." She narrowed her eyes. "But all of this is wasting time. Even if it may already be too late, now that we are together, we should pursue the trail without further hesitation."








"Fair enough. No more fucking around," Zeno said, stepping towards the crack and drawing her scepter once again. "Linos, Anna. Raise your barriers."








They did so, and a few moments later, we all began to descend to the sub-level beneath the semi-transparent floor. But as soon as I was down there, I noticed something disturbing.








The massive sealed doorway, the one that I'd first noticed following my visit to Zeno... A visible chunk was now missing from it that I hadn't been able to make out from above, like it'd been punctured, torn open from the inside.








Beyond, I could only see blackness. But I could feel a chill in the air. It was far colder here than anywhere else in the sanctuary thus far.








There was no time to ask questions. Our group hurried over to a more mundane door at the south end of the empty chamber. Zeno opened it up, and it led to another of the subterranean tunnels I'd now seen several of, this one looking as though it'd been dug fairly recently.








It was there that the blood trail resumed, though only as individual droplets, along with the occasional more aggressive smear along the walls. After a few minutes, we turned a corner, and then another, leading to one of the older halls with more classical, dungeon-like stonework. We were probably under the main headquarters's bioenclosure, now.








"The administrative core is straight ahead," Linos said.








"Look, though," Fang said, pointing at the floor. "It looks like the trail breaks to the right?"








It did. In fact, it looked like we were meant to notice. Suddenly, it was a full-blown splatter again, veering distinctly to the side.








"That passageway leads nowhere," Anna said. "It was for the expansion of the greenhouse, but that idea was abandoned. There's nothing that way but a small storage room."








"This smells like a trap to me," Ezekiel said.








"Yeah," Seth said, nodding along. "Gotta agree."








"I swear, the lot of you are acting like characters from an adventure novel," Zeno said. "In a circumstance like this, divine first, think later." She started casting.








Linos followed, along with Fang, reciting the Moment-Emulating Arcana. I had to wonder if all this redundancy - multiple barriers, multiple divinations - was going to lead to us running out of eris. Obviously, everyone was afraid of being stabbed in the back, but the best tactic against a party as big as ours would be a war of attrition. And on that front, it was worrying.








Besides which, Divination was a powerful tool, but it was still limited. It terms of direct observation, it only had the range of any other incantation - about 10 meters - and it couldn't predict the actions of human minds. All arcanists would know those limitations, and whoever was doing this would have to be a master of subverting them.








Zeno, who finished first, suddenly frowned sharply. "It's safe," she said. "But Durvasa isn't here."








"What?" Seth said. "But the trail--"








"Just come and see for yourself," Zeno said, lowering their scepter.








Our group followed the trail around the bend, then to a side-door, presumably leading to the storage room Anna mentioned. The lights here appeared not to work, though I wasn't sure if that was done intentionally by the culprit, or was just a product of the fact this area's construction had been abandoned - the hallway even gave way to uncut stone at the end. But we still had our lanterns, so it was no problem. Someone twisted the knob of the old wooden door, and...








I wasn't sure what I was expecting. It was a storage room, though it barely seemed to store anything other than some blocks of stone and what looked like rope. There was nothing to see except for what we were obviously meant to.








On the floor, the blood trail flowed into what looked like it was meant to be some sort of ritual circle - the sort you would see in ancient superstitions about magic. Runes were carved in something that looked like Eme, but was subtly different to the point that it came across as gibberish.








There was only one part in distinct Eme which I could read, and it was far larger than the rest, placed at the very center: The transliterated name of Durvasa.
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I want to say that the sight was harrowing or bone-chilling, or something along those lines... But honestly, after Bardiya's body, it was sort of an anti-climax. It almost looked cheap, like it was set up as a prop for some tertiary school play, and the whole visual of the magic circle felt a little silly and awkward.








Obviously, what we were meant to believe was that Durvasa had been dragged here, and then teleported or otherwise spirited away by... Whatever this was. But it felt a little hard to buy. The entire premise felt awkward - if we were supposed to be being hunted by 'divine beasts', then what did that have to do with summoning circles? Or sorcery in general?








Still, some of our classmates seemed to be more unsettled - Ophelia held a hand up to her mouth, and Seth was wearing the same dire expression I'd seen on his face over and over since Bardiya's death - but many of the others looked equally skeptical. Zeno, in particular, seemed somewhere between amused and offended by the patent absurdity of the situation.








"Oh, well isn't this so cute," she said, sneering. "Whoever is doing this is certainly has a flair for the dramatic, but they must think us a real pack of morons, expecting us to buy something this slapped-together."








"But this is where the trail led..." Linos said, twisting his lower lip under his thumb.








"Where it looked to lead, you mean," Zeno went on, rolling her eyes. "I've seen Wag Festival decor more realistic then than all this. Anyone can smear some blood on a wall."








By this point, Anna was already casting what I recognized from Ran's usage of it as the Anomaly-Divining Arcana. She pinched Ptolema with her free hand, presumably to have someone independently verify the result - though I couldn't think of any reason why she'd have picked her of all people except for the fact that she happened to be standing close by in the right moment.








"I'm not sensing any incantations within the past several days," Anna said, "so there is nothing trans-mundane at work here. It must have been set up on purpose."








Linos frowned. "I'm not sure what we're expected to conclude, then. If we know the blood belongs to Durvasa, then the culprit has to have passed this way before taking him further... Especially if they haven't used the power." He looked to Ran. "Miss Hoa-Trinh, I think you're the only divination specialist here. Is there anything you could try?"








"I don't think so," she said. "Not for this situation."








"Um... I'll try the Life-Sensing Arcana, again..." Ophelia said, taking out her scepter. "Even if the culprit has tried to hide it, there might be residue from a further trail."








"Good thinking," Linos said, nodding.








Ptolema bit her lip. She kept staring at the circle with a furrowed brow and opening her mouth like she wanted to say something, but then hesitating.








Nobody was saying it out loud, but I was sure that on everyone's mind (and some more than others) was the absurd notion that maybe, just maybe - even if it looked gaudy and a little silly - maybe something was going on that couldn't be explained by something so simple as the Power. Anna saying that no incantations had been cast recently raised more questions than just where exactly Durvasa had been taken from this dead end. After all, his disappearance had been less than an hour ago. But carving something like this by hand, cheap-looking or not, would surely have taken a lot of time. So how could it have been done so quickly?








When considering that, the sight became a little more unsettling, and that feeling only intensified when Ophelia reported back that she couldn't pick up another trail... And despite making an effort of their own, the other council members also failed to do so.








So what was the logical explanation?








There wasn't much time to think. After this, Linos suggested we search the surrounding area, but Zeno pointed out that we were starting to get close to the 3-hour time limit of disabling the lockdown, so the notion was quickly put on hold. The plan became to head to the security center after opening it up and attempt to locate Durvasa that way, along with everyone else who was presently missing... But it felt like there was a tacit acceptance in the air that it was probably too late for him specifically. If so much of his blood was scattered around the place (assuming it was all his blood), then he was probably gravely injured.








We headed down another long hall towards the administrative center. Here, the straight tunnels gave way to a looping hallway that was less claustrophobic both vertically and horizontally, and had some actual furniture scattered about, if only consisting of logic engines, desks and cabinets. Lots of pipes could be seen along the walls, too - this had to be where a lot of the water and oxygen supply was centralized. Thinking about it, I thought I recalled Neferuaten talking about at some point.








In the center of said loop, behind a sealed metal door which Zeno moved to unlock, a level hum emanated that grew louder as we approached. She grabbed the heavy metal handles and wrenched it open, and there, finally, it was: The administrative core.








With everything we'd seen in the sanctuary up until this point, I'd been expecting something pretty dramatic, but it ended being both utilitarian and fairly boring. Four rectangular pillars of metal, each about two meters wide, were assembled in a square around a cylinder of thick concrete. Lines of bronze on the ceiling connected said cylinder to each of the pillars, pipes flowed in at the base, and at its midsection was a metal segment that looked like it could split open to reveal the interior - though I sensed that would be a very bad idea. On it was a sign reading:








DANGER - UNFOLDING NUCLEAR CONVENTION PROCESS WITHIN - RADIOACTIVE MATERIALS PRESENT








Along with a little visualization of a humanoid figure melting. (I'd always found those things cute, for some reason.)








Self-evidently, that was the convention furnace, and metal pillars were probably the arcane logic engines which governed the systems of the sanctuary, and where Aruru's 'mind' was hosted. There were no logic bridges - for something this critical, it was probably a security concern - and instead, a mundane terminal had been built into the side of one of the machines, consisting of a projector, a sheet of pale metal, and an awkward-looking mechanical keyboard.








"Anna, you'll deal with it, won't you?" Zeno asked. "You're better with this sort of old trash than I am."








She gave the other woman an irritated expression, then moved over to the keyboard, setting to work. The projector quickly sputtered to life and displayed a crude interface depicting a grid of boxes filled with various types of data, which I assumed corresponded to all of the components of the machines. I'd never actually used this sort of technology myself.








"...forgive me if this is a foolish question," Kamrusepa said. "But right now, aren't two of you not exactly in your normal physical states? Is the machine going to register you properly?"








"Try to give us a sliver of benefit of the doubt, little girl," Zeno said, rolling her eyes. "We're not drooling idiots. I have all of my bodies registered with the system, so there's no chance of an issue. As for Anna, I the system operates based on facial structural data, and it won't be confused by anything so trivial as skin elasticity."








But doesn't the skull change with age, too...? I thought, but didn't bother saying out loud. It felt like the best outcome you could hope for in an argument with Zeno was a pyrrhic victory.








"The two of you should come over here," Anna said, as she typed. "It's almost prepared."








Zeno shrugged and strolled over, with Linos following shortly after. They gathered in front of the terminal, fishing out their seals.








"...what happens if this doesn't work?" Seth asked.








"Hey, let's try to stay positive for the time being, eh?" Fang said, a hesitant smile on their face as they peered at the projector from a distance. "We've made it this far. One way or the other, we'll work something out."








Seth didn't look particularly encouraged, and it was hard to blame him. Fang had been quieter than normal since we'd arrived in the tower-- Since the resolution of things with Theo, even. I wondered what was going through their head.








"Ah... That's a relief," Linos said, letting out a sigh, and turning to the rest of us with an attempt at a positive expression. "It looks like it's working. We've been accepted by the system, so it should be straight-sailing from here."








"See?" Fang said. "Nothing to worry abo--"








"Something's wrong," Anna said, her tone suddenly more severe.








Zeno grunted in irritation, and Linos leaned over to look at the screen, speaking up with a worried expression. "What is it?"








"The system is saying we're not in a lockdown," she said, her eyes wide.








Zeno scoffed. "What?" She looked over at the projected image herself, nudging Anna a little out of the way. "How is that possible?"








We were all silent, watching the three of them intensely as events unfolded. If it wasn't for the noise of the machines, you could have heard a pin drop.








"Everything that's happening right now isn't part of the lockdown protocol, but something that's been scripted to occur in advance," she explained. "The shutdown of communications, of power, the suppression of arcana. All of it."








"What do you mean, 'scripted in advance'?" Linos asked, a slight tremble coming into his voice. He was obviously attempting to keep quiet so as to not let the rest of us realize what was happening, but it was futile. The room was too cramped.








"I mean that when we started redesigning the system for those two artificed intelligences 20 years ago--"








"You can't be serious," Zeno said, shaking her head.








20 years ago?








"I am gravely serious, boy," Anna said, flashing Zeno a dark expression. "Or whatever it is you're supposed to be, right now. The process which initiated all this isn't attached to a circumstance or even a trigger, it's set to occur at a certain time. Today."








"W...What are they saying...?" Ptolema said, her face contorted.








"What she's saying is that this hasn't happened because someone seized the security center," Ran said in a low tone, putting a hand over her eyes. "Or even because the culprit somehow initiated it down here. It's happening, right now, because it was built into the architecture of their system it at the time it was programmed."








"What the fuck..." Ezekiel said, shaking his head. "So this whole thing was a fucking trap? For us?"








"Let's not jump to any conclusions," Ran said, glaring at him. "...but at least, it sounds like whoever's responsible has been planning this for a really, really long time."








In that moment, for the first time, I started to seriously consider the idea that we were doomed. That the speech given over the logic bridge had been, if not literally true, then at least prophetic. And that I was going to die here, afraid, with everything I had tried to make right over the past decade having led to nothing ruin.








I felt a shudder run through me that almost painful, and an anxiety so manic it was painful crystalize in my chest. Suddenly I hated being here, trapped in this awful place. I longed to be back in the city and wrapped up in bed, thinking about anything else. For the first time, I might've even abandoned the reason I came here in the first place just to run.








"What can be done?" Zeno asked impatiently, back at the terminal. "Can you not fix it?"








"No, that's impossible," she said, blunt. "The commands are at the base of the system-- Fundamental. They're physically as much a part of the logic engine as the life support system."








"Can't we take it apart?!" Zeno demanded. "This isn't a biological logic engine, it's all just runework! Physical, as you just said! There's nothing stopping us from evaporating some of this stone and cutting out the middleman--"








"Don't be a fool!" Anna snapped back at her, raising her voice for the first time. "The eris has already been committed to the executive incantation! All we'd do is cause a backlash great enough to blow this entire damnable place to dust!"








Zeno scowled, but seemed to concede the point, pulling her lips inward and looking towards the ground with a frustrated, bitter expression.








Anna turned back to the projected image, her gaze growing grimmer still. "That's not all. According to this, more security measures are to be activated over the course of the day. In two hours, the defensive golems are to be deployed all over the sanctuary and set to attack all intruders. Two hours after that, the bioenclosures are to isolated from one another, the doors sealed. And then..."








"And then what...?" Linos asked. I could see the sweat rolling down his brow.








Next to me, I heard Ophelia start to cry, her face turning downward and pained sobs coming from her contorted lips. A couple of people glanced to her, but no one seemed to know what to do. Seth, who was normally the type to step in and comfort people at times like this, looked like an emotional wreck himself, taking deep breaths as he held his arms tightly together. Kam's expression was bitter and distant.








Theo walked away from the group entirely, his eyes averted as he crouched over one of the nearby desks. The only people who seemed to be keeping their cool in relative terms were Fang, who only looked intensely thoughtful, and Ptolema, who seemed somewhere between perplexed and angry. Ran's face was composed, but she was gripping her book so tightly that her knuckles were white.








Anna shook her head, peering at the display. "As best as I can tell, little will happen for the next several hours-- Until four o'clock," she explained. "Beyond that... I don't know. The data for the rest is too complex to be read literally - whatever will happen is concealed amongst a jumble of minor functions and secondary triggers. Whoever did this didn't want anything after that point to be clear from merely examining this console."








"Gods-dammit!" Zeno said, gritting her teeth and banging a delicate fist against the side of the pillar. "How did no one notice this in the scripting?! This is a fucking farce! This organization is rife with imbeciles!" A realization entered her eyes, and she glanced around, her eyes suddenly becoming sharp. "Who did do this, then? It had to have been one of us. Who oversaw the system, the last time it was re-designed?"








Anna and Linos looked to one another. And then the latter, for just a moment, glanced in my direction.








And just by virtue of that look, I knew the answer. But what it meant, and what bode for me, my role, and my future, I had no way of yet understanding.









𒊹









After that, when it became clear there was nothing to be done, Linos had no choice but to tell the rest of us his plan had failed, and now there was no clear means of escape in sight. Even though we'd all realized as much already, it still chilled the mood even further, and a couple of people - Ezekiel and Ptolema - even became angry. Still, Linos declared that there was nothing to be done but rally and come up with a new plan-- Saying that even if this was bad news, we at least now understood fully how this had happened, and steps could be taken from there.








But it was decided that such steps would be better taken outside of the claustrophobic atmosphere of the tunnels. So we headed back up to the surface, which ended up taking us to familiar territory. I recognized the halls as being the ones beneath the conference room, and soon - our barriers failing as we returned to the area where the Power had been restricted - we arrived back through the hatch under the bell tower once more, spreading out into the conference hall.








The bell tower. Meaning that right over our heads... Hanging there, was...








I closed my eyes, trying not to think about it.








"Back here again..." Seth said, his eyes wandering with a distant look. "Feels like it's been weeks."








"The three of us need to confer and decide on what we're going to do next," Linos said, forcing a smile and a fatherly tone. "If the rest of you could sit tight for a few minutes, that'd be much appreciated. And call out if you hear anything suspicious-- Even without the Power, Zeno and Anna are still armed, so we should be safe."








"...geez," Ptolema said, as they stepped away towards the rear of the room. "Should we even trust that they know what they're doing, at this point?"








Kamrusepa frowned. "Some amount of skepticism is perhaps reasonable at this point, but Lady Anna, at least, is an arcanist of international repute who shown no indication of incompetent behavior. And all of them have hundreds of years of experience compared to us."








Seth snorted. "Yeah, experience screwing around in labs. All the honors in the world didn't do shit to help Neferuaten or Durvasa." He glanced towards Theo. "No offense, Theo, I'm sure your dad is doing his best, but..."








"No, it's alright," Theo said, sounding very, very tired.








Kamrusepa clicked her tongue, crossing her arms and tapping her forefinger against her elbow. "Regardless, it is not as if we have a wealth of other options at our disposal. We're completely dependent upon their knowledge of how this place functions. Even the exit is part of the system they've set up."








"The system that's trying to fucking kill us," Seth replied.








Kamrusepa took a deep breath, offering no retort.








"Ugh, this sucks!" Ptolema said, clenching her fist. "This is so messed up! How is one person managing to run rings around everyone in the order? They're supposed to be some of the smartest arcanists in the world!"








"There's no point in getting worked up, Ptolema..." I said.








"I know! I know!" She grit her teeth. "But I just think of the smug face of whoever's doing this, and what happened to Bardiya, and the fact we can't get outta here, and-- Ughh! I hate this! It's sick!"








Maybe I'd spoke to soon in saying that she was handling it well.








Ran, on the other hand, was eerily quiet. She'd sat down with her book, but wasn't even looking at it, her gaze leveled at the wall. She was probably thinking about the same stuff that I was.








During the tour with Neferuaten, I'd been able to infer that the logic engines had to have been installed and started up for the first time roughly 12 years ago. Back then, the number had bounced off me, but in retrospect it was obviously around the time of my grandfather's death. Even if he could technically use the Power, I'd learned later in life that he had never been trained as an arcanist at all; he had no talent for the conceptualization aspect of casting, and couldn't even so much as activate an enchantment. His reputation had been built entirely upon a concealment of this fact, combined with extensive knowledge of theory.








What he was, really, was an engineer. He designed machines, logic engines and otherwise. At the time of his death, he'd only left the order recently, and Anna had said that the last time system had started its redesign had been 20 years ago, and it had been prompted by the installation of Sekhmet and Eshmun. So the early parts of the process must have taken place around then, and the one who'd been charged with it... As his last act in the organization...








Well, it was a guess, in the end. But with the way Linos had looked at me back then, it felt beyond dispute in my mind.








I shook my head. But why? And how? There's no way he could possibly have known about this event so far in advance, down to the specific date. And even if he did, what reason would he have had to terrorize the order like this? Bad blood was one thing, but this...








I hated my grandfather for what he'd done. Or rather, what he'd wanted, and what that had led to happen. But I'd never in a thousand years imagined he was hateful evil - just swallowed by cognitive dissonance and mindless yearning for the past, like I was. He wasn't the type of person who'd conspire to commit murder, even with dementia turning his brain into soup.








It just didn't make any sense.








The others were talking around me, continuing to vent their anxieties and frustrations with the situation, but I didn't take anything in. This all felt harrowingly personal now. What if it cast suspicion on me? If this was somehow the culmination of a decade-long conspiracy, then he'd have to have a living accomplice doing the actual killing. Wasn't I the most logical answer to that question?








Stay calm, my rational voice told me. There's still no proof he's responsible for anything, but vague inference. And everyone in the class knows you weren't even close. And besides, your alibi for Bardiya's murder is airtight.








But those words didn't make me feel better, because it relied on people being rational. But Linos had to have sense, right? He knew a little bit about our relationship. He'd realize how absurd an idea it was, and wouldn't let the information spread.








Gods. Now I was counting on Linos, of all people.








"Alright, everyone!" the man himself called out, from the other side of the room. "We've reached a decision on what to do next. If you'd all gather round?"








The group pulled back inward, and moved towards the round table where the council members had been sitting the previous day. I noticed that there was an expression of discontent on Zeno's small features, giving eyes to both her peers.








"Anna," Linos said. "Would you mind explaining? In this case, you're better suited than me."








"...very well," she said, and then looked to class with a grave expression that, like so many others, seemed completely out of place with her current appearance. "I shall not repeat myself, so listen closely. The plan is simple. We cannot alter the scripting of the administrative core. However... It should be possible to bypass it outright in regard to the gateways of the sanctuary, and make our escape."








A gentle sigh of relief passed through the group. In a time like this, just hearing someone say there was any hope at all felt like an anvil was being lifted from ones chest.








"How?" Seth asked, his gaze fixed.








"Give me your map, boy," she said, looking to Linos. "The copy you made of the one illustrating the sanctuary."








He handed it over - pausing for only a millisecond in response to her rudeness - and she spread it out in front of us over the table.








"While the administrative center is the core of operations in the sanctuary, as you have already come to understand, many lesser functions are delegated to the security office." She pointed its position out with her finger; a few rooms away from where we presently stood. "A request is simply sent from the administrative core when one of said functions needs to be performed, and the logic engines there carry it out. This includes the opening and closing of the entrances, as was illustrated by the... Sudden arrival of the last of your number, yesterday."








She gestured towards Fang, who made an impish grin.








"These requests are transmitted via a simple relay system - sent to a smaller arcane logic engine via an engraved incantation, which then uses another to translate the data into a format suitable for the more common oscillatory logic engines used in the security center," she explained. "Unlike the engravings in the administrative core, they are not active at all times, but only on command. Thus, alterations are possible, and thereby we can fool those systems into thinking they are receiving requests from the administrative core which they are not."








"So what then?" Ezekiel asked. "We just re-carve the runework, then get out of here?"








"It is not such a simple matter," she said bluntly, tugging her hood down a little as she leaned further over the map. "It is not enough to merely make them susceptible to false signals. We also require something to redirect them to." She traces her finger downward, towards the part of the map which depicts the underground. "To that effect, I would suggest we connect them to the artificed intelligences in the sublevel. They are designed to follow our directives, and are capable of the most fluid functionality in the sanctuary."








"...is that really wise?" Ran said. "Trusting our lives to machines that can think for themselves?"








Anna looked irritated at this interruption, but Linos spoke up before she could snap at Ran. "They've never disobeyed an order before, miss Hoa-Trinh. I trust Neferuaten and Hamilcar's artificing. And besides, the most we'll be giving them access to are the basic protocols in the security office - and they can't do much worse with that then what we're already putting up with."








She hummed with skepticism, but didn't protest further.








"If things move on schedule, we should be able to get the gateway to the sanctuary open before any of the surprises scripted in the core can be sprung on us. It would also allow us to override the inter-bioenclosure lockdown, as that is also a function delegated to the security center. ...However, there is one concern."








"The golems, right?" Fang said, eyebrows raised. "We might be able to dodge whatever comes afterward, but those things'll be getting up in our business real soon."








Anna nodded. "For us of the council, it should not be a concern. I saw no attempt made to subvert our defenses recognition of us-- We will not be registered as intruders." She narrowed her eyes. "However, for the rest of you, things will be more difficult. Because you are the first guests from outside of the order to visit this sanctuary, you have not been registered as normal... And so, the golems will view you as enemies of our order."








"You can't make them stand down in person?" Seth asked. "Just give them direct orders?"








"No," Anna said, shaking her head. "They are set up to only respond to orders from the administrative core to prevent subversion. However..." Her finger once again moved, this time to the third story of the building. "There is something of a loophole."









𒊹









The walk to the third floor was uneventful, save for the rest of the class reacting with obvious unease to the cold, lightless silence I'd already experienced earlier. The only things worth noting were that the alarm going off when I'd woken up seemed to have stopped, and that the the theater in particular had taken on an atmosphere that could only be described as threatening. For some reason, it seemed to the be the only room with gas lamps installed as peripheral lighting, but they were barely functional and the glass ruby-tinted, creating pockets of blood red illumination at the corners of the room.








The smell, which was impossible to ignore, keyed us in to what we'd find in the mask chamber before we actually entered, so we were able to mentally prepare to some extent - Anna, who seemed indifferent to whatever we might find, went first, and called out in a distasteful tone that it was 'nothing worth remarking upon if you've ever been to a dissection', which seemed spectacularly ominous.








In the end, however, her description wasn't too far from the truth. It wasn't as the sight wasn't disgusting, but the body was so mutilated that there was no humanity left in it. It looked like, or had been made to look like, an absolutely savage attack from a wild animal. The limbs were strewn about the area in pieces, the skin seemingly gone outright, and the torso had been caved open, the guts running in a streak long the floor. The head seemed to have been crushed-- No, obliterated­ is the better word. Were it not for brain matter and pieces of skull strewn about the area, I would have called it decapitation.








Though this wasn't immediately clear, as a mask adorned the neck-stump of the cadaver. I recognized it from when Neferuaten had been pointing them out to us. It was the traditional, bird-esque one that had belonged to Durvasa.








There was also a circle of blood drawn crudely around what remained of the body. The connection to be made here was obvious.








"Well," Linos said, with a grave expression. "I... suppose we know what happened to Durvasa, now."








"Do we, though?" Fang said skeptically. "I mean, that could be anybody."








"I'm forced to agree," Zeno said, taking a step towards the remains. "If whoever's setting all this up is trying to pull the wool over our eyes, they're doing a remarkably shitty job of it."








Again, since we were now back in the inner sanctum where the Power was suppressed, it would be impossible to tell authoritatively one way or the other whether the corpse actually belonged to Durvasa - at least for the time being. All that could be done was to examine the body-- A task which Anna took upon herself, kneeling down in the blood to look for any kind of distinguishing marks on the remains.


She really seemed to be embracing her role as medical examiner, despite not being any sort of physician that I was aware of. But as I mentioned before, runecarving in her day had routinely involved surgery.








"This is really gross," Ptolema said, staring at the corpse with discontent. "Can't we like, go outside, or something?"








"Don't be stupid, Viraaki," Ezekiel said. "We're asking to die if we split up again. We're not even armed."








"I mean, we could leave the door open or something..." She said, frowning.








"Better to just face the wall if it's too much, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said. "We can't be afraid of some gore at a time like this."








Ptolema frowned, looking at the ground.








Eventually, Anna seemed to come to some sort of satisfactory conclusion. rising back up to her feet. I hadn't noticed it before, but her robes seemed to be made primarily of leather. The gore rolled off of them instead of sticking.








"...it is difficult to say for sure," she stated, "but based on the proportions and the dermal tissue which I was able to salvage, it does appear that this cadaver belonged to Durvasa."








Zeno snorted. "Appears. Now that's a weasel word if I've heard one." She tossed her scepter around idly, despite it presently being useless. "There are numerous ways to fabricate a corpse, or to come into possession of one with certain attributes-- Voila, illusion complete."








Linos tilted his head to the side. "It really does look rather like his build, though, now that I really look at it--"








"This is foolishness," Zeno interrupted him, swinging her scepter up and bopping the tip against his forehead. "Regardless of the nature of our opponent or the scale of the conspiracy behind them, I shall not be led by the nose like some snivelling teenager in a cheap horror drama. This scenario is beyond contrived-- He's attacked by a monster, dragged to a summoning circle, and magicked over here, with identifiable features absent?" She shook her head. "If Durvasa were truly dead, the culprit would have no reason to go to such lengths to put on a show for us."








"Yeah. Yeah, hard to disagree," Fang said, tilting their head. "It's all a bit too weird."








Linos frowned, while Anna produced a pouch from somewhere in her robes and took a scraping from the body. "We can verify this later, once we're outside of this building or have taken control of the security console. For the time being, we should proceed with the plan."








"Well said," Kamrusepa said, with a nod. Her eyes turned upward. "So, then. ...which ones are we to choose from?"



            


064: Cut-Out Face (𒐇)


                
Long Ago








I sat, alone, on one of the benches of the Hierarch's Way tram station. It was so early in the morning that the world wouldn't really wake up for another thirty or so minutes, with only solitary individuals coming and going with the trams, the sounds of the city still muted and calm. A gentle chill hung in the air, just piercing enough to reach my skin.








It was Sunday, but I was going into school for a supplementary Ysaran class for the sake of my grades. Not that they weren't already good enough, but they weren't the very best they could have been, at the top percentile of the top percentile of the city. That wasn't something which really mattered to me, but that sort of thing had been incredibly important to-- Well, to the real Utsushikome. And it felt like if I didn't keep it up, then if things were fixed, she'd rightfully loathe me for having disrupting her life.








...well, obviously, she'd loathe me regardless. But it still, it felt like the appropriate thing to do.








I'd been out there for about 15 minutes already. Oreskios had a pretty efficient public transport system - the product of almost a century of mixed Humanist and Paritist government - so there'd been a tram or two that could've taken me to up to Klerouchos Tertiary Academy already, or at least to the transpositioning checkpoint, which was only fifteen minutes walk away.








But I wasn't to travel alone. As a tram pulled into the empty platform, I saw her behind one of the windows, her eyes already scanning for my presence. When they found it, her gaze locked with mine, and she stepped towards the wooden doors as they slid open, and advanced in my direction.








I looked at her. At this point, I'd still never seen her out of our school uniform, which she didn't seem to bother personalizing at all - she didn't even tuck its long black skirt upward a bit, as most other girls seemed to, and her hair was always in the same utilitarian style, like she was actively resisting conveying anything about herself in her appearance.








That day, though, I noticed something unusual. When she got up close and her veil wafted a little in the wind, I spotted what looked like a yellow-brown bruise on the side of her cheek.








"G-Good morning," I said, as she arrived.








"Yeah," she said coldly, breaking eye contact with me as soon as I started talking, and staring dead ahead as she seated herself by my side. "Morning."








This was, if you could believe it, a pretty profound leap in terms of emotional engagement. Up until a week or so ago, she hadn't even been responding my greetings, just getting straight into questioning. And prior to a couple weeks before that, she'd usually insulted me for even trying.








"Have you been alright...?" I asked.








She didn't reply, sliding her bag off her shoulder to pull out a novel that was on this year's supplementary list for literature class, then flicking through the pages to her bookmark about 2/3rds through. I noticed her hands looked a little hurt, too. Like she'd been gripping something really tightly.








"Did, um," I said, hesitating as I clasped my hands together, "did something happen to your face?"








"Yeah," she said neutrally, not looking up. "My dad punched me."








I blinked, my lips parting slightly, then hanging in that position.








Having now lived for several decades, most of which I've spent as an absolutely hopeless introvert, I've come to believe that the most critical flaw in human communication is how people respond to seeing pain in others. Because genuinely engaging with someone else's anguish is 1: Too complicated, difficult and exhausting, and 2: Too interpersonally risky if you make the wrong core assumptions or bungle what you're trying to say, we have collectively developed a series of cultural rituals to replace this engagement in 95% of circumstances. And though we all understand these rituals are fundamentally vapid and serve only to condemn us all to a wasteland of the spirit where achieving genuine catharsis in a conversation with another human being is like panning for gold in a river, we perpetuate them because the alternative - routine vulnerability on a societal level, and risk of asymmetrical humiliation and debasement that comes with it - repulses and frightens us, and because we have forgotten how, our ability to express raw and unabashed love smothered in the early-agrarian crib of our species.








Which, altogether, is an overly complicated justification for why, upon hearing this, my face went stiff, and I said: "O-Oh. ...I'm, uh, sorry. That's awful."








Ran snorted. "Sure. Awful."








We sat in awkward silence for a minute or so, the only sounds being the wind, the distant chirping of birds, and the occasional set of hoof-beats as a carriage passed nearby on the market street.








"Is-- Is there anything I can do?" I eventually asked, continuing to awkwardly follow the ritual.








This time, she did glance at me, a scowl forming on her face. "Don't try to act compassionate, you perverted fucking body-snatcher. You're not my friend."








My eyes turned sharply downwards. "U-Uh, sorry." I tensed up, my posture drawing inward as I felt the spike of embarrassment, shame and guilt. "Sorry, I shouldn't have..."








"Yeah, you shouldn't have," she said bitterly. "...gods. Hearing you say stuff like that in her voice... It's creepy as all hell."








My heart had started to race, and I felt sweat pooling in my palms as my hands gripped into fists. I tried to calm down by looking upwards. That's what I'd always done, when I was a child and didn't know how to cope with things. So long as you only saw the sky, you could be anywhere, in any situation, not just the one you were in. You could be outside at a party, surrounded by friends. You could be in a peaceful field where no one would bother you. You could be standing alone on the last sliver of land at the end of the world.








At least, until you looked down.








"You don't have her hair in braids, like it usually is," she pointed out, though was once again looking at her book.








"Oh... Yeah," I said, my voice coming out a little breathless as my gaze came back to the earth. I instinctively touched it at the comment, the strands loose and falling over my shoulders. "Her mother didn't wake me up on time, so... I didn't have time to tie it up."








She grunted. "Just be late next time. I don't want you messing with how she looks on your own impulse."








I nodded silently, looking downward.








"So," she digressed. "Did you manage to look into the stuff we talked about?"








"Some of it," I said, relieved to be back to the one topic in which productive conversation between us was actually possible, if only to an extent. "It's hard to find information about how the induction process is supposed to work in libraries, or even over the logic sea... But I'm starting to remember what happened around then more and more, and I think what you heard from the professor was probably right after all."








I hadn't been told the mechanics of how it all actually worked, back when I'd agreed. They probably hadn't viewed it as important. Nevertheless, once the two of us had started looking into the matter, it'd been easy for her to deduce it'd have to have been something to do with Utsushikome's induction, which I'd informed her had taken place just before 'I'd' appeared.








It was strange, us investigating it together like this. Even though I went along with it, acted repentantly, and had explained to her that the way things were weren't exactly my fault - that I'd been deceived at the premise of what I'd agreed to do - she wasn't willing to afford me much charity, but in a way, that was comforting. She was like a beacon of sharp reality in the dreamlike, dissociated existence I was now living.








Doing her classwork, spending time with her friends. Smiling every night as I ate dinner with her family, and her thoughts and feelings crackled through my mind regardless of whether I wanted them to or not. If I allowed myself to relax and only think shallow thoughts, I could forget what was even going on. I didn't even know if the word 'her' or 'my' was more appropriate. The more I lived like this, the more it felt like something within me was withering or being warped out of shape.








"But you're not from before the collapse," she said. "Well, unless you've lost your fucking mind and this is all some delusion, or something."








"I... don't think it's that," I said, frowning. "I mean, I remember my life in Itan really vividly... Even for years after she left. Or before we even met in the first place."








"So it doesn't make any sense, then," she said, seeming to stop reading for a moment, her eyes wandering off to the side. "Based on the explanation I heard, they can't do it with some random person. The whole idea is to fill in some 'hole' that gets created when they reset someone's pneuma, and they can only use one which hasn't gone through the process for that."








"Mm..." I said, and rubbed my eyes. "When they talked to me, they acted like the only reason they could-- They could do it, was because of some special quality I had. And it was that, combined with having known her before, that made it ideal."








She glanced at me. "You told me that already."








"Sorry," I said. "What I mean is, maybe there's some exception to that rule, which only a few people know about?"








Ran grunted, staring forward for a moment. "What did you say it was called? The place they do inductions."








"The pneumorium," I said. "I can remember that much."








"But do you remember where it is?"








I furrowed my brow for a few moments, staring into the middle distance. "Yeah... I think so. Or at least, I could find it, I think. It was somewhere near Panay Square-- Near the Jainist and Principist temples. I remember that it looked sort of like a temple, too - old, dome-shaped roof..."








She nodded, looking contemplative. "We can't rely on you getting good enough at snooping through her mind to figure this shit out by yourself. We have exams soon, and then it's going to be time to start picking out subjects for next year and looking at different universities. You can't be the one to make those decisions."








"Yeah," I said, weakly. "You're right."








"So we should just go there," she continued. "They'll probably recognize her face and have records of the induction, and maybe they can just undo it. You said on Friday you thought you remembered them giving some explanation about how these kinds of problems can happen, right? Of whatever they stick in your brain not playing nice with the shit that's already there."








I nodded. "Mm. I can't really recall what they said they do about it, though... I just remember getting some kind of warning."








A tram started to roll into the station. I hadn't bothered to attune to the logic bridge, so I didn't hear the announcement, but a glance at the line number displayed on its side was enough to know this would take us to the school. Ran seemed to notice, too, already shifting in preparation of standing back up.








"Right," Ran replied, eyes narrow. "Well, if it's something they know about, there's probably some kinda solution for it. So that's our next step. When's your next free night? I assume they won't be open today."








The tram pulled in, and we both stood up. "Well... You told me that I shouldn't miss any more theater club, and that's Monday. And then on Tuesday we have cram classes for Arcane Theory. So I suppose Wednesday would be best."








"Good," she said, with a firm nod. "We'll go then."








We boarded the tram, and after verifying ourselves with the logic bridge, headed to a quiet set of seats near the rear of the carriage. It was getting steadily more busy now. I could see some businessmen in formal chitons and ruqun, and spotted another student in our uniform. I sat by the window, and Ran by the aisle. The stops went by quickly, people coming and going.








"...there, uh, was something else," I eventually said, my voice wavering a bit. "That I looked into."








She glanced to me. "Yeah?"








I swallowed the air. "I decided to try contacting some public offices in Itan... To maybe try and find out more about what might've happened. Since he told me I'd go back to my body when this was over, I thought that by now, someone might've found wherever they put it..." I took a breath. "Well, it turned out they had found it."








Ran said nothing, only holding her gaze.








"But," I said, "it turned out that all that stuff they'd said, must have just been some lie to get me to go along with this." I looked down at my lap, a strange, stiff smile forming on my face. "Because it'd been dead for months. Since around the time it all happened."








At these words, something subtle shifted in Ran's expression. It wasn't sympathy that appeared, but more like discomfort or unease. She frowned, but it was one of awkwardness, not contempt.








"So..." I said. "There isn't anywhere for me to go back to, now."








"...this isn't you getting cold feet about trying to save her, is it?" she asked, suddenly suspicious. "Because you can't--"








"No," I replied, shaking my head. "It's not."








She hesitated, then fell silent. She looked away from me, such that I couldn't see her face, and a few moments passed. I looked at my hands.








"...maybe they can make another body for you, or something," she suggested, her voice quiet and tone reticent.








I didn't know how to respond to this, so I didn't say anything. It was an absurd suggestion, and she must have known so. Since the revolution lifted the ban, you sometimes heard about the very rich artificing new bodies for themselves and being transplanted in as experimental means of life extension, but that took phenomenal amounts of arcane expertise from multiple fields to the point that it was completely inaccessible to 99.999% of the population... And even then, they didn't know how to recreate the most pivotal parts - the brain and upper spine. And even then, if they did, how would that even work? Wouldn't that already be a complete person, and start thinking by themselves?








Ran must have realized the absurdity of the statement, because a few moments later she spoke up again-- Disgust having crept back into her tone, even if that hint of conflict still remained. "Don't act sorry for yourself," she said. "It's your own fault for going along with something so perverse for your own gain. Blame her grandfather for being such a fucking lunatic, if you want, but don't act like a victim. No one gives a shit about you."








I didn't know how to respond to that either, so once again, I just stared out the window, watching the lines of houses and shops fly by.








The tram reached the academy. We went to the cram class, which lasted about 3 hours, during which Ran didn't really speak to me at all. We went out with Utsushikome's friends, and she tagged along-- As she did with everything she could, just to keep track of the way I was behaving.








It was in the evening, when we were traveling back along the same route as the sun began to set, that she said it to me. I remember a lot, but that moment in particular I can recall down to the taste of the air. It was right as I'd finished peeling an orange I'd taken with me for the trip, and had put a piece it in my mouth.








"I need something to call you," she said, bluntly. "It's getting awkward to keep treading around it."








I blinked in surprise, then spoke cautiously, my mouth still full of juice. I remember the tingling of the citrus. "You... Want to know my real name...?"








"No," she said firmly. "I don't want to know anything about the person you were. That would just make having to hear you talk out of Utsushikome's mouth even more creepy and weird." She frowned. "But I don't want to accidentally start thinking of you as 'Shiko', either. Or even 'Utsu', since that's what her parents call her."








"Some of the friends from when she was a child call her that, too," I said.








"How would you know?" Ran asked, irritated, but then almost instantly twitched, grunting and rubbing her brow. "Never mind. Gods, this is never going to get any less weird. The sooner we can fix this, the better."








I nodded uncomfortably. "So... What are you thinking, then?"








"I guess a nickname would be best," she said. "Something I can call you in public without people getting confused, but doesn't have the same note to it."








I scratched my head. "What do you mean by 'note'?"








"Utsushikome is a really upper-class kind of name," she clarified, which I interpreted as being a diplomatic way of saying it was overwrought and pretentious. "Like for a noble lady. 'Shiko' and 'Utsu' both have some of that feel, too, even if they're more cutesy. You ought to have something more plain." She furrowed her brow. "How about just--"









𒊹
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"Su," Ran called out over her shoulder, as she carried a stepladder across the room. "Stop staring at the wall. You need to pick a mask."








I blinked. "S-Sorry," I said, stepping over. "I was just thinking about something."








Everyone else was in the process of trying to pluck masks from the grand display while carefully avoiding touching the human remains which had now been 'tastefully' covered by a series of sheets made of whatever non-absorbent materials could be salvaged from the backstage area of the theater. The result was still a deeply uncomfortable atmosphere and situation - like trying to do paperwork in the back room of a slaughterhouse. But we didn't have access to the Power, and it wasn't like we could just cart it away.








Still, there was nothing for it. I treaded carefully towards the back wall, trying carefully not to step on anything that was previously part of a person, and to breathe as little as possible.








"As well as our faces, the security protocols are designed to register the masks once regularly employed by our members as a means to disguise our identities for larger meetings as representative of their identities," Anna had explained to us, back downstairs. "In days past, members were expected to keep them as personal property and carefully guard them to avoid this particular loophole being utilized - but since our unveiling and the presumed redundancy of many of our security measures, we have begun amassing them in a collection on the third floor of this building."








"So if we wear these things," Seth had asked, "Then the sanctuary will treat us like we're members?"








"In some regards. At the very least, it should placate the golems," Anna had replied. "The sole complication is that the masks are not sorted according to rank, and only those of Companion-Legionary status or higher will suffice. For six of you, that can be sidestepped by simply pointing out our own. For the rest, however, we shall have to rely on our own memory of their owners."








I hadn't expected Neferuaten's comprehensive explanation of the gallery to end up being both useful and relevant, but from what we'd heard about how the sanctuary - and the order more broadly - worked, it made sense. And seemed like a surprisingly creative plan for Anna, based on the impression I had of her.








However, as has come up already, I'd read a lot of murder mystery novels, and I felt profoundly uneasy about creating a situation where it become possible to misidentify people, especially considering how dark it was in this undersea tomb. In the ideal version of the situation to come, we'd all stay together in one place until it was over, and in that scenario, there'd be no problem, but...








Well, there were already clouds starting to grow on that horizon.








"We need to take a mask for Lilith and her mom, too," Seth said, as he climbed up stepladder to try and retrieve Zeno's pretentious mask. (Contrary to Anna's original estimate, we were not down to five easily-identifiable ones, as no one wanted to don Durvasa's gore-soaked one.) "Last we saw them, they were on their way over here. If we do a sweep of the building, we'll probably find them and get everyone in one place again."








"They're dead, Mekhian," Ezekiel said, bluntly. "You think they would have missed us stomping around this place? The killer will probably have their insides assembled for us in a nice display when we get back downstairs."








"Shut the hell up, asshole," Ptolema said, filling in for what was normally Kamrusepa's territory, who was presently in the middle of trying to get down Neferuaten's mask alongside Ophelia. "We're not gonna leave anyone to die if we can help it."








"How fortunate our party is to be blessed with such wisdom," Ezekiel said acerbically, rolling his eyes. "At least if you go and get yourself killed, girl, it might increase our odds of survival."








"Come over here and say that to my face, you racist cave goblin," she replied threateningly.








"Let's... All try to stay calm, alright?" Linos interjected predictably, and Zeno's cheeks puffed up with suppressed laughter. "We can take masks for them, and then decide what we're going to do."








"In-fucking-spiring can kicking," Ezekiel replied flatly.








Anna hit the side of his head with her scepter, and he grunted, going silent. He hadn't lost his respect for her authority yet, at least.








"...I think it might've been an accident," I said warily, "but he did sort of raise a point in saying that stuff. Which is that the killer must've known we were going to make this plan and go up here, if they set all this up in advance."








"That wasn't an accident, Saoite," Ezekiel spat. "It's obvious we're being toyed with. Everything so far has probably played into the palm of their hands."








"L-Let's not jump to conclusions," Linos said.








"I mean. I guess there are kinda two options, here? No-- Three options," Fang said. They'd already retrieved a mask which didn't belong to any of the council members - it was shaped and colored to look like a stylized moon, complete with craters (even though the Mimikos's moon had no craters, so the visual was purely from art). "First option: It was a coincidence."








"Doesn't strike me as particularly likely," Kamrusepa said.








"Nah, but it's good to remember it's not impossible. Sometimes a crime scene is just a crime scene, y'know?" They flicked their hair out of their eyes. "Second option: They guessed we were going to go up here based on how they'd restricted our options using the circumstances. Thaaaat'd be my bet, I think. Pretty obvious answer to the problem they'd just thrust right in our face."








"And the third option?" I asked.








They clicked their tongue. "We~ll, this one's not exactly diplomatic. But the third option would be that the person who made the decision for us to go up here was in on it."








Anna frowned at them from under her hood. "Are you accusing me of being the culprit?"








"Hey, hey, I'm not accusing anybody of anything," Fang said, holding up a hand. "Like I said, the second feels like the most likely to me. I'm just laying out the possibilities, here."








Yantho furrowed his brow, then displayed his board to Kamrusepa, Ophelia and Zeno, who happened to be the nearest to them.








"What's he saying?" Seth asked.








"...um, it says, 'The real question would be if they predicted the plan to change the engravings leading to the security center. That seems like it would be harder to predict, but with more consequences if they did'," Ophelia transcribed.








Fang thought about this for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah. Checks out."








"Correct me should I happen to be mistaken," Kamrusepa said, "but one positive I can see in the current situation is that it seems unlikely that any of us are the culprit. After all, none of us could possibly have been the responsible party for what happened to the doctor."








"Ehh, making some assumptions there," Fang said. "You're right in terms of the blood trail we found before, and the weird ritual symbol. But this?" They clicked their tongue. "I bet no one's been up here since the tour you guys were talking about back at the baths. If this isn't Durvasa, it could've happened at any time. Not like it's impossible to heat up a corpse."








"But it does seem to be him," Kamrusepa said. "At the very least, it makes it more probable the culprit is an unknown party."








"That's, ah. Assuming there's only one culprit, though," Theo said, as he retrieved his father's mask from its place high up on the wall.








"Well... Yes," Kamrusepa said. "Assuming that much."








"If this truly is Durvasa, I hope it serves to help everyone trust each other a little more," Linos said. "I'd really like to clear this atmosphere of suspicion."








At this moment, Zeno laughed a little more, as if the very notion that such a thing was possible was absurd.








Still, it was something to go off of. If one took the assumption of 'no one currently present is the culprit', it only left a few possibilities, especially since it likely excluded Balthazar, since he couldn't have been the one to have abducted - or staged the abduction of - Durvasa due to him having been with Anna before retiring to Zeno's room. If we assumed both events were due to the same individual, it left Mehit, Lilith, Hamilcar, and Sacnicte as the only possibilities.








Mehit and Lilith didn't seem likely. So that left Hamilcar and Sacnicte feeling like the most probable culprits, at least on that speculative metric. I couldn't think of a motive for the latter, but based on the story Ran had given me, could Hamilcar have decided to destroy the order himself to conceal the success of my grandfather's project, based on how he'd apparently behaved?








I shook my head. That was way too many leaps to be useful.








"It looks as though we've run out of the masks you pointed out as belonging to the council..." Ophelia said, frowning. "Could any of you point out some more you remember...?"








Zeno snorted. "Well, I can think of one I certainly recall as being imparted with our highest degree of authority."








Slowly, we all ended up with masks, some of the others trading with one another to get ones they preferred. Theo got his dad's silly, possibly-ironic traditional theater mask, which was the obvious choice. Ezekiel got Anna's self-deprecating leather veil from her school days, possibly as an insult from Kamrusepa, who knew the context. Kamrusepa herself ended up with Zeno's demon mask, and Ran Neferuaten's blank slate which she had opened herself up so much to explain. Finally, Hamilcar's mask - which unlike Neferuaten, Anna and Zeno did remember - went to Seth. It was wooden, and carved into a strangely realistic visage of an elderly man, the expression slightly sorrowful.








Everyone else had to make do with what the council members could recall. Besides Fang, Ophelia got a floral-themed mask which was very appropriate for her, and Ptolema one which looked sort of like an owl's face, but only came down to the lips. Yantho's was also animal themed, though it was abstract and stylized in a manner that reminded me of traditional Saoic art, resembling a wolf.








As for me, Zeno picked it out himself.








"Here," she said, with an insufferably sly expression, reminding me of our first conversation. But this time, there was an even meaner edge to it. Like she was delivering the punchline to a mocking joke. "You ought to have this one, I think."








I looked down at the object they'd handed me. The design was primarily made up of crystal, and had a design that was evocative of both a dragon and a butterfly. A line of bronze ran down the center and ended with a serpentine head, and on either side were two broad 'wings' of vivid, many-shaded purple, with fracturing reminiscent of scales but also woven into circular patterns at points. Near the corners were the two eye holes.








I knew from seeing it, just from the aesthetic tastes it implied, who it must have belonged to, and it took a lot of willpower not to kick her square in the chest.
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We had two more stops to make before Anna's plan was to be put into action. The first didn't take us far. We left the theater and headed down the hallway Kamrusepa and I had taken for our ostensible bathroom break the previous day, aiming for the same little lounge we'd investigated.








"This atmosphere is getting really creepy," Ptolema said uneasily, as we walked through the darkness. There was an increasingly stale quality to the air the longer time passed. Linos had assured earlier that life support couldn't be compromised, but whatever was originally being done to emulate the freshness of a natural atmosphere had clearly ground to a halt. "Every time we turn a corner, I feel like some monster is gonna lunge at us. Like we're in a horror drama or something."








"That's probably the effect our opponent is trying to cultivate through all these theatrics," Kamrusepa said. "They want to set us on edge-- As Su would put it, to tell a good enough story that we start to believe we're in it."








I glanced at her, frowning behind my mask. "What do you mean, 'as I would put it'?"








"You're always using language like that to describe things," she said. "Putting things in terms of narratives, people thinking in narratives..."








"No I'm not," I said stubbornly. "I barely do that."








She shrugged. "Whatever you say."








"I'll be relieved if there is a monster," Seth said, bitterly. "Then we can gut the thing's fucking chest open and be done with this crap."








My mind wandered for a few moments as we walked, glancing up at the ceiling. What had Sacnicte said when we were telling ghost stories? That she thought she'd seen a strange beast on the rooftop of the order's headquarters. Unless there was a loft I didn't know about, that would be right above where we were standing right now.








I shook my head. This wasn't the time for peculiar trains of thought.








We soon made it to our destination, and Seth (who had been delegated the task on account of being the tallest and, by assumption, the most likely to win in a physical brawl, despite being only slightly less gangly than myself) carefully slid the door open, just in case there was another nasty surprise waiting for us within. But it was just as we'd left it the previous morning; a few lounge chairs and sofas, and the bookcase, which in particular looked to be in the exact position I'd returned it to on our way out.








"This is it?" Ezekiel asked, an eyebrow raised. "I don't see anything."








"The entrance is hidden, I think it's--" Linos hesitated, and glanced towards me and Kamrusepa. "Sorry, where exactly is it? This room was only refurbished to hide the chamber recently, so I'm not sure what they did specifically."








Zeno rolled her eyes, stepping forward before either of us could speak. "For all the flak you all gave me yesterday morning about failing to follow procedure, I feel like I'm the only one who remembers anything about this fucking organization." She took a breath, and with surprising strength for the build of the body she was using, pulled the bookcase. "I still can't believe we did such a hack job of hiding this stockpile when we decided to start having guests. We should have just disposed of it."








"If we'd done that, we'd only have the six rifles in the security center left," Linos said.








"Then we should have kept buying new guns!" Zeno said, throwing her arms up as she looked back towards the group. "Everything that gets done in this place is some sort of half-measure. It's a damn nuisance."








"Hey, this worked out for us, right?" Fang said, smiling. "Without us being armed, the culprit would have a waaay easier time of getting us while we change the runework."








At that moment, the exchange from a few minutes ago, where people had speculated about the culprit predicting our next move, came back to mind. Assuming that what we were facing was a person and not, in fact, some sort of monster, there were only really three plausible explanations for why we'd been able to come here. One, that they hadn't predicted this action, which meant they probably wouldn't have known about Kamrusepa and I's discovery. Two, that they were unable to stop us, which meant they were part of our group.








...and three, that they didn't care if we were armed or not. Either because they were just that confident, or because they liked the idea of us all swinging firearms around.








We'd decided to make a stop at the 'armory' for two reasons. The first was so Linos, Zeno and Anna could confirm our story and the identity of Vijana, which could help us collectively figure out what was going on. The second was to give everyone a means of defending themselves. Without the Power and with only Zeno's weapon to protect us, we could all easily be taken down in an ambush.








Of course, there were obvious pros and cons to this. But that was the decision we'd collectively reached.








"If anyone needs to incant, it should be possible here, unlike the rest of the building," Linos informed us. "This room is part of the 'spine' of the building, so to speak. It's considered part of the tunnel complex."








"I didn't know you could make exceptions to the field like that," Ran said. "Figured it'd be all or nothing."








"Not at all, miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos said, his eyes scanning the area. "All of these features are designed to help defend the building, not to create absolute rules."








Were there other exceptions, then...? I'd need to clear that up later.








"Huh... I don't see any guns," Ptolema said, as we all stepped into the chamber. The smell, which I remembered from the previous day, had worsened, though nobody commented on it.








"Ah, there's some rope, here," Ophelia said, kneeling down. "That could be useful... Oh, and some tape, too..."








"They're around the corners, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said, stepping forward.








"Oh," she said, peeking her head around. "Oh. Wow."








"I'll keep watch on our rear, and the research material," Zeno said, in reference to the now not-so-floating luggage platform - it apparently had a mundane engine and wheels for situations like this, though it'd been a small nightmare when Zeno had insisted we get it up the stairs - which had been left in the hallway on account of not fitting through the door. "Try to be quick. Time isn't exactly on our side."








People started to fan out and examine the stockpile, while Kam, Linos, Anna and Yantho all went to inspect the body. The latter said he'd climb down the ladder to confirm her identity-- When we'd relayed the story for a second time during our planning downstairs, I'd seen his face contort with guilt. It made sense, since they probably worked together frequently, and he'd been the last one to see her before her disappearance.








With everything that'd happened, a significant part of me had earnestly expected the body to have disappeared. But when we craned our necks over the hole - Linos leaning forward in his chair to the point I was worried for a second he could fall in - there it was, staring up at us with the same empty look from its one remaining eye, its complexion having visibly greyed over the past twenty-something hours. The stench was revolting, too, the sour scent of rotten filth now joined with a sickly sweetness that reminded me of long-expired perfume. It was a good thing Ophelia had gone off to the right instead.








"...yes," Linos said, the word as much a sigh as anything else. "That would seem to be her."





I will go, Yantho's board transcribed, although his expression strongly indicated his desire to do the exact opposite.








"There's really no need for that... Young man," Linos said. "I think we can be reasonably certain of what's happened here. And besides, going down alone could leave you open to an attack."








He shook his head, a conflicted expression on his face. I won't go all the way down. Just enough to be sure.








Linos exhaled reluctantly, frowning. "Well... If you're certain."








Yantho nodded, then leaned forward, taking hold of the first steps of the ladder before slowly lowering himself downwards.








"I'm a reasonably good shot," Kamrusepa said, holding up one of the rifles. "If I see anyone come up through the tunnel below, it shouldn't be difficult to hit them. The shaft is wide enough."








I frowned at her. "Where did you learn to shoot, Kam?"








She made a strange sort of amused snort, more bitter than her normal ones. "My father used to take me hunting. It was with ballistic rounds, but it's the same principle aside from the recoil."








"You didn't mention it the last time we were here," I said.








She raised an eyebrow. "Why would I? It was hardly relevant."








I blinked. I guess it wasn't.








"The boy is quite quick," Anna said, as Yantho continued his descent at a rather athletic pace. "He also seems to be acting in contradiction of his earlier statement."








She was right. He had now arrived almost at the bottom of the shaft, and showed no signs of stopping, occasionally turning his head to glance at the body.








"I shouldn't have let him go down," Linos said, rubbing his brow.








"You needn't worry, grandmaster," Kam said, holding the sights close to her eye. "If the culprit goes after him, I'll put a swift end to this whole affair."








"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," he said.








I decided to take this moment to try and resolve a question that had been lingering in the back of my mind for a while. It wasn't exactly one of the big ones, but I was at least curious. And with both Anna and Linos here, there was a chance I'd actually get a truthful answer.








"So," I said, "what exactly is going on with Yantho and Sacnicte, anyway?"








Linos looked to me. "What do you mean, Utsu?"








"Well... They're both from the Duumvirate, which is unusual to begin with. And I don't speak Lluateci, but they have similar names, which makes it seem like they might be family... And Zeno mentioned that being a steward isn't even a paid position, but, uh, Sacnicte mentioned that she was having problems with her finances." I was trying my best to avoid mentioning the whole blackmailing thing, though at this point, that felt like the most peripheral possible concern. "I suppose I was wondering if there was some special circumstance behind it."








I didn't know much about solving crimes, but anyone who's read a murder mystery novel will be able to tell you the three M's: Murderer, Method, and Motive. Whodunnit, Howdunnit, and Whydunnit. In books, the idea is that if you figure out one, you can work your way around to the rest more easily. If you know that the victim was shot through a secret window in the parlor at 10 AM, for example, then you can filter out every suspect who wouldn't be able to be at that secret window, and who doesn't know how to shoot. Or if you piece together the fact that Gopala secretly bore a grudge against Yue for sleeping with his wife, it might suddenly make sense why the latter were both victims.








In an ideal mystery, these elements are perfectly balanced, so that regardless of how the reader's mind operates - whether they're plot-focused, mechanics-focused, or character-focused - they still have a shot at figuring it out... Though in reality, authors usually end up favoring one over the others. Anyway, I didn't have any idea how useful this sort of thinking would be when it came to reality, but I was realizing I'd spent a lot of time considering the first two, but not the third.








To change that, though, I needed to at least have some idea of where everyone was coming from, at least on the surface level. I knew my classmates well enough, and was slowly learning more about the council members.








But those two, Balthazar... And Samium, I supposed, though no one had even mentioned him so far since I'd woken up... They were almost total enigmas.








"Well, it's not exactly a secret," Linos said, casting his eyes up to the ceiling thoughtfully. "Their parents were sponsors of the order in the past, but sadly ran into some... Financial difficulties, and I understand one of them passed away. So she was able to get a position here as a stepping stone for a career in the Mimikos, where the training she has is much more in demand--"








"What on earth are you talking about?" Anna asked him, frowning beneath her hood."Isn't it about the boy's illness?" She gestured downwards.








Wow, I thought. I didn't think it'd be that easy.








Linos closed his eyes, letting out a prolonged groan. "Anna, I was trying to be delicate about the issue."








"Bizarre behavior," she said bluntly. "If you didn't want to talk about it, you should have simply said so. You're just going to give people the wrong impression if you talk around the truth."








"Quite good advice, it must needs be said," Kamrusepa spoke dryly, without looking away from the sights. "You're not exactly covering yourself in glory tonight, grandmaster Melanthos."








"Yes, yes-- Alright, I get it," Linos said, holding up his hands. "I'm constantly making an ass of myself. I'm sure it's very amusing."








"It's not that," I said, frowning. "It just makes it a little hard to trust your word in a situation like this, sir."








"On balance, I think I've been quite honest with you, Utsu," he said, sounding a little dejected. "I just... Don't like to talk about other people's secrets I'm privy to, that's all. I don't think that's some kind of abnormal personality trait. And if I were to tell you I can't say it outright, that'd just make the atmosphere more uncomfortable, and make it clear there is a secret there. Which defeats the entire point."








It was soothing to me, on some level, to know that people could live for such a long time and still be so socially awkward.








"It seems like you might be better off spending the rest of this ordeal mute," Anna said flatly. "I have a knife, if you need one."








Kamrusepa snorted.








"Fine. Fine," Linos said, his tone now a little huffy. "I'll just keep to myself for the remainder of the night, then. Outside of when we're making plans."








"L-Let's not get over the top with this," I said, hesitant. "I'm not angry at you or anything, sir... I think everyone is just tense. Everyone has aspects of themselves that tend to become a little frustrating in difficult situations. It can't be helped..."








That was the optimistic interpretation, at least.








He sighed, rubbing his eyes. "I'm sorry. You're right-- I'm making things worse, acting like this." He paused for a long moment, biting his lip, before looking back up at me. "I'll give you the full answer. As I was saying, Sacnicte and Yantho's parents were sponsors to the order - donors. Under your grandfather's direction, we'd planned to expand our recruitment efforts to the Duumvirate's academic community, and they were an instrumental part of that process."








"You said 'parents'," I said. "So, are they siblings?"








Linos shook his head. "Not in the way you might be thinking. I mean parents'. Plural." He furrowed his brow. "Their families were quite close both personally and professionally, and so both were involved in the project. They ran a business helping people who wanted to immigrate convert their assets for the other economic system - turning kakau into property, business stakes and luxury credit, and vice-versa."








Kakau beans had been used as a form of currency in the predecessors to Lluateci civilization all the way back in the Old and New Kingdoms era, and so in later eras had become the word for money in their society. Of course, in modern times, it wasn't backed up by anything physical, since raw materials had ceased to have any value. They did mint ornamental gold coins, though.








"What happened?" Kamrusepa asked, now curious too.








"The civil dispute," Linos said. "Or rather, the treaty. One of the more minor provisions closed a lot of loopholes they'd been using to make their clients' assets more internationally fluid. As a result, the entire business went down in flames before it could adapt. Of the two of them, Yantho's family fared worse... I don't know much about the situation, but I understand his father committed suicide, and his mother was... Unable to take care of him, afterwards." He cleared his throat. "So he ended up being de-facto adopted by Sacnicte's family."








"So... How does an 'illness' factor into all of this?" I asked. Far down below, I could see that he was reaching over to close Vijana's remaining eye, before investigating her body.








"The boy has associative-collapse dementia," Anna said.








I blinked in surprise, and saw even Kamrusepa's eyes shift for a moment. "What?"








"Not-- Not in the sense that you're probably thinking," Linos said, holding up a corrective hand. "I don't know how closely you follow the scholarship, but it's very much an emergent field. We've only just begun to understand that rather than a single condition, as was once believed, associative-collapse is more akin to a spectrum of many different dysfunctions in the relationship between the brain and pneuma."








"I've read a little about that stuff," I said. "But still... He's so young."








"Nature is cruel," Kam said distantly.








"More apt to say that physics is indifferent to our priorities," Anna replied. "As I understand it, the boy's parents opted for natal anima scripting faithful to their own, rather than utilizing modern methods to prioritize his health. They wanted their child to carry their blood, and so he did - along with all its historic dysfunction. One should not be surprised when deficient soil bears poor crop."








That led to an uncomfortable silence. Most people would shy away from using such deterministic language about anima scripting in order to not sound like they were advocating for eugenics on the down-low, but apparently, Anna had no such compunctions.








"A-Anyway," Linos continued after a moment, "in his case, the condition appeared even before his teens, and begun with loss of motor function rather than executive function. His parents, on account of the order's relationship with them, brought him here for treatment. That was around the time he lost his ability to speak..." He looked down at his lap thoughtfully. "Though they become increasingly ineffective in old age, there are many experimental treatments for dementia which produce good results in cases like his, though they often require extremely regular observation and extensive tailoring for the circumstances of the patient. Though we couldn't restore what had already been lost, we were able to stop the progression of the disease in its tracks."








"I think I can see where this is probably going," I said. Down below, Yantho looked like he was about to start climbing again. "When both his and Sacnicte's parents were ruined... No one was able to finance his treatment. Right?"








He gave an uncomfortable nod. "That's right. Under normal circumstances, we would have had to terminate it. In this sort of work, you have to be utilitarian, when push comes to shove. The time we were putting in to treat him ourselves could have saved far more people."








"That's a little callous," Kamrusepa said. "For one of your own people, more or less."








"Well, we didn't go through with it, in the end," Linos said. "Sacnicte put herself forward, saying she'd do anything if we continued with his treatment."








"So the way you decided that debt would be paid would be her working for you," I attempted to deduce.








He shook his head, though. "Not really. Honestly, we don't have a shortage of people who want to work as stewards of the sanctuary, or in any position that might get their foot in the door, even for no reward other than that. ...but when she came to us, she really was desperate. And since we were already acquainted with her since she was a little girl-- Well, it was hard to just tell her 'no'." He scratched the neck of his neck. "So I suppose it's more a pretext than anything. Some of us wanted to show our gratitude to her family, and keep those relationships intact..."








I nodded slowly. This was yet another illustration of the order's nepotism, but in this case, it felt harder to condemn it. "So... How did Yantho end up working here, too?"








"It's an informal situation. He's not a steward in the same way that Sacnicte is," he explained. "Between meetings, we often only have a single person in the sanctuary outside of busier periods. He didn't like the idea of her being alone so much of the time on his behalf, I suppose, so he volunteered to work alongside her during those times." He shrugged. "It's redundant, really, but we didn't see a reason to turn him down."








"There was a perfectly good reason, in fact, that the majority simply did not see," Anna said coldly. "Which is that he has no formal training, and is a blatant security hole."








Before Linos could respond to this, we heard the sound of Yantho drawing close in his climb back up the ladder, cutting things short. Kam pulled the gun back, giving me a hesitant look from behind her mask.








After hauling himself back to his feet and taking a few deep breaths, Yantho pulled his tablet back out from under his robes, touching the false iron. It's definitely her, the words read. I found these, too.








He reached into his pockets and withdrew two items. The first was a copper amulet like the ones the council members had. This one, however, depicted a sword instead of an eye.








Why a sword? I thought, right off the bat.








The second item was the pistol that'd been lying on her body. The three front-most lenses were down, and it looked like the drop had damaged it slightly, with a crack running along the side of its casing.








"I see," Linos said, with a nod. No one seemed interested in bringing up the fact that he'd lied - what was done was done, and it seemed to have worked out. "Was there anything else?"








I tried to examine the body a little, even though I didn't really know what I should be looking for, he wrote. It did look like she'd impacted the ground from pretty high, but something was strange. There wasn't any blood in the shaft itself, only at the bottom.








Kamrusepa narrowed her eyes. "Why would there be blood in the shaft?"








Yantho took a few deep breaths before continuing. Looking at him now, it was obvious he'd been crying a few moment ago, and was still upset despite trying to keep it together. Well, if she'd shot herself in the head right before falling, you'd think that the bleeding right after the fact would have scattered some drops around... Or on her chest. There wasn't any there, either.








I knew it. I shouldn't have trusted Kamrusepa's stupid reasoning. 'It doesn't seem likely' my ass.








I gave her a Look - she was glancing to the side, presumably seeing it coming - and then took a few steps around the corner, calling out. "Ran."








She emerged from the other side, now carrying a pistol of her own as well as her scepter. "What is it, Su?"








"I need you to cast the Anomaly-Divining Arcana, with a scope of at least the last three days, and a range of this room," I said. "Can you still spare the eris?"








She glanced at her dial, which was still relatively full-- At least compared to mine, which was down to close to half after all the barrier-casting. "Yeah. Take my hand."








I followed the instruction, and she held up her scepter.








A n o m a l y - D i v i n i n g




"...𒈣𒄀𒌈𒀭𒊍. (𒌍𒍣𒍥𒊒𒊬𒉌𒌫𒐼). 𒄭𒌋𒌋𒌋𒌋, 𒊹."








The information entered my mind. One incantation, cast... Yesterday morning, at 10:43? That was only an hour before Kam and I had discovered the room. Some kind of conjuration incantation... Simple, but still multi-elemental--








"Water," Ran said, furrowing her brow. "Someone conjured about 15 liters worth of water. Right here." She pointed to the area opposite the entryway, where the passage split.








15 liters was enough to fill a large bucket. I looked at the spot Ran had indicated closely, and it seemed cleaner, with faint stains in the surrounding dust where droplets of water must have fallen.








There was no doubt about it. This was the explanation for how the room had been mysteriously cleaned prior to Kam and I's arrival-- Someone had been in here just prior. And judging by what Yantho just told me...








I walked back over to the four standing by the hatch. "I think someone meddled with the scene of the suicide-- If it was a suicide," I said. "When Kam and I first came here, there was damp on a lot of the shelves, and Ran just checked for people using the Power. Apparently, not long before we'd found her, someone had been in here creating water."








Anna started casting the Anomaly-Divining Arcana herself, apparently not trusting us, and Linos took her hand. "It's true," she said, after a moment.








"Well," Linos said. "That's not good."








Do you think she was murdered? Yantho asked. I could see his hands trembling a bit.








"I don't know. I don't think there's any way to know, based on this." He let out a deep sigh. "When we get back underground and can cast again, I think we should do a more comprehensive investigation of both this letter, and the suicide note we found independently - I believe it's in our archive at the moment, so it should be close to the security center anyway. Kamrusepa, you know the Form-Chronicling Arcana, don't you?"








"Y-Yes," she said, with a nod.








"Right. Then we'll use that to verify when the notes were written, and if one is likely to be a forgery. We'll try and find time to investigate the body too, but..." He sighed. "Frankly, even if it does make the fact this could have been averted a little more frustrating, at this point it doesn't really matter if she was murdered or not. We just need to put the plan into place and escape."








It feels wrong to leave her body in that state, Yantho wrote, with a pained expression. I did what I could to give her some dignity, but...








"We'll come back for it when we return and regain control of the sanctuary," Linos said soothingly. "For now, though, we need to get moving. The others have probably already finished."








When we return and regain control of the sanctuary. It was a confidence that was clearly meant to be inspiring and reassuring, but just ended up seeming desperate in a way that was off-putting.








As it turned out, Linos was right - almost everyone else had already picked out guns. Most of them - Seth, Theodoros, Ophelia, as well as Linos, Anna and Yantho after they'd had a moment - had chosen pistols, with only Ptolema and Ezekiel having opted for rifles in addition to Kam. I decided to go for a pistol, too. Fang was the only exception, not seeming to be carrying anything.








"Aren't you gonna take somethin', Fang?" Ptolema asked.








"Hmmmm. Nah, I'm good," they said, holding up their hands. "I'll leave this crap to you guys."








"We agreed it would be better if everyone was armed," Anna spoke bluntly.








"Listen," Fang said. "I don't know how to, like, get this across? But I'm a really lousy shot. Like, shoot-your-own-eye-out bad. It'd be safer for me to grab a candlestick from somewhere and try to get 'em with the sharp end." They glanced behind them. "Unless it'd be okay if I took some of those grenades? I could work with grenades."








"I think," Kamrusepa said delicately, "that it would be better if we went about our business without bringing live explosives with us."








They shrugged. "I figured somebody would say that."








"Sir," Ran said to Linos. "Back when we were traveling, you mentioned that some of these weapons were damaged."








"Ah, yes," he said, as he sheathed his new weapon where the one Mehit had taken once sat. "I didn't mean to the point of them being broken-- But we make a habit of taking firearms with even minor defects out of regular service. It's things like sight misalignment or cosmetic damage."








"Still," she said. "It would be better if we tested them, don't you think?"








He thought about this for a moment, raising a finger to his lip. "...I suppose you're right," he eventually said. "It's not as if we're being stealthy to begin with."








"Ohh, it could be fun to have a little target practice," Zeno said, with a small grin. "Let's go out into the hall, though. As that girl said, it'd be better if we didn't blow ourselves up."








Kam frowned, probably annoyed she'd seemingly forgotten her name, on top of everything.








We filed back out into the hall, and Zeno held out a hand for us to assemble in front of the platform. Once we were assembled, they rubbed their hands together in excitement.








"Tell me," she said. "How many of you little idiots have any experience with guns?"








Kam, Ran, and Theo rose their hands. Ezekiel started to raise his, but then hesitated for a moment, before lowering it back down with an irritated look.








She shook her head in dismay. "Fucking abysmal. This is what 200 years of peace does to a culture." She clapped her hands together. "Well, nothing for it. We'll make this a quick lesson, too." She turned to face the wall at the far side of the room. "First thing, you want to put down the first and last lens. That'll give you a good lethal shot without draining too much of the battery or setting anything on fire. Now, I'm sure you've all seen enough dramas. Hold it up with both hands, sights straight ahead--"









𒊹









When that was all said and done and we'd confirmed there were no issues with the firearms - and also that Ezekiel was almost as bad a shot as Fang had claimed to be, managing to somehow hit the side of the wall to our side instead of the one in front - we set back off. The final stop we'd agreed to make had been Lilith's room, in case that was where her and Mehit were holed up. It was one half of the compromise we'd agreed in lieu of searching the entire estate, the other being to leave some notes lying around informing them that we were here and where we were going, though leaving the details of our plan out. Some people were worried it would tip the killer off, but again, I couldn't imagine they'd struggle to find us.








On the way, we passed by the doorway to the tower again... But something was off. The arcane lock had been broken, and the heavy doorway had been left slightly ajar. At the sight of it, Linos, Anna, and Zeno all made concerned expressions. Linos said something quietly to Zeno, and she took a peek in, before shutting it and moving us along.








When we made it down to the second floor, I decided to speak up.








"Since we're here anyway," I said, "would it be alright if I took a look around the room I was in? When Lilith woke me up, everything was already happening, so I..." I cleared my throat. "I rushed some parts when I was getting dressed."








This was a lie. I wanted to take a proper look to see if I could find any clues about the gap in memory, or about the meeting which must have taken place with Samium. If it really did happen, I couldn't imagine I'd have nothing to show for it.








"This isn't the time to be doing your makeup, Saoite," Ezekiel said.








"I am rather certain that is not what she means," Kamrusepa said flatly.








Linos cleared his throat loudly. "I don't think anyone would have a problem with that, Utsu. The two chambers are right next to each other. But would you be alright with another of the girls going with you? Without the Power, whoever's doing this can't pull any tricks on us like at the guesthouse... But still, it never hurts to be careful."








"Uh, I suppose," I said.








"Better leave the door open, too," Seth said. "Just a little. So we can hear you if you cry out."








A minute or two later, and Ran and I were stepping back into the large room I'd awoken in. First, I went back to my trunk and started rooting through it again. I'd felt confident at the time that everything had been there, but I wasn't willing to trust the judgement of the me-from-a-few-hours-ago who was in a mad panic after thinking she'd just had a stroke. I went through it all again - clothes, journal, logic engine, books, medication...








"It might've been a little too much information to tell everyone you forgot to put on underwear, don't you think?" Ran asked flatly.








"That was just an excuse," I said, frowning at her. "I'm looking for anything that might tell me what happened with Samium."








She ran a hand over her face. "Gods above, Su."








"It'll only take a minute," I said. "If it really happened, I'm sure I'd have left something. Made notes, or... Something like that."








She let out a long sigh, sitting down on the bed.








I gave up on rooting through the trunk, and went around the rest of the room. Now that I was actually paying attention, I was realizing it was a lot sparser than the other bedrooms here that Neferuaten had shown us. It wasn't that it wasn't luxurious, just... Without character. The bookshelves were almost empty, and the dressers completely so. Even the walls were undecorated, save for a single large painting at the back.








It depicted a battle from the Great Interplanar War. This itself was rare - while the Tricenturial War was looked on nostalgically by modern culture, the second of the two great wars the world had suffered since the collapse was far more controversial. Even if it had given birth to the Grand Alliance of the Mourning Realms, it was also a campaign predicated on what was, ultimately, the pursuit of annihilating a less powerful culture simply because it posed a threat to the status quo. The more years passed, the more public figures officially condemned everything that had happened, even those who had spearheaded the campaign themselves in bygone days. The more cities tore down memorials and poured financial aid into what was left of civilization on the Diakos.








How did the truism go? 'It's easier to apologize than ask for permission.'








I was able to identify it as such because it was obviously set on the oceans of the Atelikos, with airships in the sky and alien forms rising from the waters below. It was a very long painting, one of those ones you couldn't view all at once, but had to turn your head as you took it in, as if you were really there...








When I'd finished looking at it, my eyes turned downwards, and I noticed two objects left at the corner of the end-table below.








The first was Zeno's weird, multi-headed key he'd given me after our first meeting, which I had to confess I'd half forgotten about, assuming I'd left it in my old clothes.








The second...








I wasn't sure quite what it was. At first, I'd thought it was a book that'd been left awkwardly open, but then I realized there was no cover. Then I'd thought it was maybe a manuscript... But something was peculiar about the binding. Putting aside those notepads which just have metal loops for the parchment to be hooked on to, all books have basically the same kind of spine. The vellum is bound to a narrow strip, leaving only really two states for the object - open or closed. This, of course, was the point; it made it easy to hold and easy to keep from being damaged. There was a reason we didn't write things on scrolls any more.








But this... Was different.








The spine, once I lifted it up, was less like a strip and more like a rectangular conveyer to which the parchment had been weaved through in a complicated design. Pages were turned vertically, and when enough were pushed back, they began to slide into it, disappearing from sight. This made it hard to tell just how long the text was, and no matter what position you left the object in, it seemed... Awkward. Like you'd just left it open.








Curious, I looked down at the page it was open on. And slowly, my eyes narrowed.








To Gilgamesh the Elders spoke, and they said this:




"Gilgamesh, do not put your trust in your great strength alone.




Train your mind to be sharp, and make each blow land true!




The one who scouts ahead may save his comrade,




The one who knows the path may protect his friend.




Go in the wake of Enkidu,




for he knows the road to the Cedar Forest,




for he has known the bloodshed of the battlefield.




Enkidu will protect you, his comrade and friend.




And his body shall bear you back to your family.




Enkidu! The wisdom of our Assembly shall entrust our king to you!




And we expect him to be borne to us safely upon your return!"




Gilgamesh then spoke to Enkidu, and he said:




"Come my friend. Let us go to the temple of Elgamah,




to Ninsun, the Great Queen;




She who is without peer in wisdom.




She will show us the path we must walk."
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I flipped through a few more pages, but all this served to do was confirm my initial impression. This did, indeed, appear to be a translation of section of the Epic of Gilgamesh-- Or at least, it was an extremely archaically-written story with a protagonist named Gilgamesh. It wasn't like I was familiar with the text directly.








Finding yet another item connected to the myth wasn't a surprise at this point. The biggest question was why it was here. Why I, presumably, had separated it and the key Zeno had given me from everything else. And to a lesser extent, why the binding of the book was so strange.








"Found something?" Ran asked, stepping over.








"Uh, this book... Thing," I said, holding up the manuscript. "It looks like the Epic of Gilgamesh."








She frowned, stepping over and taking it from my hands. Her eyes scanned the page intently, before slowly starting to nod. "...yeah, looks like it. I think this is the opening to the third tablet, though the translation is different to the one I read." She frowned, looking up from the page and testing the weight of the object in her hands. "But there's no way this is just that. It's way, way too many pages. Especially since there's no annotations."








I frowned. "The epic is that short? Even though it's called an 'epic'?"








"In terms of epic poems, 'epic' more means 'grand in subject matter' than 'big'," she explained. "It was written thousands of years before even the Odyssey-- We're talking about people who had to carve their shit into rocks. Kinda constrains a culture's capacity for narrative complexity." She tilted it on its side. "What's with this weird binding? It looks like you could pack a whole encyclopedia into this thing."








"I'm not sure..." I said, something nagging at the back of my mind. I glanced back at the key, then lifted it up for her. "Did I ever tell you about this, by the way?"








"That's the thing you got from Zeno, isn't it?"








I nodded. "Yeah."








"I think you brought it up when we were on our way back from the underground last night," she said. "You said something about being surprised you didn't see a lock for it or something."








I blinked, trying to process this latest entry into things-I'd-done-but-apparently-couldn't-remember.








Retrace your steps and use logic, idiot. Our group had been taken underground to bear witness to one of the order's secret projects, one that Neferuaten, back in our conversation in the garden, had talked about like the entire organization was oriented around it. At the time, I'd drawn a connection to Zeno's description of a secret that was about to be unveiled here - 'a power to remake the world'. But as it had turned out, it'd been a project of my grandfather's that the order had abandoned years ago, and based on Ran's account, Zeno had been just as surprised as anyone else that Fang actually got it working.








So... Inferring from that, on our way back, I'd probably been expressing surprise that what Zeno had been so excited over, his 'spectacular prize' secreted in away in the sanctuary... Was, contrary to that initial assumption, completely different to the Everblossom and the machine beneath it.








So what was he so excited over, then? What was this even for? And what was the 'firsthand proof' he'd told me to expect to see before my formal invitation?








That's right. Amidst everything, I'd let that slip out of my mind, too. Had I actually had the meeting with the inner circle, and been offered the honorary position Neferuaten had described...? More things to clarify when there was a free moment.








"You're staring into space, Su," Ran said flatly.








"Oh." I cleared my throat. "S-Sorry. Let's finish taking a look around."








I investigated the rest of the bedroom, going quickly through the drawers and even looking behind the curtains, but ultimately discovered little more of note aside from a few items of men's clothing, which felt like the only hint as to who normally occupied this room. Even the lavatory offered no hints. Since there probably wouldn't be another chance to come back here, I decided to grab my shoulder bag and gather up the items valuable to me - my journal, some of my clothes, some expensive makeup - as well as the two things I'd just discovered. After that, I turned to leave.








"It feels like it doesn't matter now, but what even happened to my old room? How did the floor get damaged?" I asked her. "I forgot to ask back when we were in the abbey."








"Oh, right," she said. "It's stupid. After everyone got bored of hanging out in the bathhouse, Seth and Ezekiel got into another stupid fight in the changing rooms. Bardiya was casting some incantation to try and dry himself off for bed, but one of them shoved him, so he botched the incantation. Ended up smashing a hole in the ceiling with the backlash."








"That's really dangerous," I said, my eyes wide. "Were they punished?"








She shook her head. "Not really. I guess the order didn't want to make a big deal out of it, since nobody was hurt." She frowned to herself. "Anyway, that fucked up the floor in you and Lilith's room, and since the girl's floor was already packed and they didn't wanna break their weird rules, they moved you both over here."








"That makes sense, I guess." I scratched the side of my head. "What happened with Fang, by the way?"








"They wanted to put them with us at first, but like you probably saw, they ended up in a boy's room eventually," she said. "Seemed like Durvasa was pissed off about it, though." Her eyes scanned over the room on our way out. "So you just woke up here with no idea what was going on, huh?"








I nodded. "Yeah, that's about right."








"Must've been pretty spooky," she said. "Something about this place gives me the creeps."








"Yeah," I said, my eyes wandering around it. The amount of empty space really was strange.








We stepped back out into the hall, where Linos and some of the others were still milling around. "E-Everything go alright?" he asked awkwardly.








"Uh, yes." I said.








"That's good," he replied, biting his lip and glancing to an adjacent door. "The others are still looking around miss Eshkalon's room... It sounds as though they haven't found her, but are looking for clues her and her mother might've left behind if they'd stopped by."








"We're not finding any clues, either," Kamrusepa said from inside, raising her voice slightly.








Linos shrugged. "Well, there you have it."








I didn't expect that adding my own eyes to an already saturated investigation would accomplish very much, but decided to take a quick peek inside the chamber anyway. In stark contrast to the room I'd been placed in, this one was packed full of all kinds of junk, to the point that there seemed almost no rhyme or reason to it. There were multiple cupboards full of clothing - dresses, mostly, so it probably belonged to a woman - a large logic engine, a second bed... And most notably, several stone sculptures. There were three depicting humans, one of which was clearly a likeness of Durvasa, as well as two stone figures of cats. Finally, there was one which seemed to still be in progress, the upper half of a slab of rock wrought into a roughly humanoid shape on top of a white trap in the corner.








Notably, though, I could see a layer of dust covering one of the nearby dressers. Whoever this room belonged to obviously hadn't used it in some time.








It was another two minutes or so before Zeno lost patience. "This is pointless," she called out from the hall. "We need to get moving."








"Yeah," Ptolema said from inside the room. "I hate to say it... But I don't think we're gonna find anything..."








"You guys go ahead and get ready," Seth said, opening another of the aforementioned wardrobes. "I'm going to go through another of these. I think the door in this one might've been open--"








"Seth, don't be ridiculous," Kamrusepa said. "If Lilith and her mother stopped by here at some point in the past few hours, they wouldn't have climbed in the closet. I was fine with taking a quick look, but this is ridiculous."








He tensed up for a moment, but then closed his eyes, letting out a long sigh. "Fine," he said. "Let's go leave the notes."








Everyone left the room and, as planned, spent a few moments leaving messages for Lilith and her mother around around the area. Then we descended down to the ground floor and repeated the process, until we eventually circled back around to the library in the main hall, in the shadow of the massive orrery. Across from us was the doorway leading to the security center.








My eyes wandered towards the windows, and the blackness beyond them. The fact that 'dawn' had never broken, despite us now being well into the morning hours, felt like it was starting to really upset the animal components of my brain. I was starting to feel the weight of my interrupted sleep, my muscles aching and my breath growing heavier.








"Er, well." Theo cleared his throat, peering towards it. "What do we do now?"








"To begin with, we need to contact the artificed intelligence's and inform them of what we will require of them," Anna said, stepping over towards the towering structure in the center of the room. "Fortunately, we will not need to venture back underground. This logic bridge is one of the handful we connected to them for the purposes of remote administration." She leaned down, touching the false iron embedded in the structure of the orrery's base.








"Can we watch?" Ran asked, her tone unreadable.








Making sure she can't pull the wool over the rest of our eyes. Anna turned and regarded her coldly for a moment, but nodded. "If you so wish."








She nodded in reply, and with that, a few of us stepped forward to touch the false iron as well, myself included.








I was surprised for a moment, at first. Instead of simply feeling the straightforward connection to Sekhmet and her 'brother' that I'd been expecting, my extrasensory perceptions were instead flooded by something much more complicated. It was once again a view of the Old Yru Convention assembly chamber, its dome towering high into the sky, and the square in front of it. Unlike it had appeared during Seth and I's meeting with Sacnicte, however, the area looked absolutely packed. There must of been at least a hundred thousand people, all spaced out carefully to avoid contact paradoxes, watching an address from a man I recognized as the First Administrator under the night's sky.








The image was greyed out, however, and an impulse came with it. Understand that the link has been severed. Understand that a bridge integrity check has failed to diagnose the problem, and you may need to inspect for physical damage. Understand that if you cannot revolve the problem, you should visit your distributor with your purchase paperwork and seek a replacement...








Mm, that's right. This is where Linos had been watching the closing hours of the bicentennial ceremony. The link would've been cut along with everything else when this had all started.








Anna wasted little time in dismissing this image, causing it to fizzle out of my mind's eye in an instant. Instead, I felt her make some sort of command to the system at large, and then 'heard' a familiar voice.








Oh, hello! Is it time for my daily report? Sekhmet asked. I'm sorry to say this, but temperature loss overnight has caused a 0.7% reduction from baseline productivity! Is there something wrong with the heating system-- There was a twinge of confused processing, followed by a sensation of pleasant excitement. Wow! There's a lot of you right now! Is there another tour going on?








"Analysis Engine 01 and 02," Anna said, her tone emotionlessly commanding. "There has been an issue with the administrative core of the sanctuary. We are going to transfer control over our gateway subsystem to your terminal so that you are able to temporarily manage it for us. You are to freeze other tasks and cease all transfer of information while I begin alterations to the connective runescripting of your level. Confirm your understanding."








Please understand that this instruction has been acknowledged, Discretionary Council Member Amtu-Heddu-Anna, I felt the more simplistic mind of Eshmun communicate. Please understand that we will disable all pertaining alerts and stand by for further instruction.








Um, wait? Sekhmet said. You want for me to cease all tasks? Does that include my reading?








Zeno rubbed her eyes. "While I was impressed by the scope of Neferuaten's ambition in designing this thing's mind, it's the last shit we need right now."








"Agreed," Anna said, her brow slowly lowering "Engine 02. You are to cease all tasks and stand by for further instruction. "








Well... Okay, I suppose... she said. The pulse of sadness felt like damp water. I mean... If it's really, really, really, really important--








Anna cut the connection, turning her head to face the opposite towards the security center door. "Now that that's done, the next step is to access the runescripting beneath the security hall. For that, we'll need access to the chamber proper."








"Um," Theo said, hesitant. "Isn't that going to be a problem? I mean-- Seth said something about it being defended, earlier?"








"Yeah," the other boy affirmed. "The door looked like it was meant for a siege, and there were a bunch of grates where it looked like gas was supposed to come out of."








"It's, uh, actually acid vapor, not gas," Linos said.








"The heck is wrong with this place?" Ptolema exclaimed, her brow twisting in horror.








"T-That shouldn't be an issue, though," Linos continued, his tone soothing. "You see, the defensive elements of the security center only actually activate in a lockdown. And since we've confirmed this isn't one, we should be safe." He stroked his chin. "Though the door is another matter. It's made of artificed bronze and is almost a foot thick. We built it to withstand refractor rifle bombardment."








"What exactly is the solution, then?" Kamrusepa asked.








"If you can't crack the door, crack the wall," Zeno declared. "We never fully reinforced the portion of the center adjacent to the building's exterior. It'll probably take a good chunk out of our charge, but we should be able to fuck it open with good few high-focus high-output shots." She gestured her rifle back and forth.








"Let's... Take this one step at a time," Linos said. "The door isn't normally fully sealed. The basic lock shouldn't be too hard to break through, so we ought to take a look first."








"I'll examine it myself," Anna said, stepping forward. Some of us moved to follow her, but she held up a hand to stop us. This wasn't going to take her out of our line of sight, so there was no real point in us all cramming into the tiny corridor.








She opened the initial door and stepped into the liminal space, stepping over the metal grates and approaching the thick hunk of metal that separated us from our destination. She sighed, then examined it for a moment--








In this next instant, several things happened at once. The first was that the door swung open very sharply - more than I'd believed possible, considering it's weight - and the bottom fell out of my stomach in an instant. In the following 2 seconds, I sincerely believed that the killer was about to perform another perfect strike, taking out the one person who could conceivably still help us escape from this mess in a single moment of letting our guard down.








People with better reflexes than me - Kamrusepa, Ran, Zeno, Theodoros (surprisingly) all rose their guns in an instant, and Linos cried out "Anna!" as a figure, themselves obviously armed, grabbed her by the neck with impeccable martial skill and leveled a pistol directly at her head--








....and then the other shoe dropped as I realized who it was. There, holding Anna with panic in her eyes and every feature on her face as tense as it could get, was Sacnicte.








Slowly, I saw the realization spread among our group. Linos relaxed with relief. Kam and some of the others frowned in confusion. Zeno closed her eyes, then smirked, amused. Sacnicte herself took perhaps the longest to realize what had happened-- Looking at our group, then at Anna, and suddenly seeming at a loss, looking at her own weapon.








"Put the pistol down, steward," Anna instructed her, her tone surprisingly calm. "It's me."








This seemed to serve as enough to break her out of her stupor. She sharply stepped back, lowering her pistol and taking deep breaths. In response, the others finally started lowering their own weapons.








"S-Sorry, ma'am," Sacnicte said, doing her best attempt at a formal tone. "I thought you--"








"It's fine," Anna interrupted, rubbing her neck. "I ought to have knocked in case someone was already inside, considering the circumstances... And it's not as though I exactly look like myself, at present."








"That was quite an ambush, girl!" Zeno complimented her, clapping a bit. "Very impressive!"








Sacnicte looked up at her, still breathing heavily. "T-Thanks," she said sardonically. Then her eyes widened slightly. "Yantho."








Considering how well they knew each other, it wasn't much of a surprise that she'd recognize his presence, mask or no mask. The boy broke from our group, taking a step towards her, and then they both moved swiftly towards one another, meeting just at the exit of the main hall. They embraced, holding one another tightly.








"Thank the fucking gods," she muttered quietly. "I thought... Fuck."








Linos smiled softly at the scene. "Good," he said. "That's one step towards having everyone back in one place."


I almost found myself smiling too. Any good things happening felt like water in the savanna, at this point. Hearing their story a little earlier, I'd been afraid of what would happened it if had turned out to have ended in tragedy.








After that, we took a few minutes to explain everything that had happened to Sacnicte over the past few hours - the initial death of Neferuaten, the cryptic warning and Bardiya's murder, the disappearance of Durvasa and our eventual plan visit to the administrative core - as well as the plan we'd now devised to escape the sanctuary. She, in turn, filled us in on her own experience of events.








"I was in my quarters when the bell tower woke me up, then made my way down here to see what the hell was going on," she explained. "That was when the logic bridge started going off and I saw that creepy message. After that, I held up in there for hours, trying to keep track of what was going on with the equipment."








Linos's eyes lit up. "You mean the center's observation capabilities are still functioning?"








"Yeah," she said, with a nod. "At least, some of it. Come and see for yourself, if you want."








She led some of us into the chamber, which as oppressive as ever, and we attuned to the logic bridge. Sure enough, she was telling the truth. Though a lot of the arcane lenses seemed to have shut down - only the ones in the abbey seemed unchanged, with most of the ones in the research tower and the building we were in physically disabled - the mechanism designed to track who was in what bioenclosure was still operational. Other than the members of our group (including Zeno - I wasn't sure if it was tracking their current body or the location of their brain, but either way it registered as it being in the 'Inner Sanctum Bioenclosure' with the rest of us), it also reported Mehit, Lilith, Vijana, Neferuaten... And Samium as being here too.








Beyond that, it reported Balthazar and Durvasa as within the 'Research Tower Bioenclosure', Bardiya as being in the 'Guest Bioenclosure' no one as being in the 'Arboretum Bioenclosure', and finally Hamilcar as being in the 'Sanctuary Underground'. Thinking about it, this was the first time I'd had the official names for them laid out.








But hadn't the inner sanctum had a different name? I was pretty certain I recalled the warning alarms calling it the 'Amniakic' Bioenclosure. Had they changed the names at some point, and not kept it consistent across their system...?








Anyway, all this information obviously raised several questions, though one of them I already had the answer to personally. But it did clear up one thing. Assuming the information was true, it eliminated the earlier-suggested possibility of an unknown 'person X' - someone who had snuck into the sanctuary, but had hidden themselves from sight - being the culprit.








...but that wasn't exactly a good thing.








"Um... Who is 'Samium of Ur-Ysar'?" Ophelia asked, frowning.








Linos cleared his throat. "That's a, ah, medical guest of the sanctuary, Ophelia," Linos said, showing some level of commitment to his assertion that he'd stop lying about everything. "Considering the circumstances, we decided it would be better not to bring them up to the rest of you until we have an exit from the sanctuary."








In spite of that honesty, he seemed unhappy to be having this conversation. Like it was both unexpected and inconvenient - which seemed a little strange since, well, shouldn't it have been obvious that people would notice?








She looked sincerely distraught in a way that only she could sell as sincere. "That's... You mean, you're just leaving them to die...?"








"They're not ambulatory, little girl," Zeno, who had also wandered in, said dismissively. "They're stuck in one of least accessible parts of the building, hooked up to enough machines that the place looks like a factory floor. And they're at death's door to begin with. Not a priority."








"That's callous, Zeno," Linos scolded her, frowning. "We're talking about--"








"Oh, you want to start this again?" She cut him off, looking amused. "Why don't you go save him yourself, then. If you pray hard enough to God, maybe they'll even lift you up the stairs."








That was a shitty remark, even by their standards. Ophelia looked a little upset, seeming to lack the will to push the matter further, while Linos just sighed, rubbing one of his eyes.








"Let's clear some things up," Ran said. "This tracking system. How reliable is it, and how does it work? Why is Durvasa still listed as being in the Research Tower? Or hell-- Why are Neferuaten and him still listed to begin with?"








"Well, to start with, I think it's pretty reliable. At least, I've never thought of a way to trick it in all the times I've been sitting around this place," Sacnicte said. "When somebody first comes in through one of the entrances, it creates a registry of them based on their biological data. Then every time they pass between one of the bioenclosures or go down underground, it checks them again and updates their position."








"How does it check them?" She asked.








"Whenever they pass a checkpoint, it checks both their iron with a mundane mechanism, and does a scan with the Power. That's how it can tell miss straight-out-of-the-convent over there from that asshole who shares her blood." She jerked her finger towards Ophelia.








"What if somebody uses the Power to skip a checkpoint?" I asked.








She looked quizzically at me, sitting back in her chair. "If you mean if someone fucks with the checkpoint directly, the whole system goes ballistic. But if you mean 'skip' as in 'go around', I dunno how you'd even do that. You can't transposition between them with all the water around, and you'd have to hook your scepter straight into the furnace to get enough eris to teleport."


With all the water around. She didn't get the memo, apparently, but it was just as true with the hyper-thick glass.








"What if you cut a tunnel?" I pushed further.








"That sets off the system, too. Any serious damage to foundation does-- The crap you were telling me about someone smashing through the floor must've come close, and that's not even a fraction of what you'd have to do to make a whole new passageway. It's bedrock across the board." She sighed, turning her head back towards the logic bridge. "As for your other shit, that already answers most of it. The only thing it cares about is people going through the checkpoint. And if you're not only dead but super fucked-up when you go through one..."








"The iron in the body would have turned back to False Iron, and the scanner wouldn't recognize their body shape," Ran said, nodding. "I get it."








So Durvasa's body would have had to have been in that state when it was moved... Assuming it was his body. I guess that made the most plausible candidate--








"Has Hamilcar's position changed at all?" I asked.








She shook her head. "No. He's been in the underground since I got here."








I nodded. Then he couldn't have gone up to place the body and arrange all that for us.








But then... What possibilities did that leave?








"I'll leave you all to the rest of this," Anna said, stepping away from our group. "I'm going downstairs to perform a preliminary examination of the runework." She moved towards the steps at the rear of the room.








"Be very careful, Anna," Linos said.








"I am not going out of view," she replied. "If you are concerned for my safety, you may stare at my back until I return."








Linos cleared his throat again, this time glancing to side. If we somehow got out of this alive, Anna was probably going to have to go through quite a lot of social re-acclimation in terms of the changes to her body.








"I, er. Have a question, if you don't mind..." Theodoros said, hesitantly. "Other than that, is there any mechanism to tell how many people are actually in the sanctuary? Or any information along those lines?"








"Kinda," she said. "There's a scan that checks for different types of life in a bioenclosure, which includes humans. But it only gives you the number, not the location. You're supposed to rely on the lenses for the specifics, but whoever's doing this has screwed with them already, so we're shit out of luck."








"We should do it anyway," Ran said. "Can't hurt."








Sacnicte shrugged, and sent an impulse to the logic bridge.








A few moments passed as the gears accelerated their motion. Then, the information began to flow into our minds.








Inner Sanctum Bioenclosure: 17 human biological signatures.




Guest Bioenclosure: 0 human biological signatures.




Arboretum Bioenclosure: 0 human biological signatures.




Research Tower Bioenclosure: 1 human biological signature.




Sanctuary Underground: 1 human biological signature.








I furrowed my brow as I processed the information, the others doing the same.








The two signatures in the last two locations obviously belonged to Balthazar and Hamilcar respectively; that was no mystery. The bigger question was the numbers in this bioenclosure. Now that we had Sacnicte, our group numbered 14 people. That left 3 signatures left unaccounted for. So... Was that Mehit, Lilith, and Samium...?








No, wait. Would Zeno's body be picked up by the scan, too? It had seemed like Ptolema had guessed right when it came to being in one of the crates - and besides, there was no where else it could be. And what if Durvasa wasn't really dead? Or what if either Lilith of Mehit had been killed?








I wrinkled my brow. If Samium was dead... That was an absolute disaster, but I almost felt worse about the idea of Lilith or her mother being killed. Lilith, despite being a brat, was the closest to an innocent in this whole situation, and her mother was a complete bystander who'd been dragged into the situation, and her death would leave her daughter an orphan. Either of them having died here was a terrible thought.








Between those things, what did I want to be the truth?








"Well," Linos said, trying to smile. "...at least we know there must be more survivors."








There were a few moments of uncomfortable silence.








"I would like to check something, please," Kamrusepa spoke up, having been mostly observing up until point. "Sacnicte. You mentioned that the lenses around the abbey were still functioning?"








"Yeah," she said. "That's right."








"Earlier," she said, her eyes focused, "following Bardiya's death, it was suggested that it was a possibility that someone could have assassinated him by attacking him from the other side of the window."








At her bringing this up, the atmosphere in the room instantly changed. Back then, that unsteady possibility, carefully constructed by Fang at the last minute, had been the only thing keeping half of our class from concluding that Theodoros would have to be the culprit. If it was refuted, the spell would be broken, and that could all come rushing back in an instant.








Linos grew more tense, and Theo became very still, his eyes turning towards the floor. I also saw Seth react badly, his breath growing heavier. "Kam, I dunno if that's a good idea."








"I know that was a delicate matter, but we can't be afraid of truth," she replied tersely. "What's more important than keeping the peace among us is that we survive. This is a chance to reveal the culprit right here, right now." She lowered her gaze, looking at him sternly. "Did you forget that possibility, pray tell?"








Seth grunted, gritting her teeth. But eventually, he nodded. "Fine. Do it."








"Alright," Sacnicte said. "I wasn't watching at the time, but I should have the recording."








She took a little time to sort backwards through the recording but, after a minute or so, the scene appeared before us. The abbey gardens, shrouded in darkness but with the light of the windows - including the pivotal one - in clear view, and the logic bridge communicating us that this was taking place at the time of Bardiya's murder. 5:23 AM.








We watched the scene, such as it was, play out in silence. The barrier was visible, and subtly flickered off and on at various points. Soon, the light in the window abruptly went out. Then, a minute later, it returned, the surface now looking slightly stained.








But never over the course of it was there a single soul in sight.



            


067: Power of the Gods (𒐁)


                
Inner Sanctum First Floor | 10:04 AM | Third Day








It was strange how compatible fear and boredom were as emotional states. On the surface of it, one would assume they couldn't be more contradictory, but instead they went together like butter and flour, anxiety and banality blending seamlessly into a dull, oppressive dread. It was the kind of atmosphere you got in the waiting room of a dentist's office.








Well, except that this place had proper lounge chairs. That was a definite plus.








After the final revelation from the sanctuary's security system, another argument had broken out, but this one had been short lived. Now that Zeno and Anna were here - both of whom were pragmatists, albeit of very different sorts - and there were no longer any immediate plans to travel anywhere, the power dynamic of our group had shifted. Even though Linos had insisted it was an overreaction and there must've been another explanation we were overlooking, he could no longer completely shield his son from the reality that he was the only plausible suspect we had for Bardiya's murder.








In the end, he'd had his hands bound, 'just to be sure' as Kamrusepa had put it. It was a tame precaution in the grand scheme of things and Theo had accepted it without complaint (beyond the same muted despair he'd been demonstrating for hours), but it was unquestionable that even that had made the atmosphere even more tense. Seth and Linos had barely said a word to the rest of us since that point.








After that, Anna had set to work, though not before scavenging more of the bronze wristbands she'd given to Ran and I from Zeno's stockpile and divvying them up to the rest of the group.








"I don't get it," Ptolema had said. "What's the point if the arcane part can't even work?"








"As well as the sensor, the artifices also contain a mundane alarm that can be triggered, or activates automatically in the event of a ceased or highly irregular pulse. That is why I designed them as wristbands," she'd explained. "More besides, we do not know what the day has in store for us, or if the Power may become usable here again, so there is no point in not employing them. Just make sure you activate them properly if that does come to pass."








Since then, not much had happened. Most of us were in the lounge, where we could see Sacnicte, Ezekiel and Zeno over in the security center, who in turn could see Anna as she worked on the runework below. We'd shut the doors and barricaded the ones which Zeno had informed us the golems wouldn't try and travel through, and a few people were watching the remainder (and, more subtly the rest of us) with their rifles out... So theoretically, we were safe. She'd given us an estimate of about 4-5 hours to complete the work, which would be extensive.








Until then, all there was to do was wait. Even if one of us was the killer, so long as the sheep outnumbered the wolves, there was nothing they could realistically do. ...Well, if they didn't value their own life, they could probably manage a shot at Anna before being blown to pieces by the rest of us and then depend on whatever had been scripted into the administrative core to put us out of our misery. But that seemed unlikely.








People were doing their best to try and relax in one way or another, though no one was relaxed enough to literally try and make up for our lost sleep. Seth, Linos, Ptolema and Theo had dug up some board game from the library and were playing it at on a coffee table off to the left, while Ophelia, Yantho, and Fang had rifled through the collection of echo mazes and dug up some old romantic drama to watch over the logic bridge. Ran, Kamrusepa and I were also technically part of this latter group, seated on the sofas and chairs surrounding the towering orrery, though for various reasons we weren't paying much attention - Kam was focused on keeping watch, Ran was of course reading, and I...








...well, I was reading too, though not for pleasure. Instead, I was trying to make heads or tails of the copy of the seeming-Epic of Gilgamesh we'd discovered in my room. I was a fast reader and it wasn't exactly challenging, but it felt impossible to tell if I'd even made a dent. And that was because it was becoming clear it wasn't exactly a translation of the epic after all.








"In this part," I said to Ran, "Gilgamesh and Enkidu come across a brawl between a tavern owner and his landlord in Uruk, and he has to resolve the dispute they're having over refurbishing the building," I said. "It's been going on for about 10 pages now."








"That's not in the original epic, either," she said, not looking up from her book.








"Are you sure?" I asked, my brow furrowed.








"The story is mostly about them going on quests and fighting supernatural beings," she said. "I'm pretty sure I'd remember a lengthy digression about property rights."








"Huh," I said.








It's a bit of a blasé way to put it, but while the segment that it'd been left resting at when I'd discovered it had been a part of the original text, it was becoming increasingly obvious that the 'book' was, in the far greater part, a fan fiction. It was all written like the original epic, with short and simple declarations of events and a vaguely poetic structure, but the content was all over the place. It added extensions to many of Gilgamesh's and Enkidu's adventures, or invented new narratives about their day-to-day lives, many of which were utterly banal. Gilgamesh holds a dinner for the leaders of the city. Gilgamesh and Enkidu investigate missing livestock. Enkidu gets involved in a petty dispute between two gods, forcing him to go through a series of comedic trials. It was episodic, and went on and on and on with no clear point in sight.








It was - and keep in mind I spent years of my life predominantly studying math - possibly the most boring thing I'd ever read, to the point it was a genuine struggle to keep reading without my eyes starting to cross.








The only reason I was looking at it at all was because, a little after we'd sat down, I'd made a connection.








"So, do you think this could be one of the manuscripts you were talking about?" I asked. "The ones which never end?"








"I don't know," she said. "Maybe. I don't have a reference for what the guy's handwriting is supposed to look like."








"I mean, I really don't see what other explanation there could be for it," I said. "The binding specifically seems designed so that there's no clear start or end point. You can even slide the current pages inside if you push them a bit." I demonstrated, pushing the parchment upwards into the mechanism. "If you wanted to make something like that in a way where the materials would keep instead of just being exposed, this'd be the way to do it."








She shrugged. "It'd make sense, but like I said, I'm not sure."








"Why not?" I asked, a little irritated at her unwillingness to embrace the idea.








"Well, for one thing, the stories say that they were written in the Mourning Period," she explained. "But the parchment for that looks pretty fresh. Hell, it's clearly been replicated."








"Maybe somebody transcribed the original work," I suggested.








"Could be. The content is wrong, too, though. They're supposed to be spooky and weird - something that evokes strong emotional and intellectual responses, since that's what the premise of slowly warping the mind through a thousands is predicated on."








"This is kind of spooky and weird," I said. "Just... Not quite like that."








She shrugged for a second time, turning a page over.








"I was just thinking..." I went on, looking back down at the page. "Maybe I did see Samium, and he gave me this. He is an Egomancer, after all."








"I wouldn't get your hopes up, Su," she said. "The whole thing is an urban myth. Even if that really is one of the texts it's based on, and the mural was made as some weird tribute work... I'm pretty sure that you so much as pitched to the concept to a neurologist, they'd laugh their head off. It's like Neferuaten said. It's pop science."








I frowned. "But you were taking it seriously yesterday. You even went out of your way to ask Anna about it."








"Yeah, because it was a normal day I was curious about the mural, and was looking for something to do." She sighed. "Even if it did work, there's never been any rumors about the manuscripts for something as specific as... Your problem."








I opened my mouth, but hesitated, a bitter expression forming behind my mask.








"What're we gonna do if Samium is dead...?" I asked.








"You shouldn't be thinking about stuff like that right now," she replied bluntly. "With the way things are going, we'll be lucky if we get out of this alive."








"We had the meeting," I said, my eyes darkening, "and even though I can't remember it for some reason, he can't have done anything, because nothing fundamental has changed. And it doesn't look like I made any notes, so he probably didn't refer me to someone else or give me any instructions... All I have is this book."








"You lost your memory," she said. "Maybe he did do something. Or tested it, at least."








"But even if he did, if he's died without being able to finish, then it won't matter. He was the one who did it. No one else will know."








She didn't reply for a few moments. In the drama playing in the background, the two leads started making out for the first time, prompting Fang to make facetious 'ooo' noises.








"If it doesn't work out, it doesn't work out," she said, sounding a little tired. "Nobody could blame you for that, considering the circumstances."








"But what would I do then...?" I asked, my tone distant. "Afterwards."








"Anything you want," she replied.








It was more a product of my own imagination than her actual intent, but there was something in her delivery of those words that reminded me of what Neferuaten had described to us the previous morning. Of the feeling of a blank slate in the worst possible sense.








Anything you want. Like what you'd tell an athlete who'd just learned they'd never walk again when they asked what they could do next. Like the life-advice you'd hear from a friend after losing the love of their life. Like what the last survivor of a dead world would hear from the open sky, when they asked it what they should do now.








 Anything you want. Words that made a gift of a wasteland.








Though in my case, a self-created one. There was only one thing I wanted to do, in the long run, if we returned home with nothing to show for it. I wondered if Ran knew that, too.








"I swear, Su," she said, glancing up at me after my prolonged introspective silence. "If you try to find some excuse to go off on your own and talk to the guy, I'm gonna grab Kam's gaudy scepter and use it to break your legs."








I smiled weakly.








At this point, there was a sudden clicking and clunking sound from the door to my right leading towards the dining hall. For a moment, I started to panic, but then I realized it had to finally be one of the combat golems which had now slowly begun to patrol the bioenclosure. Everyone glanced over, tensing up a bit.








"Here goes," Seth said pensively, adjusting his mask. "Let's hope these things work."








I adjusted my own, too, making sure it was resting properly on my brow. I still couldn't believe I'd ended up with my grandfather's stupid one. I'd have swapped with Ran, except that hers looked like it would be impossible to fit my glasses behind.








Finally, the double doors swung open, and the thing stepped through. Compared to the cute, beetle-like cleaning golems or the vaguely humanoid ones which seemed to be used for transporting things around or assisting with simple tasks, it looked both more sophisticated and more dangerous. It was more than twice the size of a person, and made of sleek, modern-looking ceramics and bronze. Its shape, though, was completely alien - the only thing I could compare it to would be a centipede. Five segments, each with tall, deer-like legs, were interlinked in front of one another by sets of complex machinery. Each supported platforms that in turn supported metallic pyramids, from which protruded both arcane lenses and artificed biological ones, snapping inorganically in various directions.








Oh, and also guns. They bore several refractor rifles, as well as what I suspected to be gas and pressure cannons. Fortunately, these were lowered. For now.








Finally, lining the sides of each segment were grey-colored, anatomically correct models of human infants, their limbs splayed outwards so that they covered as much surface area as possible. This was how golems defended against arcanists - the dummies were convincing enough to trigger the anatomical test and fool the Power.








I'd seen models like these before, but only in technology newsheets and magazines. They were Inner Saoic in design, and though I couldn't remember the formal name was, the informal one was Tui She - 'leg serpent'. The idea was that they had a huge range of capabilities when whole, but the individual segments could detach and still continue operating in a more limited capacity, or even perform complex acts of coordination while separate. They were incredibly cutting-edge technology - the order might have skimped a bit on the firearms and only bought high-end civilian stuff, but I was shocked to see they'd managed to get their hands on something like this.








With a gait that was both imperious and unsettlingly slithery, the thing began to advance through the room through what I assumed to be a pre-set patrol route. Its lenses focused on us, and there was a moment of horrible tension before they looked away approvingly. An androgynous, clearly automated voice hummed from within it: "This area is unsafe. Please seek shelter in the lower levels."








Then it moved on, though as it passed by, I noticed it wasn't alone. It was accompanied by two smaller and much freakier looking biomancy-produced golems. Their bodies were the shape of medium-sized, leggy cats - servals, maybe - but instead of heads, eyeless, upright serpents protruded from their heads, and their whole bodies were covered in chrome like scales. The only reason I could tell for certain that they were machines were that they moved in perfect concert, with the stiffness of automata in place of animal mannerisms.








These I'd never seen before. I could only presume they were an in-house creation.








"Oh, go-goodness..." Ophelia said as she leaned over the sofa, holding a hand to her mouth at the sight of them. Knowing her, it was more likely this was due to being impressed than horror.








"What the heck are those things?!" Ptolema asked, leaning over and accidentally knocking over some of the pieces on the gameboard in front of her. In the background, a hilarious misunderstanding was taking place in the drama where the protagonist had mistaken her boyfriend's sister's socks as evidence of infidelity.








"A reasonable question," Kamrusepa said, her eyes narrowed. "I'm not one to judge on aesthetics, but they do look rather like the sort of affair one discovers in the notebook of a teenage boy after he takes his father's rifle to school."








"Not much for Aegyptian culture, I take it?" Zeno called out in her usual condescending tone, stepping out into the main hall for a moment. "They're based on Serpopards, a creation of our late colleague presently 'hanging out' on the rooftop."








I scowled at her behind the mask. Linos put his face into his hands, rubbing his forehead.








"They're to complement our primary units - we couldn't get our hands on the equivalent from the high command, so we used our own skills to fill the gaps. While the Tui She engage the invaders at range, the Serpopards act as a suppressive force, closing the distance at rapid speed and sinking their teeth in at melee. I'm to understand it's very effective."








"I was given to understand," Kamrusepa replied, calling out herself, "that you were largely disarming, in the wake of the Summer Compromise?"








Zeno snorted. "We were, but this addition to our defenses had been in the works for decades." She looked at her nails idly. "The modern military-industrial complex moves at the speed of a constipated tortoise when it comes to developing new technology. A budget enough to fund a thousand universities, yet all the intellectual stamina of your average pub on quiz night. It's enough to make you wish the Empire had won." She yawned. "Well, at least until you remember how obsessed they were with what people did with their genitals."








"How many of them are there?" Ran asked.








"Eighteen sets of three," she replied.








Eighteen. Not an army, but enough to wipe us out if we screwed up somewhere where we couldn't use the Power. Our best bet would probably be to dive for the underground if it came to that. Since they'd be spread over the whole sanctuary, dealing with them one at a time would be... Manageable.








Possibly.








After the initial surprise and burst of conversations wore off, things got quiet again for a while. I went back to looking through the manuscript while Zeno distantly discussed the prospect of probing the underground for Hamilcar and the group.








Pretty soon, though, I realized that my progress was slowing to a crawl. Again, sleep felt impossible, but sitting on a comfortable sofa, I really did feel tired. I ended up staring at the high ceiling, where the shadows gathered, too distant for our lamps to fully reach.








"So," I asked Ran, not bothering to lower my voice in the way I was a little earlier. "how's your dragon book going?"








"I finished that already," she said. "This is a new one I just picked up from this library."








"Oh. What's it about?"








"It's about a woman who marries a guy when she's young, and they have a shitty, complicated relationship that lasts decades," she explained, again without looking up. "Eventually, they break up in this really awful way where he's basically abusive, and she tries to forget about him. But then, a few years later, he becomes an incredibly famous actor and novelist. So no matter where she goes, she can't escape his face being plastered all over the place, or people talking about how amazing he is without even knowing she exists-- Let alone caring about her side of the story." She turned a page. "So after a while, she goes crazy and creates an intricate plan to murder him."








"Huh," I said, my eyes tracing the circular pattern of the plaster on the ceiling. "That's pretty fucked up."








"I guess so," she said.








"Does she manage to do it?" I asked. "Kill him?"








"Yeah," she replied, with a small nod. "The book is told from the perspective of her defense attorney learning all this in retrospect and trying to build a case." She brushed a curl of hair away from her eyes. "You'd probably like it. The themes are stuff like how people's identities can get tied up in others, how the masses decide whose stories are worth telling and whose aren't. Who gets to be a hero and who has to be a monster."








"Heroes and monsters, hm..."








Something you hear a lot, especially in the context of politics, is that everyone views themselves as the hero of their own story - no one regards themselves as 'evil' no matter how abhorrent their actions or outlook. At most, they might think of their more controversial deeds as a necessary reaction to a world that is fundamentally harsh and unjust. That was what underlined a lot of more traditional mindsets.








I didn't know if I agreed with that idea. I had definitely lived periods of my life where I thought of myself as 'evil', and even if you could argue that was the product of an abnormal state of mind, a lot of people spend broad periods, or even the majority of their lives, deep in depression. So it didn't feel like the logic quite held up.








I wondered if whoever was doing this right now viewed themselves as virtuous. The sanctimonious messages they'd laid out for us would suggest as much, but Fang had pointed out that the language they used wasn't even consistent. Assuming there wasn't a more complicated explanation, flippancy about one's own justifying framework didn't exactly suggest much in the way of genuine passion.








What were they thinking, then? If you set aside all the supernatural stuff being waved in our faces and assumed this was the work of a human being, what could be going through their head?








"So," Ran said, as if she were reading my mind. "Who do you think is really behind this?"








I looked at her, blinking. "Why would you ask me? I've seen even less of what's going on here than you."








"You're the one who's supposed to have a giant brain," she said flatly. "Only reason I'm here at all is because I'm good at showing up for cram school."








I sat back in the chair.








To find the truth, you first need to fully understand what you don't know. But since 'not knowing' is a negative attribute, the only way to establish it is through its opposite. That's why I always begun with the mantra I'd learned so long ago. That my father, my actual father, had taught me in the few years I'd known him.








What do I know? What am I sure that I know?








On the 28th of April, I set out with the other female members of my class to attend a conclave of life extension research hosted by the Order of the Universal Panacea, and attended by its most public and highest-ranking members. We had been given instructions to travel to a specific street in the Empyrean Bastion, a stellar installation connected to the Grand Alliance capital of Old Yru. When we arrived, we were collected in a carriage in which we were prevented from seeing our surroundings during travel, and eventually led out into an abandoned residential area. We then descended deep 'underground' until we came to a strange chamber from which we were transported to the order's sanctuary by an unknown means.








Upon our arrival, we discovered the boys in our class had already arrived. Over the course of the next day, I visited four sections of the facility and interacted with a total of 20 people. My 10 classmates, 8 members or direct affiliates of the order, and 2 people who didn't fit either category - Mehit and Balthazar... Though speaking of him, I knew he shared the same Seed as Ophelia. On the night of the first day, I discovered a strange chamber in which time seemed to have behaved irregularly, and later a message in a book entrusted to me by our class coordinator informing me of a 'danger' and directing me to investigate the second floor of the 'main building'. Following these instructions, I observed the body of a woman, dead from a head wound, along with an apparent suicide note. Later, during our presentations, a message on Kamrusepa's logic engine ordering us to halt the conclave. Soon after, I witnessed a strange figure outside of one of the bioenclosures, and then remember nothing until the next morning.








The rest was probably fresh enough it didn't need revisiting.








When laid out like that, it was striking how little I really was certain of. Huge amounts of the information I 'had' was based on hearsay of varying levels of reliability - things that seemed probably true, but that I couldn't, or hadn't, confirmed. In rough chronological order:








I didn't know where we'd been taken by the carriage. I didn't know how we got to the sanctuary. I didn't know where or what the sanctuary was, or how almost anything in it actually worked. I didn't know how long the boys had actually been there. I didn't know what was wrong with the pantry. I didn't know why Balthazar had been invited. I didn't know the true purpose of the conclave. I didn't know why Seth had given Sacnicte a bribe, or why he'd seemed to give Ezekiel a thumbs up during the fight later. I didn't know what had caused me to black out or lose my memory, or what happened during that time.








I didn't know if Samium was even ­here.








Obviously, not all of the information I'd heard could be wrong... And subjective information could sometimes be as useful as objective fact. But bringing that clarity helped give some context to the situation. And more importantly, it helped draw attention to where things were overwhelmingly strange. Where the truth I had observed and the information I thought I had seemed to clash.








There were also a few things I didn't know and hadn't had any plausible explanation or justification for at all; the 'pure' mysteries. Things like the mural, and this thing in my hand now. Like the strange doorway beneath the research tower.








And of course, who was actually killing people.








When I let all this swill around my brain, there were four clusters (aside from the actual murders) in which the 'strangeness' was most prominent. I let them form in my mind's eye. I pictured myself drifting in a void, all the knowledge and half-knowledge and blank spaces drifting in front of me, like pieces of a puzzle. I let them drift towards each other, letting the deeper parts of my brain determine the gravity from all the tiny hunches and observations I was only half-aware I'd had.








The first, and most obvious, was the nature of the sanctuary itself. For that, we had Balthazar's bizarre testimony about time looping, which was potentially supported by the state of the pantry. We had the ocean seeming to disappear. We had the strange and unexplained means by which we'd traveled here in the first place.








Secondly - and only subtly distinguished from the former - was the purpose of the both the sanctuary and the conclave itself. Multiple things had pointed to this event being more than what it seemed at the surface level. What Zeno had told me. What Neferuaten had told me. Ran's observation about it being a perfect doomsday shelter.








Thirdly, and potentially linked to that previous one, the circumstances of Vijana's death. The letter seemingly pointing us to the site of her body, possibly from Nindar, or possibly planted by Sacnicte. Yantho's bout of unconsciousness after he'd seen her for the last time - that tied back into the pantry, too, potentially. The...








...the signature. That's what had been itching in the back of my mind earlier. The letter had been signed V.A, but the name Linos had given us was Vijana of Yamune. Shouldn't that have been 'V.Y.'?








I furrowed my brow, trying to consider this along with everything else. That called the entire premise, the identity of the person we'd seen at the bottom of that shaft, into question. But it also made Linos's reaction to the letter in the first place very strange. Had he missed the detail himself? Or was he lying - and if so, why did he think he could get away with, when the initials were right there, in plain text?








Focus. I couldn't get too hung up on a single detail. When facing a complicated problem, you had to be constantly attacking it from all angles. Probing, searching for a weak point in the tapestry where it'll all start to unravel...








Finally, there was whatever was happening with the boys in our class. Multiple things had happened which pointed to something strange taking place in the background among them, or them outright lying or concealing some piece of information. Seth first appears in the sanctuary with dirty clothes. Later, he talks about a fight with Ezekiel and how that led to him being extorted, and that originated in a broken promise to help with his work. But later, Seth fights with Bardiya, and it seems like they're working together. Theo asks to speak to me when he leaves early during dinner, but won't the next day, where he seems incredibly anxious. Ezekiel isn't seen at all until right before the conclave. Bardiya's room is strangely dirty. Bardiya is the second victim.








I felt a little frustrated, because of the four, this was the one I felt like I was the closest to understanding. But I couldn't quite get there. Something was missing...








The next stage would be to try to put myself, with the information I had, in the shoes of the culprit. But I realized that there was no point in trying to make a deduction when there were still things I could easily clear up during this respite. Addressing the mystery of the boy's group would be as simple as walking over to their table and laying my cards on, er, it. But trying to get clarification on the rest...








I had one idea, though I wasn't sure how much of a success it'd be. But there wasn't any harm in trying. First, though--








"Hey, Kam," I said, looking over to where she was sitting.








"Hm," she said distantly, her gaze focused on one of the doors.








"About the Time-Inferring Arcana," I began asking, "does it give a result based on the plane you're currently in, or always on time passage relative to the Mimikos?"








This seemed to rouse her attention a little more, and she glanced towards me. "...I believe you can do it either way, but I incant with the latter in mind. Why?"








"Just thinking about when Linos told us the sanctuary 'moved', and what that might mean. I'll talk to you more in a minute." I sat up from my chair, rising to my feet and tucking the manuscript into my bag.








"Where are you doing?" Ran asked, her brow furrowed.








"I'm going to try and talk with Anna a little," I said. "This might be the only chance, and there are some things I want to clear up."








"Alright, but she's not exactly talkative," Ran replied. "You want me to come with you?"








I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. "No, I feel like this'll be easier if I don't come across as badgering her."








"Suit yourself," she said. "When we talked, she seemed to like it more when I was just direct, so that's probably your best bet. Though if you're hoping to get any big secrets out of her, I wouldn't be optimistic."








"Mm," I said, biting my lip thoughtfully as I thought about how to approach this. "Well... I'll be right back."








"Sure," she said.








I moved away from the logic bridge - the image of the drama fizzling out - and headed down the hall towards the security center. As I was approaching, it sounded like Zeno was still having an intense discussion with Sacnicte about scouting the underground remotely. However, they turned their heads towards me as I approached. Ezekiel, who was in the corner reading something with an intense expression, didn't.








"Ah, it's you, little girl," Zeno said, with a sly grin, while Sacnicte merely looked at me cautiously. She still seemed incredibly tense. "That mask rather suits you."








I didn't respond to this. "I wanted to talk with Anna for a few minutes."








"About what?" she asked, raising an eyebrow, but then glanced to the side. "Actually, I suppose it's not really my business. Just don't distract her from the work, or get your hopes up for a riveting conversation. Believe me, I've been trying for about a century, and it's got me exactly nowhere. Perhaps the change in her body will have inspired a change of attitude, but I doubt it."








"I'll, uh, keep that in mind," I said.








I took a few steps towards the hatch before Zeno called out again. "Utsushikome," she said.








I turned my head.








"The gun," she said, holding out a hand. "She's our only way out of here right now, after all."








I frowned, but couldn't find a reason to argue, so I surrendered my pistol to her hands. It felt like a petty thing to fuss over, since I'd be able to use the Power once I descended. Maybe she felt confident she could spot me trying to cast, even from behind.








I descended the steps. Like Sacnicte had described the previous day, the room, similar in design to the one upstairs was packed with the sort of bare necessities you'd need to survive a siege. There was a set of bunks, an unspeakably uncomfortable looking shower, and a massive amount of tinned and dried food. I could probably live off just the cans of beans I spotted at a glance for an entire year; it was obscene.








Anna was within spitting distance of the entrance, having torn down part of the wall, exposing a tremendous number of vertical lines of runework. I'd been expecting her to be making extensive use of the Power throughout the process, but it seemed like it was mostly being done directly. In one hand she had a carving scalpel, in the other some sort of syringe that I assumed was for filling carvings in. Her handiwork was deft, and the pace of her work quick and relentless-- Though, I suppose that was only to be expected for a master of her craft.








For a moment, I'd thought she was so preoccupied she hadn't noticed me at all. But then, without turning to look at me, she abruptly said, "Well?"








"Um," I said, my tone a little stiff from the surprise. "I was hoping to ask you about something, if you had a minute?"








She snorted. "It's irritating."








I blinked. "Um, I'm sorry?"








"Being approached like this, with so little caution. This is the second time you've done it, and that's just you. It's become much more of a challenge to be alone with my thoughts." She sighed. "I suppose I have more of this to look forward to yet, if we escape this place, and probably far worse when it comes to young men."








"You're talking about being younger," I deduced.








"Obviously," she said. She reached over to her toolbox and withdrew a different type of tool - some kind of file - and started tweaking some minor portion of the lettering, rubbing it back and forth.








"You don't seem very happy about it."








"Should I be?"








"I... Suppose not necessarily." I said. How did this turn into you awkwardly making conversation? I knew you'd find some way to screw this up. "I just-- Well, I thought you'd be partly pleased to have so much longer to live. Or to have your body in a better condition."








"This is precisely what I'm talking about. Your tone has already become bizarrely personal. This never would have happened if I didn't have this appearance." She grunted. "In any case, it's unlikely that what has transpired will have any meaningful effect on my lifespan. My body might have been in poor 'condition', but it was reasonably stable. And █ █ █ █ █'s project, when applied to a human being, has no direct effect on the brain. What would likely have been the cause of my natural death, dementia in the medium-term, will likely still be the cause of my natural death."








"Oh," I said. "...but, you must miss some things about looking and feeling young, right?"








"Not particularly." She set the file back down. "Little I recall positively about my youth related to my being physically young, but what that entailed by association; my ignorance towards much of the cruelties of life, and the social circumstances of being a child. To overlook that, and turn back the clock on the body alone, simply creates a dissonance of identity." She paused for a moment. "It is humiliating. Youth without innocence."








My lips tightened a bit, and I made an awkward, flat expression.








What was it that Neferuaten had told me, about her? That she 'didn't believe in progress'. Either for people, or individuals?








I wished I'd had a chance to ask for some clarification on what that meant. I felt like I had possibly a worse read on her than anyone else in this place. Even Balthazar was open in his creepy passive-aggressiveness.








"Why did you volunteer to have the machine tested on you, if you didn't want this result?" I eventually asked.








"That should be obvious, shouldn't it?" She said, flicking a glance at me for the first time. "It was because I didn't expect to really work. 'True Iron', honestly. Taking everyone for fools." She snorted. "Your grandfather was never one to let things go when he ought to-- Everything happening right now is proof enough of that. Durvasa was right. We should have expelled him years sooner, instead of letting this turn into such a farce."








Once again, I wasn't sure what to say. I shuffled on the spot awkwardly.








"I hope this isn't what you wanted to ask me about, Utsushikome of Fusai," she said.








"N-No," I said. "I wanted to ask you some questions about the sanctuary, actually."








I didn't trust Linos, even at this point, to give me a straight answer regarding much of anything-- Or Zeno, though for very different reasons. Anna, though, seemed strangely honest. My hunch was that if I approached her privately and was straightforward and unreserved about what I wanted, she might surprise me.








Well, we were about to find out if theory would become practice.








"Be more specific," she said.








"Ran mentioned you were involved in the process of designing the gateways."








"Yes," she said. "I was the principal designer for most of the mechanisms of this facility, with your grandfather overseeing some of the later additions."








I nodded. "Then the first thing I wanted to know is where we are."








"The bottom of the ocean in the outer regions of the Atelikos," she replied. "Did you not already know as much?"








"But the ocean is gone," I said. "You can't even see it between the bioenclosures."








She was silent, for a moment, though she didn't cease her work. She scraped out another rune, he fingers moving like a chef cutting a piece of meat.








"Have you ever seen a shadow play, Utsushikome of Fusai?"








"Uh, not a professional one," I said, not even sure that such a thing existed. "But I know the concept, if that's what you mean."








"A shadow play takes place in two places at once," she explained. "Both directly, through the props and bodies of the performer, and on the stage, through the shadows they cast. One is a product of the other-- Actually, I've changed my mind," she said, cutting herself off in mid-sentence strangely. This was the longest I'd ever heard her speak 'casually' before, and her speech patterns were different than I would have thought. "Are you familar with the concept of a 'mirror'? In the context of logic engines."








I blinked. "You mean, a machine which hosts a copy of the information on another machine."








"'Copy' is a reductive way to put it," she said. "In more complex instances of data housing, there is not always a 'one true host' which contains the definitive version of the information, and which acts as despot to all others. Rather, it can be a situation where the instances are constantly comparing themselves to one another and adjusting accordingly - so that nothing is lost." She frowned, then applied her filling tool, obliterating one of the runes. "So it is in this case. There is Apsu, and then there is the mirror of Apsu."








My eyes widened. "You're saying there are two different sanctuaries?"








"Yes," she replied. "...and no. Much like the hemispheres of the brain, if two mirrors are in a state of synchronicity, then they become, for all intents and purposes, one. It is only when that synchronicity is broken that problems begin to arise." She dusted off her work. "As part of our defense mechanism, this functionality can be employed. Detachment."








I frowned, feeling utterly confused. "So-- Um, hold on. Do you mean there were versions of us, too? Are we just copies?"








"No," she said bluntly. "That's ridiculous. The Power cannot copy the human mind."








"Then what do you mean? I don't understand."








"It is very simple," she said. "Before, when you moved around this sanctuary, you were existing in two places at once. The 'mundane' version of Apsu at the bottom of the ocean, and where we are now."








I had so many questions I didn't know where to start, but as if afraid I'd trip and fall if I lost my momentum, I went straight for the most obvious one. "Then... Where are we, now?"








She turned to look at me with an impassive expression, her youthful green eyes shining even in the dim light of the underground.








"Nowhere," she said. "Or if you want something more poetic, then you could say we're in the land of the dead."
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I wasn't sure which of those two descriptions were less useful. The second at least had something to latch on to.








"Um," I said. "You mean this is the afterlife...?"








"I am going to assume that is not a serious question," she replied.








"Sorry," I said, removing my glasses for a moment to rub my eyes. It was only about 30% serious. "Then when you say 'the land of the dead', what do you mean?"








"As I said, it's a colorful way of framing the situation. I don't recall who put it as such originally," she explained. "To be more technical, we are presently residing in a demi-plane at the uppermost level of the Tower of Asphodel, where the few lingering connections the old world maintained by the Ironworkers remain. Most notably the Tower's facilities for observing the outside world, and the pneuma held in stasis for inductions. It's a crossroads between constructed reality and organic reality - or at least, what's left of it."








I scratched my head. I guess that did make sense. When Neferuaten had explained the original purpose of this place as an observational facility for entropy, it had seemed odd that they'd have elected to place it underground at the bottom of the ocean in one of their semi-failed projects.








"The machine underground--"








"--is an exception to the dual nature of this place, yes," she said. "That exists only in this version, along with the tools of the Ironworkers to which it is an extension."








I blinked. She thought fast.








"...let me go over this one more time, just to make sure I'm understanding this correctly," I said, speaking slowly. "So you're saying that earlier, before all this started happening, we were existing - physically - in two versions of this place simultaneously. And those two versions were identical to one another." I tilted my head to the side. "But what about, say, when I had steak and egg porridge for breakfast? If there's only one 'me' but two 'sanctuaries'--"








Only one Su but two ApSus, an intrusive thought offered unhelpfully.








"--then, what would happen to the version of it that didn't go down my throat? Or what about the luggage I brought with me?" I finished.








"It was a mistake to try and use an analogy," Anna said, stopping her work for a moment to rub the space between her eyes. "Think of it this way. There are two versions of this sanctuary, but under most circumstances, they are 'merged', so to speak. Using Spatial Aetheromancy, one confined physical space has been warped to exist wholly in both locations, as opposed to there being two physical spaces, merely synchronized, in which the human visitors are traversing simultaneously. It is only when the connection is 'broken' that a de-facto copy is made of everything within it. Excepting human beings, of course."








"And that's what's happened now?" I asked. "The connection is broken."








"Yes," she said, squinting as she carved out another complicated rune. "It's a function which triggers upon certain conditions. A lockdown is one, which is why I originally assumed that to be the case."








"So, when this happened..." I said, trying to extrapolate, "What would happen if, say, someone had been watching from out on the ocean floor? Would we all just vanish, while the rest of the sanctuary remained intact?"








"Not exactly 'vanish'," she said. "Based on my tests, it's more likely that they would see everyone drop dead at once. Though the instability incurred by such an event could also cause an effect similar to a contact paradox - indeterminate."








"Y-You're telling me that there's a brainless corpse of me on the ocean floor," I said, a little alarmed.








"Potentially. Though it might be better to think of it as a copy, insofar as the separation process entails the potential energy sustaining the connection being transformed into matter, more or less." She made a dismissive gesture. "Regardless, it shouldn't be of any concern to you. When connectivity is re-established, the version of the sanctuary currently in the Atelikos is eradicated and replaced. In order to prevent that process being interrupted by the presence of human bodies with resistances, the interior of the bioenclosure is flooded with explosive force."








"I... see," I said, my eyes wandering awkwardly. "I can't even fathom how complicated it would've been to set all this up."








That wasn't just a turn of phrase. I literally didn't know enough about Aetheromancy to understand how you'd begin to accomplish such a thing.








"The fact that we've ended up in this one, though," I began inferring, "means that it's the version with primacy, right? The 'real' sanctuary-- The hand casting the shadow."








She snorted. "You're not wrong, though your reasoning is flawed," she said. "You're making several assumptions. For one, it is only those approved by the systems of the sanctuary, those who have come to it through the proper channels, that arrive in this one upon the failsafe's activation. Others are left behind in the mundane."








"Why do all this?" I asked.








Anna considered this for only a fleeting moment before launching into a fairly extensive explanation. "When construction of this sanctuary begun, there were three objectives for the project which were delivered to me by the rest of the council. The first was the replication of the superficial features of our previous headquarters, but I largely delegated that task in order to focus on the two more pressing ones, which were defensibility and optimal interfacing with the Ironworker's observational facility - which we had already secured, and made some use of - for the purposes of your grandfather's project. For both goals, it seemed optimal to me to construct it directly on top of said facility. Any form of remote access would have rendered us insecure. Vulnerable." She knelt down a bit as she continued her work. "However, there was a significant obstacle that emerged during this process."








"What was that?" I asked.








"This plane, such as it is - I've heard it called the 'Palaikos' or 'Nekrokos' by some scholars, though there's no formal term - is really no reality at all. There is little basis for the existence of conventional matter and energy, nor even time and space. It is a place of objects incomprehensible to the human mind... That is why you see only emptiness beyond the glass now; nothing we can behold with our eyes alone exists here. Even the stonework far beneath us is only an attempt to give form to that which is formless." She sighed. "The plane can only be interacted with at all under limited circumstances, and establishing a means of travel to it is an endeavor which takes decades. To artifice this place here at all, it first needed to be constructed in conventional reality, and superimposed upon its ultimate destination. To create an anchor, and borrow a slice of the planar ruleset from the Atelikos."








"But that anchor, was severed a few hours ago, wasn't it?" I asked. "Yet we're still here."








"You're keeping up with this quite well," she commented. "Yes, we were ultimately surprised by what happened. As the project beneath us progressed, I discovered that, somehow, this aspect of the sanctuary was no longer dependent upon its grounding in the Atelikos after all. The reality in which it resided became independently stable, retaining its properties even when isolated for years... Though I could find no logical explanation as to why. It was almost as if an unseen hand were holding it in place."


My eyes widened. I felt like I was starting to understand what Neferuaten had said when she'd claimed that even didn't fully understand where we were.


I saw Anna reach for another tool, but now that she was crouched over, it was harder to tell what specifically she was doing. "It was then that I devised the notion of creating the ultimate defensive mechanism. You've probably inferred as much already."








I closed my eyes for a moment, thinking.








"...this place is unassailable, except via betrayal from within," I deduced. "Based on what you've said, at any point, it can be broken away from the 'real' sanctuary along with any members of the order within, while invaders are left behind in a place 'flooded with explosive force'. And even if they survive, there's no way for them to follow."








"Correct," she said. "Unfortunately, 'except' is the critical word in your description. As we are currently contending with."








I nodded. "So... You don't understand why the sanctuary is able to exist this way at all? Why it doesn't just disappear?"








"No, I said there was no explanation," she clarified. "That was centuries ago. Things have advanced considerably since then."








I frowned. "What do you mean?"








She didn't answer, the only sound the scraping of her tools against the wall. The only conclusion I could draw was that the question was off limits.








Still, I wasn't content to leave things there.








"When I spoke to Linos about all this, he answered with half-truths at first, and then later deflected away from the question. He does that about a lot of things, so it might not mean anything... But when the topic came up when I was talking to Neferuaten, she was reticent too." I was doing my best to project confidence and make it come across like I was presenting an irrefutable accusation, as opposed to shooting in the dark like an idiot. "And there are a lot of things about this place that don't really make sense. People only come here for short meetings, but it's built like a high-class resort. And even though the order was outlawed, the extent of the defenses are brazenly overkill-- With what you've just told me about how difficult it is to access to begin with, there's no reasonable justification for it."








"You really are taking a very forward tone with me," she said, a little annoyance creeping into her otherwise level speech.








Why did it feel so easy to talk to her like this? Maybe it was because she sort of reminded me of Ran, in this state. The bluntness and lack of intonation in most of her words. The lack of height.








"There's something about this place that you're not telling me," I said. "About the purpose it's supposed to serve. And I'm worried it might have something to do with what's happening tonight."








"Would it soothe you, were I to tell you I was fairly certain it didn't?"








"Not really."








She let out a long sigh, looking away from her work to face the ceiling for a few seconds.








"Tell me, Utsushikome of Fusai," she eventually said. "Do you know how gunpowder first came to exist?"








I furrowed my brow. "It's a proto-Saoic invention, isn't it? From alchemists early in the New Kingdoms Era."








"Yes, but that's not the interesting part of the story," she went on, resuming her labor. "The monks devising it arrived at the formula while trying, poetically enough, to create a medicine that would confer eternal life. Of course, they had absolutely no notion of the task before them - it would be over a millennium before the concept of micro-organisms would even be discovered, let alone the principles that actually drive even the most basic forms of human senescence. All they were doing was mixing chemical components together and shoving the result down their throats to see what would happen. Far from extending life, they usually ended it." She carefully withdrew another tool, this one resembling some manner of stamp, and began pressing it against the stonework. "Yet in the process, they managed to create something which utterly transformed warfare forever. Arguably, their invention had more impact on human history and life going forward than it would have if they'd somehow stumbled upon a genuine panacea right then and there."








"I don't mean to be rude, but I'm not sure what this has to do with the sanctuary, exalted mistress," I said, holding my hands together. "Or what's happening to us right now." Normally I was all about going down weird tangents in conversations, but not this time.








"My point is that great things are often accomplished despite one's original goal, not by virtue of it. In seeking knowledge, you arrive at unexpected places, and your priorities change." She pushed some of her long hair away from her face, adjusting her hood. "I will say this much: This sanctuary has served multiple purposes. You've seen this yourself. We built it in pursuit of your grandfather's vision, but that vision ultimately came to nothing. Yet in that failure, potential was found."








"Potential for what?" I asked.








"A different manner of reckoning with mankind's mortality."








"What sort of manner?"








Once again, she didn't respond, only letting out a small sigh.








I frowned. What was the order trying to keep secret, and why? To not be forthcoming even after two of their inner circle had died and one was missing implied that it was either something incredibly valuable to them... Or something incredibly dangerous. Unless I was overlooking something about their thinking.








"My grandfather once told me something," I tried. "That the mission of the order was much greater than people thought. That even though it started being about immortality, it became about something more fundamental."








"It doesn't surprise me that █ █ █ █ █ would put it that way," she replied. "More than anyone else, he was always looking for solutions to mankind's broader ills, with the rest of us following in his wake. First his research into entropic phenomena, and then following from that, the pneuma and the mind." It wasn't hard to sense the bitterness in her tone. "The design of the sanctuary itself, more than anything, is a living legacy of his various obsessions. The excess in terms of defensive and quality-of-life measures is itself an aspect of that."








"How are the two connected?" I asked. "His research, and the design of the sanctuary."








"A better question would be how they're not," she said. "Though 'research' may be overextending the term. For example, the mimicry inherent in the sanctuary's design was largely his suggestion - based, like many things, in his over-sentimentality that bordered on the mental illness, and the pseudo-scientific concepts that sprung from it." She shook her head. "Even now, his ideas are still rooted too deep to be pulled out."








"What do you mean by 'pseudo-scientific concepts'? Was there some deeper purpose behind making it resemble the last headquarters, ostensibly?"








"It's nothing particularly advanced. I am no expert, but there is a school of thought in psychology that holds that individuals cope more easily with long-term isolation when surrounded by environments they perceive to be familiar." She raised up a cloth, dusting the area she was working on. "It goes beyond simply resembling the old headquarters, as well - much of it is like that, but there are also areas specifically sentimental to the higher-ranking members of the order."








I blinked. "Can you give me an example?"








She made a dismissive gesture. "The garden outside of the guest house was based on a location from Durvasa's youth, I am given to understand. Things like that."








I nodded. Long term isolation. That didn't sound like what Sacnicte has described in brief - occasional meetings broken up by long periods of disuse.








My eyes narrowed. "If all of this stuff is a product of his ideas... Then what did he want this place to be a shelter from?" I asked, feeling like I was closing in on something and deciding this was a good time to bring things around to Ran's theory. "That's what this place is, isn't it? A shelter for your organization. It explains both the defenses and the emphasis on long-term comfort-- And even why it's called a sanctuary in the first place."








"No," she said bluntly.








"...no?" I said, caught off guard.








"In fact, you've misunderstood the situation completely-- Well, not completely. We've always been wary of threats to our work from ideological and political enemies. But in this instance, you have the situation backwards."








"I don't understand." I frowned, feeling put off.








"A sanctuary can also refer to a place where something is cared for," she explained. "Cultivated. Like a bird sanctuary, for example."








My eyes widened a bit. What was she saying? Something was 'cared for' here?








"But as I said, I doubt any of that is relevant to what's taking place in the present moment," she continued, while I was still absorbing those words. "Having seen what we did in the administrative core, it seems certain this is some sort of posthumous tantrum on the part of your grandfather over our professional separation with him."








"You think he's responsible for this."








"Almost certainly," she said resolutely, nodding. "It's likely he planned it before his death, and that one of your classmates is an agent carrying out his instructions." She hesitated for a moment. "If you are wondering, I do not suspect you, despite your familial connection. Knowing him, I doubt he would employ you for such a task - my best guess would be that child who delivered the component for his magnum opus, or possibly Linos's son, as the facts seem to suggest. It's also likely that there may be an accomplice among our own ranks. He has many devoted supporters in the order, even now."








I scratched my head. "Was the falling out he had with the rest of the organization really so bad that he'd want to go as far as killing everyone here?"








"Yes," she said.








Wow. Okay.








"I understand you ultimately had a poor relationship, so I do not think I will risk offense in saying that, despite his intellect and charisma, he was a deeply egotistical man," she went on. "The type of person who considered themselves above morality, but would react to the perceived transgressions of others with all the fervorous indignation of the most insufferable priests. And he was utterly intolerant of challenges to his authority." She snorted. "We ultimately expelled him because he would not stop treating the order's resources like they were his personal belongings, and because he engaged in open sabotage of the work the rest of us had decided to pivot towards. I can easily imagine him doing something like this out of sheer spite."








"That's... Pretty severe," I said. It wasn't like I was unwilling to accept a negative characterization of my grandfather, but still, I'd never heard him described in such harsh language before. "What exactly was the disagreement that led to this happening?"








"It wasn't any one thing in particular. Our professional... Well, in most cases professional... Relationship with him deteriorated over a death of a thousand cuts," she explained. "However, the ultimate inciting incident was when we wished to narrow our priorities following the revolution and focus on life extension principally once again, aborting his current overambitious venture to pursue a tangible goal. To say the least, he objected."








"What goal did you decide to pursue?" I asked. If what Zeno had told me about hadn't concerned what we'd seen after all, then...








"A treatment for dementia, based on both his research and that of the fool upstairs," she stated, presumably referring to Zeno. "Moderately promising, as things stood. Though now, we may very well cut our losses on even that."








I scratched my head. That certainly didn't sound what he'd been referring to, either.








"I... see," I nevertheless said. "If he were the culprit in all this, though... How would he have known to set this weekend so far in advance, though? I assume you haven't been planning this event for over a decade."








"You're ascribing intent where none likely exists," she replied. "This is one of our regular dates for conclaves. On top of that, it's the weekend of the 200th anniversary of the Alliance's founding. It was likely his best guess at a day when we would be holding a large event, with the details left in the hands of his accomplices." She pulled back for a moment, wiping the stamp-like device with a cloth. "Evidentially it's a sub-optimal outcome to him, in truth. Because we invited your group, there are far less of us here than there normally would be."








I frowned. Something about that explanation felt off, but it did, at least superficially, make sense.








"So, uh, to digress a bit," I said, "When you mentioned something being cared for--"








"As I said, I doubt it's relevant to the events currently unfolding," she said, cutting me off with a terse sigh. "Speak to one of the others if you truly must. I was barely involved in the project."








"Oh," I said. "Well... okay."








I was learning a lot over the course of this conversation, but I couldn't help but feel unsatisfied. I'd hoped that hearing more about the nature of the sanctuary could maybe help unravel the method or motive of the killer, but her explanations, while they were answering some questions, felt like they were just giving peripheral context.








...well, unless it really was as simple as my grandfather seeking revenge. If that was the case, then everything wrapped up fairly neatly. Too neatly, almost.








I decided to try pulling on another thread that felt like it could be related.








"Nefueraten told me yesterday evening," I said, "that there was some conflict surrounding the order - that spanned far beyond it."








"Did she," she said, impassively.








I nodded, even though she wouldn't see it. "She also said that a great tragedy had destroyed the previous headquarters."








For a moment, Anna seemed to freeze, apparently thrown off by me bringing this up. But then she resumed her work as if nothing had happened. "Yes," she said. "That's true."








"What happened, if you don't mind me asking? You were part of the order already back then, weren't you?"








"There was a massacre," she said bluntly, though in a stiffer tone than she'd used up until this point in the conversation."Though unlike the one we are facing here. There was no subterfuge involved, merely a slaughter."








"Who was responsible?"








"It was a raid by the oathguard of the time, still fresh from their unification after the Tricenturial war," she said, but something in her tone was reserved, doubtful. "Though it was... More complicated than that. "








More complicated. "It's a bit of a reach, but... Do you think it might have any connection to what's happening now?"








Suddenly, Anna abruptly ceased her work. She set her tools down in the box, shut it, and then turned from where she was kneeling, taking a seat upon its lid. She looked up at me, her bright eyes piercingly inquisitive and searching. I couldn't help but fidget with surprise and anxiety.








"Tell me, Utsushikome of Fusai," she said, not withdrawing her gaze. "How much do you remember of the old world?"








I blinked in confusion, and stuttered as I attempted to reply. "I-I'm sorry...?"








"I know what █ █ █ █ █ had intended for you," she said. "None of his obsessions have escaped me over the years. So you recall some of it, surely."








This time, it was my turn to freeze. Like Zeno, she obviously knew something, but had an incomplete version of the truth.








"I, uh, don't really remember much..." I eventually spoke awkwardly, deciding it would be better to just go along with what she was saying. "I-- I was very young. Just some early memories, places..."








"Do you remember it fondly?" Her eyes narrowed.








I bit my lip. "Yes."








She peered at me for another few seconds, then eventually spoke again. Her words came slow and careful, like they were dangerous waste that she was disposing of cautiously. "I am not like Zeno, Linos, Neferuaten, or Hamilcar. As I am sure you have inferred already, I have little lingering respect for your grandfather. ...That said, he gave you a gift that very few arcanists of your nature in this world will ever receive; earnest love as both your past and present self. You will never understand how precious a thing that is." She held her gaze. "Many people have died trying to prevent that past from being buried, or in trying to reconcile themselves with it."








I tried not to let it show on my face, but I was completely baffled. What was she talking about? I understood where this misunderstanding was coming from - she probably thought I was a normal person with assimilation failure - but not the rest.








In fact, the phrase 'earnest love' was making me really uncomfortable. I held my arms together, my eyes wandering over the rest of the room as she continued to speak.








"When you are older, you may come to understand the significance of what I'm telling you," she said. "But suffice it to say, it also has nothing to do with what is happening here. And unlike my previous assertion, this one I can make with total certainty." She shifted, turning back towards her work.








I didn't know what to say, but I had the sense that I'd misstepped, somehow.








"Now, if you don't mind, please leave me to this work. You are slowing my progress," she said.








"U-Um," I said, not yet ready to let this go. "One more thing. The mural at the gateway. You know a lot about it, right? Ran told me."








"Mm," she said, clearly having grown tired of this exercise.








"You told her it was an upscaled reproduction of a painting made by another member of the order."








"Yes."








"Does that have anything to do with this...?" I held up the manuscript. "It's something I-- I received earlier, when I was visiting Samium," I possibly-bluffed. "It's some sort of strange expansion of the Epic of Gilgamesh. I think it might be circular like the mural, too."








She grunted. "As I told your friend the other day, I'm not familiar with anything along those lines. My only involvement was copying the original for use in the gateway design, which wasn't even my decision. It came mostly from Hamilcar's infatuation with the piece." She withdrew a magnifying glass from her toolbox, examining something.








"Oh," I said, disappointed. "...what was the concept behind the original painting, if you happen to know?"








"If you're angling for evidence that it could have been inspired by whatever this text you've been given is, then there's little I can offer you, though neither will I attempt to refute it," she said. "It was originally painted by a younger member of the order, a long time ago... They sampled many texts from our archives, and those belonging to our older ranks." She paused for a moment before finishing the thought. "Uli, their name was."








Uli. I hadn't heard the name before, so it didn't feel like much of a clue, but I tried to take it in regardless.








"Where is the original painting now?" I asked.








"Very conveniently for you, it's located on the second floor of the main hall, over the orrery," she said flatly. "You should go gawk at it right now, instead of bothering me."








And that, unfortunately, felt rather like that. Even though I wasn't sure I was remotely closer to understanding what was going on.








"Well..." I said awkwardly. "Thank you for your help, then..."








She didn't respond, so after several seconds, I hesitantly headed back up the stairs.








As I returned, I found Zeno awaiting me with a smug expression on her lips. "Get what you were hoping for?" she asked, as she abruptly tossed the pistol back at me.








I tried to be cool and grab it with one hand, but suddenly felt a spike of anxiety that I might drop it or set it off somehow, and ended up awkwardly fumbling with both hands before ultimately catching it in my skirt. My face flushing a bit, I put it back into my bag. "Not... Exactly."








"Can't say I didn't warn you," she said.








I furrowed my brow. Glancing around the chamber, I noticed that, while Sacnicte was still sitting around looking bored, Ezekiel appeared to now be absent. He'd probably gone out to the lounge for some reason.








I examined Zeno, who was now developing a vaguely expectant expression as I continued to not leave the room. Between her and Linos, I wasn't sure who would be the better pick to interrogate about what Anna had alluded to. ...well, considering their track records rationally, it was probably the former, but I really didn't want to have a lengthy conversation with her.








"Cat got your tongue, little girl?" Zeno asked, her tone condescending.








...no, thinking about it, there was something I could only learn from her... And that was the nature of the order's misconception about me. Why she'd treated me like that, when we'd first met.








But I couldn't do it while Sacnicte was right there. So it'd have to wait.








"I," I cleared my throat. "I'm going to go."








"Am I your primary school teacher, now?" She gestured towards the door with a impatient smirk.








Feeling irritated, I headed back down the corridor. Returning to the main hall, everything was as I left it, with the exception of Fang having put their legs up on the sofa, and Ezekiel seeming to be talking to Linos about something off to the side, the latter looking a little uneasy. As soon as I arrived, though, the former broke away from the group and walked over to me. I noticed he was holding a notepad.








"Saoite," he said. "I need the incantations engraved on your scepter."








Oh, I see what's happening. "You're putting together the list Linos was talking about?" I asked, furrowing my brow.








"Yes, obviously," he said. "It's been put off for long enough since that debacle with Lilith's mother."








Ezekiel or not, there was no point in making a fuss over something like this, so I begun rattling them off. "I have eight. The Entropy-Denying Arcana, the Entropy-Accelerating Arcana, the Negenthropic-Interfacing Arcana, the Life-Slaying Arcana, the Flesh-Animating Arcana, and the three beguilements."








The third on that list was the foundation for my Negenthropic-Resuscitating Arcana intended for my presentation. As an arcanist became more skilled, they could engrave increasingly broad incantations upon their scepter, and merely append them for more specific uses. I'd already mastered this in some cases - for example, I could use the Life-Slaying Arcana perform most incantations which involved killing something specific, like cancer cells.








In the case of the Negenthropic-Interfacing Arcana, however, it was more of a set of training wheels for developing a new incantation which did nothing by itself. If I was more skilled, I probably could've engraved the Entropy-Reversing Arcana and based it on that, but that was an incredibly difficult technique to begin with.








Ezekiel scribbled my words down. "Understood."








"Can I see the list...?" I asked.








He clicked his tongue. "When I'm done." And with that, he stepped away.








I sighed to myself, looking around the room. Ran was regarding me with an expression of concern from the sofa. My eyes wandered towards her and Kamrusepa, towards the roof, and towards the table where Theodoros was still seated with his father.








Well, then. What next?
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I decided to take a look at the painting first, in a decision I justified to myself as based on the fact that talking to Linos would probably be both awkward and drawn-out, while this would only take a minute or two. (In reality, my mind was probably still weighing finding clues regarding what happened with Samium as equally or more important than avoiding being murdered, but somewhere between the murders and the leg robots, I'd lost some of my capacity for introspection.)








I headed to the stairs. Since the upper floor of the hall only lined the sides of the chamber (and crossed over in the center, which was my destination), I wouldn't be going out of sight, so it didn't seem vital to ask permission. Still, I ought to have expected Ran to speak up.








"Where are you going?" she asked with a frown, as I walked past everyone.








"Oh, um." I turned back to her, speaking up a bit rather than walking back over. "Anna said that the painting the mural is based on is just up there, so I was going to take a look."








"Ah," she said, with a note of relief. "Fuck it, then, I'll come with you."








"You sure?" I asked, my eyebrows raised. "I'm not really expecting much, to be honest..."








"I fussed enough about it earlier that I might as well see the damn thing." She stood up too, closing her book.








"Mind if I come along?" Kamrusepa asked, having overheard our exchange. "I've been a little curious since that conversation during the tour, and I've been meaning to check the entrances at the upper level regardless."








"Sure," I said, only slightly irritated that this would make it harder to discuss the context regarding the manuscript openly.








"I kinda wanna see it too," Fang spoke up. "Getting antsy just sitting around like this, y'know?"








I sighed softly.








Our party of four proceeded up the steps, passing by the copy of the Covenant of the Mourning Realms I'd examined the other day. While there was much less actual space, the shelves of books on the second level were even higher, reaching all the way up to the ceiling. A few stepladders were even scattered about to help in accessing them. I wondered if the order had a directory for where to find certain tomes like you'd see in a public or school library - I'd never seen a private one this big, but I had to assume so.








And to think that it was only a fraction of their texts. I never had learned where the private archive Neferuaten had alluded to was, assuming there was only one.








"So, Fang," Kamrusepa said idly. "You said back when we were entering the tunnels that you hadn't seen the mural prior to that point, correct?"








"Yep," they said, their eyes scanning the shelves we were passing. This seemed to be the history section; lots of lengthy subtitles on the spines like A Materialist Perspective On Women In The Society Of New Kingdoms-Era Asia, and so forth. "That's right."








"So, I assume you were led in through the boys entrance, when you arrived?"








"Hey, what makes you think I didn't figure out where this place was and teleport straight in? Don't underestimate my power." They snickered a little to themselves.








Kamrusepa laughed sardonically. "Very funny. So did they?"








"Yeah, though I didn't know that was what was going on at the time." They shrugged. "Guess the guy decided I had a dick. It can't be helped."








She nodded to herself idly. "It must've been terrible trying to go up the Aetherbridge on the day of the centennial. I can only imagine it was phenomenally crowded."








"Aetherbridge?" They looked confused. "They just blindfolded me and drove me somewhere, then cast some complicated Aetheromancy. I think. Or at least I think that's what they were doing?"








"Oh," Kamrusepa said, and pursed her lips, her eyes averting behind her mask as she seemed to come to some realization. "I see."








"Did they make you guys go all the way up to the Empyrean Bastion?"








"Yeah," Ran said, looking thoughtful herself.








They looked aghast. "Man. That's messed up."








Thinking about it based on what we'd heard, there wasn't really anything wrong with Fang's account. In our very first conversation with Linos, he'd established that there were multiple entrances to the sanctuary, and that we'd only taken the one we had due to a combination of time and wanting to keep the easier-to-access ones a secret. At the time, his explanation for that had been that the relative position of the Mimikos and the Atelikos was ever-shifting, and it was only when things lined up correctly that the transportation process had happened...








However. Ran had illustrated yesterday that such an explanation made no sense, considering the boy's entrance was also supposed to have been on the Empyrean Bastion. And now that I'd heard how the sanctuary actually worked, it felt like it made even less sense. After all, the Palaikos or Nekrokos or whatever you'd call it didn't have conventional three-dimensional space at all - the only tangible reality was what humans imposed upon it, which meant that transportation to any 'location' within it could happen from anywhere... Theoretically.








So was it the case that the order just had a bunch of entrances after all, albeit for a completely different reason? But if that were so, I didn't understand why they'd put us through the ordeal of going all the way up to the Empyrean Bastion. Was it just to dazzle us and stop us from really questioning what was going on, like Ran had suggested?








...but what would even be the point? It just didn't make sense.








Of course, there was also the possibility that Fang was just lying. Speaking of which, there was something I wanted to ask them.








"Fang," I said. "When you came here, were you working with Neferuaten?"








"Oh, yeah, 100%," they said. "Figured that was kinda obvious, wasn't it?"








I blinked. I hadn't expected it to be that simple.








"Pardon?" Kam asked, an eyebrow raised. "You were working with her how, exactly?"








"Oh, it's nothing really sinister, or anything!" they said defensively, holding up their hands. "Y'see, after I got the package and decided to go to the conclave after all, I got a message from her over the logic sea saying that I shouldn't go along with the rest of you, and she'd set things up for me to arrive on the second day instead." They smiled to themselves. "Worked for me, since I had a pretty tight schedule."








"Then she was the one who went over Anna's head to let you in..." Ran muttered to herself, nodding. "Adds up well enough, I guess."








"And you just went along with it," Kam stated, her brow flat. "You didn't see anything peculiar about the situation."








"Hey, gimme a break, Kam. I'm not a total dumbass," Fang said, with what was, by their standards, a serious look in their eyes. "I can read the vibe of a situation. I knew I was probably being roped into some sorta cliquey infighting in the order."








"But you went along with it, anyway?" I asked.








"Yeah!" they said, with a firm nod. "I mean, why not? It seemed interesting."








"You did it because it seemed interesting," Kam echoed, her eyes narrowed.








"Weeellll, I mean, if you wanna put a point on it, they also offered me like, 600,000 luxury debt worth of property."








Ran's face puffed out in a manner where you could tell that, if she'd been drinking something, it would definitely have been spat all over the carpet.








"Six hundred thousand?!" Kamrusepa exclaimed, probably loud enough for the people downstairs to hear.








"Heheh, yeah, it seemed excessive to me, too," they said, scratching the back of their head. "Old people, right? They're crazy."








"I didn't know you were having problems with your finances, Fang," I said. I was realizing I had no concrete basis for it, but I'd always imagined them as having amassed a vast fortune completely casually. But then, it wasn't as though you could make a business of winning awards, and they were still very young. And thinking about it, I didn't know anything about their background.








"I mean, I'm not, really?" they said, with a shrug. "But still, there's things I want to do, and it's hard to turn your nose up at so much like it's no big deal. And it didn't seem like it was gonna do any harm-- I mean, I planned on trying to finish the artifice anyway, just because it was a fascinating project. Y'know?"








"I... suppose it's understandable, yes," Kam said, still sounding taken aback. "I mean, I'd find it difficult decline such an opportunity myself."


I suspected that was an understatement.








"Phew," Fang said, "I was worried you guys were gonna go to town on me. I mean, being cavalier about the whole thing sure has bit me in the butt now, that's for sure!" They laughed sarcastically, crossing their arms. "I just hope what I did didn't have anything to do with what's going down now."








"I think everybody's fucked up at least a bit to have landed us in this situation," Ran said. "At least you got paid for it."








Honestly, I was relieved the explanation was something so uncomplicated--- Well, assuming it was the truth. I was about a million miles away from having what felt like a good read on Fang as a person.








I felt another positive emotion, too, but this one was uglier; a little burst of unjustified self-satisfaction. Other than being a huge coward, by far my most significant bad quality was envy. It was very specific, and I didn't feel it often; it wasn't like I envied people just for having lots of power, or wealth, or being loved or popular. In fact, it's difficult to even explain exactly what did trigger it.








It was, as best as I can put it, a combination of someone having both a certain relatability, but also being both simultaneously better than me in a manner that felt unattainable, and unwilling to ever lower themselves to my level under any circumstance. I hated feeling small and inconsequential, like a fleeting side character in someone else's story, more than anything. Of something spectacular being thrust in my face, only to be told it wasn't for me.








In spite of all that had happened and how little of it was really earned, one thing I'd managed to do over the past decade was become successful. There were lots of people who praised and maybe even envied me, and there weren't a lot of peers for me to look up to. Fang, though, was an exception. Something about the combination of their extreme success and attitude got to me a little. In that sense, some of what I said about Kam was probably projecting.








So, even though it was the most petty of victories imaginable, knowing I was financially better off made me feel a little good, though this was followed by some self-aware disgust.








We turned and walked along the platform overlooking the middle of the hall, and it was here that Anna's words started to make more sense to me. In the middle of the cross-section, there was an open spot where the central pillar of the orrery met the ceiling which one could pass through. Sure enough, once I ducked into the (instantly cramped, with the four of us) little enclave, I saw it.








On the 'wall' above us as we entered, significantly downsized, was the painting which had clearly been the basis for the mural. It was wrapped around the hollow of the pillar, creating a similar effect to its use in the transpositioning chamber, albeit less impressive. Rather than a glass frame (which, presumably, would have been too much of a pain to set up), the canvas was bare, the rough edges exposed to open air. It gave it a raw feeling








There wasn't anything notably different about it at first glance - my eyes went straight for the disturbing depiction of the serpent I'd noticed earlier, but that was there too, so it had to have been part of the reproduction.








Seeing it at this scale, the artistry of the piece was a lot more vivid. Much of what seemed abstracted at the earlier scale now seemed like the creator having been economic with detail - the humanoid figures, the landscapes, all of it came across as more defined.








The essence of the piece remained the same, though. Seeing it, I had the same intuition I'd experienced both times prior. That something about it was... Malicious, mean-spirited.








"Now that I'm up here," Kamrusepa said, "I'm not sure what exactly I was expecting."








Neither was I, honestly. Now that I was faced with it directly, it felt obvious that just seeing it wasn't going to convey any radical new hints about the manuscript.








"Sure is impressive, though!" Fang said. "Must've been a reeeaal pain in the ass to make. Probably had to do it on a flat surface first, and work real hard to disguise where the ends met when they made the loop."








"Honestly, I can't get a sense of how one would even begin to visualize something like this in abstract," Kam commented. "But then, I've never had much of a head for art. I suppose Lilith would probably have something to say about it, were she here..."








She seemed to realize as she finished the sentence that she'd invited a depressing note for the conversation, and we fell into silence for a few moments afterwards.








"Where would the signature even be, on a piece like this?" I asked, after a few moments had passed.








"You'd probably know best here," Ran said. "Weren't you thinking about going to art school, at some point?"








She'd intoned the word 'you' a little differently there, though other people wouldn't have noticed. "That was more of an... Aspirational life choice, I think," I said.








"I mean, it'd probably be in the bottom right corner, like normal?" Fang said. "Which I guess would be wherever the two sides linked, when they finished it up."








I frowned to myself, trying to look for some kind of subtle connective seam on the surface of the image, but couldn't find any - if it had been made that way, the creator had done a really good job of hiding it. However, deciding it would be best to examine the area where the story most obviously 'looped', where the protagonist returned to the city and died, I eventually found what I was looking for.








As Anna had said, the name was 'Uli'. It was written in very small, purple-colored print against the darkness of the depicted graveyard. I pointed this out to the others and passed along the context I'd just been given, and they reacted with muted interest.








"I was thinking a little bit ago," I said. "In the bell tower, there were a bunch of portraits of family members of the order. Nef..." I swallowed. "Neferuaten did some of them, but there was another artist she mentioned who used to work before her-- A man, I think." I bit my lip. "I wonder if it's the same person."








Ran looked at me with what I could tell was, even behind her mask, a discontented frown. It was the sort of expression a parent might give a child who wouldn't stop trying to stick their finger in problematic places.








Kam, on the other hand, looked merely puzzled. "I'm not sure this is really important under the present circumstances, Su."








Maybe it wasn't.








I toyed with the idea of trying to take down the painting to see if there was any secret message on the back, before realizing that this was insane. Kam said that she wanted to get on with checking the doors, and Ran and I decided to follow along as there was nothing left to see. However, as we stepped away from the sorta-chamber, I noticed that Fang didn't seem to have followed.








Looking back over my shoulder, I saw that they were still staring at the mural. But I thought I could see something different in their eyes. I'd never known them to be the type of person to get lost in their thoughts, but they seemed almost hypnotized, like they were staring right through it.








"...Fang?" I called out, furrowing my brow.








This seemed to snap them out of it, and they jerked in my direction. "Oh. Sorry," they said, still seeming a little disoriented. "Kinda... Off in my own world for a second, there."








They stepped out. Ran and Fang went back down the stairs, but I decided to accompany Kam on her checkup of our defenses. I wanted to ask her something.








"Out of curiosity... Why did you want to know how Fang got here, Kam?" I asked.








"Mm? Oh," she said, as she examined the barricade we'd set up a little earlier for any signs of disturbances. "I was angling for a means to verify how the men in our class arrived at the sanctuary. Bits and pieces of their accounts have started to feel strange and inconsistent to me since yesterday evening"








Ah, so it's like I thought. "I didn't think anyone other than me had noticed."








"This may be a revelation that will shock you, Su, but other people also have brains, and might even think about things."








I frowned. Like everyone else, she was getting more obviously high-strung as the day continued. "There's no need to be condescending. I just thought I might've been seeing things others had missed."








She made a dismissive gesture. "It wasn't difficult to discern that something seemed the matter with Theodoros in the lead-up to our presentations, nor the many other subtle dynamics that seem to be off-kilter among their group. The fact that we were split up to begin with was peculiar, and leaves a hole in the totality of our understanding of the situation... Not to mention Ezekiel's prolonged absence." She looked to me, her eyes narrowed. "Why? Have you seen something more specific?"








I could see no real reason to keep it from her, so I decided to zone in on the one thing which was most strange. "Yesterday, before we did our presentations, I ran into Seth at the abbey, and he talked to me about how he and Ezekiel got into a fight after he didn't help him with his presentation after owning him a debt."








"Hm. I thought something like that might be going on..." she bit her lip, her eyes sharp and thoughtful. "But I'm assuming the situation ended up being more complicated."








I nodded. "After the duel he had with Bardiya a little later, I saw Seth do something weird. He gave Ezekiel a thumbs up."








She looked to me, raising an eyebrow. "Curious." She stood up again, heading for the other door. "I can't imagine what that might've meant. The duel was rather straightforward. Perhaps trying to mask one incantation with another?" She clicked her tongue. "But everything they cast was so basic."








"I just can't think of what they'd be trying to hide," I said. "I mean... He told me a really comprehensive story about his family situation, and his feelings. If that was all just a lie..."








"It might not have been so," Kam said. "Perhaps what you witnessed was just him repaying his debt by some other means... Though it could also be connected to something far more serious."








I nodded. "After we get back downstairs, I'm going to try and talk to him and the others over there about it. Get some answers."








She turned her head again, looking at me with an expression of incredulity that came through even behind the mask. "Really, Su?"








I blinked. "What?"








"Honestly, it's hard to tell if you have no sense of subtlety, or if you're just too trusting for your own good," she said, still eyeing "Be rational. If someone's been behaving suspiciously in a situation like this, there are only two possibilities in play. Either what's going on with them is ultimately irrelevant to the murders, and therefore questioning them won't reveal anything useful... Or, in fact, it is relevant. Tell me: If it's the latter, just how likely do you think they are to tell the truth?"








I frowned. It was a very Kamrusepa-ish way of looking at things - very utilitarian and all or nothing, with no faith in others or perceived investigative value in learning peripheral context - but she did have a point. I was probably being too trusting, and approaching the mystery of what was happening as a puzzle I could slowly unravel rather than a bomb which could be about to explode.








"I know you used to be close to Theodoros, but keep in mind what happened with Bardiya, too," she added. "Seth and his father have closed ranks over the issue. That makes them both suspicious, and liable to be defensive. Even if they're not among the culprits, they're more likely to try and obfuscate things if they feel anything could draw more attention to him."








I clicked my tongue.








"What are you suggesting instead, then?" I asked, though I already knew what she'd say.








"Lie, obviously." she said plainly. "Or rather, misrepresent yourself. Try to talk around it and trip them up into revealing something. Even a half-wit can deny their guilt until their blue in the face if you push it head on, but I've seen certifiable geniuses spill their guts to decent journalists with a more delicate touch."








"I don't think I'm a very good liar," I lied.








"Then I'll come along and talk with them, as well," she said. "I've got a knack for getting the truth out of people."








I wasn't sure how I felt about that. Kamrusepa was definitely more socially competent than me, but she also let herself get out of hand pretty easily. And I wasn't sure if I wanted to come across as explicitly suspicious of anyone when the atmosphere was already so tense.








Plus, it wasn't as though she herself was completely above suspicion.








"...how about this," I said, after a moment. "I'll strike up a conversation - there's something else I want to ask Linos anyway - and then try and approach it indirectly... But if I don't get seem to be getting anywhere, you can cut in. I'll try to make some kind of opening for you." I hesitated, glancing to the side. "I feel like we'd just intimidate them more if we both approached at once, anyway."








"That just seems like the most awkward of both worlds," she said, frowning. "But suit yourself."








She finished her inspection, and we headed back downstairs. She took a lounge chair next to the sofa - close enough that she wouldn't be out of earshot of the group at the game table - while I stopped briefly to inform Ran that I was going to talk to them about 'some things', before stepping over. The group was still engrossed in their board game. I didn't recognize it, but it looked to be rather complicated as board games go.








"...okay, so I capture your castle, Ema, which means I get your 200 gold a month income, and all the cards you've built up on it," Seth seemed to be in the process of explaining, gesturing to a red colored game piece which looked like a rook.








"I don't think I've used any cards on it," Ptolema said.








"Yeah you did," he said. "You used the siege defense card two turns ago. Did you forget to put it in the pile?"








"Huh, did I do that...?" she said skeptically. "I don't remember."








"Back me up here," Seth said, looking to Linos and Theo.








"I, er. I don't think I was paying close enough attention, to be honest," Theo admitted.








"I thought it was the siege weapon card, but I do remember that happening, for certain," Linos said, holding a hand to his chin thoughtfully.








"Maybe we should just call this a bust," Ptolema said. "This seems complicated."








"You're just saying that cause you don't wanna lose a card. Just pick one and hand it ov..." he hesitated, looking up at me as I approached. "Oh ...hey, Su."








I smiled. As I'd fallen on the 'side' which didn't explicitly stick up for Theodoros's innocence earlier, the atmosphere was a little awkward; I hadn't liked it, but it wasn't the kind of situation you could expect to remain fully neutral. Ptolema looked at me with her usual uncomplicatedly friendly gaze and Seth and Linos with at least an unhappy sort of understanding, but Theo averted his eyes outright, not wanting to face me. At that, I felt an unpleasant feeling deep in my gut.








There was no arguing the facts painted a rather dire picture. He'd claimed that he saw something gripping Bardiya through the window... But now that we knew that nothing had approached the window at all, that was proven impossible. Instead, only three possibilities remained: he was lying, delusional, or Bardiya was killed by some kind of invisible supernatural being.








Occam's Razor dictated it was probably the first. But did I really believe that Theo could be the culprit...? Childhood memories aside, he was one of the meekest people I knew, and surprisingly easily overwhelmed for someone at our level of academic esteem. When I tried to picture him wrapped up in some conspiracy, like Anna had suggested... It just didn't fit. And that was without even trying to imagine a motive, which felt even more difficult.








Don't get sidetracked. This was about establishing more than Theodoros's guilt. First thing: Anna's passing-of-the-buck.








"Hi," I said. "Sorry to interrupt you guys... Are you in the middle of something important?"








"Nah, not really," Seth said, shaking his head. "This game's a foregone conclusion, honestly." He smirked weakly. "Just gotta finish whooping Ema's ass."








"Hey!" she protested. "Don't be a jerk. I can still win this!"








He chuckled, though even this was tempered by a kind of exhausted sadness which now permeated his every mannerism. He looked back up to face me. "So, what'd you need, Su?"








"I, uh, wanted to ask Linos something, if that's okay," I said.








"Go right ahead, Utsu," Linos said, with a tired smile. "Is this another question about the sanctuary?"








I hesitated, making an awkward expression.








He sighed a little, but gestured affirmatively at me regardless. "It's fine."








I nodded, thinking about how to approach the topic in a way that would make him least likely to deflect. "Well, I was talking to Anna about the functionality of this place while trying to figure out who could be responsible for all this, and we got to talking about some of the past projects of the order... She said the reason that it was called a 'sanctuary' was because it was originally for 'caring for' something. As in an animal or plant sanctuary."








"Ah," he said, clearing his throat as apprehension crossed his eyes. "It sounds like she might have said a little too much..."








"She didn't really make it sound like a big secret," I replied. "When I tried to ask for more details, she just told me that she wasn't involved in that project, and to ask you or Zeno about it."








He scratched the side of his neck, looking away. "Su, I understand feeling anxious being stuck in a situation like this where there are things you don't know... Really, I do. But honestly, I think it might be better if you just tried to relax." He said, his tone wary. "We should be out of here in a few hours, we're perfectly safe as long as we all stay here, so there's no need to--"








"I a-already know a lot," I said, trying to cut him off before he could finish turning me down. "She explained about where the sanctuary really is too, and before, Neferuaten told me why it was built here in the first place. About entropy having a mind."








"Entropy having a what, now?" Seth asked, eyes suddenly wide. Theo seemed a little alarmed, too. (Ptolema, who'd heard this before, just looked concerned.)








Linos put his head into his hands, letting out a low groan.








"A form of consciousness," I said, rephrasing. "The order built this place to study and experiment--"








"Su, please. I don't know what Neferuaten told you, but you're framing the situation melodramatically. There's... No need to get everyone worked up." He ran his hands down his face. "It really is starting to feel like I'm the only person here with a sense of discretion. Maybe I ought to just give it up at this point."








"Er... Melodramatic or not..." Theo chimed in, his voice quiet, "what is she saying, exactly? Is 'entropy' a code name for something?"








"Uh, no, it's literal," I said.








He frowned. "What?"








"Calling it a 'mind' is taking it much too far," Linos proclaimed, subtly raising his voice as he attempted to assert dominance over the conversation. "It would be better to say that it shows variations in behavior and interplanar structure that could be likened to a living being. Anything more is conjecture."








"Hey, I'm sorry-- You're saying it has 'variations in behavior'? As in, part of physics."








Linos bit his lip, glancing to the side. "Mm, well..."








I glanced over my shoulder. As I'd anticipated, since I'd brought this point up, Kamrusepa had started leaning sharply at the edge of her chair, her left ear bent in our direction. It was all but blatant to anyone paying attention she was doing her damnedest to not miss a single word of our conversation.








I sighed to myself.








Over the course of the next few minutes, Linos gave an abbreviated version of the explanation Neferuaten had conveyed by the glass wall of the bioenclosure a day ago. About the discovery of entropy's apparent sentience through the observations of the astronomer Saahdia ibnat Addad, and how this led to the sanctuary being constructed here, and eventually the massive facility underground.








"Why didn't you say anything about this sooner, Ema?" Seth said, his expression one of near-total bafflement.








"I dunno," she said, scratching her head. "I didn't get a lot of it. And it didn't really seem like a big deal."








"Not important?" He frowned. "This might be the most revolutionary discovery in physics since interplanar energy transmission. Short of discovering magic is real, it's kinda hard to think of a bigger deal."








"I mean, I wasn't sure if Su's teacher wanted us to go around talkin' about it, and it wasn't urgent, y'know?" She bit her lip. "I was kinda expecting it to get brought up anyway when we went to see that freaky thing underground, but it didn't happen."








"Gods," Seth said, rubbing his eyes. "I don't even know what to think about this."








"B-But as I said," Linos continued. "We really do have no definitive evidence of the sentience of entropy, even now. It's a closed box; what we interpreted as 'moods' could just as easily be it following preset movements that just happen to be beyond the scope of our comprehension."








"A philosophical zombie," I said, in reference to the thought experiment.








"Exactly," he said, pointing to me. "You must understand-- In the ancient world, humanity thought almost everything we now understand to be strictly physical phenomena had some kind of will or intent behind it, because their knowledge of the natural world's workings were so limited. They saw the sun and moon crossing the sky each day, with changes in their movements with the passing of the seasons, and thought they were living beings. And why not? To them, that must have seemed little different from migratory birds."








"Neferuaten seemed pretty confident about it," I replied, doubtful. "She said there had even been experiments done here which looked at entropy's actual structure in the Timeless Realm, and it showed some commonality with that of other living beings."








"Commonality, yes. But there are types of fungus that show grow in patterns reminiscent of the cerebral cortex superficially, and they're certainly not sentient. It's suggestive, not indicative." He crossed his arms. "Without meaning any disrespect for her, it sounds like she overstated the case. In fact, you've heard proof enough already of how inconclusive our research in that area was."








"How so?" I asked, lowering my brow.








"Remember Hamilcar's and Neferuaten's explanation in the elevator," he said, obviously ignorant that I very much couldn't remember. "Your grandfather's project, in the end, was only able to use our understanding of the inter-planar structure of entropy, and its atemporal nature, to gain information about the past and aid in Chronomancy... And even that didn't work until today, as you all witnessed. It's thoughts, or lack thereof, were a dead end in our research. Everything else-- Well, it came afterwards."








Afterwards.








Gunpowder. One failure leading to another possibility. The changing purposes of the sanctuary...








I frowned to myself. What he was saying made sense. But then, why would Neferuaten have told us about it at all, were that the case? She could have just as easily satisfied Ran's interrogation by telling us a bit of what Anna had explained just now. In fact, in retrospect, her evasiveness in that area seemed odd.








Nevertheless, assuming everything I had been told was roughly true, a timeline felt like it was starting to come together regarding the order's research in entropy. There were a lot of details that were uncertain or absent, but it probably went something along these lines:








1. In the early days of the organization, under Ubar of Kane, Saahdia creates the theory about the consciousness of entropy.





2. Much later, before becoming its headquarters, the Order follows up on this theory by taking control of the the Ironworkers observation facility in the 'Land of the Dead' which Anna described.





3. After their previous headquarters is destroyed, they decide to build their new one, the sanctuary, on top of the facility for the sake of my 'grandfather's project'. (Based on her comments, it sounded like most of the features intended to make it as comfortable as possible manifested around this point.)





4. However, investigating the sentience of entropy doesn't prove fruitful, so they scale down the project to what now existed beneath us.





5. But that doesn't work, either. So eventually it's abandoned, changing course to research on the human mind...








I closed my eyes. Often, establishing the facts was merely a matter of laying everything out you already knew in a way that cleanly flowed from one thing to another. If the sanctuary's fundamental design, right down to its name, was about 'caring' for something... Yet that project was ultimately abandoned or reworked... Then that was probably the transition point between three and four; when it's original purpose first shifted to a new one. Or, in other words...








"If that's the case," I said, "the original goal in investigating the mind of entropy, before it became a 'dead end', must've tied into the project Anna was telling me about. Right? The two are connected."








Linos hesitated as I pivoted the topic back around. His eyes wandered to his lap.








"When you use the word 'sanctuary' in this manner, you're usually talking about a place for animals. Non-human creatures," I said. "A bird sanctuary is the example Anna used. If it's a place for caring for people, it's more likely a word like 'shelter', or 'orphanage'."








"Mm," Linos admitted, nodding.








"What were you planning to take care of, here? To cultivate?" I held my hands together. "Please answer, sir. It'd be a load off my mind."








"If I do," he said, speaking slowly. "it'll just get everyone worked up. I really do think it would be better to just drop the subject."








"Worked up how?" Ptolema asked.








"It's--" He hesitated, looking to me. "Utsu, Anna told you this almost certainly has nothing to with what's happening now, didn't she? She must've."








"She... did," I said hesitantly, with a small nod. "But even so, it doesn't seem like anyone really understands what's happening at the moment. There's already been a lot of spanners thrown in the works from things you or the rest of the inner circle didn't expect. I feel like we deserve as much context on the situation as we can get."








"Try to consider the scope, here," he said. "Hearing it for the first time now, all of this probably feels tightly connected, but this is something we were pursuing literal centuries ago," he looked at me sternly. "I'm sure this place's history has a lot of mystique for you all, and that's where your mind is likely to go when something so terrifying as this is happening... But truly, I do think you're chasing shadows more than you're capable of realizing."








That's kinda condescending. "Even so," I said, trying to sound resolute. "If we can be this fixated on the past, the culprit could be with their motive, too. We need to know."








"That's the mind projection fallacy, Utsu," he said, rubbing his eyes.








"I gotta agree with Su about this," Seth interjected. "Honestly, it sounds like she knows a lot more than me about this place already-- I've been confused ever since we saw the sky." He looked to Linos. "No offense, old man, but we're putting a lot of trust in you and the rest of the council in terms of getting out of here. If there's something fundamental about this place we haven't been told, I wanna know."








"Me too," Theo said quietly.








Linos regarded his son with an over-the-top look of having been betrayed for a moment, then let out another heavy sigh, sitting back in his chair. His gaze turned towards the ceiling for a few moments.








"...alright, fine. I suppose there's no use in steadfastly withholding it, considering what you already know," he said. "But as I said, all this is going to do is make you get worried. It's the opposite of what will lead you to figuring anything the actual culprit, if that's your goal."








It seemed ironic - or maybe hypocritical? - for Linos to say this, in a way. In protecting Theo, he'd already come out against strictly logical reasoning in trying to infer the killer. Now he was rejecting this, too.








"To be truthful, I don't even really know where to begin." He leaned his head against the side of his hand, his eyes looking towards the far wall. "I suppose I should start by trying to give a little context. To clarify something, the project you've asked me to describe isn't wasn't why the sanctuary was built in and of itself-- Rather, there wasn't a specific goal at the advent at all. It started with the construction of a small research outpost we used to interface with the Ironworkers devices. Something to further our understanding of the... Intelligence, we believed ourselves to be observing, and debated on what to do about it." He hesitated. "I say 'our', but obviously this was before my time-- I'm just recounting the formal history."








I nodded. It sounded like he still might be trying to talk around the point, so I didn't want to interject and get things further off topic.








"It was... Only after the disaster at our old headquarters that an approach was decided upon. That led to the construction of the sanctuary as it exists now, a little over 300 years ago." He paused for a moment, closing his eyes. "Do you know much about extra-terrestrial life, Utsu?"








The sheer size of the jump between topics left me blinking for a few moments. "Um," I eventually said. "You mean, as in... Aliens?"








"Yes, exactly," he said, with a nod. "I'm sure you learned about this in school, but in the Imperial Era, mankind learned of many other species spread throughout the known universe." He grasped drink from a glass of water sitting on the table, and took a few gulps. "However, none of what they encountered was remotely akin to humanity, or especially to human civilization. Life based on exotic elements, superorganisms, extra-dimensional beings..."








"Uh, why are we talking about aliens?" Ptolema cut in, perplexed.








Linos exhaled. "Sorry, miss Rheeds. I'll get to the point." He turned to me. "What do you do when faced with a being you don't understand, Utsu?"








"You... Try to stay away from it?" I offered.








Linos let out an awkward laugh. "That would have probably been the sensible thing to do, honestly."








I frowned. "You try to communicate with it."








He nodded. "Exactly. And, well... Just imagine the possibilities, for a moment. There are so many cruelties fundamental to the world that we more or less accept as a given - governed by forces that just are, beyond even the capacity of Iron to change at their root. But what if it were all just some strange misunderstanding?" He gestured outwardly. "If death was not a reaper, but a gardener unaware of what was beneath their feet? If energy or information, rather than continually trending towards dispersal and simplicity, could just as easily behave in a way that, well, suited us?"








"This is fucking crazy," Seth said, eyes wide.








"Y-Yeah," Ptolema said. "No kidding."








Linos chuckled, sounding a little embarrassed. "Well, let it never be said our organization has ever lacked ambition."








Somehow, I felt like the order couldn't have been aiming for something both so lofty and so childishly unspecific at the same time. Linos was probably simplifying the story.








"But how do you communicate with something so alien to you, you might as well be a... I don't know-- An ant trying to say hello to the tree its crawling on?" Linos continued. "At its most fundamental level, communication is based on a shared frame of reference. Early human cultures that developed language independently had no way of understanding one another directly, but because they all ate fruit, drunk water, caught diseases, died... Things evolved from there." His eyes wandered, becoming thoughtful. "No one knows how other people think; as individuals, we're all isolated from one another, trapped behind our own eyes. What makes it possible to talk to someone isn't commonality of thought - for all we know, the mind of entropy could work exactly the same as our own, but it wouldn't do us any good, because our experiences would still be completely alien. Rather, what matters is commonality of life."








It'd been a while since it'd happened, but I was surprised how philosophical Linos could get, when he had a mind for it.








Though it felt like he was overlooking something pretty significant in saying that nobody knew how other people thought. ...Well, it was true in the present tense, at least.








"In any event," he continued. "When we were reviewing the records, we found that the scholars of that period of the Imperial Era had some theories about how they might communicate with these beings they discovered, despite the vast gulf between how they experienced the universe. And though logistical challenges... And eventually the collapse... Smothered those ideas in the crib, there was one which caught our interest." He sat back in his chair a little. "Though it was also arguably applied at the end of the Great Interplanar War, in retrospect, our application of the concept was-- Well, patently absurd. We were still drunk on the high of the discovery at that point."








"What did you plan to do?" I asked, frowning.








"I suppose it's like the old saying goes," he said, a little hesitant. "If you want someone to understand you... Well, you just have to make them walk a mile in your shoes."



            


070: Power of the Gods (𒐄)


                
Long ago








We were back on the road where we'd first met, a couple months earlier. But this time, the circumstances were different.








The building was big, though my dad would've probably said it wasn't big enough. It was Inotian in style - I brought that up earlier, I think - with tall, white walls possessing only minimal protrusions, made pale grey with the passing of the decades, and a stairwell to the second floor on the exterior as well as the interior. The doors were colored vividly; a deep, purple-ish red that stood against the rest like a wine stain on a tablecloth.








It was nearly winter, now - we'd switched uniforms, our cloth tunics replaced by woolen jackets - and the street was bathed in fallen leaves, brown and orange and faded red. They flowed downhill as the gusts of harsh, bitterly-cold wind pushed in from the east. There were so many it was almost like a river. It was a wealthy area, after all; lots of free land for trees.








"We're early," I said as I opened the front gate, looking at my logic engine. "My... Her mom might not be home yet."








Ran furrowed her brow at me. "They haven't given you a key?"








"Uh, no, I do have one..." I said. "Normally. But I left it behind today because I couldn't find my shoes, and had to rush out the door to make it in time for class."








She turned back to face forward, mumbling something to herself.








"I'll try it anyway," I said, and knocked.








For 20 or seconds, I was worried we'd have to trudge back down the street and spend the next half hour awkwardly looking for something to do, but we ended up being in luck. The door clicked open, and a woman was there, smiling.








We only looked a little alike. She was shorter than me, only coming to a bit over five feet, and had a wider face with broad lips, and brighter eyes. She styled herself very differently, too, with loose hair cut to about chin-length. She was wearing a brightly-colored dress, and holding a set of keys.








She dangled them in the air with a sly expression.








"Yeah, mom, I know," I said, forcing a tired smile.








"I'm just saying," she said, gesturing to the table at the side of the doorway. "If you just remembered to leave them in the right place every morning, this sort of thing wouldn't happen." She looked to my side. "Nice to see you again, Ran."








"Good afternoon, ma'am," Ran replied, bowing her head.








My mother held the smile, but her brow flattened a bit. "Come on, call me Kataoka. I told you that there's no need to be so formal." She sighed. "Well, come on in."








We stepped into the hall, which was a relatively modest room decorated with some generic landscape paintings and a traditional Saoic rug, and took off our shoes. My mother shut the door behind us.








"Will you be staying for dinner, Ran?" she asked, in a friendly tone. My mother always had this fairly formal, but also straightforwardly warm way of speaking, like she was running a traditional inn. Well, except when she got drunk-- When that happened, she'd mostly shout at people and make really bad jokes. "We're having duck penang curry tonight. Should be more than enough for a guest, especially with Utsushikome's father away."








"Uh, we're not sure yet," I said. "We're just going to do homework, so it'll depend on how quickly we can get through it."








"I asked her, not you, Utsu," she said, raising an eyebrow. "Friends or not, it's bad manners to speak for other people."








If my life were some sort of ridiculously dark theater comedy, this would be when the crowd started laughing and I made a stupid face at them.








"...probably not today, ma'am," Ran said. "I have to be home by eight, and my house is on the other side of the hill."








"Hmm, we could have it a little earlier, if you liked," she offered.








"It's okay, mom," I said, glancing over at her. Our cat, skinny and with black fur, wandered over to me as I approached the stairs. I leaned down to pet her softly as I walked.








"Well, if you're sure," she said, with a shrug. "Though really, I hope you don't feel like you're being an imposition, Ran - you'll always be welcome to, if ever you'd like."








Ran looked at her strangely. "...thank you, ma'am," she said.








My mother sighed a little, but smiled. "Well. Feel free to let me know if you want some drinks or snacks. Though I'm sure you'd tell me you were too old for that, Utsu." She left, chuckling to herself.








My eyes followed her as she departed. I wasn't sure what was worse. The guilt that I felt every time we spoke, or the fact that, slowly, it had begun to diminish. Like stones at the edge of the sea.








We ascended the staircase in silence, our socks softly scuffing against the bare stone flooring. When we reached the top, we took a right and headed down the hall, stepping through a door on our left. The bedroom behind it was excessively large, though not too lavishly decorated. Unlike the halls, it had a carpet of a pale blue shade, and the walls were painted roughly to match. There was a double bed with a colorful duvet, a heavily-stocked bookcase, a logic engine with a small sofa. A cushioned area covered in stuffed animals, the largest of which was a life-sized boar, its eyes large and cutesy in a way that contrasted with the gruff nature of the animal. In the corner was a piano, along with a few paintings.








And out the window, the tall maple tree cast a shadow which reached into the chamber. The faint dark tendrils lining the floor, like the tentacles of some strange sea beast.








This was my room.








"Gods," Ran said. "I'll never get used to how big this place is."








We stood in the entrance for a moment, as if waiting for something to happen; a building pressure to burst all at once now that we were in private and alone. When that didn't happen, though, we took seats on the sofa, spaced a little apart. I set my bag at the side.








A somber atmosphere quickly set in. I didn't try to make small-talk today, and there were few nasty looks from her. She simply stared ahead, at the silent edifice of the logic engine, the light reflecting strangely off the motionless complex of the gears.








"Uh... so," I eventually said, my voice quiet. "I went for the second appointment."








"That's why we're here," Ran said. Obviously she was prodding at me for stating the obvious, but you wouldn't have known it without the context. Her voice was essentially emotionless, bereft of any inflection, even the subtle sardonic edge it usually had in casual conversation.








"I asked the questions you told me to," I said.








"And?"








My eyes wandered towards the window.








"They... Said that it's not a matter of them not wanting to do it, or it being illegal, or something like that," I said, finding myself matching her tone. "Rather, it's just not possible, I guess. Apparently the index can be removed - that's what the thing you read probably meant - though even that has a chance of killing someone, or doing serious damage. But undoing the other part, is..." My lips tightened. "Well, when I pushed them about, they said it was like mixing one jug of water with another. They can't really... Tell them apart, after it's happened."








The room was silent for a moment. The clock I had at my bedside was hydraulic, so the only sound at all was the distant melody of my mother humming somewhere downstairs, at the very edge of my capacity for hearing.








Eventually, I had the courage to look at Ran. She was still staring ahead, expressionless.








"...heh." The laugh eventually came, low and bitter. "'s weird."








"Y-Yeah," I said.








"No," she said, shaking her head. "You don't get it." She swallowed the air, her mouth resting open slightly between sentences. "It's weird that she's gone, and I'm the only one who knows it. That things are just going on like nothing happened."








That's what I meant, I thought, but decided against saying out loud.








"She... Might not be gone," I said.








"You know what I mean," she said, her tone growing distant.








I winced a little bit. Somehow, I'd preferred it when she'd been insulting me all the time.








"So," she said. "Is it going to be like you said last time? That the way they handle this shit is just to, what... Pretend things are normal? Act like you're still the same person?"








"Well, they said that I shouldn't think of myself as... As the person I used to be, at all," I said. "That, for the treatments to work best, I should treat it like a sort of delusion. Or rather-- That's how they said it is. That I am her, but just, well. Deluded." I bit my lip. "They called it an 'error of neurological interpretation'."








"Huh," she said.








"They told me to think of my memories of-- Well, the ones I'm supposed to have, as real, and to regard the others as something like intrusive thoughts. And to just try and live normally." I paused for a moment. "And if I do that, things should work out."








"You mean, you'll just forget about it?" she asked. A tiny hint of emotion appeared: Skepticism.








"Y-Yeah," I said. "I guess so."








"But this is advice meant for people from thousands of years ago," she said. "Not for people from now."








I frowned. "When I tried to talk about that, they said that sometimes people who this happens to get... Confused, from the mix-up of memories. They end up inventing fake versions of their past to fit into the world of today as a way of making sense of things."








"So that's delusion too, huh. Pretty convenient." She nodded slightly. She still hadn't turned to face me. "Do you think that's true?"








"No," I said, shaking my head. "The stuff I remember is way too specific." I scratched my head. "Though, if it were, I guess I would say that anyway... I mean, it's not like you can tell if you're crazy, right?"








She was silent for a few moments, her body growing even more still.








"They, uh, gave me something," I said after a moment, reaching into my bag to withdraw a small, fresh-looking leather bound journal. "It's the first part of the treatment. It's a book to keep track of how much I think of myself as Utsushi--" I hesitated. "Rather, how much I feel like myself."








I held the book shut very tightly, my body knowing.








"It doesn't sound like you feel much like 'yourself' right now."








"Well," I said. "No."








"Do you feel any uncertainty? About who you are?"








I didn't say anything. My eyelids wrinkled, like I was biting on something bitter.








"Even if this worked, somehow," she said. "Would she really be back, really? Or would you just be deluded in the other direction? Just really good at convincing yourself you're someone else."








"I dunno," I said. "I mean... That's more of a metaphysical question than anything, I guess."








Another long silence. This time, it was well over a minute. Outside, through the window, the sun broke through the clouds, and the shadows running over us grew starker against the bright light.








"I don't know what to say right now," she said, her tone still utterly muted. "To be honest, I want to scream. At you. At the people telling you this bullshit. At the whole world, for being complicit in something so completely fucked and not even talking about it. I wanna grab something and smash everything in this room to pieces." She closed her eyes for a moment. "But if this really could work... If the fragments of who you should be are still there, waiting to heal... Then the last thing I want to do is make you feel shitty. If I yell at you for the shit that's happened to you, that'll probably make you feel even more like the person who you aren't supposed to be."








"So... What are you gonna do?" I asked, cautiously.








"It's like that dilemma you hear in ethics class," she said. "Where one siamese twin abuses the other, and you can't punish one without punishing them both. Except instead of twins it's just one person, stuck in a box like the cat in that old experiment. Where you can't tell if it's alive or dead. Victim or culprit."








"So..."








"So I'm gonna go," she said, standing up sharply, her voice a little terse. "I'll treat you normally at school, but otherwise we shouldn't talk any more. If-- If things do go back to normal, just try to forget all this."








She moved rapidly towards the door, and started twisting the handle--








"Wait!" I cried out, my voice cracking. "Wait."








She stood there for a moment. Then, slowly, she looked back at me. And I saw an expression on her face that I hadn't before. Her face was contorted in something like fear, or regret, and there were tears in her wide eyes.








Perhaps I was still looking for a sort of false atonement, unable to accept that my cowardice had barred me from attaining what I really needed. Or maybe what I desired was instead a sort of catharsis-by-proxy, where I could feel the anguish of facing the truth through her, even though I'd closed myself off to anything resembling it from within.








But those are over-intellectualized explanations, whereas on the inside, I was - and still am, really - a child. And my desires were simple. Childlike.








I didn't want to be alone.








"...could you stay?" I asked. "For a little longer?"








𒊹
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There was a thud as Kamrusepa's chair, strained from the extent of her leaning, fell onto its back. She stood up and corrected it with an impassive expression, as if nothing weird had happened.








"Our hypothesis was this," Linos said. "An index is, more or less, an artificial interplanar structure attached to the human mind - like what they say in school, the Power is, when you get right down to it, little more than an extra limb that can reach places we normally don't have access to." He clasped his hands together, resting his chin on them. "But there's nothing saying that other interplanar structures, natural ones, couldn't be affixed using the same technology. It's just that there's never been a point to do it, since they wouldn't follow human commands. It'd be like nailing your arm to the side of a building."








Oh my god, I thought. Is this really going where I think it is?








"But if entropy really did have something like consciousness... Then - again, hypothetically - couldn't it be possible to form an altogether new sort of connection? One based not on domination of the inanimate, but rather two living beings able to share something like thoughts?"








"You're telling me that you guys tried to, what," Seth said, his eyes narrowed. "...give this thing a human body? Create some kinda physical god?"








"Let's not use the 'G' word, here," Linos corrected him quickly. "We're all scholars here. There's no value in being unscientific."








"To... Be honest, dad, it is hard not to think about mythology, hearing this," Theo said, troubled. "Rather, ah. If we're to believe that nothing less than a property of thermodynamics could somehow display sentience, and you planned to give it a human body..."








"I need to nip a misunderstanding you're both having in the bud," Linos said, gesturing downward with his hands. "Our goal wasn't to 'give it a human body'. An index, or anything else like this, isn't a direct addition to the core of the pneuma like the first part of the Induction process. It can't overwrite someone's personality. What we wanted to do was merely to establish a connection between a human and entropic force."








"That's still fucking nuts!" Seth objected. "Don't say that all soothingly, like we're in hysterics or something!"








"Why?" Ptolema asked.








"I just explained that, miss Rheeds," Linos replied. "To communicate. Our hope was that, in having such a mental connection, a frame of reference could be built up between the subject of the experiment and the phenomenon. That they might find some way to talk to one another, or-- That it might develop a sense of awareness of or empathy for us."








"This does sound like something from an old Inotian or Saoic story," I said. "Beings above mankind being brought down to their level, and then learning to care about them in the process... It's a really old trope."








Linos sighed, rubbing his eyes.








"How could this be ethical?" Seth asked, seeming more lively than he had in hours by virtue of the sheer absurdity of what we were hearing. "Like, in a million years. Assuming the theory is right, we're talking about sticking a direct line in someone's brain to some incomprehensible fucking nightmare being that has influence over the entire universe. It seems more likely than not that whoever you did this to would... Would..."








"Go bananas?" Ptolema offered.








"Yeah," Seth said, nodding. "Or catatonic, I guess. I mean, it'd be like dropping a mountain on a stag beetle."








"Such concerns were raised at the time," Linos said, rubbing under his nose. "We discussed many variations of the experiment that would... Minimize potential harm. Obviously, we required a candidate that had undergone the first stage of their Induction but not the second, and someone who could be trusted and displayed general mental stability." He frowned. "Unfortunately, finding a suitable one under those restrictions proved very challenging. We'd hoped to enlist someone from among the non-arcanists in our ranks, ideally an elderly volunteer, close to death yet lucid... However, the stigma towards non-arcanists the organization had at the time curtailed the pool of candidates to, well, a puddle. There were also persistent anxieties about the idea which served to neuter interest."








"I'll bet," Seth said. "I wouldn't sign up for that shit even if I was on my deathbed. What happens if you get sucked up into its mind? That's the kind of immortality you don't want."








"I don't know," Theo said. "I think I'd consider it. Can't be worse than eternal nothingness."








Seth snorted. "You gotta work on your imagination, Theo."








"How did you end up resolving it?" I asked. "If you resolved it, I mean."








"We... Did," Linos said, biting the corner of his lip as his eyes flickered in the direction of the security center. "Though in a controversial manner. It was eventually decided... Around the time of the construction of the sanctuary... That we would instead use an unborn child."








I felt a crackling in my mind. A lot of little things shifted, although I couldn't quite put into words how, yet.








Ptolema blinked, then scratched her head. "Wait, you can induct an unborn baby? How would that even work?"








"Well, it can't be done with a natural birth-- A child literally in the womb will confuse the Induction Bed. But... Though the Covenant forbids it except in emergencies, there's more than one way to skin a cat when it comes to gestating an infant." He cleared his throat. "We have more than enough resources at our disposal for such an endeavor. As for fundamental viability, a child's cerebrum - and pneuma, by extension - is usually sufficiently developed for an index to be attached by around six and a half months into term. That was our plan."








"Gods," Seth said tiredly, shaking his head.








"I think I understand your reasoning," I said, nodding slowly. "If you did it that way, then even if the fetus was lost as a result of the experiment, their mind still wouldn't have been completely developed when it happened. So it's not quite the same as doing it on a literal baby." I frowned. "It's not exactly ethical, but it could be a lot worse."








"You're being too kind, Su," Seth said, looking up at me with a strangely bitter expression. "It's not just about whether or not the kid dies right off the bat. What if they live? Live a whole life with their brain fucked up beyond helping, because some old assholes decided it could be useful for the project ?" He hesitated, glancing towards Linos. "Sorry, I don't mean to lay into you, but... You get how screwed up this is, right?"








"I do," Linos said, smiling sadly. "For what it's worth, I'm still not proud of the whole business, even if I didn't exactly have much of a say, back in those days. I said back in the guest house that the Order's done a number of things I haven't approved of, and as part of the council, I take responsibility for that." He looked to his son. "I'll say this for you in particular, Theo: Even if you follow me into this line of work, never let your high-minded beliefs about what's best for humanity justify doing what you know is wrong to individuals. I've never done anything I feel I couldn't defend, but still. It wears down the soul."








Theo made an uncomfortable look, and nodded, looking downwards.








I thought back to the theme we'd now seen reiterated several times: The 'sins' of the order. This was the first thing I'd heard which felt like it really qualified.








"So, what was the plan, exactly?" I asked. "You'd raise the child... Down here, and wait to see if they started reporting a presence beyond themselves in their own mind, as they grew older?" I glanced around. "That's the real reason this place is so comfortable, isn't it? You wanted a place where someone could grow up, without ever visiting the outside world."








Guilt crossed Linos's features for a moment, and he glanced downward, nodding. "That's... Largely true. Or at least, it's one of the reasons for the design of the sanctuary." He sighed. "This will sound disingenuous, but we wanted to make the child's life as comfortable as possible. As well as trying to optimize the environment, we had plans for several families within the Order to live here intermittently to make sure they could have relatively normal social interaction, a volunteer willing to formally adopt them and act as their mother..."








"But they wouldn't be allowed to leave," I deduced.








"...no, they wouldn't," he admitted. "At least, not until the experiment was concluded. We were dealing with something existential, beyond even our own understanding. We had no idea how the child's connection to entropy would manifest, not in terms of behavior, nor... Anything else. Some people even suggested they might develop supernatural abilities." He chuckled awkwardly. "They needed to be under a controlled environment, where they could be monitored consistently. And where they'd be safe from the opponents of the Order-- Especially in those days."








"Basically, you wanted to keep them prisoner," Seth said, his tone critical. His eyes wandered the room. "Now that I know this place started life as a gilded cage, it's a lot creepier."








"I don't know what to tell you, master Ikkuret," Linos said. "It was an unpleasant idea. In retrospect, I'm glad it never got off the ground."








My mind wandered for a moment. How much of the sanctuary did this really explain? Anna had said it had served multiple purposes, one leading into another...








She hadn't been specific about how long the sanctuary had existed in its original state before the construction of her 'ultimate defensive mechanism' which allowed it to 'detach' and exist purely in the void as it did now. Had that been before this project was abandoned? Or afterwards?








"So, uh, why didn't it?" Ptolema asked. "I mean, something went wrong, right?"








Linos took a breath. "In fact, that's a bit of an understatement, miss Rheeds. Just about everything possible went wrong, at every stage of the process." He took another drink of water. He seemed to be sweating a lot during all this. "To start with, it turned out to be an incredible struggle to even pin down an element of the entropic interplanar framework that was suitable to substitute an index. To minimize the risk, we wanted the scope of the connection to be as minor as possible so as to not overwhelm the mind of the host - have it be something they could block out, perhaps that even could be severed..." He shook his head. "But it frustrated our efforts at every turn. And then, as our research into entropy continued, people began to lose faith in the project. There were so many debates..."








"What were you doing during all of this, dad?" Theo asked. "Utsu said you were involved with the project."








"Me?" Linos thought for a moment. "Not much. I'm a transmutation and replication specialist, so I mostly did non-arcane work just crunching the math. I didn't even see the child when it was growing." He sighed. "The child..."








"I'm guessing something bad happened with that, too," I said.








He nodded somberly. "That was the culmination of it all. Eventually, with heavy opposition - myself included - it was decided we'd proceed with the project with a merely acceptable connection to framework identified, rather than the ideal one we'd been hoping for. The fetus was developed, removed for induction, brought to term..." He shook his head. "But in the end, it never gained consciousness."








"Geez," Ptolema said, frowning sadly.








"We kept them on life support for several years, hoping for some miraculous change in their condition - considering how unique the situation was, we didn't want to rule anything out completely. But eventually..." He pushed his lips together, thoughtful for a moment, then looked back up to face us. "Well. Now you know."








I guess I did. I found my eyes wandering downwards. There was only really one question I could think to ask, and it didn't even feel like it mattered.








"So, to be clear..." I said. "This was also my grandfather's project. Is that right?"








He nodded. "Largely. He spearheaded almost all of our efforts which employed the Ironworker's facility here; the machine that currently exists down below now is the direct descendant of the one we tried to use to find and pull forth a suitable connection for the child. Based on the same principle-- Isolating the phenomenon." He raised an eyebrow. "He never spoke to you about any of this."








I hesitated. "N-No, we never barely discussed his work with the Order. Only a little, right before he died."








"I see," Linos said. He seemed to consider something for a moment. "I'll never forget how affected he was, by all of it. He took the loss of the child very personally, when we finally had to end things... I suppose it hit him in a sore spot." He let out an awkward laugh. "Forgive me. I shouldn't say such things."








I didn't say anything, looking to the side.








"Anyway," Linos digressed. "After that, there were other attempts at communication, but nothing came of them, either. So eventually, the research was quietly shelved. I'm not sure what Neferuaten hoped to accomplish bringing it up to you, but I suppose it doesn't matter now." He looked between our group. "Hopefully, you understand now why this isn't pertinent to our current circumstances. Though it was a tragic situation, other than the child - who, sadly, never really lived to begin with - no one left it feeling particularly wronged... Well, with the possible exception of our accountant. My point is, there's a thousand things more likely to be motivating the culprit behind this.








"Honestly, hearing this has kinda changed my impression of the Order for the worse," Seth said. "...but I guess it's not really the sort of thing you'd kill someone over." Theo nodded along.








Linos looked to me. "Do you feel satisfied, Su?"








I scratched my head. "I suppose so. It's all so out there it feels unreal, but I guess it does answer some questions. Even if it doesn't really help explain much that's really important."








I said that, but I couldn't help but feel like there was... Something missing, here. A piece of the story Linos had omitted.








He sighed. "Well. If something else comes to mind later, try to give me the benefit of the doubt--"








"Hey, you guys don't think that like... This really could be death - or entropy, or whatever - taking revenge for that, do you?" Ptolema asked, interjecting. "I mean... When we heard that message, at the start of all this... They talked about the Order doin' stuff which pissed it off, you know?" She looked disconcerted. "Maybe putting it in a body... Trying to control it..."








Linos sighed, rubbing his brow. "I was afraid of something like this." He turned to her. "Miss Rheeds, I already explained that the nature of the experiment was never to embody or dominate. Just to talk." His tone was patient, but he did sound a little strung-out. "Besides, nothing we learned ever suggested that even if entropy can think, that it's ever remotely cared about or even noted our actions. And most decisively, there's nothing that's taken place tonight that can't be explained completely rationally." He smiled, but that, too, was strained. "I'm pretty sure if it was capable of wanting us dead and, well, did, we'd be gone already."








"I mean..." She scratched her head. "The message told us it was holding back... That it wanted to give us a fighting chance to survive."








Linos chuckled. "A little too convenient as mercies go, I'd say."








"I dunno," she said, a shadow falling over her face. "What we saw upstairs... What'd happened to Durvasa... It really didn't seem like a normal human could've done that, y'know?"








"C'mon, Ema," Seth said, frowning at her with concern. "I'm scared too, but you can't let this stuff get too big in your head. Besides, we, uh." He glanced towards me awkwardly. "I mean... We already have a pretty good idea of who is responsible..."








You don't need to act like that, I thought. I don't care.








Despite the words being about my grandfather rather than him, Theo still subtly shrunk back in his chair at the mention of the topic.








Right. It felt like it'd gone as far as it could for now, even if there were things I was missing, I needed to turn the conversation towards what had happened to the boys.








Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Kam was still paying attention, I started thinking about how to digress--








Then, suddenly, a piercing sound cut through the room. It was a scream, coming from the direction of the front of the building, and belonging to a woman. It was sharp and brief; over in just a second.








In an instant, the entire room fell silent, the calm that had reigned for the past almost-two-hours shattering in an instant. At first, my brain didn't know how to process what it'd just heard. I wondered if it could've bird, even though that was obviously impossible.








It was Ptolema, funnily enough, who brought focus to reality, after a few moments had passed.








"Um," she said. "Was that Mehit?"








It was definitely Mehit, my brain said.
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After this, things moved quickly. Yantho, who had previously been relatively relaxed, jerked up sharply, his eyes scanning the entrances.








"Sure sounded like it," Seth spoke, alarm in his tone. "From the entrance hall?"








"Possibly, or one of the chambers peripheral to it," Linos said, nodding with anxiety. "The lounge, the old printing room--"








"Should we go check it out?" Ptolema interjected, looking flushed.








But that was the question, wasn't it?








"We can't," Kamrusepa said, rising from her chair. "If we leave - or split up our group, for that matter - we're giving the culprit precisely what they want."








"Miiiight not be the culprit," Fang said, holding up a finger. "They don't have masks, remember? We left those notes, but the golems might've found them anyway."








"Even so, they could be watching," she replied firmly. "We can't take the risk!"








"We can't just do fucking nothing, Kam!" Seth exclaimed. "She could be getting her face ripped off right now!"








"Be rational!" She retorted, pointing at him. "Perhaps you've become comfortable over the course of the past two hours, but need I remind you that the last time we left the briefest window for them to act, they took one of our classmate's life. I'm frightened for Lilith and her mother, but we need to act prudently for _everyone's_ sake!"








"So we sit around and let the same thing happen again?!" Seth replied, raising his voice further still. "Is that prudence?"








"What's going on out here?" Zeno asked as she stepped out from the hall, her expression irritated, but also carrying a subtle note of worry.








"It's Lilith's mother," Linos explained. "We think-- We think we might've heard her cry out."








"Oh." She considered this for a moment, then shrugged. "Well, that's it then. The two of them are probably dead meat already."








"Dead meat?" Seth echoed incredulously. Off to the side, Kamrusepa's expression flattened slightly, as if she was suddenly embarrassed to be associated with this level of inhumane apathy, despite her own feelings.








"Weren't you testing some golem in there with Sacnicte, for scouting around?" I asked. "Couldn't we use that?"








She blinked, seeming surprised by the fact I'd picked something up from their earlier conversation. "We were looking into the possibility, but it's not remotely ready to be deployed right at this moment."








"Oh," I said. And I was feeling kinda proud of myself for coming up with that idea on the spur on the moment, too.








"T-This feels wrong," Ophelia said, fidgeting slightly. "We need to do something..."








"Yeah," Seth said. "Yeah."








'A group is only as strong as its weakest link.' It's one of the most basic concepts you learn about in any sort of social or organizational theory, whether it's about tug-of-war or how people decide where to go to dinner. So long as everyone is working in tandem, then most individuals will defer to the group and set their own intuitions or preferences aside.








But if just one person breaks ranks...








"We don't have time for this," he said suddenly, picking up his pistol. "I'm going."








"On your own?" Kamrusepa said. "Are you insane? You could be killed!"








"Yeah, well, so could Lilith, and she's like 13," he replied, not turning to face her. "Figure I've had a few more years than her. Decent tradeoff."








"I'm going too," Ptolema said, taking up her rifle and following him.








"Me too," Ophelia added. "Even if it's dangerous, we have to do something... I mean, she's just a little girl."








"All of you are being ridiculous," Kamrusepa said, her eyes wide. "You don't even know how to use those things, for goodness' sake!"








But they were clearly beyond persuading, already moving towards the door.








Like I said before. Despite liking to think of myself as a fairly rational person, that's actually pretty far from the truth, and that's doubly true when it comes to split decision-making, where I'm usually driven by a kind of manic sentimentality that results in a mix of selfless and selfish outcomes. In this particular instant, I felt sharply frightened by the idea of a third of our group - and three of the people I'd come to consider my friends - being gone, and not being even able to verify what happened.








I stood up, moving quickly towards the sofa. "R-Ran, she's right. None of them know how to shoot. If they end up fighting something.--"








"Yeah," she said, tense and quiet. "I know."








"Could you go with them?" I asked, my voice shaking a bit with fear as I realized what I was doing. "I mean-- Could we both go?"








"Su!" Kam said, so taken aback she almost sounded hurt.








Ran stared at me for a moment, gritting her teeth, closing her book. "Alright. Safety in numbers, I guess."








I nodded, fishing out the pistol I'd picked up. "Good."








"You guys are coming, too?" Seth said, looking back. "Come on, then-- We gotta hurry."








"I'm rooting for you!" Fang called out at our departure.








We rushed after them, Kamrusepa's mouth practically hanging open as she watched us move.








"A-At least remember to trigger your bloody bracelets should anything happen!" she cried out, just as the door was shot. "Good gods."








She was almost certainly right about this being a terrible decision. It felt like we'd been lucky to maneuver ourselves into the position we were in to begin with - almost surprisingly so - where we had an ostensible solution to the dilemma we were in, were largely together, and had as close to absolute safety and numbers as we could get. And now we were flushing it all down the toilet. And certainly, if I were the culprit, the most logical course of undermining that would have been to use Mehit and Lilith's absence...








In retrospect, we should have reached a decision on how to respond if this had come up in advance. Now that it'd happened, though, there was nothing for it.








We stepped through the western doors out into the main hallway of the first floor, making our way quickly towards the entryway, where I'd first met Anna two days prior. Our weapons were raised and pointed ahead as we walked, but to be honest, I felt a little ridiculous - more like a child with a realistic toy copying what she'd seen in some drama than anything else. Zeno's five minutes of 'training', if you could even call it that, had done nothing but teach me where the safety was, and I wasn't even confident I'd remember that much if things really went to shit.








I couldn't explain how much I was missing the comfort of my scepter in my hand.








"With this many, we might actually have a shot if somebody jumps us," Seth said, his breath now having grown heavy as the situation set in more deeply. "Ran, you actually know what you're doing with that thing, right?"








"Yeah," she said, then hesitated. "Well, kind of."








He raised a worried eyebrow. "'Kind of'"?








"I took classes for a couple months when I was looking to getting into Xattusa Grand Alliance Military Academy," she explained. "Didn't work out, but I wasn't bad at it."








He hummed agreeably. "Still a hell of a lot more experience than me. Can I trust you to watch our back, then?"








"Yeah," she said, turning accordingly. "Sure."








"I just hope we're not too late..." Ophelia said anxiously. She, as I would've expected for maybe the least violent person I could imagine, was holding her pistol with even less confidence than I was mine, on top of - or perhaps subsequently - having taken up the role of lantern-bearer. The halls on this floor were much wider and more traditional-looking, and had I not already been familiar with the layout, it really would have felt like we were lost in some underground ruin.








We quickly made it to the entry hall, the stairwell towering over us on either side, but there was no sign of either Mehit or her daughter, nor anything else to speak of.








"Lilith! Mrs. Eshkalon!" Seth cried out.








"Is anybody out there?!" Ptolema shouted, in the opposite direction.








No response came but an anxious silence.








"Damn," Seth said, clenching his jaw.








"W-Wait," Ophelia said, holding up a hand. "I think I can hear something."








"Hear what?" Ptolema asked, apparently not considering the self-defeating nature of the inquiry.








"Over there, at the right door," Ophelia said, pointing.








We listened. Sure enough, now that I was paying close attention, there was a sound, albeit a quiet one, coming from further to our north. It was a... Scuffing, or maybe a scraping noise, so regular that you could mistake it for a machine if you weren't paying attention. But hearing it closely, there was an organic quality to it as well, something twitchy and labored.








"Let's go," Seth said urgently, without hesitating. He raised his pistol and advanced on the door.








As he thrust it open, the source of the sound became very quickly obvious. Two doors down - at the entrance to the printing room Neferuaten had showed off during the tour - were two of the serpopard's, clawing manically at the wood. Futilely clawing, I should add, since they barely had claws to begin with, producing only weak scrapes and making no progress towards their presumed goal of tearing through. It felt like a grotesque echo of the sort of behavior you'd see from a dog excited at the front door as their owner returned home, their movements unceasing and hyper-focused in a manner that was clearly unnatural. They didn't seem to notice, or were at least apathetic to, our presence.








To their left and going some way to explaining the situation was a fallen Tui She, its logic engine pyramids blown out from what looked like refractor rifle fire. One segment of its body seemed to be missing, with only four sets of legs splayed on the floor.








"What the heck...?" Ptolema said, her brow contorted behind her mask.








"Look," Ran said, pointing downwards.








My eyes followed her finger. I'd missed it a moment ago in the darkness, but now that I was paying attention to the floor, it was clear. A big splotch of blood - one stain, maybe two - marring the area near the doorway. There were other signs of rifle fire, too, along the walls.








"Oh, goodness..." Ophelia said, her tone fraught with concern.








"It looks like they got into a fight with one of the golems, like Fang said," Seth said grimly. "Goddammit. I knew we should have tracked them down first..."








"Wasn't one-sided, at least," Ran said, pointing to the fallen mass of legs and bulky torsos.








"Yeah, I guess Mehit managed to take it out with just Linos's pistol," Seth replied, and snorted. "So much for next generation military technology."








"What are those things doing...?" Ptolema asked, pointing to the serpopards and their sisyphean efforts.








"Trying to get inside, looks like," Seth said.








Ptolema frowned. "I know that,­ you doofus. I mean-- Why are they throwing themselves at it instead of going through a window, or something?"








"They must not know how to act independently without the Tui She broadcasting instructions," I guessed. "It probably ordered them to go after Lilith and Mehit, but then broke down and they locked the door... Zeno said they're only really meant to harry people while the real damage comes from the turrets on the main unit, so they're probably too disposable to process anything complicated."








Pretty sloppy work, by Neferuaten's standards, I thought. She probably realized how pointless the whole idea was.








"You mean, Lilith and Mehit should be in there?" she asked.








"I mean... Presumably," I said.








Though really it was more like 'hopefully'. That was just the most obvious scenario that had leapt into my head, and it was just as eminently possible they'd been split up outright in the crisis and we'd find one of their corpses waiting for us further down the hall.








"We need to get inside," Seth said, "and I'm guessing there's no way we could turn them off by screwing with that things chassis."








"Maybe with a logic engine expert," I said.








"Heh, that's ironic," Seth said, smirking weakly before hesitating. "Is that irony? Since we're looking for Lilith?"








"I think the word you're looking for is just 'frustrating'," Ran said flatly.








"Probably," he said, his forced smile quickly fading. "So, Ophelia. You're pretty big on animal Biomancy. What are your thoughts?"








She frowned. "...there's probably no way to get them to stop without having access to the Power, or proper tools," she said sadly. "They're probably commanded by olfactory or high-pitched auditory signals. If it's the former, we could perhaps dig through the body of the bigger golem and try to find where the chemicals to produce the right smells were stored, but... Even then, without knowing their scripting..."








"Gotcha. Sounds like a bust." He sighed. "Thinking in more direct terms, then. What's your call on if those things will go after us if we shoot at them, so long as we're still wearing these masks?"








She winced a little bit - violence against animals, even artificial ones like these, wasn't something Ophelia was fond of - then considered it for a few moments with a sad expression, raising a finger to the underside of her chin. "I suppose it would depend on a few things... The most common way to design creatures like these is to have a very simple biological logic engines as the basis for executive function, but still retain a diminished version of the ordinary brain and brainstem for physical function and reflexes. With, um, that in mind... It's possible, lacking new commands, that their more fundamental instincts might take over if we make ourselves an explicit threat..."








He nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing. "In that case, do you think we could take them out with our first round of shots? Before they could go after us?"








"I'm not sure," she said, frowning.








"I saw a lot of the golems Neferuaten worked on the years when I studied under her," I said, cutting in. "She was specialized in making things that are-- Well, really hard to kill, above everything. Even without using Thanatomancy, I can't imagine that'd change."








He clicked his tongue. "Not great..."








"You're overthinking this," Ran said, peering ahead. "They're not big, and not armored. If we set the lenses to make our shots wide and aim for the torso, it won't matter how many redundant organs or muscles they have. And we can walk right up to them, so we won't have to worry about missing."








"Right, of course we can." He rubbed his brow under his mask for a moment, closing his eyes. "Stress must be getting to me if I didn't think of that."








Warily, we stepped closer towards the doorway, passing by one of the logic engines embedded in the walls. The serpopards showed no response. Up close, their hairless, grey bodies seemed even more bizarre when engaged in this sort of frantic movement, like my brain couldn't quite decide whether to interpret what it was seeing as an animal or not.








"Why the torso?" Ptolema asked. "Their necks are just like snakes. Couldn't we just clip their heads off, or something?"








"The, um, brains... They're probably not in the heads, I don't think," Ophelia said, tilting her own head to the side. "That's considered poor design for creatures which will get in close-quarters combat. In this case, since there aren't any eyes, they're probably just there as part of the... Combat application."








"Oh," she replied. "Creepy."








Seth cautiously knocked on the door, stepping around the creatures. "Mehit? Lilith? You in there?"








No reply came. He pressed his ear up to the door.








His eyes widened. "I think I hear somebody breathing in there," he said. "Heavy breathing."








"Crap," Ptolema said.








"We need to hurry," he said, taking a few steps back. "Ran, can you tell us what to do?"








She nodded. "Raise these two lenses, then lower these two here," she said, glancing to the sides to make sure we were following along. "That should lead to the broadest scope, highest impact shot you can get without starting a fire. If we spread out our targets a bit, that should be enough to cook these things' innards in one go."








"How close can we get?" Ptolema asked.








"Don't fire any closer than four feet. For something like this, that'd risk overheating the barrel." She glanced at her. "You can hit it from four feet. It's nothing."








Ptolema didn't look quite so confident, but nodded.








"Ptolema, you have a rifle and some extra power to your shots, so you and Su can take the one on the right. The rest of us," she glanced briefly at Ophelia, "will take the one on the left."








There was a lot I - though probably not anyone else - was able to infer from that brief glance. Ran was worried that Ophelia would hesitate and not pull the trigger, so she was put on the side where she'd be redundant. It was a sensible decision, even if I wasn't exactly thrilled at being paired with Ptolema.








We spent a few more moments fussing over what parts of the beasts we were each supposed to be targeting, and then we were ready to go, our rifles raised.








"Alright. I'm going to count down from five," Ran said. "And remember to shut your eyes for a second when it happens. It's gonna be pretty overwhelming."








"Should we fire on one, or...?" Ptolema asked.








"No," Ran said flatly. "Fire when I say 'fire'."








"Oh," she replied. "Okay."








My heart was racing. In spite of how apparently simple the task felt, I was still afraid of somehow screwing it up.








"Alright," Ran said, taking a deep breath. "Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Fire!"








I shut my eyes and pulled the trigger, hearing the sound of the refractor beams firing and penetrating flesh, and feeling the burst of heat and very subtle recoil from my own. When I opened them...








I saw that the serpopard on the left was keeling over dead, its entire midsection looking scorched and in two clear spots outright penetrated from the rear. Ours on the right, however, only appeared to be scorched at the rear, its upper body intact. More notably, it was still moving.








I looked, for just a moment, to Ptolema. She was wearing a confused expression.








Oh gods, I thought incredulously. ­Did she really find a way to screw it up?








After this, things happened so quickly that I was only really able to make sense of the progression of events in retrospect. The thing finished turning and, despite its hind legs being half-ruined by my shot, threw itself at me with the power of its front ones alone at startling speed, the jaws of its poisoned serpentine mouth opening wide.








At this, I felt a spike of absolute fear, and I truly believed for a moment that my death was certain. However, some animal part of my brain seized control of my body, and before I knew it - in what must've been a ten-to-one shot at least - I'd grabbed hold of the golem's spindly neck with both hands, letting the pistol fall straight to the floor.








However, doing this did nothing to stop the momentum of the body itself. So, still by instinct, I pivoted my whole body at an angle, swinging the monstrosity around like I was arcing a whip. But because I wasn't close enough to the wall, instead of coming to a stop, I just kept going until I'd made a whole 360 spin, like I was in a hammer throw competition.








"AAAAAHHHHH!" I screamed in terror.








"Su!" Ran cried out, alarmed.








"Oh, fuck!" Seth exclaimed.








I eventually ran out of the initial momentum and slowed down, but the thing was still moving, its legs scraping and scaly body writhing underneath my fingers. I could feel it trying to crane its neck around so it could bite my wrist, and ended up whipping it in whatever direction was opposed to that action, its head flying back and forth as I threw its body in varying directions.








After maybe four or five seconds had passed, I finally (and mostly accidentally) worked my way towards the wall, slamming the thing's torso against the stone in a decisive motion with a satisfying, fleshy thunk. But though the creature was strangely light, it was apparently far from fragile, and this didn't seem to have any effect whatsoever, its manic movements still continuing as the others looked on in horror, unable to get a clear shot.








"HELP!" I pleaded, as I repeated the action, smashing it against the edifice repeatedly with no clear effect.








"Whadda we do?!" Ptolema asked with childlike desperation, fingertips in her mouth as she stared with petrified concern.








No one seemed to know. I even caught a glimpse of Ran looking frightened herself, her eyes wide.








Suddenly, with a decisive look in her eyes, Ophelia stepped forward. As the serpopard impacted the wall for the fourth time she - with, despite it being a simple motion at its core, surprising calm and directness - grasped hold of it by the midsection with arm. Then, with a troubled but firm expression, she withdrew a syringe, popped the seal off quickly, and injected the golem in its back.








It thrashed for a few more moments, then went limp. I let go, my arm shaking and soaked in sweat.








"There, an anesthetic," she said, her tone troubled but resolute. "Now someone else can... Finish things."








A moment passed as everyone stared at her and absorbed what had just happened. Then, with the rigid sort of movements that come when recovering from panic, Seth stepped forward and quickly shot it twice in the unharmed part of its body.








I breathed heavily, almost falling to my knees, overcome with the adrenaline. I realized, slowly, that the area around me - the wall, the floor, parts of my own clothing - were now covered in small chunks of charred animal tissue and a few streaks of blood from the wound I'd managed to inflict. It wasn't great, and neither was the smell it had left in its wake.








After a few moments, I managed to look back up.








"What the hell, Ptolema?" I asked, with more anger than I'd normally have in me. "Why didn't you shoot?"








"I-I did!" She protested. "The stupid thing didn't do anything!"








Ran stepped over to her, taking a look at the rifle. Her eyes narrowed. "Fuck," she said, after a moment. "These lenses haven't been put on properly. One of the amplifying ones has been swapped with a dampening one. I should have checked..."








So it was no-one's fault. Even though nothing had come of it, that still irritated me, somehow. I wanted to blame and yell at somebody for having to go through all that.








Still, a different part of my mind thought. I've never seen Ophelia like that before, especially when everyone else was practically falling apart. And why is she even carrying around anesthetic syringes?








I looked at her. I couldn't see much, behind her floral mask, but her eyes looked troubled.








"It's okay," Seth said soothingly. "We didn't have time." He swallowed. "We still don't have time. Let's go inside."








I pulled myself back upright, taking hold of my pistol again, and nodded along with everyone else.








Finally, he opened the door to the printing room, and we stepped inside. For a moment, I thought it was empty and this had been a bust - I saw the tall windows looking out into the garden, the tables for assembling the type, and the hulking machine itself, but no human figures. However, I quickly realized that I could hear the breathing Seth was talking about, and followed it along with the others.








There, up against the press's left side and facing the greenhouse, was the collapsed form of Mehit, Linos's pistol laying on the floor nearby. She was unconscious, and had clearly been shot or otherwise severely wounded in the chest, blood pooling around her in all directions. Her complexion was fading, and it looked like she was struggling to breathe.








Lilith was sitting a few feet away from her, drawn inward and holding her own knees. Her wide eyes were staring dead ahead, as if fixated on some non-existent horizon.








"Mehit!" Seth said, rushing forward as he caught sight of her.








"This doesn't look good," Ran said, almost under her breath.








It didn't. There were at least two pints worth of blood on the floor in this scene alone, and the wound was right in the middle of her upper abdomen. Next to the heart, head or throat, it didn't get much worse than that. And without the Power...








Seth started ripping away her clothes to reveal the wound while Ophelia moved to check Lilith. As he did, the nature of the wound was revealed - twin energy weapon wounds, right around the liver and pancreas area, still fresh. One of the two looked relatively manageable, but the other was bleeding at an outstanding rate.








"It's gone through her portal vein," I said, horrified.








"Yeah," Seth said, his tone suddenly distant. "Looks like it." I saw his hand go for his scepter, but then twitch as the realization struck. "Right, uh. Damn. Uh..."








He's panicking. That was how a lot of younger healers reacted when forced into difficult medical situations without access to the Power. There had been tests I'd taken at the Academy, or before that at the House of Resurrection, based around that exact premise. Anyone at that level of education had obviously had some amount of straightforward medical training - advanced first aid at minimum - and were theoretically qualified for a situation like this, but the fact was that, when you got used to treating flesh and blood as something you could swing a stick around and have dance to your bidding, retaining that information felt redundant... Let alone seeking out practical experience. It's one thing to know how the body works and how problems are fixed or at least forestalled, but quite another to perform the physical feats that go in line with that training.








Don't get me wrong; there was a reason I was standing around aimlessly, which was that I was no exception. I'd practically flunked those assignments, and the only reason it hadn't impacted me much was that it wasn't taken particularly seriously at an institutional level, either. There was a kind of elitism surrounding healing in arcane practice that I often saw play out within the academy itself, since it trained both arcanists and exceptionally gifted doctors. That if you'd gone through everything required to use the Power, you were above this stuff. That playing with needles and bandages was for those without the intellect or will to get that far.








Fortunately, we had one person specialized to buck that sort of trend with us right now.








"Get out of the way, idiot," Ptolema said, practically shoving him.








He shifted, still seeming stunned, and she quickly set to work examining the wound, her face getting in very close. She took Ophelia's lantern from where she'd left it resting on the floor.








"Ugh, I knew I should've brought my tools," she said, biting her lip. "On the left, puncture of hepatorenal recess, internal burns, mild hemorrhage to surrounding tissue... On the right, major hemorrage to the portal vein, liver, and cystic duct-- No, it's cut all the way through. Severed cystic duct, still losing bile. Severe internal burning everywhere."








I looked to Ophelia. She was trying to talk to Lilith, but the child didn't seem to be responding, her eyes still fixed in that position. I realized that she had her logic engine in her hand, fingers clenched so tight that her knuckles had paled.








"This is really bad. She's not gonna last long like this," Ptolema said, ripping a segment of Mehit's dress off from the fabric and wrapping hit around her torso. "We gotta get her somewhere where we can use the Power, but first we gotta stop this bleeding. Ran, you can use a refractor pistol to cauterize a wound in a pinch, right?"








"If you're careful. I'll get the right lenses up," she said, stepping forward. "Su, can you watch the door?"








I nodded, and looked towards it, holding my own pistol tightly.








"Gods," Seth said, running his hands over his face. "This sure has turned into something, huh. At least it didn't end up being the killer, after all."








Despite the horror of the situation, I had to agree with him. It could have been a lot worse. We really had found Lilith and Mehit, neither of them were dead - well, not dead yet - and we hadn't been attacked. If we could just get back to the main hall, everything would have gone our way. Maybe this really would turn out to have been the right call...








I smelled the burning flesh behind me as Ptolema continued her work.








"This might be doing more harm than good," she said, sounding tense. "But it is slowing it. As long as we can get her underground, that's what matters." She reached into her pockets, withdrawing a needle and thread. "I'm gonna do a quick stitch of the artery, then we'll move."








"You carry surgical thread around with you, Ema?" Seth asked. Apparently he felt more comfortable directing questions like this towards her than Ophelia.








"No, this is for clothes n' stuff," she said, glaring at him. "I was fixing my tunic earlier. This'd be a really bad idea if things were normal, but if we're gonna have to move her without a stretcher, the artery might tear. Better anything than that."








He nodded, his breathing still heavy.








My eyes went back and forth between the door and Ptolema's work. I had to admit, for all the ways she seemed unqualified among the rest of us, it was fascinating to watch her work with her hands. Except for the tiny movements in her fingers directing the needles in perfect arcs through the impossibly tiny entry wound, her whole body went so still that she might as well have been a statue. It was impressive from a standpoint of sheer physical elegance, like viewing a professional dancer.








"There," she said, after a shockingly short amount of time. "Now we gotta carry her back." She glanced around the chamber. "It's not great, but it's probably our best bet to put her on a chair. If we try to hold her flat, even with four of us, it's too easy to twist her in a direction and for things to go wrong. Seth, can you drag one over?"








"On it," he said, dashing over to the other side of the room.








"You and Ophelia should probably be the ones to carry her, since you're tall," she went on. "You both okay with that?"








"O-Of course," Ophelia said, nodding as Seth returned with the chair and him and Ptolema began very carefully moving Mehit onto it. "Come on, Lili," she said soothingly. "It's time to go..."








But the girl would not go, even as she tugged at her. She stayed stuck to her spot, almost motionless.








"What's wrong with her?" Ptolema asked.








"Maybe she's in shock?" Seth suggested. "Or maybe not. I mean-- It's Lilith."








"We really gotta go," Ptolema said. "Su, could you-- Could you carry her?"








I blinked. "Why me...?" Ran glanced at me oddly.








"Uh, well, you're tall, too," she explained.








That doesn't mean I'm strong! I internally protested, but realized otherwise that this wasn't the time to make a stink about something like this. So, my lips tightening, I stepped towards the child.








Carefully, but really knowing what I was doing, I wrapped my arms around her small body and it up. She didn't protest - or react in any way - but her limbs were rigid, and it was a struggle to force her into a new position. Mercifully, at least, she was surprisingly light even for her size, not doing much to strain what passed for my physical capabilities.








While I'd been doing this, the others had finished preparing, too. Mehit had been hauled upwards at an angle, her arms dangling on either side of the chair as a steady amount of blood still leaked from her chest.








"Let's get back," Seth said urgently.








We left, stepping over the bodies of the golems and retracing our steps. Down through the corridor, and then back through the entrance hall. I found myself running out of breath very quickly, realizing I still hadn't truly recovered from the ordeal with the serpopard. I longed to have something to drink, and smiled at the imminent return to the calm of the past few hours.








We turned the corner, arriving at the hallway leading back to where we'd begun. My eyes wandered in the opposite direction--








...and there, I saw it.








Standing at the far end of the hallway, silhouetted in shadow against the window, was a figure. It looked humanoid, but its proportions were wrong. It was tall, its hairless face looked long and strange, and its long arms were visible under a dark coat that looked like a pair of broad black wings.








It stared at us, the faint glint of our torch reflecting in its eyes.








...at us? No, that's not right.








It stared at me. I felt a horrible spike in my gut, and I knew, somehow, that I was exactly the one it was looking for.








Suddenly, it started to advance.








I pointed my finger, calling out. "S-Something's there!" I said, maybe managing to sound even more frightened than before.








The others jerked their heads in the according direction at once. Seth's eyes went wide.








So I'm not hallucinating. It's real.








"RUN!" Seth shouted.








We ran for the door, all thought to Mehit's condition momentarily abandoned as she thunked up and down in the chair. My lungs burned with the effort as my feet slammed into the stone flooring with a force I didn't think I was capable of.








Within a few seconds, we'd made it, Ptolema in the lead. She threw open the doors, and I all but dived in after Seth and Ophelia, before Ran slammed it firmly behind us.








The light of the multiple lanterns dotting the room felt almost blinding after our excursion, and I almost missed the fact that several people, most notably Kamrusepa, had been pointing guns at us, presumably having been taken by surprise by our rather sudden return.








"You're back! Gods, I almost bloody shot you," she said, looking between us. "What's going on? What happened to Mehit? Who was screaming earlier--"








"We need to barricade the door!" Seth shouted urgently, setting the chair down against the side of a bookcase in a much rougher manner than ideal. "Keep a gun pointed at it!"








Obviously confused, Kamrusepa nevertheless acquiesced, raising her rifle again as Seth grabbed a nearby table and dragged it over, propping it against the door handle. Then he, too, took a step back and pointed his weapon at the door frame, her eyes focused.








And we waited.








And waited.








...and waited.








When a couple minutes had passed us by, and it became clear that nothing was going to happen, he lowered his weapon. "I guess it gave up since we made it back here," he said, somewhere between relieved and troubled. "Figures."








"What are you talking about?" Kam asked, sounding like she was losing patience. "What do you mean, 'it'?"








He took a breath. "We saw--"








And then, as if we hadn't had enough unpleasant surprises in the past minutes, there was one more. A shrill sound, loud enough to make everyone in our whole group jump. We were lucky that nobody accidentally pulled a trigger.








It was a moment before I processed what it was: The logic engine's whistle going off once again from the center of the room.
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"Oh, for goodness sake, what now?" Kamrusepa snapped, putting a hand over the left side of her face.








"It's gotta be the killer again," Seth said, scowling. "Trying to screw with us after we got away. We'd be better off just ignoring the fucking thing."








"What if it's Hamilcar, though?" I asked. "Wasn't he supposed to be down underground? He could be trying to contact us."








"One doesn't exclude the other, I fear to say," Kamrusepa said flatly. "Assuming it wasn't some sort of golem, we've only three unaccounted for among our number. Gods, he could very well have been the one we saw--"








"I don't wanna interrupt you guys," Ptolema interjected, her teeth gritted, "but we've still got someone on death's door here. Whatever's going on, if that doesn't come first, she's not gonna make it!"








Seth looked like he was struggling to calm down, his breathing still ragged. "R-Right. You're right." He nodded. "Let's finish getting her downstairs, then." He frowned at me peculiarly, his eyebrow slightly raised. "You... Okay, Su?"








I didn't understand why he was asking at first. When I took a moment to analyze myself, however, I realized that I was profoundly not okay. My heart was still pounding in my chest at a rate I hadn't known it capable of, and I was desperately pulling air into my lungs at a rate where you'd think I'd just been deep sea diving. Sweat covered my body, and it felt as though I'd developed a fever on the spot.








I'd been terrified. And I wasn't even sure why. Well, way beyond the level that seemed to have afflicted everyone else. The weight of Lilith's body, so light a moment ago, felt like it was pressing down on me like a 10 ton weight.








"I," I said, still catching my breath. "I think I need to sit down."








Seth nodded, while Ophelia looked on at me with some degree of concern. "Alright. Uh, Kam, can you take Lilith? Put her on the... Sofa, or something."








She blinked at the request for a moment, before nodding hesitantly. "Er, very well," she said. She approached me and slid Lilith off my shoulders, and my whole body slumped downwards as soon as the exertion was gone. I felt like I might collapse, but managed to stay standing.








"We really gotta hurry," Ptolema said urgently.








"Right," Seth said, moving back towards the chair. "Let's get moving."








He and Ophelia hefted Mehit back up and headed for the doorway to the security center, and I followed listlessly for the time being, looking for somewhere where I could sit down. Linos and others in the middle of the room, who'd been watching the scene play out since our return, moved to meet us as I all but fell into one of the lounge chairs around the logic bridge in the center of the room.








"What happened out there?" Linos asked, wheeling himself closer. Theo stayed at the table, looking on anxiously.








"Lilith and her mother were spotted by one of the golem patrols, sir," Ran said. "We found them held up in the printing room. Mehit took two shots in the abdomen."








"Gods above," he said, putting a hand to his mouth. "What's her condition?"








"Critical," she said. "She's breathing, but losing blood fast. Her brain might already be suffering from oxygen deprivation."








With the Power, the brain, the one organ on which it couldn't be reliably used, was what mattered the most. Though any serious damage to the body had repercussions for longevity in the long term - even if you repaired tissue damage, the process of interceding at all subtly disrupted the plate-spinning effort that was medicine at the frontier of the human lifespan, where hyper-exotic cell mutations began to exceed human knowledge's capacity for accounting in diversity and complexity - almost anything could be restored to functionality by a Biomancer quickly as for the foreseeable future. Wounds could be closed, blood vessels and nerves stitched back into place. Blood could be replicated. Organs, unless obliterated, could be regenerated. Bones and even whole limbs could be regrown.








But if the brain was damaged, options were limited. Though the Power couldn't be directly used, most people in the modern era were seeded with artificed nano-organisms designed to remember neural makeup and perform repairs in the event of catastrophic cell death, but such things were limited. Even if you got the brain working again, it wasn't like stitching a kidney back together. You were losing part of a person.








Linos nodded severely. "That's very serious - I hope we're not too late, then. What about Lilith?"








"Fine," Ran said, but then hesitated. "...at least, physically fine. It seems like she might be in some kind of dissociative state."








I glanced over at Kamrusepa, who was laying the girl down on the sofa, placing her head gently against a cushion. Her eyes were still wide, her expression unchanging.








Linos sighed. "I suppose that's understandable. For a girl like her, all this stress... Combined with that happening to her mother... Well, I wouldn't be surprised were it too much, to put it bluntly." He frowned worriedly. "At the very least, Anna will be down there, and she's the most capable healer out of any of us lef-- ...any of us present, rather. If there's anyone who can help her, it's her."








I frowned a little. Despite knowing full well how qualified she was, it felt strangely difficult for me to picture Anna healing anyone.








"But enough about that. Did I overhear right? You saw the killer?"








Ran glanced downward for a moment, her gaze growing analytical. "Possibly. We think we saw a figure try to chase us down the hall."








Kam frowned. "You 'think' you saw it?"








"We saw something that looked roughly humanoid moving in our direction from the other side of a long, dark hallway," Ran said, her brow flat. "It could've been a person, or something else. It's difficult to say."








"Ohh, I get it," Fang chimed in. "You mean, someone could've stuck a blanket on a wheelchair and rolled it down, or something like that? That kinda vague shape."








Ran nodded.








"Huh," they said, looking upward. "Hearing that, I almost wanna go out there and check it out--"








"I would like to exercise a firm veto in regards to unbarring the door to the area wherein the potential serial murderer was spotted," Kamrusepa said, both sardonic and sharp in her tone. "Rather, we ought to be on high alert, and keeping an eye on all entrances."


"Hey, if you say so," they said, throwing their hands up.






"Fuck me, what's going on now?" Zeno asked, stepping down through the hall once again again. "The logic bridges in both rooms are going off, and two of you just came through bearing that girl's mother in some half-dead state." She shook her head. "I swear, I can't take one moment to focus on my work without something or another going to shit out here."








Linos grunted, frowning at her. "While it's clear enough you're not paying the specifics much heed, you'll be happy to hear the situation has, in fact, improved. Despite their... Respective conditions, we've managed to see to the safety of Lilith and her mother, which was our largest outstanding concern." He glanced towards the logic bridge. "As for the call, it may or may not be unrelated. They think they spotted someone out in the hallway, but aren't certain."








"They didn't look... Human," I said, slowly starting to recover, though my breathing was still labored. "They had long limbs... A strange face..."








"That could've been part of a costume," Kamrusepa said grimly. She glanced to the side. "Or perhaps more evidence of Fang's theory that it was an awkward prop."








"Are we going to answer this fucking thing, or not?" Ezekiel asked sharply, moving over from where Ran had sat down. Based on the context, he'd probably been questioning her about her engravings, though were that the case, he'd certainly taken a long time to get through the task. "If we're not, we should shut it off. I can't even process the conversation."








Linos frowned, looking downwards.








"I say we answer it," Kamrusepa said. "There's no benefit to avoiding doing so. As Su said a moment ago, it could well be Hamilcar... And even if it is the culprit and they're intent on having us listen to another megalomaniacal lecture, they might let slip a clue as to their identity. Gods-- Perhaps the very fact they'd be calling us after the event which just transpired is, itself, a sort of hint."








That was a good point. Having this call occur so soon after the sighting we just experienced suggested some manner of connection between the two events. And when you considered that someone would need to either broadcast the message, or - were it pre-recorded in some capacity - activate a logic bridge...








"I'm not sure," Linos said. "Whoever is doing this probably knows that they'll need to divide us at this point to succeed in their plans. They could have tailored their message to precisely that end."








I felt like there was a lot going unspoken in this statement, too. After all, to do any sort of tailoring, the culprit would have to be in a very specific position - one which would radically narrow the pool of suspects. Unless they were able to predict our actions.








It also said something about Linos's priorities. Everything he was doing was probably partly motivated by a desire to protect his son from suspicion. Things were stable now, but if worst came to worst, and it really did look like he was the culprit... Well, to say the least, I didn't expect that the others would be content with a set of handcuffs.








"Well, I don't care what the rest of you idiots do, but I for one am going to listen," Zeno said, stepping forward. "We must get in contact with Hamilcar regardless, and I'm accustomed to avoiding manipulation. "








"If we're not turning it off, I'm going to listen too," Ezekiel said, stepping towards the bridge.








That's it, then. If two people had already decided to listen, then the outcome was inevitable. After all, exclusivity of information would just serve to enhance the culprit's power if they delivered a message attempting to divide us.








Linos sighed. "...alright," he said. "Let's do it, then."








"Um," Theo said, obviously not in a position to get up and touch the logic bridge himself. "Should I--"








"You stay there, Theo," his father told him, turning his face towards him and out of my line of sight. "We'll tell you what happens after the fact."








Oh, that's clever, a logical part of my brain picked up on. He's making sure he can't be framed as the one broadcasting the message somehow, because he won't be attuned to the bridge to begin with. It won't deflect suspicion completely, but it's a good step!








...well, assuming the culprit didn't account for it.








"Shouldn't we wait for Ptolema and Seth to return?" Kamrusepa asked, but then sighed as she realized that Ezekiel had already touched the logic bridge. "Nevermind. We'll see if they keep us waiting again." She stepped forward, along with the others who hadn't already - Ran, Fang...








I was close enough, myself, to just reach out and touch it. So I did.








As soon as the image appeared in my mind's eye, I knew what we were dealing with. Once again, it was a black void featuring the solitary figure of Aruru staring straight ahead. This time, however, the speech hadn't waited for everyone to connect. It already seemed to be in progress.








"...master wishes to convey his congratulations in regard to your efforts in his game up until this point," it said, monotone as ever. "You have performed nobly in working together to undermine his servants' pursuit of your lives, with few of your comrades claimed, and have even displayed bravery and camaraderie in the face of strife. For this reason, in the infinite mercy of heaven, you have been afforded a respite."








"However," it continued, "in spite of this, you are still betrayed by your conceit and lack of fundamental virtue, and have presumed yourself to have triumphed over him. As too with your belief that you are above your mortality, you will not be permitted to persist in this notion. So far, you have contended only with the lesser of the divine beasts. But now the greater of the two, the serpent, shall take the stage, and strike such to refute your presumed invulnerability. You are offered this warning only as a courtesy; preparation will be fruitless, for there is no defense against the power of the gods."








And that was it. The transmission came to a sudden stop. The room was silent for a moment.








"...well," Kamruspa said, crossing her arms. "I suppose the notion that the culprit might try to manipulate us into infighting was giving them too much credit. That was rather basic, all things considered."








"A waste of everyone's time, more like," Zeno said disinterestedly. "I've heard better empty threats from my university funding board."








"Indeed," Linos said, his brow furrowed. He looked towards Ezekiel, the first to have touched the pillar. "Master Iladbaat, did we miss something? Was the message already in progress when you first saw it?"








Ezekiel shook his head. "No, I think I saw it from the beginning. They said 'thank you for your attention', but you all probably saw the rest."








"I see," Linos said, putting a finger to his mouth.








"W-What happened?" Theo asked, looking on in confusion. "What did they say?"








"Not a great deal, past the flowery language," Linos told him, turning his head. "They congratulated us on surviving up until this point, then threatened us that they were planning on attacking us in a way we can't defend against."








"Obviously they're trying to rattle us," Ezekiel said. "It's the same as before-- They're using complicated and heavy language to try and get under our skin and make us panic. It's basic psychological warfare."








I was starting to recover a bit, now-- For whatever reason, seeing that message hadn't really spooked me at all, despite that being the obvious intent. Maybe my fear receptors had already blown out from the experience I'd had a few minutes earlier.








I glanced around the group. Their faces ranged from troubled to unconcerned, but Fang, alone, seemed to be deep in thought. Was there something about what we just heard that I was missing?








"They said that we 'believed we'd triumphed', and were going to refute that presumed invulnerability..." I said, frowning to myself. "That makes it sound as though they knew about our current situation - locked down in these two rooms."








"You think so?" Kamrusepa asked, raising an eyebrow. "By my accounting, there was a remarkable lack of specifics. That we've chosen to unify and seal off all avenues of attack possible was hardly a course of action beyond assumption-- It could easily have been a pre-recorded message."








That's a good point. Taking a moment to think about it, a better question than what I was missing was what I could be sure of at all. There were several questions: Was the message pre-recorded, or sent directly from another person? And if it was pre-recorded, then had it been triggered by someone, or was it simply set to arrive at a particular time, scripted into the system like the false lockdown which had begun all this?


No, it couldn't have been set to go on its own, I recalled. At least, not from within the system. Anna would have seen it. Unless it was so minor a function she wouldn't have noticed...?








If the message had been more specific about our circumstances, then it would have to have been sent directly, and we could use that knowledge to try and determine based on who, physically, could have been attuned to a logic engine. But it hadn't been. Was that because the culprit didn't know the truth, or that they realized saying more could betray them? And what was their motive for sending it to begin with?








"I think what's more important than the nature of the message is if they can back up their words," Linos said, troubled. "I'm skeptical of master Iladbaat's conclusion that this was to make us panic. We have to take it seriously as a statement of intent."








"What are you suggesting?" Kamrusepa asked, her gaze focused.








"To start with, someone should check on the others in the underground. The message itself could have been a distraction, and since you're already here, Zeno, I don't feel confident in trusting miss Ic'Nal to have kept a close eye alone."








Yantho held up his tablet. If he had any thoughts of protest against Linos characterizing his adopted sister as unreliable, he didn't voice them. I'll take a look at once, sir.








Linos nodded. "Good." He looked between us. "The rest of us should stay close together - everyone in everyone else's line of sight. Don't leave anything to chance."








"If we don't keep an eye on the doors," Kamrusepa said, her eyes narrow, "couldn't that leave us open to an attack? We're approaching the time where it's no longer clear what's scripted in the central logic engine. Bereft of defeating us by subversion, they could make an attempt at doing so by sheer force through a surprise attack."








Linos's lips went tight. He considered this for a moment. "...Perhaps. We might be better all heading down below, armed or otherwise."








Though there was a reluctant acceptance of the proposition in the air, no one looked remotely happy about it. It'd been difficult enough to relax in the comfort of the lounge. No one was warm to the prospect of forsaking it to delve into a dank and cramped hallway.








"...what do you think they meant when they said that we'd only faced the lesser of the two divine beasts?" I asked, after a few moments had passed. "And that the more powerful one, the 'serpent', would be sent after us?"








"My assumption would be that it's simply part of the narrative the culprit is coaching all of their actions in, Utsu, rather than anything literal." Linos said. "After all, we've come this far, and still seen no evidence of anything particularly supernatural, let alone divine, at work." He hesitated, glancing downwards. "...well, unless you count leaving a body in a inhumanely awful condition."








"I suppose," I replied.








"Eh, I dunno..." Fang said, speaking up for the first time and still seeming half lost in thought, looking at the ground "I think it bears thinking about, a bit? I mean, the way they put it was so deliberate. Like they were giving us a hint."








Kamrusepa rolled her eyes. "This isn't a cheap mystery drama, Fang. Why would the culprit be leaving 'hints' to begin with?"








"I mean, kinda weird to assume they're a rational actor," Fang replied. "Like. They're a serial murderer, y'know?"








"It could be a reference to the Epic of Gilgamesh," Ran speculated. "That's the obvious observation. If we assume it means something deeper, though... I guess the best way to think about it would be in terms of what snakes do."








I frowned. "What they do?"








"I mean, what are the qualities that you'd pin on a snake?" she asked me, an eyebrow raised.








I blinked. Stealth. Subversion. Lying...








I looked up at her. "You think they're--"








"Um, excuse me!" Ophelia said suddenly, rushing down the hall back into the central chamber. Yantho, despite only having just left, followed closely behind her, looking a little overwhelmed. "We have a, um, serious problem!"








The conversation stopped in its tracks. We looked at one another, trepidation in the air.








Linos looked to her. "What is it, Ophelia?" he asked.








"The Power," she said. "It's stopped working downstairs, too!"
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"It's what?" Kamrusepa exclaimed, her eyebrows shooting up. "But that's impossible. It's not four yet; there can't have been any more scripted changes to the defenses." She looked to Linos. "That's what Anna said, isn't it?"








"Y-Yes, I believe that's correct," he said, visibly anxious.








"There's, er, not much point in saying it's impossible if it's already happening..." Theo spoke grimly, his bound hands folded in his lap.








"Are you certain, Ophelia?" Kam asked severely.








"U-Um, I think so..." she said. It seemed as though she was almost struggling to stand still with how worked up she was, one of her feet subtly tapping against the floor and her neck craning to and fro irregularly. "Seth and Ptolema both tried to cast over and over, but nothing was working.








"It's got to be a manual incantation," Ran declared. "Someone down there, targeting it towards that area specifically."








"Suppressing the Power directly? Impossible," Kamrusepa declared, putting her hands on her hips. "It's not even something you can achieve with a single incantation. You need to block multiple forms of extra-dimensional energy transition at once, and even if you managed that much, you'd need a whole pile of scepters worth of eris if you wanted to make the effect last more than a few moments. There's got to be some other explanation--"








"They... I came out here because we need help," Ophelia interrupted. I'd seldom heard her impatient before. "Since we can't use the Power. Ptolema said that to even have a chance at saving her, she needed proper stitches. Surgical tools..."








My expression darkened as the situation set in. If it had come to that, then it felt more likely than not that Mehit wouldn't survive. Ptolema's initial first aid had been crude - made under the assumption we'd be able to administer a proper treatment a few minutes later - and moving her had probably made even worse. If it came down to mundane surgery after that, in an environment like this...








Ran looked to both Linos and Zeno. "Is there anything like that around here?"








"In the storeroom at the building's opposite emd, perhaps," Zeno said, coming across as aloof to the whole situation. "There's a medical supply cabinet there with some mundane equipment. Though it's been a while - might've gone to rot by now, for all I know."








"It's not like we can go out there," I said. "You saw that thing-- It could be waiting right outside for us."








"P-Ptolema said that she left some of the things from her presentation in the conference room... To be cleaned up later, on the shelves to the right of where the stands were," Ophelia replied. "They should still be there. That's only the next room over."








"Even so... I don't know if it's worth the risk," I said, feeling surprised at my own cowardice, even if it was justified. I mean, she's probably doomed either way, so what does it matter?








"I agree with Su, for once," Kamrusepa said. "If something is blocking the Power, we'd serve Mehit better by trying to investigate and resolve the situation that way."








"We don't have time to investigate," Ran said. "This is life or death."








But even though she said that, she wasn't exactly leaping at the chance to go looking for them, either; for all she came across as fairly emotionless and logical to others, I knew well enough that Ran was as human as anyone else when it came to being afraid. On a similar note, it was telling that Seth and Ptolema had sent Ophelia to solicit our help rather than going themselves, and in turn, she was deferring responsibility to us. Everyone doubtlessly felt desperate to do something, but none of them wanted to be the person to stick their hands into the fire.








In retrospect, we might've been able to get Fang to volunteer if we'd brought it up to them specifically. But they barely seemed aware of the conversation, still lost in thought at their seat by the logic bridge. In the corner of my eye, I thought I could make out them mumbling something to themselves.








A tense silence overcame the room for a few moments. I could faintly hear Ptolema and Seth shouting something from the security hall.








Then, something a little unexpected happened.








"I," Theo said, the word coming out so heavy it was almost a sigh. "I'll go."








Linos turned to him sharply, and Kamrusepa also craned her neck to regard him with a bemused look. "What?" They both said at roughly the same time, though with differing tones - Kam more with indignance, and Linos with worry.








"Everyone suspects me of being the killer already, after what happened to Bardiya," Theo said, obviously trying to sound calm, but an intense terseness coming through regardless. "This is a chance to prove that I'm innocent. Or-- Or if not that, then at least that I can be trusted a little more than this."








"Don't be absurd, Theodoros," Kam scolded him. "If we unbound you, you could just as easily give us the runaround and meet up with whoever - or whatever - is out there." She hesitated, seeming to belatedly realize how harshly this came across. "Rather, it's not that I think it's likely, but the proposition goes against the very reason we had to take action in the first place."








"If I run away doing something like this, it'll be as good as admitting that I'm guilty," he said, his voice cracking a bit. "Then you'll be able to fortify this place without having to worry any more about me being a traitor. If I show my face again, you can just shoot me dead."








My eyes windened in surprise. This level of forwardness and bravery - if that was the right word for it - was so out of character for him it was shocking, regardless of how much it seemed to be making him uncomfortable.








"Theo," Linos said, stern and anxious at the same time. "You don't have to do this."








"I know, dad," he said, turning to look at him with a pained expression. "But like Ran said. This is life or death. If someone doesn't do something, Mehit won't make it. And I'm one of the only people here who didn't already risk their life trying to save her in the first place." He swallowed the air. "I remember where the shelf Ophelia is talking about is... I saw Ptolema put her tools in there after she was done with the presentation. It's a straight shot. There and back in under 10 seconds, if I had to, ah. Guess." He turned to Kamrusepa. "If you really wanted, you could probably keep your rifle aimed at me the whole time, Kam."








She opened her mouth, looking prepared to retort with dismissal or cutting remark as one would expect her to, but instead she simply hesitated, than shut it again, frowning. Eventually, however, she let out a sharp sigh, and looked at him with heavy eyes. "And what if whatever is out there anticipates this? Gets you?"








"S-So long as we're here, none of us are safe, no matter how much we try and convince ourselves," Theo replied, almost managing to sound resolute. "So... If this goes wrong, if I get killed... Then so be it. At least you'll have a chance to take a shot at the monster."








"Theo..." Ophelia said softly, her tone pained.








"Well!" Zeno spoke up. "All things being equal, I've certainly heard shittier ideas. Fuck, if I were a few decades younger, I'd probably be swooning at talk like that. Since the woman will probably be dead soon at this rate, does anyone have any objections?"








I didn't offer any, and neither did Kamrusepa, Ran or Ophelia, though the latter looked pretty guilty about it. Fang, Yantho and Ezekiel, who had more or less stayed out this part of the conversation, also remained silent. And Lilith, of course, remained in the near-catatonic state she'd been in since we found her.








Linos looked desperate to speak up, his face visibly going red with some complicated emotion, but didn't.








"Sounds like a 'yea' if I've ever heard one," Zeno continued flatly, after a few moments. "Well. Better get at it before the whole thing becomes redundant, no?"








And so we did. Linos untied Theo's bonds, and we - him, Ran, Kamrusepa and I - moved to stand alongside the wooden double doors at the western end of the room, our rifles raised. The rest remained behind, though Zeno and Ophelia re-positioned themselves to watch the scenario play out from a distance.








"Since you're such an excellent shot, I would have you help if you're willing, grandmaster," Kam addressed the former. It was almost comical how paper-thin her polite veneer became once she'd decided that she didn't like someone. There was something almost cat-like about the constant level of low-key passive aggression.








"Professor," Zeno corrected her. "And think of me as the rear guard. If the thing leaps on you all the second you crack the doors open, I'll be back here to take the shot and save the rest of our party."








"What eminent responsibility," she replied flatly.








The unspoken part of Zeno's words were that we were all putting ourselves in danger, not just Theo, which now that I was standing felt true, even if it hadn't when the idea was coming together a moment earlier. It was funny how that worked - often it only took one person to be just a little more bold than everyone else for the rest to line up behind them. I'd read in a history book at some point that, back in the days of unprofessional rank-and-file armies, vanguards tended to see levels of desertion in excess of five or even ten times the rest of the soldiers, far beyond what was proportional to the actual risk of death on the battlefield. People were shockingly willing to place themselves in ridiculously terrible danger so long as it was in contrast to someone imperiling themselves even further.








"If we're going to do this, we should do it right," Linos said, heavy breathing accompanying his raised voice. "Utsu, Ran, Kamrusepa, fan out so that we're all about 40 degrees separated from the entryway. That'll give us the best range to keep something coming and take a shot."








We moved as instructed. I stole a glance at Theo, and saw that his armpits were so drenched in sweat that it was showing through his dark robes. I felt a strange pang of nostalgic affection for him. Of how I'd dare him to do stupid things when we were very little kids, like poke a beehive with a stick, and how he'd get himself so worked up it looked like he'd collapse before it even happened.








"Alright," Linos said. "Here's what we'll do. We'll start by all taking a shot through the door in case there's an ambush. Then we'll throw the doors open wide at once, and Theo will make a run for it straight away. Sound good?"








"As, ah. Good as it gets, I suppose," Theo replied, running his tongue along his lower lip.








"Everyone should try to stay calm, as hard as it is," Ran said. "Take a second to check your shots. We don't want to fuck up and hit Theo."








"Well said, miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos said, nodding. "And Theo. If the tools aren't where you think they are, I want you to come back right away-- Don't hesitate." He glanced directly into his eyes, his discomfort with the situation all too visible. "That's the one moment you'll be out of our sight, and in the most danger of the killer... Or, whatever it is... Striking."








"I understand, dad," Theo replied.








"I'm serious," Linos reaffirmed. "I-- I love you, Theo. If you got killed right in front of my eyes, I won't be able to forgive myself."








"I know, dad," Theo repeated, his jaw tensing. It seemed like they were on opposite emotional wavelengths - Linos was slipping into a sentimental moment, while his son seemed desperate to get it over with as soon as possible.








"Time is a factor, sir," Ran stated coldly.








"Right, right. Sorry," Linos said. "Alright then. On the count of three. One! Two! Three!"








We fired our pistols, plus Kam's rifle, in tandem. It was a very similar moment to what I'd gone through just twenty-odd minutes earlier - light filled my vision as the beams seared through the air, along with the sharp crack of the wood shattering and the smell of it being seared filling my nostrils.








Unlike that last time, though, nothing appeared to have gone wrong when I opened my eyes. The door remained closed, though now with four small holes punched through at various angles. So I - and everyone else with me, save for Linos - stepped forward and moved to the next stage of the plan, kicking them wide open. I could see down the hallway into the little lobby area between the two chambers, then down into the conference hall proper, the pillars shrouded in darkness.








A part of me had expected Theo to choke (which probably wasn't too unreasonable, since, honestly, he was a bit of a choker, just in terms of his general personhood) but to his credit, he didn't hesitate for so much as a millisecond. As soon as his destination was in clear view, he shot forward, a pistol in one hand and a lantern in the other.








And when I say shot, I really do mean shot. Even thinking back to our youth, I wasn't sure I'd ever seen him move so fast, though it was more of a manic than athletic speed - the kind of movements you surprise yourself with when you're being chased by an angry dog.








Before I could blink, he was down in the conference room, turning on his heel and practically leaping to the right, whereupon he vanished from my line of sight - only Linos, who was situated at the far left position of our group, would have any chance of seeing him. He was gone for just a little longer than what felt comfortable, and I found myself suddenly fretful about how hard it was to make out fucking anything in the darkness. In our haste to throw a plan together, that felt like an element we'd overlooked. Especially with how the thing by the window had almost seemed to blend into the shadows...








But then, what must have been only five or so seconds later, Theo reappeared, now with a clattering tray he'd set his lantern upon as he dashed back towards, albeit a little slower now that he was carrying several potentially deadly objects. I let out a sigh as I released what I was only just realizing was quite a lot of held breath--








It happened very quickly; in retrospect, I'm not sure if it was grounded in anything outside of my mind at all, and even if it was, that it wasn't something stupid. Braids are a bit of an awkward hairstyle when you don't wear them with short-cut bangs, and sometimes hairs came loose on the tighter side of my part and fell straight into my eyes. Sometimes flecks of detritus landed on my glasses. And of course, I'd chosen to need to wear glasses to begin with; my general presentation wasn't exactly suited for perfect vision at all times, is what I'm saying.








However, in that moment, I felt absolutely certain. Just as Theo was stepping into the connective room and coming into the home stretch, something peeked out from the left wall in the conference room, just where the hallway started to narrow as it approached the terminus. It didn't look human; all I could see was a shadow, but the shape was long, and came to a sharp point--








Before I knew it, I had taken the shot. Light blasted forth, and Theo - despite the beam not being particularly close to him - let out a whimpering screech, and desperately ducked, barely avoiding throwing everything he was carrying to the ground as the beam crunched into what was probably the far wall. I say 'probably', because my eyes weren't trained for this whatsoever, and the moment it happened I lost my focus. I had no idea if I'd hit my target; I had no idea if my target even existed.








The others, despite the fact they hadn't seen what I did being written clearly on their faces, nevertheless tensed up and scanned the area. Kamrusepa fired her rifle too - directly forward, into deepest darkness ahead of us - though by this point Theo was so close to us he barely responded, barrelling forward with his whole body hunched over like he meant to tackle someone.








And then, a moment later, it was over. He passed back through the threshold, going past the four of us as he struggled to slow down safely, and Linos and Ran took hold of the door and slammed it sharply shut.








"Damn," Fang, who seemed to be somewhat back down to earth, said. "That was pretty cool."








"Get the table back up!" Linos shouted, but Kam was already at it. lugging it back against the doorframe. I moved to help instinctively, my heart still racing out of my chest.








Though evidently not as much as Theo's. His breaths were so heaving, I could've believed he was having a heart attack. "W-What was that? Was it out there?"








"I-- I saw it," I said, more confidently than I felt in the moment and much more confidently than I'd feel upon looking back later. "Something was coming out from the left side of the room."








"I didn't see anything," Kamrusepa said. "I only fired because I thought I might've been being foolish."








"I didn't see anything either," Ran said, sounding a little agitated. "Are you sure, Su? I told you not to let yourself get too tense."








Well, that's easy to say, isn't it? "I'm sure!" I declared, in a tone that lent my claim what was probably the minimum amount of credibility conceivably possible. "It was right there!"








"Dear, dear. Guess I was too far off to see the ghost," Zeno said, with a condescending chuckle.








"It doesn't matter," Linos said firmly. "We got the tools; it all went fine. Those are them, right, Theo?"








Theo looked down at them as he continued to breathe heavily, obviously not ruling out the idea he had grabbed the wrong thing in a state of panic. But after a few moments, he sighed with relief. "Y-Yes... These are the surgical tools."








"Good." Linos said, with a nod. "Let's hope we're not too late. Ophelia, can you take them down to the others? I think Theo could use a moment."








"Of course!" she said, rushing forward and taking the tray from his hands. Her eyes scanned between us. "Um, could someone grab some water, too? Ptolema said, even if they're not fully cleaned, then at least if they're rinsed--"








"I'm on it," Ran said, already moving towards the little cupboard where food and drink was stored around the logic engine. I followed in her wake, now wanting to see the situation to its conclusion.








"I'll stay here and keep an eye out, in case Su did see something," Linos said.








"Should I, ah," Theo said, starting to recover, "let someone tie me up, again?"








"We'll discuss it as a group once this is over," Kamrusepa, who also seemed to be following after Ophelia and Ran as they moved towards the security hall, said. "For now, stay with your father."








"Look at this girl, speaking like she has authority," Zeno said, amused. "You've got to respect her audacity, if nothing else."








Ran found a water bottle, and we followed after Ophelia into the security center, passing by Sacnicte - its now sole remaining occupant, who still seemed focused on the logic engines despite everything going on - and headed down the steps.








There, we were greeted by a sight that was both expected and unexpected. The expected part was Ptolema and Seth knelt over the unconscious form of Mehit, laid out flat on the stone floor, while Anna stood by, seemingly having judged the situation severe enough to pause her work.








The unexpected parts were twofold. Firstly, Mehit seemed in much better condition than I'd expected. Despite still being covered in blood and blood-soaked fabric, the actual bleeding appeared to have ceased, and she was breathing regularly, her complexion still grave-looking but no longer... Well, grave looking.








Secondly, and possibly explaining the first part, was the fact that they were all holding their scepters.








Though Ran slowed her approach when we were only half way down the stairs, Ophelia obviously didn't notice at first, rushing forward with the tray. "The others got your tools, Ptolema."








"Oh," the other girl replied awkwardly. "Uh, thanks... But I dunno if we need them any more."








Ophelia looked puzzled, furrowing her gentle brow. "Um, what do you mean?"








"Pray use your eyes, Ophelia," Kamrusepa said, a little irritation in her tone. "They have their scepters out and the woman is half way to being healed. The Power is plainly working." She flipped up her own and spoke an incredible simple incantation, producing a brief puff of flame from the end of her scepter. "Circumstances seem to have changed."








"Yeah," Seth said, nodding tiredly. "A couple minutes after we sent you out, Ophelia, Anna noticed it'd starting working again, so we were able to get to work."








"Will she be alright?" Ran asked, voicing what was probably the actually important question in the situation.








He looked down. "Dunno. Loss of blood got really bad in those couple minutes, though, so I'm not sure how things will turn out. If it gets bad, I'll see if anybody has the records on her type."








"I thought you were a universal donor?" Ptolema asked.








He shook his head. "Nah, I'm O+, not O-. Good odds, but..."








"Why didn't you bloody well say something?" Kamrusepa asked, frowning. "You should very well know, having been out there, that the fools errand you gave us could've got us killed. Su came damn well close to shooting Theodoros's head off."








A cool line to say here would have been something like, 'who's the bigger fool - the one who shoots, or the one who shoots after her?' But that was absolutely beyond me in the state I was in, so instead I said: "Hey, you shot, too."








"After you'd made me jump so much my stomach went halfway to my throat," she retorted.








"We tried to shout up to you guys, but we couldn't risk leaving Mehit," Seth explained. "I guess you didn't catch it."








Oh, so that's what that was. And here I was thinking they were having some argument.








"What even happened?" Ptolema asked.








"Not a lot," Ran said. "We argued about it for a little while because nobody wanted to leave the room, then eventually Theo volunteered, in the hope that it'd win back our trust. So we all covered him alongside his dad while he made a run for it."








"Heh, that sounds like Theo," Seth said, with a bittersweet smile. "He's a good, brave guy when you get right down to it. If you guys really knew him, you'd feel like assholes for thinking he could kill somebody, especially a friend."








Even though his tone had been more of a mix of good humor and sadness than passive-aggression and he hadn't even been looking at me when he said it, I couldn't help but view that as a criticism of me personally. I looked downward, feeling awkward.








"I'm sorry... This is my fault," Ophelia said, regarding the rest of us apologetically. "If I'd just thought to go back and see how things were going when you were all deciding on everything, since I didn't even volunteer... Then you wouldn't have had to put your lives in danger..."








"Well... Like Linos said, I mean, it did work out," I said. "So there's probably no point in dwelling on it."








Kamrusepa looked displeased, frowning to herself. She was evidently planning on dwelling on it at least a bit. "You might've tried calling on Sacnicte to relay the information," she suggested.








"I think we did say something to her, but maybe she missed it too," Seth replied.








Something unpleasant whirred in the back of my head.








"Uh, If it makes you feel any better about it, I'm still glad to have my tools back. They might still be important if we end up needing to do the transfusion," Ptolema said apologetically. "And we'll be more prepared if anything else happens, too."








Kam sighed, pursing her lips. "It doesn't matter. What's pivotal now is that we establish how this temporary disruption to usage of the Power occurred, and if it represents any further danger from us." She looked to Anna. "Exalted mistress. You were the one to notice when it returned?"








"That's correct," the hooded woman said, with a resolute nod. "While performing first aid, I was also tracing minor incantations. Since we haven't yet arrived at the period in which the actions of the sanctuary's systems become unpredictable, I believed that any effect imposed upon us would likely be short lived, as it would have been cast directly with a limited supply of eris."








"Ahah, I had the same thought," Kamrusepa said. "Great minds think alike."








Anna stared at her for a moment.








Kam cleared her throat awkwardly. "I-In any event, I'd assumed that you'd made tests to confirm that the effect was going on for an unusual amount of time."








"It lasted at least a few minutes," Seth said. "That's more than an ordinary person could do, right?"








"We are not far from the remnants of our original power supply," Anna said. The one Sacnicte mentioned was close to the pantry. "It's possible that there was some remaining eris that was improperly removed, and whoever did this made use of it."








"Uh, I feel like we're skipping something important, here," I said. "Doesn't that mean whoever did this is probably still down in these tunnels? Shouldn't we have a barrier up?"








"I performed a divination incantation to check for any individuals present, but they must have fled back to the surface," Anna said. "That, or this was scripted in advance somewhere independent from the main system - on the old supply itself, if I were to hazard a guess. That would be the most efficient."








"You could, um, check the system upstairs... To see if someone is in the bioenclosure now who wasn't before," Ophelia suggested.








"I had intended to pursue that possibility once the situation was resolved," Anna stated. "Or have someone else investigate it while I returned to work.".








"Did you try the Anomaly-Divining Arcana?" I asked. "When you were performing the divinations."








She raised an eyebrow very subtly. "I did not. Since there is only one set of incantations to seal away the Power, it had not seemed prudent."








"It's a good thought, regardless," Ran said, withdrawing her own scepter. "At the very least, it ought to make some things clear--"








Then, suddenly, there was the startling sound of something falling to the floor above us. Heavy yet fragile, both glassy and metallic.








It happened again only a moment later. I looked, and saw that something, a rectangular object, seemed to be falling down the stairs. Clunk. Crack. It struck five steps in total, and each time the noise was different and multi-faceted - the noise of something very complicated breaking.








By the time my mind had processed the situation and I'd turned to look, it was obviously damaged beyond repair. But still, I recognized it, lying there on the stone, its glass shattered into pieces.








It was Yantho's tablet.








My eyes turned upwards as they searched for an explanation, towards the top of the stairwell. As one might've guessed, Yantho was standing there, motionless. It didn't look like he'd been injured, his breathing still clearly visible, but his posture was as stiff as a board. Something was incredibly wrong.








And so, I silently and quickly moved to investigate, Ran and Kamrusepa following behind.








I climbed the stairs, and saw a glimpse of Yantho's face. What was strange was that he didn't look like you might've expected, like I probably would have reacted myself. His eyes weren't wide. He didn't look frightened, or distraught. His expression wasn't even blank in the way you'd associate with dissociation or shock.








Instead, it was just... Neutral, confused.








There was something very upsetting about that, even if I can't put it into words.








I only looked at his face for a moment.








On the chair in front of his line of sight, now turned to face us, was Sacnicte. She looked, for all intents and purposes, normal - her expression as distant and aloof as ever, and her posture was no different than the last time I'd seen her, save for the fact that her head was a little slumped and she wasn't meeting our eyes. Her legs were crossed, and her hands resting in her lap. Her hair fell gently over her face, framing her beautiful features.









There was a little drool coming out of the corner of her mouth. 
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I froze instantly, my body feeling like I'd just made eye contact with a Gorgon. This wasn't like the last few corpses I'd seen over the course of the night. She looked so normal, so at ease, that my mind was in disagreement with itself over what it was seeing. It was obvious at a close glance that she wasn't breathing and her eyes had gone still and lifeless, but everything about the situation contradicted that reality. This couldn't really have happened. We were only out of the room for a few moments. I'd just seen her!








Hadn't I seen her?








I didn't snap out of my reverie even as the others arrived and had somewhat less subdued reactions.








"Wh-- What...?" Kamrusepa said, more baffled than upset. Ophelia, approaching the same spot, gasped in shock at the sight. "She's-- Is she...?"








"I'll check her vitals," Ran said, slipping past me. She advanced on Sacnicte, lifted up her wrist, and pulled one of her eyes open. The perpetual frown she wore deepened. "Fuck. It doesn't look good. We need to get her downstairs and examine her properly."








That was what she said, but her tone suggested a belief much stronger than 'this doesn't look good'. It suggested the same conclusion I'd already come to a few moments earlier.








Still, she wasted no time in scooping her arms around Sacnicte's back. Kamrusepa moved to help a moment later, taking the woman's legs. Her arms fell as they lifted her up from the seat, lifeless.








Suddenly, as if struck by something in this sight, Yantho trembled violently for a moment, then leapt forward, shoving Kamrusepa - who was taken completely by surprise - away from Sacnicte's body, and taking it by the shoulders himself. Ran exclaimed protest, but he frantically tried to push her away too, almost throwing his own body onto the chair on top of her without regard for her apparent condition. His eyes were wild with pain as his hands grabbed at her collar, then desperately squeezed her unresponsive face.








His mouth opened wide, like he was trying to scream something from the depths of his lungs. But no sound came, of course.








"Get him off her!" Ran commanded, her voice urgent.








This was enough to finally stir me from the dumbstruck state I was in, and along with Kamrusepa, I moved to grab one of his arms to pry him off of the body. I'm not very strong, but it ended up being much harder than I thought it would; despite Yantho's size, he clung to it like his life depended on it, kicking at my chest and legs in the process - Kamrusepa let out a yelp of pain as his foot landed square in her gut, but maintained her grip all the same. When we finally pulled him off, he still wouldn't calm down, his arms flailing wildly. He struck the side of my face, and my glasses tumbled off. I heard one of the lenses crack as it hit the ground.








Oh, great. That's the last thing I need right now!








Still, Ran didn't waste the chance, and lifted Sacnicte back up, this time enlisting the shocked Ophelia, who seemed to be at a loss for words at the tragedy of the situation. It was only once they'd made it to the steps and begun descending that Yantho toned down his desperate attempts to break free, though his body was still shaking. I caught another glimpse of his face. He looked beyond horrified, like he wanted to throw up.








Seeing that, I felt at a loss for words too.








But what could I have said? Even if I had a better idea of him as a person and what could bring him some comfort, the situation defied all reason so much that I could barely process it myself. The culprit had told us that they intended to murder someone right under our nose, but people had been running in an out of this room repeatedly over the past several minutes. To imagine that nobody would have caught so much of a glimpse, heard any signs of struggle, was absurd. It was like she really had been struck down by the gods.








Yantho grew calmer still as I heard Ptolema and Seth exclaim in shock from down below, and Ran start to ask the latter to perform a diagnostic incantation. The others had probably heard the shouting and would be along shortly, too, and then we'd have to try and explain this bizarre situation. This awful situation...








The more lingered on it, the more inexplicably frustrating it was. We'd gone to such lengths to save Mehit, only for this to happen right under our nose. Why did Zeno have to wander off? We did we have to be so stupid--








"Su," Kamrusepa suddenly said at my side, her tone severe. "Something's not right."








I blinked, turning to face her. "What?"








"I think he's stopped breathing."








I was silent for a moment, staring at her. Then, slowly, I lifted up my hand to touch his neck.








And there... I saw it. A strange red mark; two dots on flesh, spaced a few inches apart.








No, I thought. No way.








𒊹







The situation had gone from tragic to surreal in a matter of moments. If the culprit had endeavored to make us feel powerless, they had succeeded beyond all reason.








Of course, Sacnicte had died. By the time Seth finished assessing her with the Power, even basic neural output from the brain had ceased almost completely. The specific cause turned out to be a little more complicated in ascertaining - it was quickly established that a strong neurotoxin had led to asphyxiation and direct damage to her brain, killing her within a matter of moments, but what exactly that neurotoxin had been remained ambiguous. Light wounds were found around her neck, suggesting she might have been briefly held in a chokehold, but on its rear was found something far more concerning: Two red incisions, like bites from a small serpent.








Self-evidently, a literal serpent would be unlikely - the obvious theory was that someone had injected her with something, then created the second wound as an obfuscation. Though, I wasn't prepared to rule anything entirely out.








Yantho's case, however, was... Different.








Though he also bore the same mark as Sacnicte, there was no trace of neurotoxin in his body. There wasn't even an obvious cause of death that could be acertained with the Power - it was like his soul had simply left his body, leaving an empty vessel in my arms.








Thinking about it, it was all so hard to wrap my head around, it hurt my head to even try. One moment he'd been struggling for dear life, and the next - less than a minute later - he was dead. A person had died in my arms, I hadn't even noticed until Kamrusepa had pointed it out.








A living person, one who less than a day ago I'd watched talk about his hobbies with Ran... Had disappeared from this world, without explanation, right before my eyes.








A few moments after Kamrusepa and I had confirmed that he did, indeed, appear to be dead, Fang and Zeno arrived in the room, and... Well, from there, things played out more or less as you'd expect. Everyone got very, very upset that this had happened. Pretty soon, accusations started being thrown around.








"There's only one person who was in the room with her regularly over the past few hours," Kamsupa had said, eyes leveled darkly at Zeno.








"Don't be fucking absurd! I was out in the main hall practically the whole time since those two brought that woman in, and I saw her speak to them as she passed! I wouldn't have even had a chance!" She narrowed her eyes. "And I barely crossed paths with that boy. You were the ones who were literally holding him when we found you."








Soon enough, we were all gathered the security center - save for Anna, who refused to cease her work even in light of what was happening, and Mehit, who remained recovering by her side - to try to determine what happened. The atmosphere was less morbid than after Bardiya's death, since none of our class had really known Sacnicte or Yantho beyond a few brief interactions, and of the council members only Linos seemed to have sentimentality towards them... But it made up for it by being far more tense. We'd removed our masks, to better pick up on any suspicious behavior.








Last time, it had been plausible that a complete outsider had killed Bardiya. This time, however, that wasn't the case. The security center had been tightly enclosed by our group at all times, even in the brief windows where Sacnicte had been alone. So the conversation quickly turned to trying to establish--








𒊹







<The lights suddenly shut off on the stage. The spotlight falls on the PLAYWRIGHT as she enters from Stage Left, looking bored. She proceeds to Downstage Center.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Wow! Amazing! Someone actually died. <yawning> I was expecting another 20 minutes of dramatic silences, but I suppose there are yet small mercies in this world, hm?








PLAYWRIGHT: <facing audience> Listen, can I be forward with you? I mean, we're well into the back half of this affair at this point. I want to think we've developed a bit of a rapport.








PLAYWRIGHT: You don't want another scene where everyone is crowded around some table for practically a bloody hour talking over each other while they're trying to suss out the culprit, while you're sitting there trying to pick out the actual hard facts like a child trying to get the onions out of their bowl of curry, do you? Of course you don't. Especially now that there's even more of them all in one place. It'll turn into a complete dog's breakfast.








PLAYWRIGHT: That's why I'm going to do you a bit of a favor, and make this all a little easier to digest with some théâtre symboliste.








<The PLAYWRIGHT claps her hands. Light returns to the stage, but only at Stage Right, where Ptolema and Seth sit, frozen in mid-motion.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Here's how this will work: We'll break the conversation down into nice little chunks that are easy for you to digest, and to keep everyone's stories nice and tidy. Then, if there are any outstanding questions, we'll give them their own sections too. After that, it'll be easy to review them to your heart's content, like it's a little game!








<Muffled speech comes from Offstage Right. The PLAYWRIGHT looked irritated.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Yes, yes, I know... <sighing> Now, I'm sure some of you are worried that something like this might, I don't know, make you miss out on context clues or something. Since you'll be seeing an abstraction rather than the entire thing playing out.








PLAYWRIGHT: So let's make a quick rule about it.








8. ANY SCENE NOT REPRESENTED CONVENTIONALLY WILL NOT OMIT ANY PIVOTAL CLUES








PLAYWRIGHT: There! That should do it, shouldn't it? Now, just to ensure there's no quibbling over errata, we can define 'pivotal clues' here to mean any sort of information of value to understanding the events taking place in the narrative. Not just in the sense of 'solving the mystery', but anything to contribute to the broader picture of the characters, the setting-- All of that affair. In short, this will not be used as a device to obfuscate anything from you.








<The PLAYWRIGHT holds a hand to her mouth and snickers indecently.> 








PLAYWRIGHT: ...what, are we still doing this? What are you waiting for? Time is money! Restart the damn thing!








<The light on the PLAYWRIGHT shuts off.>



𒊹









SETH AND PTOLEMA'S ACCOUNT








"Uh... Let's see," Seth said, rubbing his eyes with anxiety. "I mean, it was pretty straightforward for us, right, Ema?"








"Yeah," she said, nodding. "I mean, we didn't really go anywhere..."








"So, you all remember when the logic bridge started going off, right? And that right after that, we headed downstairs with Ophelia to start treating Mehit. We ran into Zeno and Sacnicte on the way there-- She, uh... He was complaining to her about the noise and she was talking back, and they both looked at us when we were rushing by, so at that point, she was definitely okay." He looked to Zeno. "You can confirm this, right?"








"Yes, yes," Zeno said, gesturing for them to get on with it.








No one particularly suspected Ptolema and Seth of being culpable of anything, having among the tightest alibis. This was mostly about just building the broader picture.








"Right," Seth nodded, then spoke up a little more loudly, trying to carry his voice down the steps. "And, uh-- Grandmaster, you can confirm we arrived in the basement right after that, right?"








"I can," Anna said bluntly.








"There you go, then," he said.








"Did you attune to the logic bridge, on your way down?" Linos asked. Because he'd more or less been in the same place for the whole sequence of events, where there'd also been the most witnesses, he'd sort of unspokenly assumed the role of arbiter.








"I mean, I didn't," Seth said. "Ema? Ophelia?"








"Nope," Ptolema said. Ophelia shook her head.








Seth nodded. "So, after that, we set Mehit down and got out our scepters... I was gonna cast the Flesh-Weaving Arcana, but it didn't work. I thought it might've just been something wrong with my scepter in particular, so I asked Ptolema to try, but nothing happened for her either. That was when we realized something was wrong."








"It was me who asked Ophelia to go up and get help," Ptolema said. "Honestly, it was pretty spur of the moment... We were all sorta freaking out, since we had so little time to help Mehit. I just suddenly remembered that my tools were over in the conference room, and shouted at her to go get 'em. I kinda forgot about everything else going on, and how dangerous it'd be..." She scratched her head, her expression regretful.








"How long did it take for the Power to start working again?" Ran asked.








"I dunno," Ptolema said. "Like a minute or two? We only noticed when Anna did."








"It was pretty soon after that that everybody ran back in, though," Seth said. "And then, well... You know the rest. And before you ask, we didn't hear anything from upstairs. Just whenever people came or went."








OPHELIA'S ACCOUNT








"Um, well..." Ophelia said, clasping her hands together, her posture rigid. There weren't enough chairs for everyone in the room, so some people had been forced to stand. "Up until Ptolema told me to leave, my story is the same as her and Seth's, obviously... After that, I rushed up the stairs-- I only saw Sacnicte briefly, and she was facing away from me, so I couldn't tell if she was alright or not. There was nobody else in the room speaking with her, so I thought she might have just been preoccupied." She frowned, looking downwards. "In the hallway on the way out, I ran into Yantho... He asked me what was going on downstairs, so I told him, and then we headed out into the main hall together."








"Hmmmmmm," Zeno said. Her intonation was drawn out with skepticism to an almost farcical degree.








So Linos told Yantho to go downstairs and check on the others... But he only ended up making it half-way there?








"A-After that," she continued, obviously put off, "I came out into the main hall and, um, relayed Ptolema's request. Then I just stood there and watched as they made plans to go out and retrieve her tools... I should have helped, but after what happened before, I was too afraid." She gulped. "Linos, you can vouch for me having been there, can't you? You too, Fang."








"Y-Yes," Linos said, looking between us. "Ophelia was standing right by me through that whole course of events."








"Sounds right to me," Fang said, looking like they were thinking about something else.








"Okay..." She went on. "Well, when everyone finally came back, I went downstairs with them to bring the tools to Ptolema. I-- I didn't really look closely at Sacnicte at that point, either. Her chair was facing away, and we were all rushing... I suppose that's it."








ZENO'S ACCOUNT








"I have nothing to hide in this situation," she said. "My account is simple. I was in the security center, working on-and-off trying to fix up an old cleaning golem to act as a scout - Anna can confirm that, if she pleases - when I heard people shouting and making a fuss out in the main hall. I remember it was almost exactly 11 on the clock at the time. I said something like, 'I better go see if this is important' and then strolled down the corridor to take a look. I heard about that woman screaming - despite not hearing it myself - and rightly advised that it would be expedient not to endanger any further lives in a rescue attempt."








"I think you put it a little more forwardly than that," Seth said coldly.








"I'm not sure this is the hill you want to die on, kid," Zeno replied. "After all, it was your plan that ended up getting two more people killed, when push came to shove."








He was silent at that, but wore a deeply resentful expression.








"After that, I headed back into the security center, and returned to work. At this point, the girl was still fine; I rambled a little bit about what was going on outside, and she said something about how you were all more sentimental than she expected. Then, only a few minutes later, everyone started shouting again and the logic bridges all started going off, and a moment after that, those three barged into the room and ran down the stairs carrying Mehit before I could establish what the hell was happening. So, naturally curious, I went back in the main hall to see what was happening again, and then I was there until the body was discovered watching that whole fiasco."








"You realize this makes you the biggest suspect, right?" Seth asked. "You were the last person to speak with her, and had the best chance to have made the assault."








"Let's not start throwing out accusations yet," Linos said, trying to soothe the situation.








Zeno flattened her brow. "I'm sorry, did you yourself not say that I was still talking to Sacnicte at that very time you barged in? And she was, in fact, talking back?"








Seth flinched, then hesitated, breaking eye contact. "Oh, y-yeah."








"Is that not a perfect alibi?" Zeno asked, raising an eyebrow.








"You still multiple chances to poison her earlier than that," Seth said. "You were in the room with her for hours."








"Sounds like someone doesn't want to suspect his friends," she said, crossing her arms. "Not exactly gifted in the survival skills department, are you? And I believe I already said, I was never in contact with the boy at all - and if we're not assuming a more contrived scenario where the two murders were committed by completely different people, then..." She snorted. "Well, draw your own conclusions."








"One thing, though," Fang said. "When the logic bridge started going off, it was happening in the security center too, right?"








"Eh? Oh, yeah," Zeno said.








"But you didn't, like, attune to it there?"








"No," they said, narrowing their eyes slightly. "I did it out in the main hall, with everyone else. Whatever impression you have of me, I do have some sense of collective responsibility."








KAMRUSEPA, RAN AND UTSUSHIKOME'S ACCOUNT










"I'll take the lead, you two," Kamrusepa's mouth said, while her face insisted. "We were together through all of this, so there's no need to complicate the affair overmuch.








"Uh, okay," I replied. Ran, for her part, made a vague shrug you could interpret as assent.








It was enough for Kam, who nodded. "Right then. I'll try to keep this short. After we got back from our venture out into the manor at large, we stayed behind in the main hall while the others went to attend to Mehit. We saw Zeno come out from the security center, then all listened to the transmission over the logic bridge. Following that, we saw Yantho head to check on the people in the basement, then come back out a few moments later with Ophelia. She told us about Ptolema's request, we discussed it for a little bit, and then came up with the plan." She glanced to Linos. "Do I need to explain the plan?"








"I... believe everyone is aware of the details already," Linos said. "But I don't see any harm in reiterating it, just to be clear."








"Very well." She cleared her throat. "After Theodoros volunteered to make a run for Ptolema's surgical equipment, we decided to cover him from the door. I did so along with Utsushikome, Grandmaster Melanthos, and Ran. He successfully recovered them, but on the way back, Utsushikome believed that she spotted something encroaching in the shadows, so we opened fire, but nothing came of it. Theodoros returned successfully, and then we went downstairs along with Ophelia, while Theodoros remained behind to catch his breath." She glanced to me. "Am I missing anything important, Utsu?"








"Uh, well, we should probably clarify that Yantho was in the main hall with us for this whole time," I said. "At least, as far as we could tell, since we were looking away."








"I can confirm that, real quick," Fang said, sticking their hand up. "They weren't close to Zeno, either, so the shit she said about not having time to stick a needle in 'em was probably not bullshit."








"Hell of a vote of confidence," Zeno said flatly.








Kam nodded again. "Right, well. After that, the three of us went down to the basement with our spoils - as Ophelia said, we were in such a hurry that we saw little cause to check on Sacnicte's state, since the chair is rather tall and was turned away - where we came upon Anna, Seth, and Ptolema standing over Mehit. They then proceeded to explain that the Power was apparently no longer being blocked, and we speculated a bit about how that might've happened, and maybe doing doing some manner of investigation." Her tone grew more troubled. "Then, we suddenly beheld the artifice Yantho made use of to communicate tumble down the stairs... And going up to take a look, saw him staring listlessly ahead at Sacnicte, now clearly lying prone where she sat."








"Pardon to interrupt," Linos said, "but to be clear, who exactly came up with you? That wasn't made clear in the other's accounts."








"It was just the four of us," Kamrusepa said. "Myself, Utsushikome, Ran and Ophelia.








"And the boy seemed fine, at this point?" Zeno asked, a skeptical eyebrow raised.








"Indeed," Kamrusepa said. "Well-- Fine wouldn't be what I'd consider the opportune word, but there appeared nothing physically wrong with him beyond sheer distress. Though said distress was... Extreme, if possibly understandable... And I suppose what ultimately transpired does force one to wonder what forces might've truly been at work in him." She hesitated, her eyes wandering for a moment, before shaking her head slightly. "Forgive me, I didn't intend to get sidetracked. After that, Ran confirmed the woman was dead or at least on the brink of it, and we resolved to bring her downstairs. That was when Yantho suddenly fell into hysterics, assaulting Ran and trying to... I don't know, resuscitate her himself? Frankly, I doubt there was any rational objective in his mind. He was like a man possessed."








"Was he having any strange symptoms?" Seth asked. "Was he feverish, anything like that?"








"Not so far as I could tell," Kamrusepa said. "In any case, Ran bid us to restrain him," - Ran nodded along as she said this, looking downward - "and Su and I took him by the arms while Ran and Ophelia moved Sacnicte down into the basement. I have to confess that my thoughts were in rather a frayed state as this was happening; by this point, so many overwhelming things had taken place in a short span of time that I could scarcely focus... But when I did focus, I noticed that Yantho had calmed down very suddenly. And then that I couldn't seem to hear him breathing." She gestured outwardly with her palms. "You know the rest."








"Tell me," Zeno said, and glanced to me, as well. "In this moment, were either of you looking at the other? Watching what they were doing?"








"I... wasn't," I admitted.








"I was glancing at Su periodically," Kamrusepa said dismissively. "If you're trying to suggest one of us might've done something to him without the other's knowledge, then I very much doubt it."








THEODOROS'S ACCOUNT








"Erm. Right," he said, clearing his throat. "I didn't really have anything to do with... With either of the two servants, but I suppose I ought to give my account for the sake of context." He cleared his throat. "Let's see. I was, ah, seated at the table with dad right up until Ophelia came running out... I didn't listen to the message from the culprit, get up to touch the logic bridge, or anything like that." He sounded nervous, fidgeting and looking downwards. "Hearing about what was happening to Mehit, and that no one else seemed willing to do anything about it, I decided to volunteer to go fetch the surgical equipment from the conference room. We set up the plan and dad untied me, I went to the door, then made a run for it once Ran had given the signal."








"Did you see much, out there?"








"No," Theodoros replied, shaking his head. "Not really-- I know Utsu thought she did, but the hallway and conference room both seemed empty." He frowned. "Though that's not to say I wasn't frightened, especially when the guns started going off. Even before that, when I was trying to pull out the drawer, I almost dropped it because my hands were shaking so much... Still, I made it back, and then practically collapsed on the floor. My chest felt, ah. Well, I was worried I might've been in cardiac arrest."








"Did you see Yantho leave...?" I asked.








"I didn't," he said, shaking his head. "I'm sorry. I didn't even know anything had happened in the security center until people shouted a few minutes later."








"I believe I can fill in here," Linos said. "I... Caught a glimpse of Yantho looking idly down the hallway, then seeming alarmed and running off. But I was still preoccupied seeing to Theo, so I didn't follow after him."








"Huh," Fang said.








"What is it, Fang?" Kamrusepa asked, furrowing her brow.








"I mean," they said. "I think I saw that too? But I thought it was the other way around." They scrunched up their lip, looking upward thoughtfully. "They looked alarmed, and then turned towards the security center."








Kam looked puzzled. "Why the devil would they do that? Could they have heard something?"








"Dunno," Fang said. "Hell, I might be misremembering." They looked to Zeno. "Were you paying attention?"








"Mm? No," Zeno replied. "I was checking something on my logic engine."








Fang shrugged.








EZEKIEL'S ACCOUNT








"What, me?" he said, frowning at the request.








"Yes, you," Kamrusepa told him flatly, arms crossed.








"What do you want me to say?" He shrugged. "I didn't see anything that people haven't already talked about, And I barely moved the old woman got herself shot."








"Even so," Linos said. "You might've noticed something someone else didn't. Give us your account, please, mister Ilaadbat."








The young man clicked his tongue, his face contorting with irritation. "Fine. I'd just finished taking down the engravings on Ran's scepter when the scream happened. I didn't say anything in the conversation that followed because it all seemed like such a fucking stupid idea. I waited around the area until they came back, then watched the message on the logic bridge. Then I sat around while everyone made the plan to get the Viraaki's knick-knacks, watched it happen, and then stayed put until the murder happened. Because again: Fucking stupid idea."








"Got a lot of team spirit, huh, Zeke?" Seth said, his brow flat.








The boy crossed his arms. "Even if he was egging you on during the second part, the old man had a point. When everyone around you decides to act like lemmings, sometimes the best thing to do is nothing at all."








Zeno scoffed in irritation.








"Since you brought it up," Ran said, "you talked to almost everyone before this all happened, right? While you were checking their scepters."








Ezekiel frowned. "What of it?"








"Did you notice anything out of the ordinary with anyone?" She eyed him. "Anyone who seemed tense?"








"Saoite, I'm not sure if you've noticed, but half of our class is so autistic that they constantly seem tense. You might as well ask me to find a specific turd in a sewer."








"Just answer the question, please," she replied flatly.








He groaned in irritation. "I don't know. Theodoros? Ophelia? Your girlfriend? The usual suspects."








I sighed softly, trying to displace my mind until this part of the conversation was over.








"If anything, what's more surprising was Fang's reaction. I checked his while the hunt for the Mekhian was going on, and he didn't seem to give a single fuck." He snorted. "Probably barely thinks of the rest of us as real people."








Fang didn't say anything, seeming to be preoccupied with their own thoughts again.








"What about Sacnicte herself?" Ran asked.








He shrugged. "She seemed relaxed. Guess she didn't see it coming at all."








ANNA'S ACCOUNT








"And you, Anna?" Linos called out.








"I never took more than two steps from where I'm standing right now," she explained bluntly, raising her voice-- Though not quite enough to hear her comfortably. "All I can say is that the accounts of what happened down involving me seem correct. Otherwise, I was focused on the work. Whoever killed her must have been quiet."








Unless it was her, I thought. Or she was complicit.








"If it's alright..." I said, "I wanted to clarify exactly what happened with the Power. How did you know when it became active again? How large a window could it have been?"








"I was tracing constantly," she replied bluntly. "So no window at all."








"It's a good thing we had her there," Ptolema said. "Me and Seth had kinda given up by then."








Huh.








"One other thing," Ran called out. "Right before we saw Yantho's tablet fall, you were talking about checking the logic engines to see if anyone else can been in the tunnels. Did you manage to check that?"








"I did," she said. "But found nothing. Either we were too late, or there was no one at all."








<The lights shut off on the stage for a few moments, then a larger spotlight bursts to life over Downstage Center, with all members of the conversation in a circle.>



            


075: Justice and Kindness (𒐀)


                
SACNICTE'S MURDER








So. Whodunnit?








Looking at the situation in the most straightforward terms possible, and knowing the last time she'd been definitively confirmed as alive by multiple people was when Mehit's body was rushed through the room, for Sacnicte, there were four... No, five clear windows in which she might have been murdered, each of them with their own likely culprit or set of culprits.








The first candidate was obvious. Zeno had been with her for well over an hour, giving her plenty of time to administer a poison, whether by injection, ingestion, or tactical snake attack. And though Seth, Ophelia, and Ptolema had reported seeing Sacnicte alive as they stepped down the stairs, there was still a brief window between that point and when Zeno had stepped out into the hall.








The issue, though, was that it was a very brief window - if I had to put a number on it, I'd have to say Zeno appeared in the main hall somewhere between 30 seconds and a minute after the trio left with Mehit. That gave her literal moments to quickly incapacitate and inject Sacnicte. Though not strictly impossible, that felt like something that only made sense in bridge drama logic; when you tried to imagine a real person taking the risk of trying to pull it off, well... It just didn't seem sensible. Likewise, the notion that Zeno, for all her presumed expertise in the science of the mind, being able to time a slower-acting neurotoxin to kill someone within a window of a few minutes when they'd just happen to have an alibi?








No, you idiot. Turn the situation around, the logical part of my brain said. Once things started happening, didn't it seem like Zeno was suddenly looking for any excuse to leave the security center? She came out twice, both before and after you went looking for Mehit, and ignored the logic bridge going off in the room she was already in to come out and pester everyone, and couldn't even really justify why. Who's to say she wasn't trying to manufacture an alibi as soon as the rough window for the poison came into effect?








I considered this. It was a... Not unreasonable idea, but still felt like sort of a stretch. It still required too many variables going perfectly.








But then, didn't any scenario? Like, the audacity of trying to kill someone when there were still people within spitting distance--








Tch. No. It was like Theodoros said. There was no sense in calling something stupid when it had already happened.








The second candidate was Ophelia, when she rushed from the underground out to the main hall to deliver the request from Ptolema. This one was about as simple as it got in this absurd situation. It was a clear window when Sacnicte would have been alone where she could have quickly attacked her from behind, injected her with a fast-acting poison, and then moved right along. No one but her had a precise sense of exactly how much time passed between the request and when she burst through and spoke to the rest of us, so she could have easily had two or even three minutes, depending. Much more believable.








But then... It was Ophelia. It wasn't easy to imagine her overpowering someone and killing them, even if it was another woman.








After this, you started getting into group efforts. The third possibility, which overlapped with the fourth, was that Ophelia, Ptolema, and Seth had conspired together to murder her. This gave them a massive window - from the moment that Zeno stepped out into the hall until the moment we returned with the tools; approaching a solid 10 minutes.








The main problem with this idea - aside from, as a group, them conspiring to commit murder seemed even less plausible than Ophelia alone - was Anna. Either she'd have to be in on it too, or they'd needs to have found a means to send someone upstairs to escape her attention. Which would probably be Ophelia, which folded back into the previous theory.








The fourth idea and least likely idea, which I knew to be untrue but nevertheless would probably be considered by the broader group, was that me, Ran, and Kamrusepa could have conspired to murder her in - probably with Ophelia involved again - the tiny window in which we'd rushed through the security center on the way to deliver Ptolema's tools. Though we'd easily be able to overpower her in this moment and there'd be no other witnesses, we'd only have maybe 5 or 10 seconds to make it happen, leaving it a tremendous stretch.








I could see the appeal in the notion, though. After all, the four of us were the only real candidates for having killed Yantho in a way that wasn't completely esoteric. An unlikely but complete answer could be more satisfying than a likely but incomplete one.








Finally, there was the dark horse possibility: Yantho could have murdered her himself. Though completely at odds with everything we knew about him and the apparent reaction he had to Sacnicte's death, he was the one who discovered her body alone. And with so much to do with him already coming across as strange or impossible in the situation... It would be stupid to rule out.








Of course, nothing in the real world can be narrowed down so absolutely. There were always fringe possibilities the mind couldn't reasonably account for.








"Let's start by stating the obvious," Zeno said, resting her head on the side of her palm. "Obviously, the crime was committed by someone in our group. We surrounded the only entrances at all times. Even in the unlikely event that someone else did the actual killing, several people within our ranks would have to be complicit."








"That's not... Necessarily true," Linos said. "We can't dismiss the possibility that it really was something the culprit set up in advance, like... I don't know, a device to pump gas into the room--"








𒊹







<The spotlight snaps back to the PLAYWRIGHT.>








PLAYWRIGHT: Bzzt! Wrong! I don't think so, doofus! A secret gas pump? What is this now, a spy thriller? Should we be on the lookout for poison darts that fire out of people's watches, too?








PLAYWRIGHT: I mean, come now. This is tiresome. What's the point of even bothering to speculate if you're just going to end up fixating on contrived, desperate nonsense? It's like trying to watch a sport where they change the rules every few minutes. There's no structure-- You might as well just pick an answer you like first then work backwards. Oh, don't like Balthazar? He has a sorta murdery energy to you? Maybe he secretly trained a pet rat to carry out assassinations from the other side of the facility!








PLAYWRIGHT: <hands on her hips> I'm not the type to restrict my storytelling talents to a particular flavor of narrative, but let me tell you, the last note I'm interested in hitting is camp.








<The PLAYWRIGHT sticks her tongue out, making a 'blech' noise.>








PLAYWRIGHT: So bugger that. Even if the characters can't be stopped from saying stupid things, we can at least make matters somewhat less frustrating on our end.








PLAYWRIGHT: You remember rule 3? The one about how systems introduced cannot break their own rules, yadda yadda? Let's get a little bit more specific with that, shall we?








3a) A MURDER CANNOT BE COMMITTED USING A DEVICE NOT ESTABLISHED BEFOREHAND








PLAYWRIGHT: There we are. I feel as though this one doesn't need that much in the way of clarification, but just to make sure, a "murder" is defined as someone killing someone else in a manner that is, or is presumed to be, against their will... While the "device" is the method or weapon used for that selfsame task.








PLAYWRIGHT: In this instance, that would be the poison gas. Is there poison gas? Of course not!








<The DIRECTOR enters from Offstage Right, unlit. He walks over to the PLAYWRIGHT and passes her a card, which she examines.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <irritated> ...what, in chapter 40?








<The DIRECTOR nods. His expression is tired.>








PLAYWRIGHT: <quietly> Fucking useless-- <loudly> ALRIGHT. To be clear. By "established beforehand", it refers to it being established as plausibly existing upon the stage itself. It is not enough to merely say that poison gas is a concept! It, or the specific mechanism for producing it, must be confirmed to be physically present!








DIRECTOR: Technically speaking, since it was established shortly after Neferuaten's murder that the Sanctuary is extensively trapped--








PLAYWRIGHT: <clapping her hands rapidly, speaking with urgency> Okay we're done! IT'S NOT POISON GAS!








<The light snaps back.>








𒊹







"--or something along those lines. We already know whoever did this had extensive access to the entire facility - it's not beyond the realms of possibility."








"I already looked over the machines," Anna stated simply, from downstairs.








"With the greatest respect, Anna, we can't put our trust in a cursory examination," Linos protested, raising his voice a little. "We have to assume they'd attempt to hide it from that much."








In a way, it did speak well of Linos's character that he seemed unwilling to not only consider his own son a potential culprit, but seemingly anyone in our group, if to a lesser extent. It made him come across as naive, perhaps, but at least compassionate rather than purely self-interested.








Well, unless he was the culprit himself, and trying to stymie any actual investigative work. That wouldn't be so great.








"Linos, stop being fucking ridiculous," Zeno said, her brow flat. She'd brought her stockpile into the room and was sitting on its periphery, tapping her fingers against one of the boxes. "If the girl was killed by an airborne neurotoxin, do you think we'd have people who strolled right in within a minute or two left perfectly fine? This exercise is moronic."








"S-Still, if not by that method, then by some other," Linos replied stubbornly. "My point is, we shouldn't presume it to be an absolute certainty. There could even be another entrance or exit to the room we're not aware of - the underground segment isn't built directly parallel to the main one."








I'd taken a quick look, and hadn't found anything in support of the story. The security center was tiny and lacked windows to begin with, and the whole premise behind the place was that it was supposed to be hard to get in or out.








"It's not a bad idea to keep our minds open, I guess," Fang said, staring at the ceiling. "You never know, right? Maybe there was a syringe in the seat that went into their butt."








"Exactly-- You never know," Linos said, despite the fact that this was probably sarcasm.








Zeno rolled their eyes. "Alright. If it will keep this moving, I'll concede that there's a one, maybe two percent chance that it wasn't someone in this room right now. But it's an obscenely low number."








"You're laboring this point rather hard for one of the foremost suspects," Kamrusepa said dryly.








"As I already explained, my alibi is airtight. I left the room the instant that your group passed through, when miss Ic'Nal was still visibly alive." She narrowed her eyes. "Since you're all 'honor students', I'm going to give you the benefit of the doubt in knowing that trying to time a poisoning down to the minute is like trying to stop the hands of a clock with darts. It'd make me a pretty stupid murderer if I attempted it." She shook her head. "No, the more obvious candidates should be obvious."








"You're going to say Utsushikome and I, I assume?" Kamrusepa replied, in a serious tone.








"Oh no, not at all. I mean, you probably killed the other kid, but we'll get to that in a few minutes." She swept a little aquamarine hair out of her eyes. "No-- I'm talking about her."








She pointed square at Ophelia, who didn't look shocked, but nevertheless made a pained, uncomfortable expression.








"Seriously?" Seth said. "Ophelia? She wouldn't hurt a fly."








"Argumentum ad misericordiam? I guess it was too much to expect rationality from a bunch of children." Zeno made a dismissive gesture. "She was the only person alone in the room with the victim at the time that makes sense for the crime. Any other theory relies on contrivance or an unlikely band of conspirators."








"I... I didn't kill her," Ophelia said, her tone rigid and sad.








Zeno scoffed. "Well, of course you'd say that." She crossed her arms. "But you are the only reasonably viable candidate, is all I'm saying. And frankly, I don't buy your oh-so-demure waif persona. Your presentation showed that you certainly aren't squeamish."








"Didn't Sacnicte have some sort of security duty here?" Kam asked. "I think I recall hearing something along those lines."








"That's right," Linos said, with a sad nod. "She was trained to use the Power offensively, as well as some experience in hand-to-hand combat, if I recall - though nothing professional."








"Hard to imagine Ophelia could overcome her so early," Kam said. "She's rather sickly, if you haven't noticed. All sorts of chronic conditions."








"There's more than one way to skin a cat," Zeno said skeptically.








I glanced around, and noticed that Seth, Ptolema, and Ran were all wearing somewhat awkward expressions. They'd probably had the same thought as me.








In the hallway, we'd seen Ophelia kill that golem with a syringe of some substance, probably that she used to work with her own creations. Presumably, failed attempts at things like he artificial liver would occasionally have to be put out of their misery. The method and the speed at which it had died both perfectly aligned with the circumstances of Sacnicte's death. She really was the perfect suspect, to the point that it felt almost too obvious.








But no one who'd seen that moment seemed to want to bring the information up. Accusing her when she'd risked her life along with the rest of us trying to save Mehit, when we'd never known her to be anything but kind compassionate, felt wrong, and we couldn't just raise the question of 'who might be trying to implicate Ophelia' without drawing everyone who didn't hold such presuppositions to the conclusion that she was, in fact, guilty.








Was she guilty? Was I being tremendously irrational? Hadn't I always suspected myself that there was another side to her?








No one is exactly what they seem to be. Everyone, even children, hold another world behind their eyes where they consider certain acts permissible that they would never admit openly. But still, people cannot hide themselves absolutely from others. Individuals constantly inclined to violent and contemptful thoughts find them leaking out in subtle ways, staining the periphery of their persona like condensation coming through a window. Or to speak personally, even though I was good at hiding the facts concerning my personal life, people still often picked up on the fact that I was a closed book and had terrible self-esteem-- Well, so long as they cared enough to pay attention.








The self was like an incriminating pile of magazines. You could throw it under the carpet whenever someone came into the room, and keep it from the eyes of others... But most of the time, after long enough, they'd still see a vague shape beneath. An outline, to some extent or another.








Though it might've been projecting, I found it hard to believe Ophelia could have an inner world so contrary to her outward self. I could easily picture her hiding some deep-seated trauma, or even a smoldering bitterness under her kind and reserved affect. But the kind of cold-blooded intent you'd need to stab someone in the throat with a syringe, and then step out to lie to your friends about it a moment later?








You're being naive, my inner skeptic said. Do you think actors don't exist? Con artists?








"There's another suspect you're missing," Ran said. "Yantho himself. He had a chance to kill her while we were all downstairs. Then he could have just set himself up as the one to 'find the body' as an out for the situation."








I blinked, surprised at Ran's willingness to cast doubt on Yantho after having seen his reaction, especially since they'd developed such a rapport the previous day. But then, she was nothing if not pragmatic when push came to shove.








"Only to drop dead himself moments later?" Zeno responded, raising an eyebrow. "Doesn't seem particularly likely."








"We can't make any judgements based on Yantho's death," Ran said. "We still don't understand what even killed him."








"Yeah, I mean-- That's kinda the crux of all this, isn't it?" Fang said.








YANTHO'S MURDER








"I mean," they went on, "it's so out there, I feel like it makes it hard to speculate about anything? It's like if a fairy stole your wallet. Any self-reflection you wanna do about maybe getting a chain or something is gonna be dwarfed by the whole 'woah, faeries exist?' thing."








They weren't wrong. If Sacnicte's death was confounding because of how swiftly it must have been executed and how stupid we had to have collectively been to permit it to happen, Yantho's was just plain confounding, period. It felt like there was no way to explain it rationally at all.








After his death, both Anna and Seth - to make sure there was no possibility of a compromised examination - had performed a quick autopsy on the body... But had found no clear cause of death whatsoever. There were no apparent wounds, nothing in his bloodstream that could be easily identified as a toxin. Everything seemed to be working perfectly - there was even still activity in the lower portions of his brain, though only Anna had examined that component. It was like his cerebral cortex had just... Turned off.








Of course, this wasn't comprehensive. We had a limited supply of eris, especially among our Biomancers, who had already used much of their supply treating Mehit. Things could slip through the cracks.








"Maybe he like... Died of shock?" Ptolema said.








"That is not, if you will forgive my bluntness, a 'real thing', Ptolema," Kamrusepa said.








"It seems all pretty straightforward to me," Zeno said, casual. "Consider. Regardless of how the boy was killed, we know when he died, and who was in a position to enact the crime. Ergo, since people are not in the habit of dying spontaneously, we can make a reasonable judgement without understanding the specifics." She pointed to Ophelia, Kamrusepa, Ran, and me. "These four were the only ones near him at the time of death - who, if I understand their account correctly, were literally touching him at said time - and their group happens to include the most likely suspect for having murdered the other one, so..."








Wow, this is the first time I've ever been incorrectly accused of murder. Well, other than when she'd already accused us a few minutes ago.








"That's fucking ridiculous," Seth said. "Without even a cause of death, we can't just start throwing out accusations. Them having been around when he died isn't proof of shit."








"I'm sorry-- Is this a criminal trial, now?" Zeno asked, raising an eyebrow. "As far as I'm concerned, we're not trying to indict someone beyond a shadow of a doubt. We're trying to figure out who we ought to be preventing from stabbing the rest of us in the back, that's all."








"Good gods," Kamrusepa said. "It's a pity that we don't have any Astromancers present. You could see the hypocrisy at work here from space."








"I don't think this is fair, Zeno," Linos said. "It only happened to be their group that went up the stairs in that moment by pure chance. If this was somehow planned, what would they have done if master Ikkuret and miss Rheeds had followed after them, too?"








"I don't know. I can't read their minds." She made a dismissive gesture. "Look. I'm not saying that it was their exact group in totality - for all I know, the blonde girl could have poisoned the kid and then left the mess in the hands on those two." She pointed again to Kamrusepa and I. "All I'm saying is that there's no other viable candidate than them."








"Someone could have poisoned him before he even went into the room," Ran said.








Zeno snorted. "Sorry, no serious candidates other than you. My point is: It alone is a liability."








"And you consider yourself above this sort of logic," Kamrusepa said.








"No, but at the end of the day, I am the one with the power here, and the most at stake in terms of my life's labor." She narrowed her eyes. "I'm not about to place myself in undue danger."








Zeno's feelings aside, I couldn't help but feel we had overlooked something vital.








My mind kept going back to what Fang had said. Right before Yantho had run down the hall, he'd looked shocked by something. But not after he saw Sacnicte-- Before he even turned to look at her. Had he heard something? That didn't seem likely, unless it was a sound only he'd consider important; nobody else had reacted, after all. But then, what?








All of this is being looked at backwards, a quiet voice in my mind spoke. When something which appears to be impossible happens, that means there's something you don't know, but haven't noticed. An assumption, a misunderstanding...








THE CULPRIT'S PLAN








Fang was looking preoccupied, their eyes staring into the middle distance. Ptolema, probably looking for a means to change the subject, seemed to notice.








"What're you thinkin', Fang?"








"Uhh? Ohh." They bit their lip, scratching the side of their head. "Well, I guess I'm thinking about the bigger picture with all of this. LIke, all of this happened because half of you guys went out to try and rescue Mehit, right?"








Linos blinked. "You think this could all have been planned?"








"Hey, I didn't say that," they replied, holding up a hand. "Just, well, it did all turn out pretty perfectly, y'know? They got everybody worked up and scared, got Mehit moved right where she needed to be to set up a chance for somebody to kill the victim... People even had another reason to run in and out when the Power suddenly failed downstairs. And that message ended up being right on point for what eventually happened." They scrunched up their nose. "You know that itch you get in the back of your head, when you can't quite see something fuzzy?"








"Yes," I said, without even really meaning to.








"Yeah, I figured you would, Su," they said, nodding. "I'm trying to work back through it, but I can't quite piece it together. It's all too much crap going on at once." They shook their head. "Man, if only I hadn't been off in my own head when this was all going down, trying to figure out who might've sent that message..."








"Fundamentally, there are really two possibilities," Kamrusepa said. "Either the culprit was a true mastermind who manipulated the entire situation to enable them to have a chance to commit the murder... Or they were an opportunist, who took advantage of an emerging situation. Both point to different candidates."








It was true. Actually, thinking about it, it was probably wiser to take a step back and think about the whole situation from that perspective, rather than trying to deduce the culprit directly through purpose of elimination as we had been so far. To consider  the crime as it must have been planned, rather than just how it was executed.


If we went with the 'opportunist' theory, Zeno was, unfortunately, pretty logical in their thinking. The best candidate was easily Ophelia, with Ptolema and Seth as perhaps the runner-ups. They'd be in the best position to have exacerbated the existing chaos to create a window for the murder, being the ones who suggested going out to search for Mehit, then requesting we go fetch Ptolema's tools. It felt out of character, but-- That was the rational conclusion, based strictly on the facts.








On the other hand, if we went with the 'mastermind' theory, the best suspect would probably be someone like Zeno. She'd have enough knowledge of the sanctuary's systems to potentially predict, or even at a stretch orchestrate, the golem attack. In the worst case scenario, it could even be Anna and her working together - if that were so, they could even have partially fabricated what we'd been told about the sabotage to the system down when we were in the sublevel, though that would require Linos to have not noticed when he was also looking over the terminal, and didn't seem too likely to begin with. I mean-- The two of them were so experienced, it wouldn't have been hard to dispense with the whole 'murder mystery' premise and kill us more conventionally.








...but when I put it in those terms, the culprit being one of the two of them, along with an accomplice outside of our group, could answer a lot of questions. The accomplice could have attacked Mehit and Lilith, then set it up to look like a golem attack to mislead us. They could have dressed at the monster, frightening us all in the hallway. They could have run downstairs and temporarily suppressed the Power. The only thing they couldn't have done was kill Sacnicte and Yantho.


They could also have been responsible for what happened to Durvasa. Yeah... The more I thought about, the more there being both an insider and an outsider culprit felt likely.








Still, there were holes in that theory, thinking about it. If the culprit had attacked Lilith and Mehit and left them alive, that would make them both witnesses, which felt too sloppy unless them surviving was their intent. And further, how would they have communicated with their accomplice, when we were closed off from the outside world?








The obvious answer was, 'when they'd summoned us all using the logic bridge'. But a logic bridge summoning couldn't discriminate from who picked up the call, so that was out. And based on Sacnicte's explanation the previous day, any other contact between them could be tracked from the security center, leading to the potential of exposure from a quick look--








Suddenly, I froze.








My eyes wandered to the logic bridge, and then to Lilith.







            


076: Justice and Kindness (𒐁)


                
Long Ago








Oreskios Memorial University felt unlike Klerouchos Tertiary Academy in almost every regard. While the latter lay at the steep hillside in the oldest part of the city, the former was at the opposite end of the city, down in the defunct industrial district by the River Mnimi. And while the academy was small and elitist - the sort of place where you'd casually find out the mousy girl you were in PE class with was the daughter of the man who owned your entire local shopping district - the university was massive and hyper-inclusive, having sub-institutions for pretty much every academic bracket. People came to it from all over the League, and even from Inner Sao, and there were easily hundreds of thousands of students.








It was so large it felt hard to even think of it as a single place. In many ways, my saying it was 'in' the industrial district a moment ago was misleading. It was more that it had eaten the industrial district, to the point that people already more often referred to the area by its name than anything else. It had cannibalized the plain stone factories rendered redundant by widespread adoption of replication arcana, transforming them into a vast assemblage of lecture halls, dorms, and the peripheral businesses that always spring up in the presence of students. Takeaways, echo game shops, and clothing stores abounded, and any place you stepped into, you could rest easy in the knowledge you were never more than a street away from somewhere giving out contraception.








It was in the northern part of the university, closer to the sea (though Oreskios never quite reached the coast, even if you could see it from the hills), that the monuments which gave the institution its name could be found. Older than the place itself, they towered multiple stories into the air, great sea stacks of grey-red stone ground down into even-faced monoliths in the days of the Mourning Period, spaced unevenly as a byproduct of their quasi-natural heritage. Like pillars of some long-forgotten primeval temple, the rest of the structure gone to dust.








Upon each were carved, in minuscule print, hundreds of thousands of names originating from the near west of the old world, from which the Inotian party was culturally rooted. They represented only a fraction of the billions of people killed in the collapse, when the universe itself had decided to turn the physics of the Milky Way inside out in the most spectacular act of indifferent natural violence ever visited on human civilization. There were sites like this all over the Mimikos, each only representing specific communities or groups pertaining to the founders. The sliver of the old mankind remembered by the impossibly lucky - or probably more likely, privileged - few.








The names were mostly worn away. Unless you looked very, very close, you couldn't make them out.








The site had been built at the same time as the original settlement, but the Inotians had separated it from their upland residences by several miles. They held a different philosophy on how to grieve than Saoites did, who tended to place such things in town squares and other prominent locations. How people had responded to the trauma of the collapse was perhaps the greater part of what had defined the culture of each party, often literally represented in their names. The Ysarans and Inotians had tried their best to ignore or separate themselves from it, which was perhaps the reason they had given birth to the most wealthy and dynamic nations. The Mekhians had defined themselves by learning from the past, and had thus built a far more sustainable and egalitarian, yet rigid civilization. The Rhunbardi had fallen into a defensive mentality and created the most powerful military force in the world. The Viraaki had retreated into hedonic escapism. The Saoites had embraced the grief as part of their identity, making for tighter communities of shared sorrow and endurance...








In the modern day, it felt difficult to imagine the mindsets of the original survivors. What was left of a person, bereft of everything they had once known? The very luckiest perhaps retaining one or two family members or friends, while everything else - people, possessions, places - were gone forever?








What remained valuable? Each of the eight Parties had attempted to find an answer to that question. Neferuaten's question, that had driven her to join the Order in the first place.








On that night, I was also thinking about it.








Though few people came due to there being a far nicer one on an island in the river about 15 minutes away, the area around the monuments had been made into a campus park. Benches sat in their shadows amidst the tall grass. I sat in one, drinking.








I didn't really know how to drink. It sounds a little stupid to say it like that, but it's true. Even being about 4 (or 5, depending on how you look at it) years past the legal age, I'd never really touched alcohol outside of a few dozen social events. The one time I'd really done it on my own, I'd only managed a single glass before I felt stupid and just poured some milk instead.








I didn't like the loss of control. Of agency...








However, after class that evening, something that regulated normal behavior in my brain felt like it had short circuited. Taking the tram back home suddenly felt pointless; an empty habit, like watering a dead plant. All of my hangups and reservations about anything felt like they were just theatrics I was just performing to myself. Why hold yourself from doing anything? What was so great about trying to live like a healthy human being?








So I'd grabbed some fruit liqueur from a store and gone to the library, ostensibly to look for references for my coursework, but instead had just ended up just drinking it, at first only as an experiment, then as my primary activity. Eventually, they caught me and kicked me out. Normally an event like this would send me down a spiral of self-consciousness, but instead I found that I just did not give a fuck about anything.








And so I'd ended up in the park. My head felt light, and I could barely sit up straight, not that I was trying particularly hard. I'd stopped feeling hungry a while ago, but kept drinking. I'd always thought of it as an inaccessibly adult activity, but contrary to my expectations, the more I drank, the more I felt like a child sucking on a bottle of juice. Later I'd remember the experience far less favorably and endeavor not to repeat it, but at the time it felt great. I took a sip, I laughed a little to myself thinking of some nice memory. I stared at the long grass. In the darkness, I slowly lost all sense of time...








In retrospect, people must have seen me. It wasn't a busy park, but it wasn't completely dead either. I at least had the sense to have not taken my veil off, so it was extremely doubtful anyone recognized me, but some funny stories were probably exchanged over the following days. It might've been a lot worse had it not been for what happened next.








The odds must've been minuscule - I'd call it a miracle if the whole sequence of events wasn't so banal - but at some point, Ran, who by this point lived in the dorms rather than in her own apartment like I did, spotted me, probably recognizing my clothing. I was so deep in my own head that I didn't notice her until she was right next to the bench, but she must've been shocked, as she was sprinting and, when she spoke, sounded obviously thrown off.








"Utsu, is that you?!" she called out in a hushed tone as she came close, probably out of concern for revealing my identity.








"Uh... Ran...?" I looked up at her, seeing only a blurry shape in the darkness. I didn't see her quite as regularly in those days, so I legitimately wasn't sure.








"What the hell are you doing out here at this time of night?" she asked worriedly. Her eyes went to the bottle in my hand, answering her own question. "How much have you drunk?"








I looked at the object I was holding, feeling like I could barely hold the situation between the fingers of my mind without it slipping away like an eel. The bottle, colorful and shaped with a mind for novelty, looked like some alien artifact. "I... I dunno..." I eventually managed. "I think this is the second...?"








She took it from my hands, the remaining liquid sloshing about. Her eyes went wide. "Utsu, this is fucking brandy. Are you trying to kill yourself!?"








I smiled at her and giggled strangely, not really understanding what she was saying. "What...?"








Honestly, I hadn't even really known enough about drinks back then to understand in what level of abundance it was safe to consume anything - I'd absorbed from popular culture that beer was a 'lighter' drink and spirits and wine were 'heavier', but neither of my parents really drunk much, and I'd never planned to do so myself. So it'd never felt worth bothering to absorb the knowledge.








The first bottle definitely had been something much lighter, though. Just based on the fact that I was still alive.








"Look at me," she said, the anger in her voice immediately giving way to anxiety. She took hold of my face with her hands, pointing it at her own.








I tried to focus on it, on her deep, near-black eyes past the fabric of her veil. Somehow, this brought me a little back down to earth.








"Y-You're scared? ...I'm sorry..." I said, my words slurred. "I was feeling weird, so, I... Uh, I walked around a bit... But, I'm okay..."








"Goddammit," she said, glancing around. "We need to get you out of here. The university security is gonna find you at this rate."








"They kicked me out of the library," I said, some neuron in my brain firing correctly.








"Dying gods, you were doing this in the library?" Her face contorted, but she quickly sighed, shaking her head. "Fuck it. Fuck it. Never mind that. Can you stand?"








"I dunno," I said blearily.








"Just take my shoulder, okay?" She leaned her arm around my waist, shifting her bag to the other side of her body. "We'll-- We'll take it easy."








I reached over her shoulder, and at her prompting - still not really able to understand the situation - rose to my feet. The world spun vertically, and I felt like I was going to fall into the sky. Probably the only reason I didn't puke on the spot was that I hadn't eaten anything in about a day. Still, I lost my footing for a second, and Ran had to practically catch me, lurching down to make up for our difference in height.








Eventually, though, I managed to get my bearings, at least as far as being able to put one foot in front of the other. Ran slowly led us away from the monoliths towards what must have been the park's exit, while I stared at the ground.








"They'll be some carriages out at the east exit, even at this hour," she said. "We'll get you home that way, waste of credit or not."








"Don't wanna go home," I said, smiling to myself.








"Well, too fucking bad," she said, flatly but firmly.








"What time is it...?" I asked.








"It's nearly one in the morning."








I didn't know how to process this, so I simply stared into space for a few moments. "Oh," I eventually said. "That's weird."








She stared at me for a moment as we continued to walk, then sighed again, this time more sharply. "Why the hell would you do something like this, Utsu? This isn't like you at all."








I looked back down at my feet.








"What do you mean?" I asked. My body felt tense. My fingers dug into the well-cushioned seat. 








"At some point between two and three years following induction, the mind arrives at a... Well, let's call it a 'settled' state," the doctor explained, at that same wooden desk he'd been behind when we first met. He was smiling, but it was with that uncomfortable, practiced sympathy that you always see on the faces of medical professionals bearing bad news. "At this point, the sense of self, and of identity, become more or less equally static to that of the general population. Or if you'd prefer a more scientific explanation, the information originally stored on the induced pneuma has been more or less completely synchronized with the mundane brain - either replicated or, well, discarded."








I was silent, staring dead ahead, my face frozen.








"I understand this might be shocking to hear. Your sessions with our clinicians are private, even from me, but you might've been recently told you were still making progress." His eyes wandered down to the surface of the desk, even if his face didn't otherwise move. Nervousness. "In most research, assimilation has been found to occur much more gracefully when the patient does not have cause for anxiety about the issue. It's sort of like falling asleep-- The more you obsess about it, the less likely it is to happen. I won't blame you if you feel angry or frustrated, but please understand that everything we've done with you here has been to facilitate that as much as possible. Even now, I believe them to have been for the best."








"So," I said, my voice incredibly rigid. "We're... Stopping treatment?"








"Not entirely," he said. "I'm going to prescribe you a targeted neurodepressant, for if you experience any more pseudo-prosognostic attacks, or just any severe disassociation with your body in general. It can interfere with the assimilation process if used in our normal treatment plan, but it should help you to manage those symptoms going forward."








"You mean, it'll make me feel more like this is my body," I said.








He hesitated briefly. "It will help you calm down," he said, trying to smile.








The words felt like spit in my face. "You mean, you won't try to actually change things any more, though," I inferred. "That everything else will stop."








He exhaled softly, his tone gentle to the point it came across as insincere. "Yes, I think that would be the best course of action."








"But, I... I mean, Utsushikome..." I looked down at my palms.








"I want you to understand that this isn't, in any way, your fault," he said. He leaned forward a bit, trying to transition into what was probably supposed to be a more relaxed, fatherly tone. "This isn't something I'd normally say, but for patients in your position, who begin at a stage of total non-identification, it's incredibly rare to even volunteer for this treatment at all. That you even did so showed, in my opinion, tremendous selflessness. And you followed all of the exercises perfectly and diligently, not even shying away from the more medicalized components of the plan. I couldn't have asked for a more diligent patient."








I shuddered. My body felt cold and hot at the same time.








"I also don't want you to feel that this has made you a failure," he went on, continuing the speech he'd probably planned. "Despite beginning with personal traits suggestive of a durable ego, you still managed to modestly raise your dissociation levels across the board, and even bring a handful of memories and traits to almost a state of full incorporation. Even if it doesn't feel that way, you are Utsushikome of Fusai. Without a doubt."








"No," I said, feeling revolted. "That isn't true. How can you-- How can you say that? Treat her like she's just some thoughts?" I shook my head sharply. One of my braids came untied, the hair falling to cover the side of my face. "You're supposed to be a doctor. 'Always be with you' platitudes are for fucking priests."








Though he held his smile stiffly, the man fell silent for a moment. He'd obviously not had many conversations like this before, and it was not going remotely well.








I didn't process this at the time. I scratched at my scalp in neurotic anger, unable to look at him. "You told me... Told her, that this wouldn't happen."








"That's not true," he said patiently. "I said that it was possible things could go wrong."








"That's not how you phrased it at all. You acted like it was nothing to worry about. Do you think I don't remember?" I swallowed the air, feeling sick. "What am I supposed to do now?"








He took a breath. "That's up to you. Now that we've reached this point, if you feel unable or unwilling to continue with the life you have now, there are various ways we can try to help you. Alliance law means that you will always have the same fundamental identity from a legal perspective, but if you want to change your name and have a fresh start elsewhere, I can put you in touch with some special help to that effect. Or, if you feel uncomfortable with your body as it is now, there are several medical options available to pursue depending--"








"I'd never do that to her," I said, holding my arms around my chest. "It isn't right. It's all sick. It's sick."








At this point, the man looked helplessly lost in the face of my reaction, his face flustered. He pushed forward nevertheless. "...or, if you'd prefer, you can continue on with your current identity. Or anything in between. You're the one whose needs matter here. You are who you are now, and nothing you think best for yourself is inappropriate."








"What about her family?" I said, looking back up at him. "Her friends?"








"Beyond the requirements of secrecy pertaining to the broader situation, that's between you and them," he said. "Again, this situation is incredibly unusual, and not at all your fault. You're not obligated to anyone, emotionally or in terms of perceived sincerity." 








I was silent, breathing heavily.








"Whatever it might feel like right now, I promise you that, even if they could know about this, your family and friends would still love and accept you. So long as you choose to be, you will always be the person they've always known." He seemed to seize on my less overtly hostile response to this idea, leaning forward a little with a quiet desperation. "In fact, if you want to walk out the door now and keep living the life you have been, to forget ever having come here in the first place, no one would think that immoral. If you're financially secure and don't want to be reminded of this, you don't even have to claim the stipend. There's a procedure in place for your documents to be completely removed from our records--"








"I won't accept this," I said quietly.








He blinked. "I'm sorry?"








"I said I won't accept it!"








Later, I'd find out there was some party which had just ended adjacent to the campus. As a result, all of the private carriages to rent were already gone. After a fairly reserved amount of cursing, Ran steeled herself and half-carried me all the way to the nearest tram station, looking hyper-vigilant for any of the sort of people you need to be when your group consists of two women in the middle of the night, one of whom is drunk out of their senses. Fortunately, we didn't run into anyone. Even the tram, when it showed up, seemed to be empty.








In the bright interior light, I finally reclaimed a little sense of place. Ran planted us down in a seat near the door, and the carriage began its long crawl uphill.








"My back hurts," Ran said tiredly, rubbing it.








"'m sorry," I said blearily.








"Yeah, well, you should be." She sighed, then blinked as she turned to look in my direction. "Gods, you look like shit, too. When was the last time you ate something?"








"Uhh." I tried to recall. "Had some pasta yesterday." I laughed weakly. "I think."








She peered at me. "Something's obviously happened, but there's not gonna be a point in trying to push you when you're like this. I'll have to bridge you tomorrow." She looked downwards, unbuckling her bag and rooting around in it. "I was out on a day trip today, so I've got a sandwich left over. You can eat it."








"I'm not hungry..." I said.








"Yes you fucking are," she said bluntly. She dumped a paper bag in my lap. "You'll eat it, even if I have to chew it up and spit it in your mouth like a mother bird."








I looked down at the object woozily. Despite my complaints, I found it did smell pretty good, and woozily, I pushed my hand inside to fish for the contents. It retrieved a half-baguette, filled with spartan, straightforward ingredients: Lettuce, caramelized onions, cheese, and a large amount of steak. It was cold, but when I bit into it, a gentle warmth spread through my body.








"Have some water, too," she said, passing me a bottle. "So you don't puke."








Before I knew it, I was wolfing both down pretty fast as my body begun to wake up to the concept of food again and realized it was starving. In different circumstances, I probably would've been fussy enough to reject the sandwich. I didn't really like lettuce, and it was almost completely unseasoned, but in the moment I barely even noticed. There was something seriously wrong with the steak, too, but it took me a little while to realize what even that was.








In the modern era, almost all beef you found was replicated from the highest quality cuts, themselves grown via Biomancy to be superior in quality to anything you'd find on a real cow - or at least the approximation of the animal produced in the Remaining World. It had perfect, extensive marbling that gave the meat a gentle, rich flavor, and a very soft texture. This was what most people thought of when they imagined eating the stuff.








What was in Ran's sandwich, however, was different. It was chewy, dense, and had a subtle, bloody flavor. It was replicated natural beef, which you had to go out of your way and sometimes spend luxury debt to even obtain.








I'd asked her once, near the end of our time in tertiary school, why she liked it better. She said that most cuisine was an attempt to turn "all food into differently flavored sticks of butter," and then refused to elaborate.








It was such a stupid thing to have an extreme opinion over. That was something I liked about her. 9 times out of 10 she acted like the most sensible, down-to-earth person in the world, but every so often, like with her romance novels, she'd turn out to be obsessed over something inexplicable and immature. It was cute.








I finished her food, and drank the water so greedily I emptied the whole bottle. She wordlessly packed away the refuse as I held my stomach, staring into space.








The train rattled onward.








"Ran..." I said after a few minutes had passed. "I'm sorry..."








She sighed. "Yeah, well. We all have meltdowns sometimes, I guess."








"No, 'snot what I mean," I said, shaking my head, my face slowly contorting into a frown. "I messed up everything. Messed up your whole life."








"You're not yourself right now, Utsu," she said tiredly.








"I dunno why you cared about her... What you felt about her... But I took her away. And I made you do so much for me. Made you go to the same university, made you look after me whenever I do something stupid." I lurched, like my chest wanted to hiccup, but my throat wasn't willing to commit to the effort. "Even though you hate me. While I haven't done-- Done anything for you."








"I don't hate you, Utsu," she said quietly, the emotion fading from her voice. "And I haven't done anything much for you, either."








"Everything feels so empty," I said. "I can't fix anything. I screwed up just once, and now it'll... It'll always be that way. That'll always be who I am. I broke the whole world." I pulled my veil away, putting my face in my hands.








"You're doing your best," she said. "That's what's important."








I wasn't really crying, but my face heaved awkwardly anyway.








"You're so kind," I said, turning to look at her.








In that moment, I really don't know what possessed me. Even though my memory was strong enough to unfortunately preserve most of what happened that night, I can't remember what was in my thoughts right there and then. What made me feel like it was a reasonable course of action in the context, and what made me want to do it at all.








I leaned in her direction, holding out my hand towards her face, and moving my head forward.








She must've known what was happening at once. Her hand shot into the air, stopping mine in its tracks. Grasping it by the wrist.








For a moment we just sat there like that, frozen in our positions. And in that awful instant, I suddenly, if briefly, felt completely sober. I stared at her, my eyes wide.








Then, slowly, she pushed me away, lowering my hand back into my lap.








"This isn't who you are, Su," she said. There was an indecipherable heaviness to the words.








I nodded mutely.








"You liked a boy back at the academy, remember? Takekochi. Or whatever."








I nodded mutely.








"I'm going to get you home," she said. "And we'll forget about this."









𒊹
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Despite it seeming like Kamrusepa was on to something, in just the few moments that my attention had lapsed, the conversation had already moved on.








"Anna! What about those damn bracelets?" Zeno suddenly called out. "Even without the Power, shouldn't they have rung out and given us a sense of her time of death?"








"She wasn't wearing one, self-evidently," she replied.








"Well why the ­fuck did we even bother rooting around for them, then?" she protested, looking around the area. "Okay, hands up: Who else couldn't be bothered to put the life-saving device on their wrist? All morons please come forward."








"It doesn't, as a matter of fact, save your life," Kamrusepa said, her dislike of Zeno now at the point it had placed her in full contrarian mode. "It merely identifies other people of your death, which is not exactly helpful for the individual."








"Life-saving as in our lives, you little cunt," Zeno retorted.








"Uh, I actually did forget to put mine on," Ptolema said. "Everyone was still so mad about Theo back then, and I lost track of what I was doing..."








"Big surprise," Ezekiel said.








"Hey, incidentally, we should probably put one on Lilith and Mehit," Seth said, raising a finger.








"Oh, that's a good point, master Ikkuret," Linos said. "Uh, do we have more spares, Anna?"








"Yes," she said. "But I'll wait to see how your tribunal proceeds first, I think."








"Wait, er, hold on," Theodoros said, looking puzzled. "Was Yantho also not wearing his bracelet?"








"No, he was," Kam told him, giving a funny look. "Didn't you hear the dreadful screeching a moment before Zeno and Fang discovered us?"








"It was, ah... Rather loud..." Ophelia spoke quietly.








Theo scratched his head. "I must have been more tired than I thought."








"Alright, I'm not letting this pass out of the conversational frame," Zeno said, putting a hand on her hip. "Let me see all of your pretty wrists. Right now. We're going to check not only if you have them on, but if they're configured properly."








"Can't this wait?" Kam asked. "I rather us arrive at some pretense of a conclusion to this before we get sidetracked obsessing over widgets."








"We didn't press the issue before, and now look what happened," she replied with annoyance.








"Weren't you talking with Saci for like, 2 hours?" Seth asked leadingly. "You of all people should have noticed if she wasn't wearing one and done something if you thought it was a problem, right?"








"Be quiet," she told him flatly.








I wasn't really paying complete attention to the conversation. Instead, I was focused on Lilith, who - though she'd been brought into the room without everyone else - was still curled up on her own in the corner of the security center, seemingly dead to her surroundings.








Seeing her like that, a girl who couldn't be more than 14 years old at most... It felt silly to even consider the possibility that she could be an accomplice.








But if one did consider it, a lot of things made sense. It was possible for the culprit to have ambushed Mehit and Lilith without them learning their identity; them being in disguise, either as the thing we'd seen in the hall or something else altogether, seemed more likely than not just as a matter of common sense. However, even this act would betray a great deal of information about their potential identity, not least of all that they were probably a human and not some abstract monster. It would also put them in danger; Mehit had been armed, and judging by the way she'd handled the pistol, she was far from inexperienced.








You could imagine a convoluted scenario where they might have lured golems to attack them for real, but that felt contrived. The 'mastermind' scenario was predicated on creating a very specific set of circumstances: Mehit screams. We venture out to rescue her, and discover her wounded, but not fatal. We rush her back to heal her. If anything had gone wrong and she'd died outright, or else remained conscious... Things could have gone very differently. The situation would have had to be very controlled.








And when you asked who was in the best position to exercise that control, and who was now in a conveniently unresponsive state, the answer was obvious.








Based on the fact we'd seen no other sign on them in the entire building, LIlith and her mother had probably been held up in the printing room since we arrived. Mehit wouldn't have suspected an attack from her own daughter. The girl could have easily taken the pistol from her by surprise and, considering she had the same medical knowledge as the rest of us, shot her in a location that wouldn't kill her instantly, but would still be life-threatening. She could even have drugged her to ensure she passed out afterwards - with everything about the state of her body, we wouldn't have stumbled on evidence, nor likely have thought to check.








This idea also solved the question of how the culprit outside the room could communicate with whomever had actually killed Sacnicte without risking exposure. Every logic bridge summoning was recorded by the system, but even though we had a rough accounting of everyone's movements in the lead up to the murder, there would have been plenty of chances for Lilith to have discreetly dropped or passed a note.








This whole idea is crazy, the skeptical part of my brain said. You're making way too many leaps to support a little girl literally shooting her own mom.








But she wasn't just a little girl, was she...? That much had become clear earlier.








It doesn't even hold up to scrutiny on a factual level, it continued. Even if Lilith were working with the mastermind, they'd still have to have communicated this plan to her at some point after we bunkered down. All it does is kick the same problem to a different place while inserting another party and making everything more complicated.








Hm, that was true. Unless Balthazar's claims about time literally repeating were to be believed... Something I wasn't really prepared to accept as an actual basis for reasoning, visions or not... There was no way whoever was behind this could have anticipated this specific scenario. And in the unlikely circumstance that they were, why even bother with Lilith, instead of just telling their accomplice within our group directly?








...unless there was no second accomplice, and Lilith had also been the one to kill Sacnicte. But that was impossible, surely. She'd never even gone near the hallway.








I clicked my tongue. Was all of this baseless? Was I reaching, after all?








Maybe the culprit communicated to Lilith in a way that only she could understand but Mehit wouldn't, like tapping a coded message through the ceiling. If it were only the two of them, there wouldn't be scrutiny in the way that would happen for our own group.








That wasn't impossible, but it felt pretty stupid. Was I supposed to believe everyone in on this conspiracy believed a secret code, now?








It's possible the culprit did contact Lilith over logic bridge, but just expected we wouldn't check as closely since she was out of the way. We'd be looking for logic bridge usage centered around here, after all. Someone's probably checked where the messages from the culprit were coming from at the same time, but would it be possible to miss something like that...?








I shook my head. Even if this idea was stupid, I needed to clear it up.








"Well, that's some small comfort," Zeno was saying, as I tuned back into the conversation, apparently satisfied with their wrist inspections. "But yes: My opinion is that we should start taking decisive action against the most suspect."








"What sort of decisive action, pray tell?" Kamrusepa asked.








"The same as the boy," he said, gesturing to Theo. "Bind them, keep them under watch. Be prepared to stop them if they try anything."








"Ehh, not so sure I like the idea of more than a third of us being tied up if the actual culprit does show," Fang said, wobbling their hand from side to side."








"No offense intended, but prodigies or not, you're just children," Zeno said condescendingly. "In a real fight, you'd only get in our way."








"Oh, you're not counting yourself?" they asked, confused.








"Of course I'm not counting myself!"








"Um, sorry to interject," I said, "but someone checked all of the records on the security console, right?"








"I did, yes," Anna spoke up from downstairs.








"Including the records of who's been accessing logic engines all over the sanctuary?"








"Yes," she responded tacitly, then after a moment, added: "You're thinking that someone outside of our group might've been in contact with someone in the room. That's not the case. The transmission you apparently all viewed was the only one sent."








"Wait, wait, hold on a sec," Seth objected, raising an eyebrow. "We can track who uses logic bridges here? Why haven't we just checked where the asshole doing this is sending the messages from?"








"I already considered as much," Anna said. "The system reports both transmissions as having originated from the administrative core. That would either mean they were scripted in advance, or that someone literally traveled there to send them."








That didn't feel unfeasible. The core was only a few minutes walk away from where we stood now.








"And again, I also utilized both personnel tracking systems, which reported the same data as was present upon our arrival-- Save for the two we lost. Of course, it could simply be that the culprit moved swiftly."








I nodded. The system had reported Hamilcar as being within the underground and Samium as seemingly the only person in the building proper left unaccounted for, but it felt incredibly unlikely that they were both in on it. So assuming there really was an outsider accomplice and it wasn't all some elaborate illusion, one of them had to be the guilty party, going up and down the stairs at the right moments.








Well, unless there was something I was missing.








"I'd like to check the logic bridge records myself, please," I said.








"Why?" she asked bluntly, while some of the others eyed me. I noticed, curiously, that Linos glanced towards Lilith, but the detail left my mind before I could think on it.








"I want to see if there were any other attempts at communication in the past hour outside of this room, if the interface wouldn't make that incredibly obvious," I explained. "I have a theory."








She was silent for a moment, presumably thinking.








"There is no reason to stop you," she eventually said. "Deleting the records is impossible."








"What's your theory, Su?" Kam asked curiously.








"...I don't want to say it, in case it ends up being ridiculous," I said, stepping towards the logic bridge Seth and I had touched the previous day, back when Sacnicte was extorting him. "This'll just take a minute."
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I touched the metal, and as it had yesterday, the complicated set of impulses from the various functions of the security center flooded into my mind's eye-- Though absent the transmission of Old Yru's city center, which now conveyed only a connectivity error.








It was strange to consider, in the darkness, that it was now past noon, and the second day of celebrations - and the cleanup for the parade of the first day - were probably in full swing. At this point, it felt difficult to imagine the events of the bicentennial ceremony taking place on the same planet.








...Well, I suppose this wasn't, technically, the same planet.








Regardless, instead of focusing on that, I instead pivoted my mind towards the various feeds of data. Though they'd been locked the previous day, they seemed to freely available now-- Presumably the measure which restricted access had been disabled, presumably when we'd first returned to the area and Sacnicte had been showing everyone the recording of Bardiya's murder.








I decided to review the data Anna had just recounted first, since it wasn't impossible she was an accomplice somehow, and just assumed we would take her at her word. Using a logic bridge for a purpose you hadn't before was a little disorienting (it'd been pulled up for me the last time) but I slowly started to make sense of it.








Again, there were two data feeds that reported who was currently in the sanctuary. The first inferred who was in what location specifically based on their passage between the different sections: The Inner Sanctum Bioenclosure, the Guest Bioenclosure, the Arboretum Bioenclosure, and the Sanctuary Underground. The data was literally unchanged from when I'd last seen it; as had been the case with Durvasa, Sacnicte and Yantho were still reported as being present in the bioenclosure, despite their death.








...Literally unchanged. Now that I thought about it, wasn't that rather strange?








"That's... Odd," I said out loud. "The system is still reporting Anna as being above ground, even though she's down in the basement."








Linos frowned. "That is strange. Could the system be compromised in some way? That might explain quite a lot, actually."








"No, that's not the case," Anna spoke up from down below, now sounding a little irritated. Evidently, we were starting to distract her from her work. "Since there's no clean point of transition akin to the bioenclosure gateways, the system checks people proceeding underground at checkpoints instead. They require a little space, so they're usually where the passage expands to its full size, rather than directly at the staircase."








"Oh," Linos said, rubbing his head. "That makes sense, I suppose."








So it's possible to be a little underground while not being 'underground' as the system defines it. That felt important to keep in mind.








Second was the system which reported the number of living humans in each bioenclosure, the methodology of which was still a little uncertain to me. It also reported the same figures, with the exception of two less people alive in the Inner Sanctum, for obvious reasons.








I decided to take a quick look through the visual feeds too. As Sacnicte had told us, most of them seemed to have been deactivated, especially in the area we were in. Out of curiosity, I checked the one covering the conference room, and discovered it was one of the few still operational. I started reviewing the recording just in case there was any sign of whatever I'd thought I'd seen, but it was so dark that it felt hard to make out anything. I searched for the section where Theo ran in with the candlelight, but the angle but the whole area behind one of the big pillars--








"What are you doing, Su?" Kam, who had evidently also attuned to the logic bridge out of her standard drive to be a busybody, said.








"Uh, just looking back at when Theo left the room to see if there were any clues," I said.








She squinted, despite the fact this didn't actually help with logic bridges. "Doesn't look it to me, I fear. Though it's darker than a Yuloian summer."








Yuloi was the one part of Outer Sao that wasn't in the League. It was right near the center-rim, where the Great Lamp never got close to, and was famous for being relatively miserable at all times of year. (Though it made up for this by having amazing food.)








In any case, I had to agree with her. I sighed, then - on a whim - skimmed further back in the records a bit to the previous day to when we were doing our presentations, and found the section of the footage featuring mine, right at the end. I saw myself standing in front of the anatomy doll in the middle of the explanation of how I intended to kill and then resuscitate it, and felt a chill. Then I quickly dismissed this before Kam could understand what I was doing.








I also decided to check another feature Sacnicte had briefly mentioned - the one that cast the Anomaly-Divining Arcana every fifteen minutes to check for incantations. That could be essential in figuring out how the Power itself has been suppressed. ...but unfortunately, I could find no clear record. it picked up Seth and Ptolema's healing incantations, though, and Anna's divination, so had the system been specifically sabotaged? I wasn't sure off the top of my head how that could be accomplished, though.








Maybe - assuming the theory about them making use of the old eris tanks was true - the area around the pantry was a blind-spot for this, too? That felt... Plausible.








Though checking closer, there were some strange incantations cast in the underground - complex Aetheromancy too sophisticated for me to make sense of - some time recently; about a half hour after we'd first arrived at the main hall. That indicated that something had been going on.








"Hey, who here is most familiar with spatial distortion Aetheromancy?" I asked.








Linos hesitated, then raised a hand. "I wouldn't call myself a master, but it's part and parcel with transmutation, so I've picked up bits and pieces."








"Could you take a look at this incantation the system observed?" I stepped aside, inviting him to come forward. "I don't recognize it."








He looked troubled, but wheeled himself over to the logic bridge regardless, Zeno watching closely. He pressed his hand to the metal, and frowned.








"...mm, I've seen this before," he said after a few moments of thought. "This is the Phantasm-Projecting Arcana, a technique from around the turn of the millennium - it was being pioneered when I was still in university."








"I know it," Ezekiel said. "It's used for summoning intangible objects, isn't it?"








"Anyone could've deduced that much from just the name, Ezekiel," Kam said, rolling her eyes.








"It's a little more complicated than simply summoning them," Linos said. "Specifically, it lets you turn any area of space, whether it contains an object or not, into a 'phantasm'; a sort of ghostly pseudo-object that can be moved around regular space without affecting or interacting with it in any way. It can then be either reverted or discarded at will. It doesn't really have any medical applications, but it's used in things like complex repairs to equipment that can't simply be replaced, or experiments that require sudden changes to an object's environment. And it had some applications in manufacturing for a few years before my discipline, uh, killed it all off." He coughed. "Can't think of why it would be used here."








"Could somebody use it to, like, pass through one of the sensors without the system noticing them?"








Linos shook his head. "No, any intangible objects going through walls would set off the defensive incantations just as much as smashing them." He curled his lip, confused. "And besides, this looks like it was only used on something very small - about the size of a human hand." He hesitated. "Though, uh, it couldn't have literally been a human hand. It's incredibly dangerous to use on anything alive, let alone only part of an organism."








"Maybe they used it to open a locked door?" Ptolema suggested. "Or steal something?"








Linos made an awkward laugh which metamorphosed mid-way into a puzzled hum. "It's... Not impossible, I suppose. But it'd be like using silverware to eat junk food."








That was a comment that showed Linos's age. Nowadays, you could get a set of pure silver cutlery at a distribution house without even spending any luxury debt. It was just pretty gauche.








I shook my head. I couldn't keep getting distracted - at this rate, Zeno would lose patience.








I opened the logic bridge access records. Immediately, I was struck by how badly the information was formatted, to the point that even through a logic bridge - a system famous for eliminating almost all the cumbersome aspects of human-machine interfacing - it felt awkward and slow to sort through it. Records were excessively broken up by both locations and half-hour intervals of time, with no mechanism to easily search them for anything specific.








Further, there were no direct records for if two logic bridges in the sanctuary had been in communication with one another, only if the communication it had made was internal or external to the sanctuary. So the only way to check was to find one usage entry, and then search everywhere else for one that matched the time so closely it could be reasonably assumed they had been the ones communicating. It was like it was designed to be user unfriendly.








At least it only tracked communication. It would've been a nightmare to sort through if it just tracked any sort of activation, period.








"What are you looking for, Su?" Kam asked curiously. A couple other people had also tapped the bridge idly by this point, including Ran and Seth, and even Zeno was now looking on curiously.








"Just give me a second," I said quietly. This had attracted more attention than I'd hoped. It was going to be pretty embarrassing when it probably came to nothing.








I checked what I knew first to get the hang of it. As Anna had said, the logic bridge from the administrative core had established a connection at 11:13. Then, we'd established one back at 11:15 from the main hall - or 'Sanctum Great Hall' as it was formally designated on the system. I could see a connection had been established from the security center too, so Sacnicte must've still been alive at that point-- Well, presumably.








Then, I moved over to the section that would hopefully cover the printing room, 'Eastern Inner Sanctum Entrance Area'. I accessed it--








I blinked.








"I'm going to give you one more minute, so hurry it up," Zeno said impatiently from behind. "With you all crowded around that thing, I'm starting to wonder if you're conspiring an escape strategy in silence. Don't think I'm not watching your every move."








The words barely registered. I couldn't quite believe what I was seeing; that I'd actually been right. But there it was. At 11:00 exactly, communication had been established from the printing room.








Kam seemed to pick up on what was going on, raising a hand to her mouth. "What the... No, surely not."








I went back to the records for the administrative core and checked that same time, but found nothing, even when I went to the previous half-hour section and checked that too, in case Lilith had been slow to pick up. But I wasn't willing to give up that easily at this point. If we assumed the culprit was trying to throw us off, they would have surely accessed it from somewhere else. So I went through all of the underground records for the time too, starting from the area closest to where we'd spotted the figure in the hall--








...and there it was. In the 'North Inner Sanctum Underground', another logic bridge communication, also at 11:00 exactly.








"Oh shit," Seth, who was also still attuned, said, his voice very quiet. He glanced sharply towards Lilith, who was still where we'd left her, staring at the floor.








Kam bit her lip sharply, while Ran looked in my direction, a severe look on her face.








"What's going on?" Zeno asked, starting to frown. "Don't keep us in fucking suspense."








"Y-Yeah," Ptolema said, while Ophelia also looked in concern. "You guys all look really freaked out.








"They were just looking through logic bridge data, so far as I could tell..." Linos said, looking puzzled. "I feel like I might be missing something."








Oh, right. If you didn't know where we'd found Lilith, it wouldn't make total sense, would it?








"Su, you should explain it," Ran said. Kam, for her part, was biting her lip, looking intensely contemplative.








Yeah, this is your theory, my unceasing sense of universal background guilt said. You need to take responsibility.








I frowned. Taking another nervous glance at Lilith as I considered what might come of this, I cleared my throat.








"Uh, okay, so," I said. "Remember a few minutes ago, when Kam was talking about whether this was planned, or something the culprit had done on the spur of the moment?" A few people nodded. "I was thinking about it, and with how perfectly everything played out to create a chance to kill Sacnicte - and Yantho, I suppose, however that happened - it felt more likely it was deliberate, or at least partially deliberate. Someone trying to create chaos to move things around and manufacture an opportunity."








Saying it out loud, it almost sounds like a reach, huh. But then, so much about this situation was insane it felt hard to tell what was reasonable and what wasn't.








"That, ah, makes more sense to me," Theodoros said, nodding. There was a strange look in his eyes... "If it were just what happened with Lilith and Mehit, and maybe the call the culprit sent, that could be a coincidence... But with the Power being meddled with, that altogether seems too much."








"Mmmmm, yeah," Fang said, nodding a bit. "I'd put it like, 2/3 in that direction, I guess?"








I nodded, quickly resuming the explanation. I wasn't very good at speaking to a whole room - if I hadn't practiced anything, I needed to keep talking constantly, or I'd lose the thread of what I was trying to convey. "If we're assuming that someone engineered the window to murder them on purpose, then there's a couple things we can assume. Firstly, that there has to be an accomplice working with whoever killed them. No one can get in or out of here without being noticed, but someone had to have issued the summoning, and someone had to have blocked the Power. And probably to pose as the monster we saw in the hall, too. ...right?"








"Right," Linos said.








"Could that thing really have been someone in disguise?" Ptolema asked, looking skeptical. "I mean... It really didn't look like a person."








"A disguise can do rather a lot, Ptolema," Kamrusepa said. "You'd be surprised."








"I mean, um... It could have been a golem, perhaps...?" Ophelia offered.








"We actually have a policy here against golems outside of the control of the system," Linos chimed in. "It's part of our more general approach to weapons; beyond what we strictly need for security, they're considered more of a risk than a help, in case of situations like... Well, like this one." He frowned, crossing his arms. "That's not to say someone could have built one independently, but it would be difficult."








"Could've been a real ghost," Fang said.








"Don't joke around at a time like this, Fang," Kam chided them.








"Hey, it's not impossible," they said, putting their hands in the air. "I mean, you gotta think out of the box in a situation like this, right?" Their expression flattened. "But no, I agree. It was probably just a guy."








I nodded. "Secondly, we can assume that to enact a plan like this, whoever the culprit was outside of our group would need some means to communicate with their ally within it. Now, since there's nothing on the records to show how that could've been possible--"








"Fuck me, girl, could you please arrive at the point before we all fall asleep and the culprit slits out throats?" Zeno demanded, gesturing with her scepter. "You discovered something, right? Just get to it. We're not idiots, we'll piece it together." Ezekiel, to the side, nodded along with this sentiment.








I hesitated, thrown off. "Uh, so, I eventually thought that... Maybe what happened with Lilith and Mehit wasn't quite as it seemed. So I decided to check the communication record to see if anyone had been in contact with the room we discovered them in around the time of the scream." I scratched the side of my head. "And, uh, it turns out that someone was, from somewhere underground nearby. Right before it happened."








The room fell silent for a moment.








"Wait," Seth said, his eyes widening as he started to understand what was being suggested. "So what we saw... That was planned too? And Mehit--"








"Let me see this," Zeno said, her tone suddenly stricter and more severe.








I stood out of the way again, and she tapped the logic bridge. She paced on the spot for a moment, then stared intensely ahead.








"I don't fucking believe it," she said, gritting her teeth. "We've been played." She advanced immediately towards Lilith.








"H-Hold on, I don't get it," Ptolema said, looking anxious. "What does that prove? Somebody called them right before it all happened, and that attracted the golems?"








"Don't be stupid, Viraaki," Ezekiel said, turning to look at the girl. "We saw them already. They don't deviate from their movements unless they see a target, and they wouldn't have been out the hall, they must've already secured in there. The summoning wouldn't have been to attract anything. It could only have been to give instructions."








"Instructions...?" She seemed genuinely unable to make the logical leap.








"Lili wouldn't do that," Ophelia, who was following better, said. "She's just a child. She wouldn't shoot her own mother."








"Except she's not just a child, is she," Kamrusepa spoke, echoing my thoughts from earlier. "We all heard what Mehit said in the dining room."








"That shit isn't that simple, Kam," Seth said, frowning. "Don't talk about stuff you don't understand."








"Don't presume what I understand!" she objected, pointing a finger.








I frowned uncomfortably. There were few things more awkward in the world than hearing people argue about something that directly affected you, but without knowing about it.








"It's obvious she has some deeper issues," Kam continued, saying the words 'deeper issues' in the tone so loaded you could kill someone with it. "But she can clearly understand adult concepts, and if there's a reason she might not have normal feelings towards a parent--"








"She wouldn't!" Ophelia insisted, then blushed, looking embarrassed. "I mean... You've seen the way she clings to her. Even if it's complicated... Even if she isn't quite sure who she is, that's true! I have to believe as much!"








"Be sensible, Ophelia," Kam said firmly. "We've only seen the most superficial aspects of their relationship. That proves absolutely nothing."








Ophelia frowned deeply, withdrawing into herself with a disquieted look.








"But wait, Lilith couldn't be the culprit," Theodoros said. "I mean-- She was sitting by the logic bridge the whole time, wasn't she? No one said they ever saw her leave, even the people who were there the whole time. She'd have to... I don't know, have killed them with poison darts, or something."








"It doesn't matter if she literally killed them or not," Ran said grimly, also looking at the girl. "Regardless of whether or not there's a third conspirator, the point is, she could've been the go-between." She tensed her jaw. "I don't want to believe it either, but the timing of the call is too perfect."








"We don't know that whoever she was talking to was the culprit," Seth said, taking Ophelia's side. "It could've been about the golem attack, or-- I don't know, it's not certain."








Zeno was standing over Lilith now, looking at her with a contemptful expression. She continued to show no response, even as the aquamarine-haired woman staring down gripped her scepter tightly.








"This is not, and I stress this in the firmest of turns, a concession of innocence for the rest of you," she said. "As the boy points out, it seems unlikely this girl is the one who killed the two servants. But this does fucking stink to high heaven at the barest minimum, and frankly, I'm feeling less inclined to buy the oh-so-traumatized act." She made eye contact with Lilith. "Kid, I'm going to give you one chance. Tell us what happened in that room."








She offered no response, simply holding her hands around her knees and staring at the ground, her face placid.








Zeno's expression slowly twisted. "You know who I am, little girl. You must, even in your... State. Do you think I'm incapable of getting the truth out of you?"








In the body she was in, and even, well, period, Zeno did a pretty bad job of coming across as conventionally intimidating. For all their obvious skill in the Power, they had a certain ridiculousness - over-aggressive elitism and pride, along with obviously thinking they were by far the smartest person in the room - with an affect that made them come across as smaller, as opposed to someone like Anna, who had a naturally greater presence regardless of how she looked.








But that skill was there, and it lent a weight to their words. It was easy to forget she was the father... Uh, creator of the entire discipline of Neuromancy. The Power couldn't command the human mind directly, but above and beyond what could be achieved through the mundane use of chemicals, it possessed indirect means to make it suggestible, to go soft. Gods, I'd been subject to a couple during my acclimation treatment.








"Zeno," Linos said warily. "I'm not sure this is the right way to handle this."








She looked to him, irritated. "Again, Linos, I really do not think you appreciate the weight of our current situation."








"She's Hamilcar's niece," Linos replied. "And she's just a child. Even if she has been somehow manipulated--"








"What of it? He could be dead. He could very well be behind all this." She snorted. "And Eshk, you heard what the redhead said a second ago - she's right about that much. Anything could be going on inside the brat's head. For all we know, she could think of herself as a three century old man."








"Tasteful," Kamrusepa said dryly.








"There's a thousand ways that sort of shit can turn your brain into a soup, especially since her parents were stupid enough to do it when she was a literal child," Zeno went on. "She could be completely delusional about what's even going on around her. It certainly wouldn't contradict anything I've seen of her behavior thus far."








"You-- You can't say things like that!" Ophelia said, upset. "We've been in class with her for years! She might seem a little strange sometimes, but she's just an ordinary girl!"








"I don't have time for these hysterics," Zeno said, with a dismissive gesture.








"You're not, like..." Fang said, "...seriously gonna torture her, are you?"








"I'm not going to 'torture' her, but I am going to use the Power, yes," she said bluntly. "It's more likely than not she knows the identity of the culprit. We can't let a chance like this slip away."








I felt an unpleasant twinge in my gut. I was starting to feel bad I'd even brought up the idea at all.








...but was I, really? I mean, this was a nightmare situation. Maybe Zeno was right. If we truly valued our lives, maybe we couldn't operate on normal moral standards. Maybe we had to do everything in power to extract a potential advantage, or else be filled with bitter regret at the next lifeless face we had to see.








Ran took a few steps to stand to my side, glancing at me tiredly. It wasn't much, but it helped as a small gesture of comfort.








"This is nuts," Seth said, his tone somewhere between anger and anxiety. "We haven't even tried talking to her yet."








"That's true," Linos said, nodding. "We should... Take her aside, somewhere with a less tense atmosphere than this. Even if she she's culpable of something, she could still be in a vulnerable of state mind."








Zeno rolled her eyes. "Fuck, this is absurd. I've seen crabs with better survival instincts then you assholes."








"We... We don't need to do this!" Ophelia said, holding a hand to her chest. "Mehit's recovering! She might regain consciousness soon! She'll be able to tell us everything!"








"She won't recover," Lilith suddenly said.








Zeno frowned at Ophelia, not having noticed what just happened. "That woman could ta..." She stopped, her eyes slowly turning towards the girl.








Lilith was still sitting as she had been before, her posture unchanged. Hands around her legs, face pointed downward at the floor, eyes glazed over. Her small and frail-looking body was moving so little that, at a distance, you could mistake her for a strangely-positioned corpse.








And yet, she had definitely spoken, even if it had sounded very unlike her. The tone was incredibly quiet, and though she always spoke with little emotion, this had a strange, haunted affect to it, like she was barely even present within her own body.








"Her soul has already been claimed," she continued, "even if the flesh endures for a time, it is of no consequence."








Zeno stared at her cautiously, her posture tense. But after a moment had passed, she seemed to regain her confidence, relaxing a little and smirking. "See? All it took was a little threat to make her drop the act and transition to something else. Gods, and you were all getting all child-psychologist at me, like most of you are even adults yourselves."








"Nothing will endure. It will end," Lilith continued. "It will all end. End, end..."








Regardless of whether this was some kind of act, it was a little unsettling. Even when she wasn't speaking, she kept moving her mouth, like what we were hearing were just fragments of a much larger speech.








"What's she saying...?" Seth said, his brow furrowed anxiously. The room had gone from noisy to very quiet now, everyone watching Lilith.








"It doesn't matter what she's saying!" Zeno said, gesturing outwardly. "It's all just some inane performance. We don't have time for this." She looked back to Lilith. "I'll ask again. What happened in that room with your mother? With Mehit."








"Mother," Lilith mumbled.








"Yes, your mother," Zeno said flatly. "Don't get existential on me, now. What happened with the two of you?"








The girl kept opening her mouth and closing it again, like she was trying to speak but nothing was coming out. Her eyes appeared to boggle even wider than before, like there was a pressure coming from the inside of her head, threatening to split it open. Something about the pose started to resemble a person frozen just as they were about to throw up... But then, after a few moments, she suddenly stopped, her expression turning placid. Slowly, she raised her head.








Zeno started to scowl again, and spoke with impatience. "Well, come on--"








"I shot her," she said, her tone starkly calm compared to a moment earlier.








A lurch of surprise ran through the room, with a few people outright gasping. Even if this had been the theory - my theory - I'd never expected to hear a straightforward admission, at least not like this. Linos's mouth practically fell open, and Ophelia, who'd been defending her, looked the most shocked of all. Even Zeno seemed a little taken aback.








"It's as Utsushikome hypothesized," she continued, in that same serene tone. "We were in the room with the printer, with the door sealed and Mehit watching the windows in case anyone approached us from that direction. I was sitting next to the logic bridge, and so knew right away when the message arrived instructing me to shoot her. I stood up and kicked at her arm, then disarmed her before she could realize what was happening. Then, avoiding the heart, I shot her once in the chest."








"What the fuck," Ezekiel muttered.








"After that, I moved her up against the printer, then stepped outside in the hallway and shot the executive unit of a passing golem patrol to create an explanation for what people would discover upon arrival. Then I slammed the door shut before the vanguard units could arrive. Then, I sat down in the corner until everyone arrived," she concluded. "That's everything that happened in that room."








The room was silent for a moment, collectively taken aback. I, specifically, had no idea what to say. Lilith had always been strange, but this was like the person in front of us wasn't even her anymore. That she'd been possessed.








"Wow," Fang said, with a little nervous laughter. "Huh."








"No..." Seth said, shaking his head in dismay. "You can't be serious, Lili. I mean--" He looked towards me. "Sorry, Su, but this shit doesn't make any sense. I mean, what are the chances of a golem patrol coming at the exact right moment? And what would she have done if her mom had died, or if she hadn't been able to disarm her? The whole idea's full of holes."








I didn't know what to say in response, so I just looked away uncomfortably.








He turned back towards Lilith. "Did somebody put you up to this, Lili? Whoever broke into that room?"








"Yeah," Ptolema said, nodding along. "You can tell us. You don't be scared."








"It was communicated to me that the golem patrol would be coming, so I waited just over a minute before opening the door, so that," she paused sharply and strangely in the middle of the sentence, like a skipping record. "...I'd have the cleanest shot at it's logic engine. As for mother, her death would not have been an unacceptable outcome. If that eventuality had taken place, I would have simply injured myself instead."








"Injured... Yourself?" Seth asked warily.








She nodded distantly. "Yes, that was how I was to proceed in the event of failure. I had intended to shoot myself in the waist area. Fortunately, it did not need to... ...come to that."








Once again, the room seemed dumbstruck.








"T-This is really creepy," Ptolema said quietly, her voice anxious. "What's the matter with her?"








"It is... Rather unsettling," Kamrusepa said.








"I mean, she couldn't have-- She can't be serious, right? I mean, it's like Ophelia said. She's always been kinda weird, but... Talkin' about killing her own mom? Or even shooting herself?" She started to look angry, or maybe just flustered. "C'mon, Lili. Stop this."








Lilith stared ahead, her eyes as cold as a vacuum.








Ophelia, who up until this point had simply been watching with an anguished expression, started to weep a bit, her face scrunching up. "Why..." she said, her tone pained.








Zeno blinked, then rallied again. "Y-Yes, why? If you are confessing your guilt, then what was your motive?"








"I already told you," she said. "I was instructed to do so over the logic bridge."








"Instructed by whom?" She demanded.








"Hamilcar," she said.








Zeno's eyes went wide for a moment, and then she frowned sharply. "What?"








"Your uncle told you to do this," Linos stated, as if trying to parse the idea.








"Yes," she said. "That is, he at least gave that specific instruction. But both of us are servants of a higher power."








"Now wait just a moment," Zeno said, her tone growing harsher. "I've known Hamilcar for years. He's a fool, to be certain, but he wouldn't--"








"What sort of higher power? The gods?" Kamrusepa interjected.








"No," Lilith replied, her tone still completely level. "She who was given form and then defiled. She who exists outside of time, yet gives it shape. She from whom all things of substance originate, and to whom all shall return. Our mother--" she paused. "And executioner."
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When you thought about it, it did all fit together. This wasn't even the first time the possibility had come up.








Hamilcar had been missing from the group for the entire night - other than Samium, who was by all accounts bedridden, he was the only person to whom that applied. And the system had consistently recorded him as being underground. That made him the perfect candidate to have killed Durvasa, to have been the one to frighten us in the hallway, to have sent the messages from the administrative core, and to have suppressed the power and facilitated Sacnicte's death. The only thing he couldn't be responsible for was performing the other three murders directly.








He was also arguably the highest ranking person in the entire order. If anyone other than my grandfather could have somehow interfered with the design of the system years ago... If anyone could have set all of this up in advance, then he felt like the best candidate.








...yet, something about this still felt odd, even if I couldn't put my finger on it.








Linos, who seemed surprisingly willing to accept the situation now that it was all coming out, spoke to Lilith calmly. "Why are you confessing all this now, miss Eshkalon?"








"Because it is not of any consequence whether you understand this much or not," she said. "You were able to comprehend my role, so there is no point in denial. But it does not matter whether you know the truth or not. Events have been preordained. Nothing can be changed."








I gulped softly. Even if such an absolute assertion made no logical sense, it was hard not to be unsettled by the confidence with which she spoke the words.








"The way she's talking makes it seem like half of the shit she's saying is from a script," Ran said. "I've seen it before-- This kind of dissociative acting."








Seth looked towards her. "You think she's been indoctrinated?"








"It... Is starting to look that way," Linos said, holding a hand to his mouth with a furtive expression. "Or at least, I can't think of any other explanation for what's happened."








"L-Linos, you of all people should know that there's no way that Hamilcar would be party to something like this," Zeno said, putting a hand on her hip as she turned away from Lilith to face him, an unhappy expression crossing her features. "We've had our disagreements, to be sure, but I've known the man for two centuries now, and we've discussed both our work and all the damn philosophy of it more times than I could count. Even if he has his conservative side, he's a true believer in this cause more so than even Neferuaten was." She narrowed her eyes. "And you know his background. He'd be the last person to couch a betrayal in all this theocratic bullshit."








Linos, however, didn't look convinced. He clasped his hands together, looking down with a painfully contemplative expression.








"Lilith," Kamrusepa said, keeping her voice calm and even. "Had you and your uncle planned all of this in advance? Since prior to this weekend?"








"We did not," she said, with another strange pause, "plan anything. As I said, we are only instruments of Her will."








"But you must have discussed it with him," she said patiently. "otherwise you wouldn't have followed his orders."








Her eyes seemed to become more distant for a moment, but then she replied as 'normal'. "Yes, we spoke about what was to take place on many occasions."








"How many?" she asked, leaning forward subtly from her spot against one of the control panels.








"I'm uncertain," she said. "We've discussed Her will whenever mother wasn't present since I first started meeting with him several years ago, and how we may be of service in enacting it, though at first we did not speak in specific terms." She stopped at what seemed like the first organic moment in the conversation, seemingly thinking. "I think the first time we discussed the ritual that was to take place here was two years ago, just before I entered the Exemplary Acolytes Class, when he described this installation and its properties to me, and that a day would come when we both be made use of."








"Gods fucking above," Seth said, holding a hand to his mouth with his eyes wide.








Fang was wearing a frustrated expression. They'd looked away from Lilith and turned back in the direction of the main hall, pushing a hand through their hair.








"What do you mean, 'ritual'?" I asked, that word sticking in my mind for some reason.








"The ritual that will glorify Her and cleanse Her essence of the contamination that afflicts Her. The poison which seeps from the great dagger built below." Her eyes turned sharply downward for a moment, then snapped back up. "It is already almost complete. Everything will be wiped clean, restored to its true state."








I frowned to myself.








Back before Bardiya's death, we'd briefly discussed the strange difference in framing between the two messages we'd received about the crime - the one smuggled in with Kamrusepa's presentation, and the one which came, as we now knew, from the administrative core of the sanctuary itself. The latter had focused on the 'gods' and framed everything as a sort of divine judgement against the order's impertinence, while the former had seemed to anthropomorphize death itself, with what felt like a subtly more personal framing of the wrongdoing. It had also, strangely, used female pronouns.








So while whoever had sent - or pre-recorded - the messages had used the second... Lilith seemed to be using the first. If this was the truth, was the explanation just that she'd been the one to replace Kamrusepa's logic engine, and that her and Hamilcar had been on different pages from the start?








"And when was the last time you spoke about it?" Kamrusepa asked.








"We spoke about the specifics of the role I would play twice yesterday. How I should behave if various events were to take place. Where to direct Mehit if it came to that. Other specifics of how I could make use of the layout of the sanctuary, along with some instructions I could follow. But there is no point in discussing what has not come to pass."








"She was, ah. Off on her own with him yesterday quite a lot, if I'm not mistaken... During the morning, and later on, too" Theo said, biting his lip anxiously.








"Shit, I remember," Seth said. His expression was turning dark, and he looked towards the ground. "Goddammit. We should have seen this coming!"








"There's no point in blaming ourselves," Linos said. "There was no reason to suspect the two of them had a relationship that was anything other than the wholesome one a uncle and his niece could be expected to. There was no reason to suspect anything unwholesome was going on." He sighed. "Honestly, I'm still struggling to believe it myself. That something like... This, could really have been going on under our noses."








"It makes no sense," Zeno said, shaking her head. "We can't disregard the possibility that this is all some misdirect on the part of the real killer. If I were in their nshoes, that's exactly what I'd do-- Direct us towards someone who can't defend themselves."








It was a good point.








Kamrusepa, however, seemed to think of something. "Lili, you mentioned 'instructions you could follow'. Did you mean that in abstract, or something physical?"








The girl didn't reply, still motionless.








"I'm going to search her," Kamrusepa said, stepping forward.








"Careful, Kamrusepa," Linos said. "She might be--"








"Dangerous?" She frowned, kneeling down in front of her undeterred. "Whatever is going on in her mind, she's barely a teenager, and both of her hands are in plain view." She took said hands by the wrists as she leaned in closer to investigate. "I think I can handle that much."








Linos still looked uneasy but, as she began patting her down, seemed to resign himself to the situation.








It was difficult to see exactly what was happening, but after a few moments had passed, Kamrusepa seemed to locate a pocket in the side of Lilith's chiton with her logic engine, along with some parchment and other petty personal effects. She flipped through them quickly, then came to a stop at the third piece of parchment she investigated. Her eyes widened, and she stood up, walking towards Zeno.








"Is this Hamilcar's handwriting?" she asked.








Zeno looked down at it. "Looks like it-- What is this...?"








Linos, frowning curiously, wheeled his chair forward to get a better look himself, and a few others - Ran, Ezekiel, Seth - followed in his wake. (Curiously, Fang didn't bother.) I stepped forward, too, until I could make out the fairly large and neat handwriting scrawled on the page.








Out of context, it was nothing incriminating - just a list of rooms in the sanctuary and some features about them. A detailed description of the wine cellar, and where the largest barrels were located relative to the door. A casual listing of which doors were reinforced during a partial renovation a few decades ago. A mention of a storage closet that contained some dangerous tools...








In context, however, it felt damning. When you viewed it with the context we'd just been provided in mind, the details which were highlighted were obviously not what was most exceptional or worth seeing in a given room - for example, it didn't even mention the orrery in the main hall. Rather, they were things you could hide behind. Secure and insecure places. Things that could be improvised into weapons.








"I can confirm it, too," Linos said grimly. "I read through his paperwork all the time. There's no mistaking it. This even looks like the ink at his desk at the research tower."








"It could be a forgery," Zeno said.








"Seems like we're not the ones getting sentimental and illogical now," Seth said.








Zeno scoffed in irritation, but did seem to be having doubts. She furrowed her brow deeply. "I admit, it's getting harder to argue against this idea." She raised her voice. "What's your opinion on this, Anna? You're the most senior among us left."








She took a while to reply, her face out of sight as she continued working even through these revelations. "I have known Hamilcar since he was first introduced to the Order by his father, on account of his condition, and have worked with him frequently since he ascended to his present seat after the Great Interplanar War," she said. "He has always been the type to hide his true feelings behind a mask of temperance. And he has become even more reserved and impassive since █ █ █ █ █'s passing. Though I would not have suspected he would betray us, neither will I say it is impossible."








Zeno narrowed her eyes. Even though she might've been equally flippant to everyone, I got the sense that she took Anna's opinion a little more seriously than that of Linos. "You really think he could have lost faith in the great work? You remember his ceaseless speeches. Of the paradise that would be ushered if human beings could live without fear of an inevitable end, forced to always reckon with their own futures instead of passing the burden to their children? About how we must make an argument to oppose deathism at a cultural level, show that we are capable of dynamism, yada yada?"








"I do," she said, with what felt like a trace of hesitance. "But of late, his air has seemed more resigned." She was silent for a moment. "Perhaps you have failed to observe it, since you so regularly miss meetings."








Zeno rolled her eyes, then frowned to herself, looking away from the sheet.








As this had been going on, I'd continued reading. The list continued on to other parts of the sanctuary, too. The second floor, the guest house, even parts of the underground...








"I just realized something," I said. "When I first woke up at the start of all this, Lilith was already awake and knocking at my door." The chronology was a little more complicated than that, but it was close enough. "She wanted me to take her over to the guest house, to her mother, but she seemed... Strangely straightforward, about everything."








"Lili's always like that, though," Ptolema said.








"Well, even more so than usual, I suppose," I clarified. "It felt strange."








Ezekiel grunted. "She needed to infiltrate our group. I wouldn't be surprised if she had a hand in Bardiya's killing, to boot."








"This is so screwed up," Ptolema said, shaking her head. "What even was Lilith's relationship with the guy, anyway...? Or with her whole family? I didn't even think about it 'til we met Mehit on the way to the Aetherbridge..."








"Didn't he take her under his wing when she became an arcanist?" Seth said.








"I thought it was before," Theo said. "I do remember that, though. Him, ah, taking her under his wing-- Didn't you tell me that, dad?"








"I did," Linos said hesitantly. "But even I don't know anything about the specifics. Just that he's her uncle on her father's side, not her mother."








"Who's her dad, then?" Seth asked. "Hamilcar's brother."








"Maharbaal was his name. I don't know anything about him other than the fact that he was an arcanist too, and an explorer by trade-- Charting the Lower Planes, mostly the Lavyrinthikos, as best I understand it." Linos frowned. "He went missing about 10 years ago. I suppose that would have been when miss Eshkalon was just a toddler."








It was difficult to stop a narrative from forming in my head from this information. We knew that Lilith, because of her exceptional talent, had gone through her induction at very young age, even if we didn't know the specifics. The process usually went fine even for people that age - it increased the chance of some level of assimilation failure occurring, but only from 1% to perhaps 5%. Mehit, as her sole remaining parent, had evidently been convinced it was worth the meager risk to capitalize on her daughter's spectacular talent. The Power, like any other skill set that lay at the cross-section between technical and intuitive thought, was best learned as young as possible, which was why Neferuaten's situation had sounded so exceptional. Arguably the greatest Arcanist to have ever lived, Sara of Xattusa, had infamously gone through the process at age seven.








But as we'd known since our flight from the abbey, something had gone wrong. And it felt impossible not to link that, in some way, to what was happening now.








I thought back to all of those moments early in the trip where Hamilcar or the Order had come up in Mehit's company, or when they'd first been in the same room when the conclave had finally begun in earnest. The obvious discomfort and distaste she'd shown; contempt barely concealed.








If I had to make a guess, that pointed to him - the great arcanist within the family to whom her daughter was so closely related, and probably the firmest link to her husband that still remained in her life - as being the party who had done the convincing. And that she blamed him ferociously.








People, especially ones still grieving a loss, are easily manipulated by the concept of legacy. Narratives about fate and metaphysical continuity can easily prompt tremendous amounts of magical thinking in people who are struggling to accept that something or someone gone is gone. Especially when those narratives are coming from someone who has established themselves as respected, wise, paternal...








How painful it would have to have been, being unable to discuss what had happened. Being forced to play the part of a supportive mother to a strange but brilliant child as her life was dragged forward by the continuing tragedy. How bitter it must've been to learn about the Order's invitation to our class, knowing that her only choices would have been to come across as stifling her own child's potential with her own mediocre over-protectiveness, or else suffer in silence.








Thinking about that, I felt like I finally understood the way Mehit had behaved for the whole weekend.








But a question remained. Taking all that as a given... How much had been a tragic accident, and how much had been by design?








Ophelia, who had been quiet for a little while now after having her defense of the girl so painfully refuted, spoke up in a meek, sad voice. "...I've heard that, after a problematic induction, especially with children... The mind can be left in a very fragile state, where the person can't really understand what's real and what isn't. Who they are, what's true or false..." She held her hands together anxiously. "What if, after what happened, Hamilcar used that as a chance to impress all this on her? To make her really believe it?"








That was the theory I'd expected her to suggest. But when I thought about what had motivated my grandfather... An altogether different one came to mind. One where it wasn't as simple as her having been straightforwardly brainwashed.








All the same, Kamrusepa nodded along to this idea, then looked back to the girl. "Lilith. Since you've said this much... Can you tell us: Who do you see yourself as? What do you remember from before your induction?"








She was silent for what felt like a little longer than normal before replying, but reply she did, unwaveringly. "You understand nothing," she said. "I exist only to perform this role. All of us are here only to perform our according parts in the ceremony. The name 'Lilith' pertains only to that much."








"That's not true!" Ophelia cried out. "I know there are other things you're passionate about, Lili! I've heard you talk about art, and seen your sketchbook, even if you don't want to show people. How excited you can get sometimes, when you don't think people see you..." She sniffed. "And I've seen you smile playing games on your logic bridge, and how you walk with a little more bounce in your step whenever you pass a test. I know there's more to you then that!"








"Y-Yeah!" Ptolema said, nodding. "What happened to always calling me 'skull-cavity' and going on about how dumb I am, huh? That's not something you'd do if you were just some puppet!" She bit her lip, looking away painfully. "Even if your uncle has done something weird to you, and you're confused, you can snap out of this!"








"There is nothing but the role," Lilith quietly insisted. And then stared ahead, seeming dead to their emotional pleas.








Seth clenched his fists, gritting his teeth. "Goddammit. This sick fucking bastard!"








"Calm down, master Ikkuret," Linos said firmly. "We can't lose our senses at a time like this."








"If he did this to her... And he's behind the shit that happened to Bardiya, too, and Su's mentor-- For playing with all of our lives..." He looked towards the ground, seething with fury. "I'll go down there and kill him myself!"








"Easy, Seth. Linos is right," Kamrusepa told him, but even as she tried to take the high ground, she was audibly getting worked up herself, her breath having grown heavy. She closed her eyes for a moment, seeming to gather herself. "Even if he is the culprit, Hamilcar is still an arcanist with centuries of experience. No one in our class, even Fang, could hope to stand against him."








I wasn't entirely sure about that. I'd seen Fang outperform arcanists over ten times their age.








"No doubt about that," Zeno said, with a snort. "Despite his harebrained obsession with stitching clumps of metal to his flesh to replace the dead bits, he still earned his chops back when becoming a Grandmaster actually meant more than having a sister married to a member of the College of Arcanists . The man's a freak who can barely move his fingers to trace-cast, but he'd have any of you fuckers pushing daisies before you could so much as stutter out a beguilement."








"I know, I know!" Seth said, his jaw still clenched. "Gods-- Sorry. I'm just... Frustrated."








"Besides, he can't be the one solely responsible for all of this," Kam said. "We all saw the recording. There was no way anyone outside of our group could have killed Bardiya, even if they were part of the same conspiracy."








"If we adhere to the facts, there's no one who could have done it but the Inotian, period," Ezekiel said bluntly. "That much is obvious, isn't it?"








"Don't start with that shit again, Ezekiel," Seth said. "Theo has the most airtight alibi for what happened to Saci, so there's no way in hell that he's the accomplice. And it's not like that recording is foolproof. It could be some complicated trick, or hell, there's a hundred ways to make yourself invisible with the Power."








"Nothing that appeared on the Anomaly-Divining Arcana, unless I'm very much mistaken," he retorted.








"C'mon, let's not start this again..." Ptolema said, as Theo started to look down fretfully.








"I feel like we're missing something obvious," Ran said. "Lilith was forthcoming about Hamilcar's involvement already. If there's a third culprit, she might just straight-up tell us."








"Mm, feel a bit stupid for not having done that already, now that you spell it out," Zeno said, and turned back to Lilith. "Girl. Was there a third accomplice? Another instrument of 'Her will' you haven't already mentioned."








"I do not know," Lilith said.








Zeno narrowed her eyes. "Then let me ask you something you will know," she said threateningly. "You came in here to deliver a message, did you not? To someone specific."








"No," she said. "That was not part of my role."








Zeno once again withdrew her scepter. "It seems we might need to resort to more severe means, after all--"








"For goodness sake, don't be ridiculous," Kamrusepa said, stepping between the two of them. "There's no reason to assume that part of the idea was even true. Hamilcar could just as easily have kept the other accomplice from her, and trusted that creating the opportunity using her would be enough to prompt them to act on their own."








"Or there could be no other accomplice," Ezekiel said. "And Lilith could have killed the two of them somehow."








"Again, that's impossible," Seth said, irritated. "She never even left the room."








"There are lots of ways to kill people that most wouldn't think of," Ezekiel said darkly.








Seth grimaced at him. "What the hell does that even mean?"








I sighed to myself, biting my lip. "...I don't know if I ought to say it, since it does feel sort of like playing into the hand of the culprit... Or, well, Hamilcar, if he really is behind everything... But it might be worth thinking about that framing device-- Of the divine beasts." I crossed my arms, frowning. "If we think about the message we saw just as Lilith arrived, and this presumed role as a quiet, subversive agent, then obviously she's supposed to be the 'serpent', right?"








"If it means anything, I suppose," Kamrusepa said. "I still think it's folly to pay any heed to it."








"Let her finish, Kam," Ran said. "Without her, we wouldn't have figured out even this much."








She hummed to herself in response, unconvinced but accepting.








"If we think about that, that leaves the other one - the, uh, bull of heaven - unaccounted for," I continued. "We could probably infer that as alluding to the identity of the person who killed Bardiya, and now Sacnicte and Yantho. But Lilith hasn't referenced any of these concepts at all, even in alluding to some supernatural being."








...but was I sure she was talking about something supernatural?








The thought struck me suddenly. What was it that she had said a few minutes ago? 'Given form and then defiled'...








"Couldn't the 'bull' just as easily be Hamilcar, though?" Seth suggested, as my thought trailed off. "I mean, he's probably the one who killed Durvasa, so it's not like he's an impassive coordinator." He scratched his head. "Guess it would depend on if he believes his own bullshit."








"I think it's impossible to infer further information definitively," Linos said. "My feeling is that it's reasonable to assume that Lilith really doesn't know anything else of substance - she's been straightforward so far, and..." He rubbed his brow, looking troubled. "As hard as it is for me to think of Hamilcar as someone who'd use an innocent for as abominable a purpose as this, he's always been the type of leader who never gives people more information then he thinks they need. Putting aside the question of our relationship to the wider world, we were always getting into disputes about internal secrecy and the culture of the Order in that regard."








"That's an understatement," Zeno said. "Presumably because of his family, he's always felt like he's had a right to run this place like a despot."








Linos hesitated, perhaps not quite agreeing with this assessment, but continued. "Regardless of whether or not it's technically correct to think of her as a child, I could easily see him leaving Lilith out of the loop as much as possible. That could even be true for his other accomplice, if they exist - they could be as surprised as the rest of us."








"Uh, this might be a dumb thing to say, but shouldn't we think about if we've seen anyone acting weird, then?" Ptolema said. "Tense, or... I dunno, something like that?"








"Might be kinda like looking for hay in a haystack," Seth said. "I think everyone's feeling kinda fucked up right now."








"...I feel like that almost just puts us back where we started, then," Theo said, sounding depressed. "Even knowing two thirds of the plot, we still have reason to believe one or more of us is a murderer, with no way of knowing who that is."








"No, Theo," Linos said, shaking his head. A little more resolve - if quiet resolve - had entered into his voice now. "Let's not lose sight of what we've accomplished here. As the evidence currently points, Hamilcar had intended for us to get so preoccupied by the murder in front of us, and so shocked by what had happened to his niece and her mother, that we'd never think to investigate the specific circumstances surrounding the entire chain of events. That we've understood this much, even if it came at the loss of two people's lives, means the advantage is now ours." He looked towards me. "You're to be commended, Utsushikome. Without you, this might've all been for nothing."








I didn't quite know what to do with this compliment - it felt inappropriate to smile, given the circumstances. I ended up nodding stiffly.








Linos looked back to regard the group. "Now that we know this much, we have a major option to end this decisively, regardless of if there's still another accomplice we're not aware of, and especially if we move quickly and carefully enough to make sure they don't have chance to potentially communicate with him." He clasped his hands together, leaning forward. "Because Hamilcar will know who they are, no matter what. And we know where he is."








Seth raised his eyebrows. "Wait, you mean--"








"Yes," Linos said. "You weren't wrong, master Ikkuret, just over-eager. I suggest we attack the dragon by it's throat."








Kamrusepa raised an eyebrow. "You mean, move to apprehend him? Hamilcar?"








"Yes," Linos said, with a nod. "While you and your classmates might be too inexperienced, any of the three of us could match him - especially Anna and Zeno. Rather than sitting here and waiting to be taken by surprise again, I think it would be better to seize the initiative."








"I didn't expect to hear this from you, Linos," Zeno said, frowning cautiously.








Linos met her eyes. "Do you disagree?"








She considered this for a moment. "...I suppose not," she eventually said. "Even if I have my doubts about some of this, he needs to be brought to task in the face of this evidence. And in retrospect, I can't deny that he's acting deeply suspiciously. About the only explanation for having been underground all this time that isn't a little murder-y is that he's already dead... Which would mean someone else is down there we should be looking for, regardless."








Linos nodded. "Then we're on more or less the same page."








"Is it really gonna be that simple, though...?" Ptolema asked, looking doubtful. "Like... I want to get back at him for what he's done to Lili and everything else, for sure... But if he's been directing everything since down there since the start, won't he be ready for anything we try and do?"








"It does seem... Rather daring, to say the least," Theo said, biting his lip. "Even if he doesn't anticipate us to take action now, he could easily have set traps and prepared defenses simply out of, ah, due caution."








"Yeah," Ptolema said, nodding. "Like-- Wouldn't it be better for us to just stay here until Anna has finished the work? I mean, it's not like they can get to us here." She called out to her. "How long do you think it'll be, uh, your ladyship?"








It was sort of funny how that'd ended up catching on with the whole class at this point.








"I expect it to be another 3 hours, assuming I can continue to work at this pace," Anna replied. "Though, a transpositioning window will not be achieved instantly. So there may be something of a delay."








"We can't take that risk," Kamrusepa said. "Now that we know there's almost certainly an accomplice among our group, and that what has occurred so far has been to their design, we can only conclude that they would have assumed this as our logical course of action and accounted for it." She looked to Linos. "Grandmaster, you told us that the defenses of the sanctuary are capable of anything up to and including the destruction of the entire facility, correct?"








"Yes," he replied, warily. "That's right."








"Then so long as that's the case, our safety will be completely compromised past four o'clock, and we'll be completely at the mercy of whether or not a good window for transpositioning is available. This whole place--" she gestured outwardly, "--could start collapsing around us." Her expression turned dark. "In fact, with how much Lilith has been talking about some sort of predestined doom, I'd say it's altogether too possible. The only person with the knowledge of what to expect might be Hamilcar."








It was true, even if I'd been trying not to think about it. From the beginning, our entire plan had been predicated on the assumption they wouldn't employ methods that-- Or perhaps we'd simply ignored that possibility to avoid thinking about our own powerlesness.








Zeno's face twitched. He looked back towards Lilith. "Girl. Do you know anything about what will transpire over the next few hours, should we stay here?"








"Everything will end," she said calmly.








"Encouraging," Ran said flatly.








"I hate to say it, but Kam's right, Ema," Seth said. "We're sitting ducks so long as we stay here. Our only chance is to take the fight to him." He took a breath, and glanced between the faces of everyone in the room, not doing a good job hiding his eagerness. "Even if we are just a bunch of kids, people still never shut up about how we're supposed to be so damn smart. And we have the element of surprise. No matter what he's got planned, if we work together, can find a way to break through.








Linos nodded. "Well said, master Ikkuret," he stated, then looked to the rest of us. "So, then. Let's make a plan."








But even as all this was said, my mind still felt overwhelmed with doubt. This all felt too easy, somehow. The trail pointing towards Lilith. Her confession, even if she seemed sincerely disturbed. And weren't we leaving too many questions unanswered? Just how had Yantho even died? How had the Power been suppressed with seemingly no trace? What was with the state Lilith had been in at first, before she became so forthcoming?








A sense of unease crept over me. Something about this didn't feel right at all.
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As it turned out, the only 'plan' that could be produced ended up being fairly straightforward.








First, Anna had executed some more advanced Divination techniques, and managed to determine what was probably Hamilcar's location, since any potential counter-arcana couldn't be detected. The only living person underground was deep, deep below, either in the chambers within Nittaimalaru's underbelly which Ran had described us visiting, or somewhere adjacent. Either way, there was only one path to and from that area: The elevator which lay at roughly the center of the underground.








Following this, the next step was to split our group into two. The first would stay behind in the security center, ready to cast support techniques viable at longer range on demand, while keeping an arcane line of communication to the second. Said second group would first go investigate the old eris storage system to see if it would shed any light on what had happened and renew the supply in our scepters, then proceed underground to confront Hamilcar.








The tricky part came to who would be assigned to each group. Obviously, Lilith and Theo - an actual confessed culprit, and someone still bearing the heavy weight of suspicion respectively - would have to stay behind under supervision, and Ran would need to remain just because she was the best candidate to perform the role of the long-range Diviner. Beyond that, we needed at least one of the Inner Circle to be in the offensive party to hope to stand up to Hamilcar.








It was a wolf-and-sheep situation again, and one that had to be balanced carefully. In the worst case scenario where the accomplice among us was someone powerful, then if we left one of our two parties too weak, then they could be put in serious peril. On the other hand, if we made the decision entirely based around who bore the most suspicion, then we could end up divided in a manner counterintuitive to our roles.








Zeno ended up being the obvious pick for the offensive group's lead. Not only were they more skilled than Linos and lacking Anna's preoccupation, but because they were controlling their body remotely, that made it possible for them to venture afield while still remaining vulnerable if they tried to stab the group in the back. Despite their very specific denial earlier, it was probably reasonable to guess that their real body was among the crates taken from the research tower.








It was also a chance to follow up on the desire they'd asserted earlier: To try and recover control of my grandfather's creation, or at least extract some of the most critical components and data.








That left the difficult decision of who was to accompany them. The plan necessitated people capable of playing a supplemental role to Zeno - counter-incanting, maintaining barriers, and so on - which already eliminated candidates without experience in those areas, like Ptolema and Ophelia (the latter of which might've caused a fuss if she'd wanted to go anyway, since Zeno was still fairly adamant of her likely guilt). Seth volunteered, as did Fang, since they were the most skilled in our class and 'felt bad sitting on their ass while everyone else did the real work'. Ezekiel wanted to go, too, but their skill set in Neuromancy was completely redundant, so Zeno rejected the idea.








He seemed strangely disappointed about that, but the last thing I had time for was reflecting on the nuances of Ezekiel's rich inner life.








That left Kam and I as the best candidates, despite Zeno's suspicion of us for Yantho's inexplicable death. What was disturbing was that I barely even felt afraid when it was suggested. My reaction to what happened to Sacnicte and Yantho had felt muted, too. When this was all over and things snapped back to reality, I...








Well, there was no point in thinking about that.








It did, admittedly, not feel as dangerous as I'd expected. Along with Ran relaying Anna's Divination about Hamilcar's location and what aspects of the Power were active in the area - which she was repeating every few minutes - we also had the repurposed golem which Zeno had been working on now acting as a scout for us, as well as serving as a relay for further Divination, following a hasty bit of engraving on Anna's part. With all that and our barriers in place, it felt hard to imagine we'd be taken by surprise.








Our faces were masked again, too, so that was another sort of protection. We'd already passed by one golem patrol harmlessly, despite the sight of the seopards being practically a traumatic experience for me after what had happened earlier.








"You're coming up to where the eris tanks should be now, in the next room on your left," Ran told us as we made our way down another of the dark hallways, using the Sound-Echoing Arcana, which conveyed noise from the user to a pre-defined point - in this case, our ears.








"You don't need to tell me that," Zeno replied, with dismissive irritation. "I know Linos gave you all maps and you want to feel useful, but I've worked in this fucking reverse-fishtank on and off for nigh half of my life. I could probably walk through the place blindfolded."








"You seemed rather confused earlier, when you took a door into a service closet," Kamrusepa replied flatly.








She rolled her eyes. "I told you, that was because of the damn renovations they did a few years ago. How am I supposed to tell one door from another if you make it all look like some brutalist hellscape?" She gestured towards the more traditional-looking tunnels we'd now entered, with more discernible brickwork. "Thankfully, most of this place still has some sense of architectural style, even if that style happens to be 'dungeon from a New Kingdoms Era period piece'."








"Could you guys, y'know, maybe chill out a bit?" Seth said, glancing cautiously around a corner.








I had the same desire. Having Kamrusepa and Zeno in the same place was starting to feel like taking a second cat home for the first time.








We took a right turn, departing the area I recognized from when we'd been down by the administrative core, and came to a bronze doorway. Seth took out his copy of the key he'd received from Linos and twisted the lock, pushing it open. Bronze doesn't rust, but still the metal creaked as it gave way, and disturbed dust swirled out of the chamber. A spider's web tore overhead.








Stepping within, it was more or less what I'd been expecting. Six wide tanks were arranged on either side of a larger-than-average chamber, with a seventh at the far end, all connected to a complicated pumping-and-refining mechanism in the center of the floor, which itself fed into a huge pipe overhead that then split in multiple directions, surrounded by complex - but inactive - runecraft. An eris pool also stood nearby, the basin marred with some liquid stain I couldn't discern in the poor lighting.








Seth glanced around the room. "Yeah, think we can rule out anybody having been here recently." He frowned, flattening his lip. "So much for that theory, I guess."








I nodded. Even beyond the state of the doorway, there was so much dust on the machinery it was obvious it hadn't been used in over a decade at the very least, and the tanks themselves showed no signs of damage. The idea that someone had cast anything from here an hour ago felt vanishingly improbable.








"The better for us, then," Zeno said, stepping by us and heading for the control mechanism. "We're more likely to get some usable eris from it. That'll make this much easier."








"Rather concerning, though," Kam said. "After all, that was our only guess at how the Power could possibly have been suppressed, considering the grand quantity of eris that such an endeavor entails."








"Well, we already sort of knew that couldn't be the explanation," I said, scratching my head. "Since it didn't show up with the Anomaly-Divining Arcana."








She nodded, holding a finger to the rim of her lips. "Yes, I suppose so. But that just makes it all the more inexplicable."She glanced to the side. "Don't you think so, Fang?"








"Eh...? Oh-- Yeah," Fang said, nodding a few times. "Real weird! ...well, real impossible, I guess."








Kam frowned at the muted response. Fang still seemed heavily preoccupied, for whatever reason.








"If I may posit a theory," Zeno said, as she fiddled with the control panel, "what occurred may not have been the casting of a new incantation, but simply a function of an existing one. The suppression of the Power upstairs was originally executed by master incantation from the administrative core, which we know was tampered with. It could have been made malleable - to extend beyond its normal range - if a certain command is given."








I raised an eyebrow. "Is that even possible? I thought the limitation on range was physical-- To do with the engravings themselves. And that the change to the system was only in the scripted functions to occur, not the fundamentals of those functions themselves."








More than that, the idea felt like it threw out everything I'd been assuming about the situation. If Hamilcar could just control the Power-suppressing field willy-nilly, it felt like there were far simpler ways to have murdered us than what happened earlier.








Zeno shrugged. "Who is to say how much was actually changed? Maybe the runework everywhere was altered." She pressed her hand against some mechanism within the pump. "I wouldn't think such an idea possible, but I've been surprised by the incompetence at play here before. Or alternatively, perhaps the room under the security center is an exception, since it's something of a liminal space, and that area has so many special rules and functions to begin with. It could be just close enough to stretch the effect."








I frowned to myself, biting my lip. Even though this wasn't strictly unreasonable, I couldn't help but feel that it was almost like Zeno was trying to contrive an explanation for its own sake. Like she was making excuses.








She's not above suspicion. I had to remember that, and be prepared for anything.








Suddenly, there was a sound of gears grinding and fluid bubbling upward as Zeno triggered something in the pumping mechanism. The tanks made a windy hissing sound, like a bored child trying to suck the last droplets of a depleted milkshake up with a straw. The eris bowl sprung to life, multi-colored light emanating from it's basin, though somewhat muted and flickering compared to normal.








"Ah, good! We're in luck," Zeno said, with a smile. "The converter is still functioning, and there's a little bit of eris left. That should be more than enough to get our scepters charged and avoid any deeper inconvenience." She looked over her shoulder. "We'll take whatever remains back with us in liquid form when we return. I wouldn't be surprised if this whole business causes a shortage with the old witch and your friend, not to mention the other two who were blitzing through the stuff trying to keep that woman alive."








"You really don't think much of us for trying to save Mehit's life, huh?" Seth said, with a mix of dryness and half-veiled contempt.








"We've been over this, little boy," Zeno said, placing her scepter over the pool. "You played right into the hands of the conspirators."








"Even so, she really was bleeding to death," he told her. "She would've died if we'd sat around with our thumbs up our asses. Even if the good doesn't cancel out the bad, you're acting like we didn't do anything of value."








"Ah, I see!" Zeno said, with a smirk. "So this is less about assessing your judgement, and more about your opinion of my personality, hm?" She crossed her arms. "Weren't you just whining about the girl and I bickering a few moments ago?"








"I guess I was," Seth replied, looking away with projected disinterest.








"But not now that I've ruffled your feathers, mm. Mercy, if there's one trait I could scrub from humanity, it would be hypocrisy." She leaned back for a moment, waiting for the charge to finish. "If it's what you're looking to hear, I'll admit I find people preoccupied with the lives of others in situations where their own existence in danger pretty fucking incomprehensible, especially individuals without any particular value in ensuring their own survival. And that turns a little personal when it also affects my survival."








"Don't you have any empathy?" Seth asked, while Kam watched the conversation with a mildly uncomfortable expression.








Zeno snorted. "There's a word people love to use as a blunt instrument." She brushed a lock of aquamarine hair away from her eyes. "Certainly I can imagine myself in her position in an immediate sense-- I won't deny I'd be upset if I were bleeding to death from my abdomen. But what happens to us in life is a product of our own choices. She did not have to separate from the group in a fit of hysterics - assuming the story I've heard is accurate - and open herself up to being a pawn in the culprits' plans. She did not have to come to the sanctuary at all. Fuck, if you want to get big-picture about it, she didn't have to agree to let her kid get inducted. Or to have one at all. Or to embark on any of the life choices and imagined commitments that led her to this position."








"So she deserved to die, huh?" he said, looking at her with contempt. "Because she got upset and made a stupid decision a couple hours ago in the middle of a literal serial killing, and because she wanted to come and support her daughter at what was supposed to be a totally normal event. And because she listened to what probably every asshole expert was telling her when Lilith started grading like a 30 year old when she was 10."








"'Deserved'? Don't be so melodramatic." She leaned back against the side of the massive pipe. "No one deserves, or indeed does not deserve, anything in this world. I am merely saying that she created her own circumstances, and did nothing to make herself worth that eris you spent to save her life, or the peril you placed your own in for the opportunity to do so." She made a dismissive gesture. "And all of that is just excuses - 'she was upset', 'she felt obligated', 'people told her to do it'. Trying to brush away the truth that ultimately, she made those decisions as an independent, sapient being by infantilizing her to the degree that you might as well regard her as a household pet."








"If you want to start throwing pretentious terminology around, all of that shit is just-world fallacy," Seth told him. I couldn't see his face, of course, but he was clenching his fist a bit. "You're justifying post-hoc that all the crap that happened to her was because she was irrational, when it was probably nothing but fucking bad luck."








Zeno laughed. It was eerily childlike and innocent sounding, with that body. "There's no such thing as bad luck, little boy. Any 'gambling' in life is merely a result of having failed to properly comprehend the world, or having comprehended it but not acted on that comprehension for some ultimately vapid, sentimental reason. It's art students all the way down-- People putting self-indulgence over maneuvering within reality to their logical advantage, then acting like they've somehow been fucked over when it ends suboptimally."








"That's absolute bullshit," Seth said sharply. "Shitty things happen all the time that are completely outside of anyone's control. What happens if you're struck by lightning, huh?"








"I believe we have developed meteorology," Zeno replied, sounding bored. "Sew wind, reap tempest, or any other allegorical weather event that pleases you."








"Or you come down with a terminal disease young, and aren't in the right circumstances to get it treated?" he demanded, ignoring the previous answer.








"Then you should navigate to better circumstances," she retorted again. "This shit is easy if you pay attention. Educate yourself and follow the news in the economy, the sciences, and the social landscape, and plot out a reasonable path to a solution with as many fail-safes as you can. Do a little social climbing and work and solving almost any mundane problem is possible, thrice so if you have the foresight to act in advance." She crossed her arms. "I have no sympathy for existences without the cognitive capacity or will to thrive in this world. 'Ohh, I wanted to study economics, but then I met him and we just had to have a baby!" She shook her head, sticking out her tongue with a 'blech' expression. "Human beings are a species in dire need of improvement."








At this point, I was simply staring at the exchange from the side with a blank expression. It'd gone places so fast that I didn't feel capable of adequately responding.








"You really are an ideological Meritist to the core, huh," Seth said, with obvious disgust. "A true believer."








"Meritist?" Zeno made an exhausted sigh. "That's just a political interest label-- Ugh, gods, I really do lament the inability of your generation to perceive anything beyond aesthetics and social theater. I should scarcely bother trying to convey any deeper truths." She pushed herself up, snatching her scepter from where it was floating. "Answer me, boy. Where is the world?"








"What?" he said, with irritation.








"Where. Is. The. World?" she asked, laboring each word.








He stared at her for a moment, then sighed himself, sounding frustrated. "I don't know. What the fuck do you want me to say, to make whatever point you're going for?" He gestured his hands outward. "Everywhere. Or up in the planar landscape, if you mean the Mimikos--"








"Wrong," she said, flicking her scepter up to point directly at his head. "The world is in there. Your reality."








Seth took a moment to process this, then scoffed. "What, solipsism? Is that the 'deeper truth' you want me to comprehend-- Tertiary school philosophy?"








"What I want you to comprehend," she said, now quietly - in a tone that almost took on a slightly flirtatious quality - "is the magnificence of your own mind, and to appreciate the scope of what it is constantly accomplishing. That all of existence as you know it, all its people and places and knowledge and sensations, everything, is all happening in just one, splendid place." She lowered the rod just slightly. "Understand that, insist on the grandeur of yourself, and you can see the universe for what it is: A vast sandbox in which you stand as a man. Primed to be shaped into whatever you please; to be transformed into something beautiful to you."








"This is just a pseudo-intellectual framing to justify acting like a selfish asshole," Seth said, seeming a little uncomfortable.








Zeno bonked him on the head softly with the owl-head of her scepter, then spoke in a flatter tone. "Or, alternatively, you could imagine yourself as a grain of sand, and blow away chasing your own misunderstandings of reality. Up to you, nerd." She stepped back, inviting everyone else to charge their scepters with a flick of her hand. "Personally, I can't see the appeal in conceptualizing human beings as perpetual victims of fate. But what do I know? I'm only one of the greatest arcanists in the world."








Seth scowled at her back, shaking his head.








We spent a few minutes recharging our scepters, then set off again, Seth still grumbling with irritation. Despite that being the kind of higher-concept conversation both Fang and Kam would normally add something to, neither did, though in Kam's case I suspected it might've been something to do with seeing her own ideological framework reflected in a light she found questionable. She looked towards the ground as we walked, her posture tense.








In Fang's case, though, I was increasingly curious as to, and bothered by not knowing, what exactly was on their mind. I had a mind to speak up and ask, in fact, when I suddenly heard Ran's voice in my ear.








"Hey, Su," she said, as we started heading in the other direction, down one of the longer tunnels.








I blinked. The fact she'd opened with a personal greeting suggested this wasn't something the others were hearing, so I turned my head away from the others, whispering in case this was something requiring discretion. "What is it?"








"I thought of something I need to check with you, about Zeno," she said. It sounded as though she was keeping her voice down herself. "You said that he controls his bodies remotely using the Power, right?"








"I don't know," I said. "I have amnesia."








"But that's the correct information, right," she replied flatly.








"Well... yeah," I said. "I mean, as far as they told me when we met."








"Right. So, I was thinking about that, and I realized it doesn't make any sense," she said. "Like, at all. He was walking around upstairs for hours even though the Power wasn't supposed to be working. I thought that maybe it was just that the suppression field didn't block incantations with an exterior source - as in, somebody casting an effect inside from outside - but while we were talking about Yantho's murder, Anna told me that it blocks everything, like, period. So that's completely impossible."








I had to consciously override the impulse to stop in my tracks, my eyes going wide. How the hell did I overlook something so obvious?








"H-How on earth are they doing it, then...?" I said, my voice becoming more of a hiss as the bafflement leaked through. I was suddenly feeling grateful we were wearing these masks. "Could that be their real body, somehow? The girl, I mean."








"I guess it's not impossible," she replied. "But I checked the security console. It's registered 'Zeno' as having gone underground, but picked up one less person then it should in terms of actual human lifeforms. That means that body probably isn't anything close to a person on the inside, including the nervous system."








"So then... What?" I asked, baffled.








"I don't know," she said. "I mean, taking a shot in the dark, it could be some kind of logic bridge based system. A portable one can barely transmit any information, but they must be able to manage a little, otherwise they wouldn't be banned under the Covenant. It might be enough to carry the data produced by the brain stem, though you'd probably have to make one bigger than the handheld ones people normally use. I don't know how you'd fit that inside someone's skull. Maybe if you had some elaborate custom one connected with an artificial nerve, and managed to hide it somehow."­








My eyes wandered to Zeno. She wasn't exactly super modestly dressed, but...








I scratched my head. "I don't understand why they'd lie about that, though. I mean, were they worried I'd snitch once we left...?"








"It's possible. But maybe they just managed to integrate their brain into something really alien... Transplants like that are supposed to be dangerous as hell at the best of times, but if anyone could do it, it'd be them."








I stared straight ahead, not knowing what to do with this information. Did this make Zeno more of a threat? Would it be better to run back the way we came? No-- There was no way that the other conclave members wouldn't know about this already, given how well they knew Zeno. Anna, at least, wasn't stupid. She might've been kind of a severe person, but I doubted she'd let us do something so dangerous under a complete misconception.








So...?








"Anyway, I just wanted to give you a heads up," she said. "When we do the next round of divination, I'm going to see if I can find out anything else. I might also just straight-up ask Anna about it. I'll let you know."








"Uh, okay," I said. "Thanks."








With that, the sound in my ear ceased.








I watched Zeno. She was stepping quickly down the hall, her gaze focused, if slightly conflicted.








I shook my head. If I run now, everything will probably just go to shit. Better to push on, and trust that we weren't walking straight into a trap.








"Hey, Su," Fang said abruptly, as I suddenly realized they'd moved to stand right next to me. I jumped sharply.








"U-Uhh," I said. "What is it?" Did they hear something?








"I don't wanna be, like a pain, since this is kinda a high stress situation? But I wanted to ask you something," they said, the distraction in their tone from earlier suddenly gone. "You met with Balthazar earlier, right? Back at the research tower."








I guess not. Though this coming up out of nowhere wasn't exactly what I was hoping for, either. "Oh... Mm, that's right," I said, with a nod.








"Could you tell me a little about what you talked about?" they asked, but then hesitated. "Though, you don't have to or anything! I don't wanna be a jerk, but. It might help with something that's on my mind?" They laughed awkwardly. "Or it could turn out I'm chasing ghosts over something super weird."








"...okay," I said, after a moment of thought. "Sure, I suppose."








Though, how much did I really want to say? It wasn't as if any of it was particularly sensitive information, but I also didn't want to come across as a crazy person.








On the other hand, though, what did I have to lose at this point?








I rubbed my eyes. "Uh, well... Basically, I've been having some weird stuff happen to me mentally, over the course of the weekend. I don't really know how to describe it in a way that won't sound stupid... But, Balthazar said something weird the other morning that it made it sound like he could know something."








"Right. I'm with you," Fang said, nodding.








"And, um." I cleared my throat. "I asked him about it, and he told Ran and I that this sanctuary is stuck in a time loop-- That some property of the sanctuary was making this weekend play out over and over again." My face flushed a bit; it was all so absurd, it felt ridiculous to even be relaying it.








Fang winced, gritting their teeth. "And they were the only one who remembered?"








"Y-Yeah," I said, nodding. "Well... There was more to it than that, but that was the rough gist."








They thought about this for a few moments, then nodded, still with that disquieted look. Then, they slowly nodded. "Mhmmm. Yeah... I figured it might be something like that."








I nodded. And then blinked.








Wait, what?








"Y-You," I began echoing, "figured it might be something like that...?"








"Wooh, I guess that did probably sound a little weird, huh? Since it's kinda a nuts idea." They scratched their head with a similarly embarrassed expression. But then they scrunched up their lip, glancing to the side with a furtive look on their face. "But no matter how stupid or crazy something seems, if enough things point to it, you can't just stick your fingers in your ears and ignore the possibility. ...well, at least, that's my philosophy."








I couldn't quite believe what I was hearing.








"You believe him," I said.








"Yeah," Fang said, nodding. "Well, kinda?"








"Kinda."








"I meeeaaan... It's not like I have some ironclad logical grounding," they said. "But from the start, it's been obvious that something kinda weird has been going on. The whole method of getting here was strange, and when they had the fake audience during the conclave meeting, I realized that any connection to the outside world had probably been shut off--"








"Wait," I said. "Fake audience?"








"Oh, yeah, you didn't notice?" they asked casually. "Their responses to everything were all really generic, and sometimes didn't match what was going on at all. Once or twice, I even saw them repeat themselves."








I gave a frown that was somewhere in between shock and skepticism. I'd paid some amount of attention to the audience at the time, and while they'd seemed a little muted, their reactions had come across as fairly specific at some moments. As intelligent as Fang was, I felt like I would've noticed something like that.








"Anyway, after that, it was all just a buncha little things that added up," they said. "I checked out the pantry when I heard people talking about that. I asked Neferuaten a bit more about the machine, and the whole idea about it being able to turn back time. I watched the interview with the council you had where they were inviting you to an honorary position - Mm, but I guess you wouldn't remember that, huh."








I blinked. "How... How do you even know about that?"








"Oh! Oh." They laughed nervously, looking somewhat put on the spot. "I kiiinda overheard you talking with Ran and Ophelia, back at the research tower?"








"You mean... You eavesdropped," I said.








"Hey, c'mon," they said, holding up a hand defensively. "I didn't do it on purpose. I've just got good ears, and it's hard for me not to pay attention to stuff, y'know?"








I wasn't sure what to say to that. Fang was a hard person for me to talk to at the best of times, but this felt especially overwhelming. I felt annoyed, but couldn't keep up with them to vocalize it.








"My condolences with all that, by the way," they added. "The memory stuff, I mean. I've got kinda a rough theory kicking around about it, but I'm still piecing it together, so I shouldn't speak too soon. It started to click when I saw that painting up on the second floor of the main hall, but trying to extrapolate from that alone? Cart before the horse. Hell, cart before the road, if it turns out all this time stuff is barking up the wrong tree."








"Fang," I said, trying to regain some control of the conversation even if it meant overlooking glaring questions that were coming to mind, "what you're talking about isn't possible. Kam used the Time-Inferring Arcana a few hours ago. It's passing normally." I narrowed my eyes. "Balthazar mentioned the pantry, too, but that - and the whole idea of us being cut off from the outside world - would only suggest that conclusion if what's happening is local."








They bit their lip. "That's true, yeah. I guess I'm doing some out of the box thinking. Questioning the fundamentals."








What the fuck does that even mean? You can't just dismiss something being impossible with 'out of the box thinking'!








"Hmmmm-- Speaking of that," they said. "When was the first time you remember having that feeling you mentioned? Like, remembering what was going to happen."








I blinked. "I... On the morning we set off from the university," I said. "I think."








"Got it. Sorry to be weird," they said. "Don't take me too seriously, y'know? It's just, I find you gotta keep your mind fluid when trying to make sense of something you really don't understand. If you keep saying 'that's impossible', you'll just end up walling yourself in. You gotta entertain everything, no matter how crazy, until things swing back around to making sense, I guess?" They glanced up at the ceiling for a moment, and pushed their tongue against the inside of their cheek. "Anyway, didn't mean to bug you."








"H-Hold on," I said, as they already started to step away. "You can't just drop that stuff out of nowhere and walk away without explaining anything!"








They raised an eyebrow. "What stuff?"








"All of that stuff!" I exclaimed. Kamrusepa looked over her shoulder at our exchange as I spoke up. (In retrospect, since we were all fairly close together, she and the others had probably heard a lot of our exchange.) "What did you see at the meeting I had with the inner circle? And what did you mean, 'a theory' about why I can't remember yesterday night?"








"Ohhh." They paused for a moment, thinking. "There wasn't much to the meeting, really. Hamilcar gave a little speech about your granddad's old job and how much he accomplished, offered to make you an 'esteemed' something. These honorary titles all blur together for me. But you turned them down. You said, 'not this time' - that's what made me think something funky was going on."








I turned them down? But Neferuaten had convinced me to accept it the day before.








...no, that wasn't the point worth focusing on here. If I said something like that... Then at that point, did that mean I remembered even more about what was going to happen?








"As for the theory... It's a little awkward? It's one of those things where if I just said it, I'd feel like kind of an asshole. How the hell should I put this." They clicked their tongue. "It's tied in with that book you've been reading. Have you just been reading it front-to-back?"








Wait, what's with this topic shift? "Uh, yeah," I said.








"Try flipping around a bit. I think you'll probably run into something," they said.








I frowned. Had they been eavesdropping on the conversation between Ran and I back in the main hall, too?








"What do you mean, 'something'?" I asked.








"Just look!" They insisted. "You'll get it."








I frowned, irritated.








There are few things in this world more frustrating than being forced to observe someone doing something effortlessly that you can't seem to do at all. Trying to whistle when your lips just won't form the right shape. Studying desperately every day to pass a test while someone else gets top marks without even trying. Not being able to make a single friend while others form connections like it's no big deal, then have fun without you right in your face.








Fang filled me with those sort of feelings. Despite my on-and-off efforts at trying to 'solve the mystery' of what was going on, the truth was that I was so overwhelmed and fucking terrified that I could barely even keep track of what I was supposed to be thinking about. Fundamental questions, like my weird premonitions and memory loss, were buried under more approachable ones, like what was being kept secret by the men in our class, and what the true motives of the Inner Circle were. Those in turn were buried by more immediate ones: Who could have been in the security center at the right time to commit the murder? Was Hamilcar really the culprit, or were we being manipulated? What the hell would I do if we were actually attacked walking down this hallway, especially if Zeno, who I now knew was a liar, was the one to do it from within our defenses?








Even if I could approach each problem rationally, nothing fit together in a way that led to any useful conclusion, and every time I got close to understanding something, the whole situation was shaken up again. I felt so powerless, especially when I thought about how I didn't even know if I'd found a way to save Shiko, or if this would all be for nothing.








And yet, Fang seemed to practically be enjoying themselves, casually making all these deductions on some higher level to the rest of us, only giving us snippets when they felt like it, and taking charge when it was convenient. Like this was all some story in which they were the protagonist.








I felt so envious it made me sick. Looking at the back of their head, I wanted to raise my scepter and shoot an icicle through it. See how intelligent and powerful they'd feel when their brains were scattered all over the stonework.








...sorry, that probably sounded a little extreme. I just felt really frustrated, being in a position like that.








"Hey, uh," Seth said from a little up ahead, and pointed off to the side. "It looks like something happened over here."








I recognized the direction he was pointing. It led to the room that Neferuaten had shown us down here on the second day: The Induction chamber, where the Order kept all those boxes of sentimental items they surrendered upon joining.








Zeno looked in the indicated direction, and her eyes widened a bit. "Let's take a look. And keep your guard up."








The two of them turned the corner, while the rest of us followed behind. As soon as I turned it, pointing my scepter guardedly, I saw the cause for concern.








The heavy wooden door was hanging open, and the interior of the room was visible even from a distance. At first glance, it seemed unchanged, the silhouette of the statue of Eshk still visible at the center of the room.








...however, I quickly noticed something amiss. The shelves seemed to have been overturned, thrown to the floor, and the boxes were scattered in every direction, their contents frequently emptied. All manner of objects were scattered about. I saw old pieces of paper, clothing, toys, a chaturanga board...








One stood out in particular, because it had been clearly placed intentionally at a prominent spot. It was--








...








It was a portrait of a woman. She had long, blue-black hair, and a rounded face with immature features, and dark, downward-tilted eyes. The middle of her face was covered in a pale spattering of freckles.








"...huh," Seth began, about to annoyingly state the obvious. "That looks kinda like you, Su."
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It did. I stared at the object like it might sprout legs and claw my face off. It was an unwelcomely personal intrusion into this already stressful experience.








"Well, this is a shitfest," Zeno said. "It looks like a bomb went off in here."








"What is this place?" Seth asked, glancing around. "What's all this random crap on the floor?"








"This is the Order's initiation chamber, Seth," Kam explained. "We heard about it from grandmaster Amat on the tour. They symbolically surrender some aspect of their personal lives as a show of dedication to the cause - a hobby, a grievance, a dream - leaving behind an object representing it in an unsealed box, open for viewing." She bit her lip. "It's looking as though the 'unsealed' aspect might've been in error."








"Gods, that's right," Zeno said, grimacing. "I'd half forgotten that whole ridiculous tradition. Fuck me, why did the one decently-established organization dedicated to extending the human lifespan have to double up as a moralizing mystery cult?"








"Did you submit a fetish, professor?" Kam asked flatly.








Fang snickered childishly in the background.








"Yeah, I did," Zeno said, shrugging. "I thought about trying to get out of it by making my value as a recruit compared to the average slack-jawed inductee that gets ushered in every few months clear, but █ █ █ █ █ told me it wouldn't be worth the hassle." She looked to the rest of us. "Life lesson for you, kids: No amount of wealth and prestige will ever be enough to let you skip other people's bullshit concept of what's important. Human beings, whether it's at work, home or government, will put their brain dead little tradition over rational self-interest, nine times out of ten. It's nothing but prayer for the modern age - ideological signalling, the sign of a yet-infantile culture."








"Or, you know, people have social rituals to filter out assholes who can't get over themselves for five minutes," Seth said dryly.








Zeno pointed to him. "Don't push me, boy." She shook her head, crossing her arms. "I'll tell you, what we really need to do is redesign the limbic system from scratch. Put an end to this chronic defensiveness endemic to mankind."








"What did you choose to sacrifice...?" I asked her, hoping to minimize my growing understanding of Zeno's worldview.








"I didn't sacrifice shit," she said. "I put a book in the box I'd finished reading at the time as a token gesture - a science fiction novel that was popular at the time." Her eyes scanned the floor. "This might be a good chance to get it back, actually - it was a first edition. Though, I think it might've been before those had Scants on them."








A Scant was slang for a simple arcane seal that would change its nature on contact with the Power - pertinently, replication techniques. They were used to create an artificial scarcity on products designed to be collectors items, and occasionally placed on legally significant documents like deeds. Applying them was a great way to make piles of easy luxury credit as a barely-trained arcanist, assuming you could stand sitting in place and casting the same incantation over and over for hours while knowing you were participating in meaningless economic parasitism.








"What do you guys think happened here?" Fang asked, their eyes wandering curiously.








"Hardly seems a mystery," Kamrusepa said, looking through some of the objects herself. "Hamilcar likely made a wreck of the place, either as some statement pertaining to his intentions, or simply to create a distraction for anyone who might venture after him. Which, if so, is working quite nicely."








"Or it's a trap," Seth said, narrowing his eyes. "Ran, do you divine anything strange going on around here?"








"No, nothing," she said, her voice echoing in our eyes. "But I wouldn't recommend wasting too much time."








"Hamilcar would be the last person to do something like this," Zeno said, frowning. "He always presented himself as the custodian of all the antiquated crap in this organization, and even if that was just keeping appearances, the man has grace. Regardless of how stupid I find the whole concept behind the display here, I can still call a spade a spade when it comes to mindless vandalism. He wouldn't be so tasteless." She bit the edge of her thumb. "And besides, this could have happened at any point over the last 24 hours. Barely anyone comes down here."








"You're still doubting he's the culprit," Kamrusepa inferred.








"Don't put words in my mouth, little girl," Zeno said, irked. "I don't take action without conviction; I'm here because I intend to get answers from the prick one way or another. What I'm saying is that I think this is more likely the work of his accomplice." She glanced at the portrait on the Induction Bed. "...or, alternatively, it could have been someone merely frustrated by the vindication of a certain individual yesterday afternoon."








"Yeah, sorry to bring this up again, but. Why is there a portrait of Su here?" Seth asked. "I mean... It sounds like you're saying it belonged to her grandfather, but didn't he join the Order centuries before she was even born?"








Zeno smirked at this, then giggled with amusement. "Is that who you think it is?" She gave me another of those creepy knowing looks.








I was frustrated that, since we were wearing masks, I couldn't signal how desperate I was for the topic to move along as much I'd normally be able to to. I looked down at the portrait and the Induction Bed, the two together bringing my ugliest memories to mind. If it wouldn't have looked obscenely childish, I'd have knocked the thing over.








Fortunately, my posture was apparently enough of an indicator, as Kamrusepa cut Seth off before he could ask for clarification. "Why would Su's grandfather leave his object behind, if he was expelled from the Order?"








"We were of like minds," Zeno said dismissively. "While he had a friendlier nature than myself and more of a tolerance for humoring idiots, you can bet he didn't really give a damn. Which is why whatever statement the person who did this was making falls flat. He wasn't a hypocrite, he was just polite."








Is that what they were trying to say? I wasn't so sure.








"What a farce," Zeno said, as she looked at the inscription on the base of the statue. "'Let us be the last'. As if the phrase isn't illogical at a foundational level. If a means were discovered to extend one's lifespan indefinitely, it would by definition benefit the discoverer. We could do so much better than a platitude of selfless intent that doesn't survive a moment's serious introspection."








"Neferuaten made it sound as though it was more about the sentiment," I said. "Of only choosing to pursue immortal life if it wasn't for one's own sake, to not give the Order the reputation that's usually associated with pursuing immortality."








She rolled her eyes. "I won't speak personally ill of the dead, but suffice it to say, trying to appease the masses is a fool's errand. The average moron is only capable of making judgements by regurgitating whatever tropes the media has fed them, and even then, only the recent ones - just look at how fast public sentiment changed in favor of longevity research as soon as the Old Yru Convention changed its tune." She kicked a bottle (presumably representing someone's drinking problem) to the side as she strolled to the other side of the room, still looking around. "It'd take a little too long to tell the story of how we got the Biological Continuity Oath re-interpreted in our favor, but let me assure you it had nothing to do with winning hearts and minds."








Kamrusepa made what looked like a curious frown, such as I could tell. "You had a direct hand in it?"








"Oh yes," Zeno said, sounding pleased with themselves. "I bet you'd be surprised to know just how many little changes in policy this organization has affected over the years. Assuming you don't all grow up to become total nobodies, you'll come to understand how much of this world is shaped by the handful of people who possess the vision and intellect to do so, and how utterly irrelevant the opinions of everyone else are." She smiled with what was, by her standards, relative sincerity. "You four are at the top of your class, so you probably have a fair shot."








Seth sighed in irritation, already looking towards the door.








"Hey," Fang said, from the other side of the statue. "Check this out."








I did, and Zeno and Kam followed. On the way, I accidentally stepped on a large, heavily used teddy bear, provoking an uncomfortable frown. In a way, it was a blessing that whoever had trashed the room had trashed it so completely; because there was no way to tell which object was associated with which box, it just felt like stepping through trash, rather than intruding into something deeply personal.








"I'll watch the entrance," Seth said, his tone distant.








...however, what turned out to be waiting for us was an exception to that rule. A single box was clearly separated from the rest, placed neatly against the rear wall of the chamber, and still firmly shut.








"Oh, great," Zeno said. "I suppose we've found the punchline to whatever joke all of this is meant to be, then."








"Can I open this?" Fang asked?








She shrugged. "The idea is they're free for viewing, so go ahead."








Fang wasn't the sort of person to hesitate. They knelt down and popped the clasp on the wooden box without a moment's delay, revealing the contents to all three of us.








However, I didn't process what it was at first. It looked like a totem of sorts - made of a dark, chitinous blue material, carved into a smooth spiral like the head of a drill and adorned with strange little bell-like widgets on strings. But then I saw that it was hollow and had small holes in the side, and the other shoe dropped.








Kamrusepa slowly frowned. "Wait," she said. "Is that a...?"








"Yes," Zeno said, sucking in her lips thoughtfully. "Huh. I never knew he had a connection."








The name on the inside of the lid, as might've been guessed, was Hamilcar of Kane.








When the Ironworkers were rebuilding the world, one resource they had possessed in essentially infinite abundance was time; with the heat death of the universe already concluded and the rest of humanity in stable stasis, there weren't really any ticking clocks or background risks to account for. Combined with the ability to experience time subjectively themselves, this meant that certain questions that would normally be challenging to answer could be approached by unorthodox means.








One of these was the creation of non-iron based lifeforms. On Earth, such creatures had been incredibly rare - only consisting of a few insects and deep sea creatures, while the scarce examples of life found on other worlds were in environments utterly hostile and incompatible with humanity. But after they managed to create the first Plane capable of sustaining life, the Ironworkers had the option of simply letting it evolve on its own, then modifying the results as needed. That first plane was the Diakos, the ring-shaped second plane below the Mimikos, which to this day was covered in dense, alien-colored jungle with more than 10 times its surface area.








The Ironworkers, despite overlooking what was in retrospect a lot of pretty important things, were not stupid. They had accounted for the possibility that creatures within this environment would develop undesirable levels of intelligence that might subvert the reason they were being cultivated to begin with, and had implemented countermeasures.








Unfortunately, there were types of 'intelligence' they weren't quite prepared for.








The Great Interplanar War, which had come at the end of mankind's first great effort at colonizing the Lower Planes, had been the ultimate outcome - despite it being technically fought (well, largely and depending on your definitions) between humans and other humans, all of whom used the Power. As I mentioned, it was a series of events that, while a point of great international pride and solidarity at the time, were regarded increasingly critically by modern historians. But for that same reason, it'd become an uncomfortable topic to talk about. A source of dissonance for modern society, and one still within most people's living memory.








Regardless, I knew enough to recognize this object, and that they had once been incredibly critical to Lower Planar culture. They were called something like 'Utllachs', and though I wasn't sure of the specifics, I understood they were used for storing and cultivating eggs. Even if they no longer had a purpose, being entrusted with one was supposed to be some sort of great honor.








"Huh," Fang said. "...not sure what to do with this information."








"I'm surprised the two of you even know what it is," Zeno said, frowning curiously. "I thought they didn't even bother with the subject for the younger generations."








Kam looked at her skeptically. "You think we just skip 50 years of modern history?"








She scoffed. "Obviously not." She glanced back downward. "I just didn't think you'd have any sense of the context for something specific like this. And since he's been in the order nigh on his whole life, he must've got it before the war, too..." She took the object in her hands, idly inspecting it from different angles, then blew a little air into one of the holes. It produced a hollow sound. "Curious."








"Do you think it could be some sort of hint...?" I asked. "As to his motive, I mean."








Zeno shrugged. "If it is, it's lost on me. I don't know a damn thing about his personal life, aside from the fact that his family is from the Temple States, and the story everyone knows about how he got himself blown up as a kid." She placed the object back down. "I suppose he might've been a parasite-sympathizer of some sort or another in his youth. They were about, even in those days."








"Maybe whoever did this just set it aside out of respect for him," I suggested, choosing to Ignore what Zeno was saying.








"That would rather give the game away, I should think," Kamrusepa said.








I scratched my head. "I guess so."








Zeno rose to her feet. "Well, regardless, we've wasted enough time here, I think. Time to resume our hunt."








We stood up after him. No one seemed to be able to come up with any sort of theory from what we'd just seen - though none of us knew Hamilcar, so that was only to be expected.








Seth joined us as we stepped towards the door. "Feels kinda disrespectful to be leaving the room in a state like this, knowing it's supposed to be so important."








Zeno snorted. "Don't worry your pretty head, boy. Much as I'd love to see the tradition ditched, if we manage to reclaim the sanctuary, it'll be easy enough to use Divination to put everything back in its proper place. And if we don't, then, well. Who cares?" She was already leaving.








We returned back into the hallway, and the path deeper into the underground, towards the central segment. From here on out, it was unfamiliar ground to me, if not to the others. I tried not to let it show on my face as the light from our scepters filled the increasingly narrow and foreboding tunnels.








"You know," Kamrusepa said, "I'd expected to see more of those statues about, other than just the one in there and that one of Phui outside."








"Oh, there used to be more scattered about," Zeno said idly. "In the dining hall, at the other entrance up in the theater... But they were stripped out decades ago during a redecoration." She made a dismissive gesture. "I think they're stored down here somewhere."








"Ah," Kamrusepa said, nodding.








We kept moving forward, taking a left into a much taller, longer tunnel, the stone work becoming circular and smooth, like we were going down the gut of some great beast. And the air grew even more stale, with a strange odor in the air, sharp and vaguely acidic.








My heart had started to race a little as the reality of the upcoming confrontation had set in. Why had I agreed to this?








It'll be okay, a voice soothed me. It's five against one, and your only job is to keep a barrier up around your group, or Zeno if it comes to a duel. Even if she's obnoxious, she's one of the greatest arcanists in the world. Hamilcar is old, but he's average for his experience. He'll lose.








Somehow, it didn't feel particularly comforting to tell myself that. I started to get the chills, shivering a bit. I hoped the heat Ran had told me about would kick in soon.








Kamrusepa stepped over to walk beside me, apparently picking up on my state of mind. "You look a little anxious, Su."








"That's because I am anxious," I said, suppressing my jaw's urge to clatter my teeth. "Aren't you?"








She considered this for a few moments, her eyes thoughtful. "Well, I'm not exactly thrilled about going into potentially lethal danger, even if the odds are slim. This just seemed the only apparent way to act to avoid something worse. And at least we'll be able to collect the data, so this isn't all for nothing."








"That's not what I asked," I said.








"Mm-- I see what you're getting at." She nodded. "Well, I suppose I don't feel visceral fear quite as often as some. There were gunfights in my neighborhood all the time growing up, at least until we moved out into the country. You have to develop a certain fortitude."








"Oh," I said, hesitantly. "That... Makes sense."








She raised an eyebrow. "You really are rather bad at hiding your class guilt, Su."








"Sorry," I my face flushing a bit. "I mean-- I just don't know what to say. That must've been difficult."








"It is what it is," she said. "Zeno had a point about our circumstances in life ultimately being our own to master and overcome, even if they took it to an extent that sounded downright sociopathic." She shook her head. "I swear, I've never found myself in rough philosophical alignment with someone of such vulgar character. It's an unpleasant feeling, to say the least."








Maybe you should question your beliefs, then, I thought, but didn't vocalize.








"Regardless, I suppose the way I fear death feels more like a preemptive sorrow and regret then an outright panic," she went on. "Existential, I suppose."








"it's... The opposite for me, I think," I said, furrowing my brow. "Rather-- I don't feel like dying would be so bad, but I really don't want to be killed."








"Not unreasonable," she said.








"It feels really overwhelming," I went on. "The idea that Zeno could be killed, or betray us, and we'd just be completely hopeless. The others wouldn't be able to do anything. My mind keeps going to this scene where our barrier is being smashed down, and we can't do anything but sit there, knowing in a few moments we'll be ripped to pieces like Bardiya or Durvasa."








"Again, not unreasonable," she said, with a nod. "Though I dare say we could put up a fight even under those circumstances. Loathe as I am to admit it, Fang is quite capable, and it's difficult to kill an arcanist wholly committed to defense and escape." She sighed. "But I imagine that's not what you need to hear. It might be best to simply find some way to distract yourself for the next few minutes."








"I was planning to try and talk to Seth on the way here, like we talked about," I said, lowering my voice. "Since we got cut off before. But I can't even focus enough to think of a way to broach the topic without being too obvious."








"I think we might be a little beyond the point of utility for that plan now, Su," she said. "I'm fairly sure this affair is going to wrap up with the mystery of what the men in our class were doing regrettably unsolved."








"We don't know that," I said. "One of them could be the accomplice."








"Would that matter?" she asked. "So long as Hamilcar is dealt with and the rest of us remain together for the entire night, they'll be nothing more they can do."








It was true. As things stood, so long as we could defeat Hamilcar, there seemed to be only two possible outcomes from that point. The first was one where he revealed the remaining culprit to us, leading to a final confrontation, and - inevitably, with our numbers advantage - a victory. The second was one where he held on to their identity to his last breath, and the rest of us turtled up together for the remainder of the day. So long as Samium and Balthazar remained accounted for, that created a stalemate.








But it wasn't like a stalemate in chess; a result where there was no victor. No, in this case, us merely surviving was a victory. Once we all returned to reality, the window for them would be closed forever. We'd sure as hell never be taking any more trips like this again.








But all of that relied on a critical assumption.








"What if Hamilcar isn't the culprit?" I said. "That Lilith was coached to frame him?"








"Well... It's as Zeno said earlier," she replied carefully. "Regardless of whether or not it's Hamilcar, we know someone is down here. And you yourself proved they had to be the one in contact with Lilith. So the only variable is that we may be taken by surprise concerning their identity."








I frowned. That didn't seem wrong, so... Why did something still feel so off?"








"Though, I will admit we should probably exercise a little concern regarding Seth." She inclined her head towards him subtly. "Let's both keep an eye on him, as well as Zeno, and be prepared to flee in the worst case scenario."








"Mm," I said, with a small nod. "Okay."








I appreciated that Kamrusepa was, in her own way, probably trying to make me feel better, even if this was actually making me even more anxious.








"And when we're through with this, on the way back, I'lltry and help you speak with him, if you're still invested in the idea. Since it's increasingly clear you have less manipulative skills then a child trying to angle for better birthday gifts." She adjusted her mask, which seemed to have an uncomfortable fit, slightly. "I suppose I do owe you for dragging you along with my idea to hide what happened to Vijana, since it ended up being so bloody stupid."








This managed to make me smile a little bit. "Thanks, Kam."








She snorted. "Don't thank me until we survive. If we end up getting absolutely murdered in a few minutes, you can rest assured I'll go to my grave feeling very embarrassed for being so cocksure." She shook her head. "Really, now. Going down into this veritable crypt looking for a fight, I feel like a vampire hunter from a pulp novel. It's not like me at all, even if it is for the sake of all humanity."








We continued on for another minute or so in silence, then, finally, made the turn to the elevator chamber, passing through a heavy - though notably now unlocked - door. The room itself was smaller than Ran had made it sound in her account, though still quite large, but there was a much larger departure from what I'd expected than that.








Which was that no elevator was present at all. Just a deep, deep pit, with a distant red glow far beneath.








The scouting golem stood by its side, awaiting our arrival. It couldn't fly, so this was as far as it went.








"Anna and I just performed the final round of incantations. There's less we can do at that range, but it doesn't seem like there's any traps or other defenses down there," Ran told us. "That said, be ready for anything."








"Gotcha," Fang said optimistically, then smacked their hand into their fist. "Alright! Let's take this guy down!"








"Where's the elevator...?" I asked, stupidly.








"At the bottom, where Hamilcar left it when he took it down there, evidently," Zeno said flatly. "We'll have to fly down. Pity to waste the eris, but it can't be helped." Even as she spoke those words, she'd already traced the Form-Levitating Arcana, ascending off the ground.








"I've never flown, uh, vertically downward this much," Seth said, peering off the edge.








"Just keep yourself upright. Fall, but slowly," Zeno said, in a condescending tone. "If you're as naturally gifted as you're hyped up to be, I'm sure you'll manage."








"Good thing we didn't take Theodoros or Ophelia on this venture," Kam said, as she also floated in the air. "I dare say we'd have had to resign right here."








I nodded, but internally wasn't feeling great about this myself. I might not've been afraid of heights, but there were limits.








I spoke the words and took off myself, committing way more eris then I'd likely need just to be on the safe side. Then the five of us assembled together over the pit - the very, very deep pit, practically bottomless - and, after making sure our barriers were aligned properly and our speed was correct, began to slowly descend into the darkness.








It was a strange sensation. Flying using the Power felt sort of like holding yourself very tightly and completely with an additional limb that happened to be outside my body. I felt hyper-conscious of my control over it, of the malleable aura of force enveloping my body, its movements dictated by my mind.








I remembered the day when I first learned to fly, during my stint of obligatory military training at the same time I was attending Oreskios Memorial University. It was a surprisingly easy technique - maybe the easiest, outside of just moving objects telekinetically - that the mind slipped into without much effort, like it had always been ready to start moving in three dimensions, but just lacked the means. But more importantly than that, it was perhaps the first time most people became aware of how almost transhuman you became, and could become, as an arcanist. Doing something that for most people would always be nothing more than a childhood fantasy as if it were no big deal at all.








It was strange to think about, but many of the mundane things that arcanists did, they-- Rather, we only did because of habit or social convention. You could draw enough eris for simple techniques just from your own body and the surrounding environment with practice, partially divorcing you from the need for a scepter, and that point many things were possible. You didn't have to walk. You didn't, as Ptolema had colorfully mentioned earlier, have to use the toilet. You didn't have to eat or drink; you could conjure the things your body needed right into the bloodstream. You didn't even need to breathe, or make use of your five mundane senses. The only primeval aspect of one's humanity that proved difficult to escape was sleep, and even that was close to being rendered obsolete itself by unrelated advancements.








If you let it, having that control over your own biology could warp your state of mind. I remember feeling on that day that I was no one at all - more a ghost, a will lingering around a body then a thing of flesh and blood. I wondered what it would be like to float into the sky, far into space where there was no stimuli at all. To become a being of pure logic, that could dismiss everything mortal about the person I'd been as no longer relevant.








In that long fall, beset by anxiety, those sort of thoughts filled me again. Of that sort of absolute, impossible escape.








I watched the patterns on the wall rise above us over and over again, and felt the gentle warmth coming from below.








"Y'know," Seth said with an awkward laugh, snapping me out of my introspection. "I'm kinda jealous of you wearing trousers at a time like this, Fang." He idly took off his mask as we descended, letting it fall around his neck. After all, we weren't going to run into any golems down here.








"Oh, I didn't think of that," they said. "Yeeeaaah, gotta be pretty breezy, huh?"








"Mm-hmm," he nodded.








"Just be glad you're wearing men's underclothes, Seth," Kam said, eyes narrow. Her curly and frizzy orange hair was not responding well to our presently mixed relationship with gravity, looking as though it was trying to escape in every possible direction at once. "When it comes to upward pressure, the last thing you want is it condensed to a point."








"Hey, who says he's wearing men's underwear?" Fang joked.








Kamrusepa crossed her arms. "Don't be peculiar at a time like this, Fang."








"Sorry, sorry," they said. "I mean. As a group, we are leaning more towards pushing boundaries in general right now, y'know? Never hurts to question your assumptions."








Seth, for his part, laughed a little bit, but it was awkward and stiff. Everyone except Zeno and Fang was probably feeling the pressure from the anxiety by now.








At the time, though, I was barely absorbing the conversation, my mind starting to feel strange and soft. I wondered if it would be poetic for me to die in this place. One lifetime project of my grandfather's at rest with another.








My mind twinged. I need to stop thinking about this.








But how could I make that happen?








My brain offered only one, quite bad, solution.








"So," I said, into the silence and gentle rush of the air. "Three men are standing in a queue at a spot where the fencing is broken on the edge of a tall building, ready to jump."








Kam frowned at me, not yet realizing what was happening. "What?"








"A fourth man arrives, and looks upset. 'Stop!' he cries out, and rushes over to the man at the front of the queue. 'You have so much to live for!' But the first man, in tears, tells him that his life is miserable; nobody loves him, and he hasn't been able to find his purpose. 'Even so, you can't give up so easily,' the fourth man replies. 'I can tell by your custom-tailored suit and good grooming that you are a gentleman of wealth. I'm sure there are luxuries you haven't yet sampled, places you haven't yet visited. Don't you owe it to yourself to at least explore every option first?' He looks conflicted, but eventually he nods, stepping away."








"Dear god," Kam said, eyes widening. "It's one of her jokes."








"Oh man!" Fang said, turning in my direction with an excited smile. "I haven't caught one in ages!"








"I dunno is this is the right time for one of these, Su," Seth said flatly. "Especially about people jumping off buildings. We're in the middle of a quarter mile drop."








"It's actually more akin to a half mile," Zeno said, with a smirk.








"Oh," he said glancing downward. "Great."








"Then he moves on to the second man," I said, unable to stop now that I was rolling. I knew people wouldn't even find it funny, but it couldn't be helped. "He tells him that he's nothing like the first guy - he's socially houses, deep in luxury debt from vices he can't shake, and can't hold a job. 'But I can see you have a family,' the fourth man tells him, spotting a photo in his hand. 'A wife and two children. They surely love you very much. Before going this far, isn't it worth trying to open up to them?' The second man sighs wistfully and concedes, turning to leave."








We were starting to get closer to the bottom, now. The shaft had grown rougher, as Ran had described, and the distant radiance below had now become a more discernible space. I could see what looked like an opening, and a glint of a metal structure, and our bodies were starting to be immersed in red light.








"Finally, he gets to the third man," I continued, "who tells him that he has neither wealth, nor loved ones. 'But isn't that a Principist sigil I see around your neck? If you are a man of God, you surely cannot commit suicide. Whatever pain you're feeling right now, is it really worth squandering the life given to you by your creator?' The man, blinking as if woken from a dream, embraces him, tears running down his face. 'Of course. How I could I be so foolish? You are truly a kind and selfless and clear-sighted man, to all this for but a group of strangers.'"








"Who talks like this?" Seth said, an eyebrow raised. "This joke sounds like it was written in the Mourning Period."








"Maybe it was," Kam said. "Who knows where she gets them."








"But the man replies, 'Are you kidding? I was just fishing for reasons to clear our the queue!' And then he jumps off himself," I finished.








There was a moment of silence. Fang, at least, laughed, looking upwards.








"Not much of a punchline," Seth said. "I mean, unless you count being really depressing as one."








"I'm sorry," I said meekly. "I might've told it wrong. I'm nervous."








"Less an issue with the brickwork and more one with the blueprint in this case, I should think," Kamrusepa said, and wiped her brow. "Good gods, it's getting hot in here."








It was. A stuffy dry heat that seemed to cut right to the middle of my body. I felt sweat dripping down my armpits and over my face, sticky and overwhelming.








"Why do you always tell jokes about people dying, Su?" Kam asked. "It really is rather morbid."








"Because I'm depressed," I said, stating the obvious.








That wasn't the whole answer, but it covered most of the bases.








"I've scarcely met someone our age who isn't," she replied flatly. "But most people aren't quite so characteristic about it."








"I'm not sure this is the right time to be interrogating Su about her mental state, Kam," Seth said.








She sighed. "I'm just trying to--"








Suddenly, the stone walls around us fell away, and I saw it.
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How had Ran described my grandfather's machine? Like 'roots', coming to a point like a 'needle'.








I couldn't call this description wrong, exactly. There were discernible tendrils of the structure that worked their way downwards in loops, eventually tilting at an angle and convening at a point of light. But Ran, even when describing something truly fantastical, had a straightforward way of conceptualizing things. Good at conveying facts, not so good at conveying impact.








What she had failed to capture, in this case, was scale.








It was like we'd descended into the highest point of a storm frozen in time, swirling tempest and lightning suspended at the apex of their ferocious momentum all around us. The cavern was huge, vast in a manner that provoked a similar feeling to looking out over an open plain or up a mountain, except inverted in a way that confounded the mind, and the structure surrounding us felt only a little smaller. Countless curling metal beams, all engraved and glowing vividly with arcane energy, utterly surrounded us, overlapping one another in a manner that more evoked a beehive at an obscene scale then anything constructed by a human.








Using the Power, it was possible to create structures at obscene scales that never would have been feasible with manual or even mechanized labor, and examples of this could be found in most modern cities. There was the Aetherbridge and the colossal towers of the inner city in Old Yru, but I'd also seen the great library of Tem-Aphat, intended to store all the knowledge of the world on parchment, which was 300 stories tall and had the proportions of a pyramid-- They had to pump air into the higher floors so it didn't become hard to breathe. And even in Oreskios, there were the Thyrian Shipyards, which extended almost a mile out into the ocean and even had a substantial underwater component, albeit of much more utilitarian design than Apsu. (I'd been there once during a school trip; they didn't normally let people in who didn't work there. It'd been largely indiscernible from a warehouse from the inside, and I'd spent most of the experience bored out of my mind, but conceptually it was impressive.)








This, though, was different. It had the air of a natural phenomenon, except that, thinking about it logically, the effort afforded on the inscriptions had to represent tens of thousands of man-hours. Hundreds of thousands, maybe.








I'd once heard a professor say that to create something nature does without thinking, human beings must expend an entire lifetime worth of effort; devote themselves completely to that single act of imitation. The first building, a lifetime. The first spark of electricity, a lifetime. The first treatment of a disease, a lifetime.








While obviously not literally true, this brought that idea to mind. In what surrounded us, I could feel all of a person, a mind bent utterly to a specific purpose in a manner fringing on madness. Will itself given material form.








To even stand in the shadow of such a thing felt frightening. The crimson light pulsing from all directions, like the last gasp of a dying star.








"Su," Kamrusepa said, from below. "You're slowing down."








I blinked. That's right - I'm supposed to have seen this before. Even if there was a good chance they might've overheard the conversation I had with Fang earlier to some extent, I didn't want to be too obvious about my descent into insanity. I sped up a little, moving to match the position and pace of the others.








"Fuck, laying my eyes on this thing never ceases to take me aback," Zeno said, a bright smile coming to her face. "What a phenomenal spectacle of arcane engineering. Of sheer vision and ambition!" She licked her lips. "Never in all my years have I witnessed the like anywhere else. What a shame it will be if we have to abandon it over this petty affair just when the concept is proven."








I glanced at her for a moment. Zeno really did seem utterly infatuated with my grandfather's work. It was making me increasingly curious about what exactly their relationship had been.








Seth made a skeptical look. "I didn't wanna say this back when we came down here the last time, but I don't think I quite get what makes it that big a deal. I mean, if you need all of this - this much space, this much energy, just to make one person physically young - isn't it just a safer version of cloning someone a new body, and transplanting the brain?" He looked to Kam. "That technology has been coming along pretty well recently, hasn't it?"








Kamrusepa furrowed her brow. "There has been some notable progress in the 20 years since the ban has been lifted," she conceded, nodding. "Though cerebral trauma and spinal integration issues still present themselves far too often for use on the general public - roughly 30% of cases, as I recall it. And that's not even mentioning the prohibitive costs of full-body cloning."








"I mean, if they've got that far in just a couple decades, then those feel like solvable problems. And if we're gonna talk about prohibitive costs..." He gestured outwardly, at what surrounded us in all directions. "I dunno. It just seems like-- How do you say it, a solution that's, uh..."








"A solution in search of a problem," I said.








"Yeah, that's right," he said, nodding. "If it doesn't cure dementia, it doesn't feel worth the hype."








"Ptolema said the same thing earlier," I told him.








"She did?" He hummed worriedly. "Maybe I should think it over again."








"Like all people your age, you predictably see only what's in front of your nose," Zeno said, tone dripping with condescension. "You're not wrong that there are simpler methods to restore the majority of the body to a state of youth, many of which are quite promising. Hell, now that the Biomancers in Palaat are unshackled by the Old Yru Convention, I'd estimate it'll only be another 60-80 years until we're capable of total physical rejuvenation without even resorting to such methods."








As she was speaking, Zeno idly flipped in the air, suspended upside down for a few moments while still keeping an even pace of descent. As I said, flying was easy, but they seemed exceptionally comfortable with it.








Kamrusepa frowned. "Most publishing in the field would call that an extremely optimistic projection, professor."








She giggled to herself. "Let's say I have some insider information. We're not the only people that've been keeping our cards close to our chest over the long years." She shook her head. "And it is also true that this particular method does not solve dementia as a problem. But!" She smirked. "What it does solve, or at least begin solving, is something far, far more vital."








"What do you mean?" Seth asked skeptically.








"I'll try to put it in terms you can understand, little boy," she said. "The preservation of the physical body and mind is but the first and most obvious stage in tackling the problem of mortality. We ask: 'How do we stop our bodies from rotting, simply by being left too long to its own devices?' Though vital, at its core, the venture is pedestrian-- Not truly advancing the human condition, but merely fixing a broken foundation."








"One could call it arrogance," Kamrusepa said, in a tone that made it clear she would, "to say that a problem mankind has labored to resolve since the advent of civilization is 'pedestrian.' Especially when one's own work is built on the efforts of those who came before."








We were getting close to the metal structure below. A circle of metal installations built on a spire of stone, extending from a seemingly endless blackness.








I found myself wondering. If we were in the Palaikos - or whatever it was supposed to be called - what exactly were the physical dimensions of this place, anyway? Was there even a floor, or could you just keep descending infinitely until the artificially-imported laws of reality the sanctuary brought with it broke down?








And for that matter, where exactly were the observation tools of the Ironworkers that there so essential to everything? Were they part of the walls themselves, the very structure of the place? Or were they concealed, somehow?








Zeno looked at Kamrusepa with a bored expression. "Fuck off with your tone policing, little girl. I get enough of that at the university." She rolled her eyes. "The truth is that mankind as it exists - it's thoughts, its innovations, the scope of its influence - is and has always been pedestrian. You can either crawl out of the quagmire of human existence by daring to imagine advancement beyond it, or you can die like a dog in Plato's Cave, like countless billions before you."








I wasn't sure if that was the most pretentious thing I'd ever heard in my life, but it was up there.








"Anyway, the second stage is protection from external factors," Zeno continued. "At it's basic level, this is also caveman bullshit - trying to stop yourself from being murdered or tripping over something and cracking your skull in - that we've got mostly tied up for anyone who gives a sufficient shit about their own welfare already."








"Gotta say, not feeling like we have 'murder' tied up too well right now," Fang intoned.








"But then you have the trickier problems, like existential threats," Zeno continued, ignoring their interruption. "Case in point: The Iron Princes thought they'd live forever just because they'd half-escaped their physical bodies, but the collapse sure as shit robbed them of that preconception. Think only of the threat before your eyes, and you'll end up like the Pharaohs when Alexander rolled in." She began idly twirling her scepter around. "Being an immortal means thinking long term, and I mean long term. That's where the true potential of something like this innovation lies."








"Because it's power over time itself," I deduced.








She snapped her fingers, pointing to me. "Precisely! Turning old people young-- That's just a proof of concept. It's how it goes for every piece of new technology. Start off big with small effects, then test, observe, and tweak until those two have flipped right around. And then, my friend, you're cooking on fucking gas."








"What's the big effect, then?" Seth asked.








"Turning an old world young, that's what!" she declared, smiling widely. "Fixing this dead-end reality, held together by nails and tape, before something important gets broken and we're all screwed."








Seth looked skeptical about this idea, raising an eyebrow at her. Kamrusepa, though, seemed more swayed, her eyes wandering up and down over the structure. "The prospect of divining information atemporally could, in theory, open countless doors in Aetheromancy." She narrowed her eyes. "But that presupposes that we discover a means to permanently reconstruct space-time without the use of iron, which by all accounts is a dead end. The Power only has utility within the Remaining World, not without it."








Was that a hint of techno-skepticism, just now? What Zeno did to her personality just by being nearby really was incredible.








"If you're fucking the universe in the ass, you can't expect to fit your whole fist in on the first night," Zeno retorted colorfully. Out of her line of sight, Kam stuck her tongue out in revulsion. "What's important is that you bring it to bed. Follow through hard enough, and you might even carve a path to the third stage."








"And what's that supposed to be?" Seth asked, his brow flat. "The third stage?"








"Transcension, obviously," she answered. "Ascending from the banal nature of physical form outright, to a state where the termination of one's own existence is not even possible within the laws of physics. Where we win the battle to all battles - the tension between reality and the human mind - and live as gods."








In response, Seth gave a groan, rubbing his eyes, while Kam twisted her lip, making a complicated expression.








"Of course, all of these ideas went right over the heads of the rest of the council," Zeno went on, shaking her head. "For all their skills, compared to █ █ █ █ █, they have the professional vision of cave bats. But then, what can you expect from an organization whose idea of progress is simply chasing the Philosopher's Stone like we're a pack of New Kingdoms Era alchemists?"








For my part, I found myself frowning in puzzlement. Something about Zeno's aspirations for the whole project on a conceptual level did come across as... Strange. After all, back when I'd seen speaking to Linos and Anna, their testimonies had made it seem like its construction had only come about after their broader goals for researching and subverting entropy had failed. Maybe Zeno was right about them not caring about the product of that research beyond its role in directly elongating human life, but... If it really did have this kind of potential, you would've thought they'd have been more excited.








To pursue something as insane as the put-entropy-in-a-kid's-brain project, only to react lukewarmly to something like this, felt odd. I couldn't shake the sense there was something about the Order's goals I didn't understand.








"You're kinda an older dude, Zeno," Fang said, speaking up for the first time in a while. "I get all your high ideals about this, but. Aren't you more concerned you or somebody you love might get dementia, or whatever? I can kinda see the others might be more preoccupied with the basics."








I blinked in surprise. That question had felt like it'd come kinda out of nowhere.








Zeno, however, didn't seem bothered, merely making a dismissive gesture as she flipped her body around again, descending face-down. "Don't forget who you are speaking to. I am the creator of the discipline most concerned with ailments of the mind." She smiled. "I am, to say the least, confident in the progress of the research."








Fang nodded, pushing at their cheek with their tongue thoughtfully. "Huh. Y'know, I haven't heard much news in the field lately, honestly. Is there anybody I should be following?"








"You should follow Professor Ichimai's work," Zeno said, seemingly put off by this sort of specific questioning.








Fang's eyes lit up. "Oh! Is this an each-of-my-balls joke?"








Zeno turned to stare at them for a moment, her expression flat and annoyed.








"...actually, I'd wanted to ask something," I said, a memory suddenly popping into my head. "When we last came down here, Neferuaten said that my grandfather had a name for this... Thing, right?"








This perked Zeno up again quickly, her face breaking into a mischievous smile. "Oh yes, he certainly did. Or at least, for the project in its totality. " She smiled wistfully as she once again looked at the winding coils, descending downward like the head of some unspeakably massive drill. "It's a little specific-- He called it the 'Apega'."








"Huh," Fang said.








I hesitated. "I'm sorry, my Inotian could be better. What does that word mean, exactly?"








Zeno clicked her tongue, shaking her head. "It's not a word, little girl, it's a name." She sighed melodramatically. "Clearly, you're too young to appreciate a good historical reference. Such a pity."








I frowned. I wanted to inquire a little further, but we were already out of time.








Finally, the elevator itself came into clearly discernible view, sitting at the bottom of the chain mechanism on a square-shaped platform adjacent to the southernmost metal structure. Instead of continuing down directly onto it, Zeno instead flew out to the side at high speed, sweeping into the building - if it could be called that - through one of the windows.








We followed. Entering the chamber, it matched Ran's description much more closely. Square and sparsely decorated, with only a few shelves of books and paperwork, some kind of control panel, and a handful of tables and chairs, all of incredibly plain design. Judging by the reactions of the others, nothing had changed from our previous visit.








"Stay afloat. We want to keep the option of three dimensional movement if it comes to a confrontation." Zeno bluntly instructed, moving to check something on the control panels.








'If' it comes to a confrontation. It felt like Zeno was still holding on to the side that this could all be some misunderstanding.








"Roger that, boss," Fang said, with a friendly salute.








Zeno rolled her eyes, peering at the controls and fiddling with them a little. "Now, start divining," she simply stated, not even looking at the rest of us.








"You... Want us to search for Hamilcar with the Power?" I asked, staying in the air as instructed.








"Please don't pretend to be stupider than you are, girl," Zeno said, with a sigh. "I believe I already told you that it isn't cute."








I frowned, but decided against making a snarky comment. Myself, Seth and Fang began casting, while Kamrusepa - who didn't really know any Divination concerned with living beings, or at least didn't have them engraved - moved to see whatever Zeno was doing. I invoked the Death-Sensing Arcana, for my part, while Seth used its Biomancy equivalent, and Fang employed the frightening technique they'd used back in the dining hall of the guesthouse.








As I finished speaking the words, the sixth sense flowered in my mind's eye, but it turned out there was very little to see with it. Almost nothing was alive down here, and therefore, nothing was dead. Other than the five of us, I could only make out tiny clusters of cells interspersed on the floor and in other rooms-- At rest in trace mud from footprints, or around what was probably fallen hair and skin. They seemed, as one would expect, to proceed in a rough path deeper into the facility...








Then, suddenly, I saw him. About 90 degrees from where we were on the circular platform, very close to the edge, was a living human. It'd taken me a moment to realize, because the cells in their body weren't quite dying in the manner you'd expect, especially in the torso and leg area. My mind instantly connected it to my memory of Hamilcar's body and mechanical implants.








"I see him," Seth said, beating me to it. His eyes were narrow.








I nodded. "Me too. He's over to the north, standing at the edge of the building--"








"The maintenance balcony," Zeno said, and clapped her hands together. "Right then! Let's not waste any more time."








She pressed a button on the control panel, and a printer at the periphery whirred to life, the mechanical quills lowering into place and rapidly scrawling perfectly-written text onto the parchment below. Then, flew over to the other side of the room and retrieved a wooden crate from the corner, next to one of the seats. Finally, she moved towards Seth.








"Listen closely, boy," she said, her tone dripping with condescension. "I know your generation likely couldn't properly operate a machine where the user interface isn't spoon-fed directly into your brain if your life literally depended on it, but please try your best to retain this, okay? We're standing in the primary observation chamber of this facility. If you press this button," she gestured towards a flat, grey tile on the controls, "and then enter 8-9-4 on this keypad, it will activate a barrier around this area and the elevator platform. It's powered directly by the negation furnace beneath us, so it's far more potent at repelling direct force then anything we're capable of producing."








Seth frowned in confusion. "Why are you telling me this?"








"Because you can't project a barrier, which, now that we've reached this point unscathed, makes you completely useless." She thrust the crate at him. "You will stay behind in this room and gather up all the important data. The shelves contain hard copies of the majority of the plans for the artifice, along with the records of most of the tests. Vitally, the most recent and successful one's data is being printed right now-- Make sure you don't miss it."








"Wait," he protested, put-off. "You're telling me to just sit here and collect paperwork? While you go and confront Hamilcar?"








"Not just collect paperwork," she corrected him. "You'll also be here for your friends sake if things go sour and they have to pull away from the battle. You can all hold up here or flee while I do what must be done. Or, in a disaster scenario where this body is destroyed, do your best to flee back up while collapsing the passage around you. The sanctuary's defenses aren't active here, so that should be safe from any automatic retaliation. I think."








"Truly, I am filled with confidence," Kam said.








Seth looked frustrated. "I came with you because I wanted to be a part in getting justice for Bardiya. Not to play secretary and not even see the guy."








Zeno's expression switched abruptly to one of lose patience, grimacing at him with annoyance. "Little boy, you're an acolyte Biomancer, and not even one specialized in battle arcana. Do you see any plants around here to manipulate? Any dirt?"








"I can defend myself," he protested. "I've done basic combat training, I know all the standard techniques--"








"If you try to shoot some pissy little fireball or lightning bolt at a grandmaster like Hamilcar, you'll be lucky if he doesn't block the eris transmission and turn your hand into a nice meaty soup," Zeno said, in an almost mocking tone. "Please have some fucking perspective. This is neither the time not the place for your adolescent dick-waving."








Seth grit his teeth, looking to the side.








"...be reasonable, Seth," Kamrusepa told him, leveling her gaze. "This is vital research we're talking about. It needs to be protected, and we're short on time. Hamilcar could notice us at any moment."








He grunted, and was silent for a few seconds. Eventually, however, he nodded reluctantly. "Fine, I'll take care of it. Just make sure you bring him down, right?"








She nodded. "Of course. I swear, we will bring Bardiya justice."








Seth snorted, still annoyed, but smiled at her just slightly.








"The files marked with red bars are the ones you want. Prioritize the ones with higher numbers," Zeno gave as a final instructions, and then flew straight towards the door leading deeper into the facility. When we took more than an instant to pick up on the fact we were intended to follow, she beckoned with her hand, frowning with irritation.








We proceeded quickly through the rooms, and across the metal bridges that connected them. The light and heat of the machine bore down from below ferociously every time we got close to the periphery. My heart was racing as we approached the moment of truth.








"It's just a guess, but I feel like Hamilcar has noticed us already," I said. "It's hard to tell with the Death-Sensing Arcana, but it seemed like he might've had a barrier."








"I would only expect as much," Zeno said, with a small chuckle. "You remember the instructions? Keep your barriers focused on me as well as yourselves so long as I remain within range, and if I signal, open fire on Hamilcar as a diversionary measure. It doesn't matter what with; it's only supposed to be a distraction. Beyond that, don't interfere." She turned to face forward. "That is, of course, if it comes to a battle at all."








"You seem rather confident in your victory, professor," Kamrusepa said.








"And justifiably, because I'm the much better arcanist! I've run circles around men like him my entire life," she said, matter-of-factly. "And of course, I'm not in any physical danger-- Unlike the rest of you."








"Truly inspiring", Kam said dryly.








"I provided you with an escape plan, did I not?" Zeno asked. "You protest too much."








"Hey, so," Fang said. "If we're planning to recover that part of the machine I brought, then maybe we should make a detour now? We're getting close to the big round room with the elevator-thing."








Zeno shook her head, a discontented frown starting to form on her lips. "No need for that. Hamilcar has done the legwork for us and obtained it himself it seems."








"Oh," they replied. "How do you figure?"








"Because I can see him through that window," they replied, with a gesture.








My gaze followed accordingly. As she had indicated, I could see, just in view behind another of the structures, the figure of Hamilcar standing on a platform protruding over the abyss, facing the beating heart of the great machine. In one of his hands, I recognized the sheath I'd seen Fang carrying yesterday, during the conclave.








In his other, he was holding a weapon. It was a rare sight in modern times - a staff, taller even then he was. It was covered in ornate bronze designs, and at its peak was the symbol of Golemancy - an outstretched hand with a hole in the center, representing labor without will. Except instead of just one, there were multiple hands folded in different directions, almost forming a bloom or a crown.








He surely must've heard us by now, even if he wasn't using any Divination. But for whatever reason, he didn't turn to face our direction. He simply continued staring, waiting.








We flew around the last corner, then out into the open air, descending to the balcony. This felt too easy, but somehow, I didn't suspect a trap, either. The atmosphere was strangely calm. He was still wearing the long, dark robe I'd last seen him donned in, the fabric laying still in the wake of the windless expanse, the air silent save for the now-omnipresent thrumming of energy from below.








"Hamilcar," Zeno said.








There was a pause, and then a strange sound from his mechanical mouth, like static. I wondered if it could be a sigh. "Zeno," he replied, sounding tired.








"We know what happened," she told him, narrowing her eyes. "That you've been in contact with the girl. Your 'niece'. We found the record of her using the logic bridge, and she confessed to everything. Your relationship, and how you worked together."








Hamilcar was silent.








Zeno seemed strangely irritated by this, her brow twitching. "Well? Are you going to deny it? And for that matter, would you care to explain where you've been for the past 12 hours, and why you're carrying that artifice in your hand?" She narrowed her eyes. "And what do you know about the scripted commands in the administrative core? Tell me."








He continued not to respond.








"Hamilcar," Zeno hissed, her knuckles tightening around her scepter. "Say something."








"When I was a young man," Hamilcar began, his tone level, "I felt such anger towards the world, I can't begin to convey it rationally. Because of my injury, I felt cheated out of the youth I could have enjoyed - the life I was meant to have - and craved a second chance more than anything, untainted by that one, terrible event event." He paused for a moment. "Though my father had spoken of his work since I was a boy, in truth, I was never passionate for it-- Like most of the young, death was not immediate enough for me to comprehend the desire for truly eternal life. Rather, I merely wanted an escape. From my situation... The physical reality of my body."








"Is this a confession?" Kamrusepa muttered, confused.








"At the time, it was pure escapism - a retreat into fantasy that drove my actions simply because I had nothing else. But as the years passed, the prospect slowly edged closer to the realm of reality," he continued, wistful. "Science advanced, and it became possible to rejuvenate ones physical self to a great degree. As of today, it is fair to say we have reached the point where the clock can truly be turned back to 0. I could return to who I was before that day, and start again." He rose the metal hand holding the sheath, and looked at it strangely. "But with the passage of time, I came to understand something. As well as my body, my mind had taken on deformed shape itself. The world grew less beautiful to me, and the place I wanted to return to less clear." He lowered his hand, slowly. "Human beings are creatures engineered to specialize for specific roles, and to remain in them until they cease to exist. I had misunderstood myself, and reality. What I'd wanted to reclaim wasn't something material, but what the material reality had dictated. Possibility. Innocence." He looked upwards at the structure towering over our heads. "What would you think, if you could see us now, old friend?"








Suddenly, Zeno's scepter arm shot up, her fingers on both hands twitching with machine like precision. A bolt of white light, soundless, shot out and careened through the air towards Hamilcar at an incredible speed, so vivid that I shut my eyes by instinct.








Somehow he must've deflected it - or maybe it was a warning shot - because an instant later, it suddenly pivoted to the other direction. It went far, far to the right, before ultimately striking the cavern wall with a thunderous crack that, for just an instant, made the entire area blaze with the light of the sun and sent roaring fire spiraling in all directions, like a massive firework.








Kamrusepa and I looked on in shock, our mouths open. Zeno looked angry in a way I hadn't seen before, her eyes wide and mouth curled into an expression of cold fury that was, somehow, still childish.








As the light and sound began to dim, Hamilcar let out a long sigh.








"Zeno," he said, after a few moments. "Must we continue with this farce? ...even now, that judgement truly has fallen upon us?"








"What the fuck are you going on about, you half-dead imbecile? What 'farce'?" she said, sneering. "Have you lost your mind?"








Finally, Hamilcar turned.








It occurred to me that I'd never got a great look at him yesterday, from up in the stands. In most regards, he looked the same. The bald head. The off-color, half-covered and destroyed face.








But there was something I had missed before. And that, to put it bluntly, was how fucking sad he looked.








"Your suspicions are correct," he confessed, his tone suddenly strangely blunt. "I conspired with Mehit's daughter to engineer the death of Miss Ic'Nal, her brother, and Durvasa as well. I am also responsible for the threatening transmissions."








Zeno's face contorted in shock. "Why?"








"Because our cause is futile and self-destructive," he said. Even now, his tone still had that plain quality. "We have mingled in forces we had no right to, and now we must stop, lest we pay the price."








"What the fuck does that even mean? You've talking like some deathist priest." Zeno spat the word like it was an insult. "What's this really about? I deserve better then this idiotic pretense."








But Hamilcar didn't reply. Instead, slowly, he raised his staff.



            


082: Justice and Kindness (𒐇)


                
Long Ago








Summer had given its last gasp. The evening had come quickly, the Great Lamp already falling beneath the northern horizon even though it was only a little past six. The city was bathed in red-gold light, reflected in the distant ocean.








I sat alone in the Hierarch's Way tram station, which was starting to quiet down slightly after the evening rush, but was still pretty heavily occupied. A mix of businessmen and women returning home and people already changed into casual clothes and looking to head into town sat around reading papers, books, or attuned to their logic engines and staring into the middle distance. Some secondary schoolers chatted noisily off to my left. The world, in spite of whatever happened to me, continued to move forward.








A tram ascended from down the hillside, and pulled slowly into the station. Several people around me rose from their seats and stepped towards the doors, while others, in turn, stepped out - almost exclusively working people and students, since this was primarily a residential district.








I'd almost given up when Ran stepped out, clad in a casual, mutely-colored ruqun, her schoolbag slung over her shoulder. She spotted me instantly. I couldn't see her face from behind the veil at a distance, but her posture came across as worn out.








That was probably nothing compared to me, though. Things had doubtlessly improved from a couple of weeks ago, but I probably still looked worse than I had since-- ...well, I looked bad, was the point. I'd hoped no one sitting close to me had bothered to closely inspect my neck, or anything above it.








Ran approached the bench where I was sitting. "Hey," she said.








"Hey," I replied.








"Sorry I'm late," she went on. "Got stuck in extra-planar physics. Lecture dragged on 20 minutes longer than it should've."








"It's alright," I told her softly. "Was it interesting, at least?"








"Not all that much," she said. "It was mostly focused on mirror symmetry, though we only really went over the basics of the concept today." She raised a hand to her face, yawning. "I understood maybe half of it."








"Which half?" I asked. "IIA or IIB?"








She blinked, raising an eyebrow. "What?"








"Oh," I said, disappointed. "Sorry, I thought you were making a joke." I paused. "You know, because the premise is that there are two theoretical manifolds with different geometric properties that are equally feasible on a mathematical level. So if you only understood half of it--"








"Yeah, Su," she said flatly, rubbing her eyes. "I got it. But no. I was just saying I didn't really understand the lecture."








"Sorry," I repeated.








We were silent for a moment, her still standing over me. The doors on the tram pulled themselves mechanically shut, and it began to slowly slide down the track.








Since it had happened, most of our exchanges had become dominated by this sort of small talk. I didn't feel like there was much left that I could say, and she probably held similar sentiments. It's hard to put the feeling that was on my mind into words. Something like the calm that comes after defeat. Something like a funeral. Something like an empty field...








No matter what took place, what happened in any person's individual story, the world continued to move forward.








"Hm," she said, putting her hands in her pocket and glancing around. "Kinda a busy day out here, huh."








"Well, it is Friday," I pointed out. "Lots of people going downtown."








"I guess," she muttered, shrugging slightly. "You would've thought people would be more cautious after that bomb went off the other week."








I shrugged. "It's a pretty big city. Four people dying out of five and a half million probably doesn't reach people that much, especially when they're comparing things to how they were a few years ago." I glanced down the road. "I mean, it can't be much worse then how many people are getting killed by traffic accidents."








She stared ahead tiredly. "Should've figured you'd say something weird and utilitarian like that."








"Plus, the Gray Flags only really go after, you know." I twisted my lip slightly, trying to think of the right phrasing. "Political figures."








She sighed. "They should've just stuck to killing cops. At least back then you could usually count on them being assholes." It was hard to tell to what degree she was speaking facetiously. She paused for a moment, then looked to me. "You wanna take a walk?"








I frowned. "I thought you wanted to come over and pick up your clothes."








"I do," she said. "But not yet."








I didn't have any reason to refuse, and it felt like it might be a good idea to clear my head for a bit before heading home. This was only the second time my parents let me out of the house unaccompanied since I'd left the hospital, and it felt good, to an extent, just to move my body around in the fresh air again. Even it did feel a little disruptive to the unsteady stability I'd found.








We left the tram stop and, stepping off the sidewalk, ventured north, finding our way to the banks of one of the numerous small tributary rivers to the Mnimi that flowed through the area. It was only a dozen meters wide, running adjacent to the shopping district and flanked by grassy slopes on both sides. We walked uphill, against the current, the flow of the water trickling in the background.








"So," Ran began asking. "How are you feeling?"








I was silent for a moment before answering. "It could be worse, I guess," I eventually said, rubbing my bandages. "I'm sleeping okay again. And it doesn't really hurt any more, unless I crane my neck or swallow too much food at once."








"And your leg?" she glanced downward. "You're still walking with sort of a limp."








I glanced downward. "I think it's mostly just psychosomatic. They took me for my second appointment with the Osteoic Biomancer last week, so it's supposed to be completely fixed. It just feels... Unsteady, somehow. Stiff." I wiggled it a bit as I took my next step. "He offered to help with my neck, too, but it's healing fine. I didn't want to mess with my cellular hygiene."








She frowned. "That kinda stuff is pseudoscience, Su. They only push it to keep regular physicians from going out of business."








I scratched the back of my head. "I just don't want to do anything imprudent with my long-term health. Since... Well, you know."








She snorted, shaking her head slightly.








She was right to laugh. It was an obscenely self-contradictory thing to say, given the circumstances.








"Anyway," she added, "I didn't really mean, like. Physically."








"Oh," I said, and slowly frowned. "...I don't really know, honestly. I've just been trying not to think about anything, since they let me go back home."








"Not think about anything?" she repeated, raising an eyebrow.








"I mean, obviously I do think about things," I clarified. "Just-- Well, not anything serious. I've mostly been lying in bed and trying to focus on daydreaming. Fantasy worlds, that kinda stuff."








"What kinda fantasy worlds," she asked casually.








I thought about it for a few seconds. "Mostly where I'm like, an Elf," I explained. "Where I live peacefully on my own in a forest with a bunch of animals, and don't have to worry about anything. Grow crops, build a house up in the trees. Stuff like that."








"That sounds really boring," she said critically. "You don't even really like animals."








"I like animals!" I protested, looking to her. "I mean, as long as they're, y'know. Well-behaved."








"It doesn't sound healthy, either," she added.








I nodded, looking to the ground. "It probably isn't. But I don't really know what else to do. I mean... Even if I upset everyone and promised I wouldn't try again over and over, things haven't really changed." I glanced at her for a moment, hesitant. "Uh, sorry. I don't mean to be callous."








"It's alright," she spoke, staring ahead.








"I mean, I know you were upset. And I did appreciate you being there, and everything--"








"You don't need to make a big show of justifying yourself, Su," she said. "I get it."








I shook my head.








"It wasn't just you. Everyone was so upset," I continued after a moment, my eyes turned towards the hills. "When-- When her mother first came in to the hospital, she ran over and held me for... I don't even know, it felt like a quarter of an hour. She kept saying that she was sorry over and over." I swallowed. "And her little brother couldn't seem to work himself up to say anything to me at all. He just kept standing over by the door, looking like he was going to cry."








Ran said nothing. She might've nodded a little, or it could've just been her head bobbing along with the steps.








"Her dad almost got angry when he came in," I continued. "But then he got flustered and started apologizing, too, like he was scared he'd done something really wrong. It was like I was seeing a whole different side of him. And Iwa bought me a bunch of gits, and kept trying to act cheerful, even though she was obviously really anxious." I swallowed the air. "It was really weird, you know? I've never seen anything like that happen."








"Yeah," Ran said quietly.








"I felt guilty, afterwards," I went on, my face contorting into a pained smile. "Because I let myself get caught up in the moment, and feel happy. When really, she's already been gone for so long. And I'm the one who--"








"That's enough, Su," Ran said, cutting me off. "Quit it."








I hesitated, but fell silent, my eyes falling back towards the ground.








We kept walking for another five, maybe ten minutes. Eventually, we came to a hill a little off the riverside, which offered a wonderful view of the lion's share of the city below. The rows and rows of increasingly dense housing as it approached the Mnimi, and then surrounding and beyond it, the bronze and artificed wood towers of the city center. It would turn out to be a lot less impressive than the skyline of Old Yru, but back then - and especially when I'd first come to the city - the sight still took me aback. It was nothing like the dingy flatness of Itan at all.








I always felt strange, the more I thought about it. How much I didn't belong here, in this wealthy neighborhood. At these fancy schools. In this pretty, glamorous city.








Everything really was twisted beyond repair.








Twilight was starting to give way to dusk, now, stars becoming visible at the upper regions of the sky. We walked to the top of the hill, and Ran suggested we sit down for a bit. So we did, taking off our veils to better appreciate the sight. (This was technically breaking the law, but it didn't feel likely there'd be any watchmen who'd make a fuss about a couple kids way off the path.) A few minutes passed without either of us saying much of substance.








Then...








"Why did you do it?" she asked, with a sort of distant bluntness.








I didn't answer for a moment. Not because the question was exactly a surprise, but because there were a few judgements to be made in offering an answer.








"I mean... Don't you know that already?" I eventually asked in return, my voice weak. "Because they wouldn't see me at the clinic any more." My voice quietened a bit. "Because they said there wasn't any hope."








I thought back to that afternoon. Even though it hadn't even been a year, it'd felt so different from the first time they'd told me they wanted to discontinue the assimilation treatment. All professional pretense had disappeared, and the conversation had snapped wildly from being an argument to the doctor practically all but begging me to drop out of the clinic. He'd told me that I needed to just think of myself as having a normal mental health problem, and had offered to prescribe me a whole pile of things I was now educated enough to know were pretty inappropriate. At one point, I was pretty sure he'd even been offering me some sort of bribe.








Though he was probably just concerned for his reputation. I'd learned a little bit about the institutional politics of acclimation clinics, and apparently even one case where a patient caused a serious problem could get you shut down. They'd censored it in the papers, but I'd managed to learn about one in I'Rakka Plateau that had a failed patient who made a massive stink about what had happened to her on the logic sea and had threatened to take the government to court over the issue, and practically everyone working there had seen their careers drain into the gutter.








Of course, none of it had been his fault anyway. In retrospect, it was pretty remarkable - remarkably stupid, maybe - that I'd managed to badger him into repeating the last year of the treatment plan over, despite it being pointless according to all scientific evidence. Defeat is something that the mind is capable of denying so long as the possibility of victory is not 0. I had chosen to a nuisance of myself just to avoid facing the reality of the situation.








"But when we talked about that, you just told me you were going to think about what to do next," she said.








"Oh," I murmured. "Yeah."








"So what happened?"








I looked at my hands.








"I dunno," I said quietly. "Or, rather... I did think about things for a few days. But it just felt like navel-gazing. There's nothing I can really do to change anything." I was silent for a few moments. "All this time, I've been justifying doing normal day-to-day stuff, lying to everyone, on the basis that it'll be for the best when things go back to normal. But if that isn't going to happen, then that whole idea goes out the window, and everything I've done has been... Violating." I sighed. "I mean, I can't just go on existing like this. Just pretending to be someone else forever."








Ran nodded distantly, not turning to face me either. "That's what I figured, I guess."








"It felt like it'd be better to just... Let her rest," I said.








Some birds fluttered overhead. One by one, artificial light started to emanate from the taller buildings in the inner city. Oreskios used a lot of Biomancy in its infrastructure, so the glow came slowly, with only the skyscrapers belonging to the biggest companies and wealthiest citizens bursting suddenly with arcane or gas illumination.








"Do you want to die?" Ran asked.








I hesitated for a moment, stumped by the forwardness of the question. I fidgeted a little. "I want to make things okay."








"That's not what I asked," she stated. "I mean, is it painful? Or do you just feel guilty?"








I furrowed my brow, and slowly clasped my hands together tightly.








"I-- I dunno," I said. "I guess deep down, I don't really want to die. Or at least, it's really terrifying when I think about it. To be honest, I was having trouble even working myself up to do it that night... I might've given up if I hadn't slipped off the branch." My face flushed with embarrassment. "It didn't seem so bad to just fade away slowly until only Shiko was left, but that felt completely different."








"Well, yeah," Ran said flatly. "No matter how much you change, so long as it's the same brain, your still kinda around. But when it dies, that's it." She clapped her hands together idly. "No more you."








"I mean, technically, my brain did die," I said. "Before, I mean. When they scooped out the pneumaic nexus to... Do all that stuff."








We'd managed to infer some of the specifics of what had probably really happened by looking into the research. Successfully preserving a living person's pneuma, even one of the very few that managed to mature naturally, was still something that'd never been officially done. But if it had been...








She eyed me for a moment. "Well, you're more like a plaster-cast of a person's brain sewed into someone else's. The original 'you' probably still kicked the bucket when she stopped being conscious for the last time."








I scratched my head uncomfortably. "That's kinda unsettling, when you put it that way."








She shrugged very slightly. "Count yourself lucky you're not her, I guess."








I bit my lip.








"I wish things could go back to the way they were," I said, after a moment. "Or that I could forget my old life, and Shiko could go back to normal. But they can't, and I can't." I sighed. "So, even I don't want to die, it feels like the only moral thing left to do. The only way to return the situation to a net zero."








Ran nodded again, a little more intently this time. She reached into her bag, only half-looking at it, and rummaged around for a moment before retrieving some sort of snack bar wrapped in papyrus. She unfolded it and took a furtive bite.








"If you die," she said, "it's not like you'll be doing her, or me, some kind of favor. There's no such thing as an afterlife, no 'rest' you're keeping her from where you go off to some peaceful nirvana. What's left of her would turn to mush alongside everything else in your skull." She chewed the food in her mouth aggressively. "Don't let yourself fall into bullshit magical thinking."








"Sorry," I said, reflexively.








"And you can't violate anything more than you already have, because there is no 'her' separate from you left to be violated." She took another quick bite, her mannerisms tense. "If you want to talk about ethics, the right thing to do is probably to spend the rest of your life doing charity work, or some shit like that. You being alive isn't some ongoing crime. It's just how it is."








It's just how it is.








"But things are only like that because of what I agreed to do," I said, glancing to the side. "It's my fault. If nothing else, I feel like there should be some kinda justice. You know?"








She let out a long sigh, still chewing.








"Why did you do it, Su." she asked, for a second time, though the inflection was very different. She spoke so flatly, it barely felt like a question.








I blinked. "Do what?"








"Agree to, you know. Pretend to be her," she said. "What was even going through your mind? You never really told me. Not properly."








"I thought you didn't want to know," I said, frowning.








"Well, I do now."








I made an anxious expression. "Well... I needed somewhere to live, since I was too old to stay with my foster family any more. I wanted to go to school somewhere that wasn't too dismal. And since I learned I wouldn't need an induction, I thought about maybe trying to train to use the Power..." I laughed grimly to myself. "Though I probably wouldn't have made it. Back then, I was useless at everything that's important-- Math, pronunciation, just staying focused..."








"I'm sure you could have been worse," Ran said, her tone more or less emotionless.








"I dunno about that." I wiped the underside of my nose with my finger, sniffing. "A-and they told a good story, I guess. That he was dying of dementia, that he'd spent years and years trying to reunite with his daughter from before the collapse, and seeing her was his last wish... That Utsushikome had been meant to be--" I cut myself off, biting my lip. "The whole situation is really creepy now, looking at it rationally. But I was desperate. And it was only supposed to be for a few weeks. I didn't know anything about how pneumenology worked--"








"Again, you're not really answering," she said. "You're just stating a bunch of facts you've already told me before. Not what you were actually thinking."








I frowned. "Well, it's hard."








"Give it a shot," she said.








I rubbed my brow. "I-I dunno... I don't think I really even conceptualized it properly." I swallowed the air. "Or rather, my state of mind was distorted."








"What do you mean, 'distorted'?"








I hesitated, trying to think about how to phrase it without sounding self-obsessed. "My whole life, it'd felt like nothing good ever really happened to me. To the point that 'nothing good will happen' had become an absolute rule. And I'd be doing some awful job in the same shitty town for hundreds of years." I furrowed my brow. "When they contacted me out of the blue with the offer, it was like something out of a fantasy story. Like I'd stepped into a different world where suddenly anything was possible."








"You're saying you got caught up in the moment and didn't think it through."








I shook my head. "No, I did think about it. It's more like I didn't have the frame of reference to consider it properly." I took off my glasses for a moment, holding them in my hands. "When they told me I was the only one who could do it... For once in my life, I felt like I was someone who mattered. And that I could see a brilliant, shining light that would take me away from all the painful things in my life. It felt like a--"








Like a miracle, I thought.








"...like a lifeline," I said. "A way for things to be different."








"And that made you feel like you had a right to invade someone else's life in the most extreme way imaginable," she stated, a little bitterness leaking into her tone.








My face contorted painfully.








Ran sighed. "Sorry. There wasn't any point in saying that."








"I mean, you're not wrong," I said, putting my glasses back on. "I didn't have any right at all."








We were silent for a few moments.








"What I meant to say," she finally continued, "was that even if you did something incredibly stupid and irresponsible... Something that can never be taken back... You didn't really know what you were getting into." She vigorously munched the last of her bar before swallowing it in one big gulp, then looked to me. "So it's not your fault. At least, not your fault enough that you deserve to die."








I didn't know what to say.








"In the end. You were just some dumb kid getting preyed on by an old asshole trying to make another old asshole happy. You're a victim, too," she stated. "So fuck it. If there's no justice for you, I guess there's none for Utsushikome either."








"I- I can't really believe you're saying this," I said softly.








"Neither can I," she said, distant. "To be honest, I dunno if this is what I really think, or if I just can't break the habit of trying to think of you as her for so long after this whole brainfuck of an ordeal. Or maybe it's stupid to keep trying to draw a distinction between the two of you at all." She shook her head. "Or maybe I'm just deluding myself over someone who's been gone for years. It's all just--" She cleared her throat. "It's all too fucking weird."








Her voice cracked a little at the end, and I noticed that she was crying.








I'd only seen it happen a couple of times. When Ran cried, it was always strangely quiet. She never sobbed or wailed. Her chest just gently heaved up and down as the tears fell down her face towards the bare earth.








I slowly reached up a hand, and placed it on her shoulder. With everything so complicated, it didn't feel right to take it any further than that.








We sat there for a few more minutes, the last of the lamplight fading from the sky, leaving only a blue tint on the rim of the bowl of the Mimikos, towering in the northern horizon. Once Ran calmed down a little, we went back to small talk, chatting a little about how well - or rather, not well - I'd been doing catching up with my university coursework I'd missed, and some other bits of gossip from the campus I'd missed out on. She talked about novels for a few minutes, and I talked about an echo game I'd been playing while recovering while she tried not to look bored.








Eventually, we went back down the hill. Back to the streets. Towards my house.








"There was one idea I had," I said, after a silent lull in the conversation. "About... Where we could go from here."








She glanced up at me tiredly. "What's that?"








"I thought that maybe we could try and track down the person who did the procedure for my grandfather in the first place."








She narrowed her eyes. "You're thinking that they might know something that might help?"








"Yeah," I said, nodding. "I mean... Even if there's no way left to fix things according to pneumenology, it's not supposed to be possible to even be in a situation like mine at all, you know? So it stands to reason that there are Egomancy techniques with capabilities that've been written off in the field since it was banned."








She considered this for a moment, turning back to face forward. "I read that even Egomancy couldn't mess with the pneuma outside of an Induction. And you can't do an Induction more than once on any given person."








"There are exceptions to every principle," I said. "We don't know what method they used for me in the first place, since there weren't any records. There might be some method that wouldn't work for other people they could--"








"Hey, Su," Ran interrupted.








I blinked. "What?"








"Can we talk about this later?" she asked. "I think... It'd be good for both of us to kinda take a break from thinking about this crap."








"Oh," I said, "...okay."








A moment passed.








"In principle, though," she said, contradicting herself, "what I said four years ago is still true. If there's anything I can do to help Shiko that you're willing to go along with, I'll give it a shot." She looked up at the stars. "In for a penny, in for a pound, right?"








I hesitated for a moment, then smiled slightly. "Right."








I don't really know why I asked it, in that moment. I'd wondered for so many years without ever vocalizing the question, and the serious moment of the conversation seemed to have already passed.








It just slipped out.








"If it's okay for me to ask," I asked, "but what made you care so much about her, in the first place?"








"Huh?" she raised an eyebrow at me.








"Utsushikome, I mean," I said. "You were the only one who noticed something was strange, when this all started. And you've done so much." I looked away, suddenly feeling nervous. "But... To be honest, I can't remember her having spent much time with you at all, before then. Or anything that could make you feel that way..."








Contrary to my expectations, Ran just laughed. It was low, but not bitter. "Is that right?" She inclined her head towards me. "Nothing at all, huh."








"Sorry," I said, wary. "That was probably a stupid thing to bring up..."








"No, it's fine," she said, shaking her head. "I wouldn't expect you to remember. Though I'm surprised you can't figure it out anyway. It's probably pretty fucking obvious."








We turned a corner, on to my street. The trees, leaves still just about clinging to their branches, swayed in the wind.








"I guess I'll spell it out for you," she said, "but only if you answer a question for me, first, and I like the answer. I wanna be a little selfish."








"Okay," I said, nodding.








"What was your relationship with her?" she asked. "They picked you because the two of you used to know each other, but you've never really told me any details."








My lips felt dry. "Well... You never asked."








"Yeah, because the whole situation is fucking creepy," she said. "But that's the second time you've said something like that today. And again, I'm asking now."








The evening air was getting a little chilly. Another sign of the time of year. I ran my hands over my sleeves as the cold came over me a little, thinking.








"There's not much to say, really," I said. "I mean... We were friends."








Ran furrowed her brow curiously. "In what sense?"








"I dunno. In the way that all kids are friends, I suppose..." I brushed a little hair away from my eyes. I hadn't been bothering to braid it, recently. "We hung around after school, played games. Studied a lot, since I was always behind her in grades. Sometimes I'd stay over at her house and we'd eat dinner. Sometimes we'd read books and talk about them later... It was nothing special, I guess."








"How did you meet?" she asked.








"Oh," I said, and laughed a little with embarrassment. "It was stupid. I used to get bullied a lot in primary school, and for some reason, a few other kids had stolen my logic engine and told me they'd buried it out at the beach-- It wasn't true, they'd just hidden it in the teacher's desk. But I was pretty gullible, so of course I went looking for it." The smile stayed on my face. "The beaches in Itan are really rocky. It's hard to dig around, and you can end up hurting your hands if you're not careful. I must've been at it for hours when she came across me."








"She helped you?"








I snorted. "No, nothing like that. She just told me to come inside because I was acting crazy. Then bandaged up my hands and offered to let me borrow her logic engine for the day. It was a lot to do for some random kid from your school, thinking back to it."








"It sounds like her, though," Ran said, her tone thoughtful.








"Y-Yeah." I exhaled gently. "I went over to her house to pick it up, and saw a novel I'd been reading on her bed. We talked about it, and then one thing led to another."








"Hm." She seemed to take all this in for a few moments, then gave a slow nod. "Were you close?"








"I don't know, really," I said, frowning. "Not particularly, I don't think. She had a lot of other friends, so we'd only meet up a couple times a week. She was always doing something or another. But..." I bit my lip. "I did have a lot of fun."








"I guess that's all you really want, when you're a kid," Ran said.








"Yeah," I said, tiredly.








There was once a person who felt they lacked everything. Power, wealth, love. Everything they saw in others slipped away from them.








And so, they planned to summon a demon.



            


083: Split Body


                Sanctuary Nadir | 1:14 PM | Third Day

There'd been a lot oftense moments over the course of the night, but those instances had all been rooted, at their core, in ignorance; we'd known that something very bad was happening, but not exactly what was causing it or what would happen next. This was tension of a very different sort. It was absolutely clear what was about to happen, and what remained was the moment between the flash of the bomb and its blast. A drawn-out, anticipatory terror.

Even Fang's eyes had gone a little wide, their hands held up in a scepter-less casting stance. Kam was breathing heavily, one of her feet lifted slightly in the air like she was ready to leap backwards at a moment's notice.

I don't even want to think about what I was doing, but I felt on the verge of a panic attack. It was fortunate that I was in a state of respectful disagreement with gravity, because if wasn't, I'd probably have fallen to the floor like a sack of meat. I felt like I could have been killed at any instant.

Between our number, there were four layers of barrier active; so many that it'd be considered a redundant setup even in a military context. Besides my own Entropy-Denying Arcana, which essentially worked by preventing the energy in a zone around us from losing or otherwise having its properties altered, there was also Kamrusepa's Time-Stopping Arcana, which in this case had been tuned to create a sphere of halted time about 4 meters across, and Fang's Matter-Refracting Arcana, which bent spacetime around us such that anything headed our way at speed would distort around the periphery and ultimately pass through harmlessly. (This apparently had some application related to altering elemental composition, which was how it tied into their discipline, but the specifics went firmly over my head.)

Finally, Zeno had their own Neuromagnetic-Shielding Arcana, which unlike ours was an actual battle arcana and not a repurposed technique we'd happened to have on our respective scepters. It not only generated an electromagnetic field that could straightforwardly repel a huge amount of force, the electric pulses in it actually mimicked those of the human brain, creating a neural defense that made it incredibly hard to offensively cast anything with an apparition point even close to your target. It also fluctuated rapidly in shape and size and could be remolded manually at any time by the caster, making it incredibly frustrating to contend with.

Each of these barriers had their respective weakness. All could be directly countered if the nature of the effect was divined and the reverse was oppositionally-casted. All had to have exceptions to allow light, sound, air and ambient objects to pass through which could be exploited, save for Kamrusepa's, which allowed none by nature and thus was more of a cloud of tiny time-stopped spaces and could only prevent attacks which couldn't slip through the gaps. Mine was so eris inefficient that it would fail under any serious force in seconds. Fang's could be countered by attacking from multiple directions at once. And though Zeno's was advanced enough that it couldn't be beaten so simply, it was a renowned high-level technique, and someone of Hamilcar's expertise would surely know the counters.

But together, it really was excessive. We ought to have been safe.

I did not feel remotely safe.

"This is absurd, Hamilcar," Zeno said, her tone now razor-sharp. "Put down the weapon. It would not please me to have to hurt you."

"I do think this is folly," he said, his tone sounding somehow more frank then a moment ago. "But I will play my part to the end, all the same."

Zeno scoffed in irritation. "Hamilcar--"

Suddenly, he threw himself backwards and to the side, his robes and cloak briefly flying out of place. I could see his exposed chest, gut, and abdomenal regions, which were almost entirely covered in dark bronze plate. Where there was flesh - mostly in thin lines around the stomach area - it was scarred and starkly pale, looking like it was the awkward addition to a carefully-designed body of metal rather than the reverse. Subtle tubes ran around it at the periphery, like the framing of a painting.

It all happened in practically an instant. He went flying over the edge (and for the next few moments, I wasn't sure if the word 'flying' was literal or metaphorical) and, presumably having a much denser body than a normal human, plummeted sharply downward. Zeno's eyes went wide, and she began casting something as she looked over the edge, her hands twitching mechanically as she spoke what sounded like the beginnings of a Divination incantation.

While this was happening, Fang seemed to notice something. They reached over to Kamrusepa and I, shouted something like 'c'mon!', and then began flying rapidly upwards. I was too confused to resist, but Kam reflexively lurched and tried to pull away, meaning we didn't move much. This was the status quo for 3, maybe 4 seconds.

Then it happened.

The strength of the Power, when it came down to it, was limited by only two and a half things. The first two were the energy available to the caster and the roughly 10 meter casting range respectively, which were 'hard' limitations that nothing could subvert, one a product of thermodynamics, and the other a limitation in the design of Indexes, which could only manipulate reality fairly close to the brain to which they were connected. (Though this rule could be obeyed in ways which appeared to break it, namely when the concept of distance itself was compromised, as with portals or logic bridges.)

The 'half', then, was the competency and will of the caster. These were 'soft' limitations that were the product of circumstance and mattered more in some cases than others.

Human beings are creatures that base their social assumptions on the idea that those around them are at least loosely rational and, to an extent, possess a sense of self-preservation and morality. If you're living in an apartment block with 200 other people, there's nothing ultimately preventing any one of those people from snapping and going out of their way to start a serious fire on the lower floors in the middle of the night. But people living in those apartments obviously rule out that possibility as absurd, and plan their lives based around the expectation it won't happen, considering their homes safe. Likewise, even in a sport like boxing, where violence is the basis of the endeavor, there are unspoken rules about the degree of that violence that broadly remain unbroken, or at least not radically broken. This sort of thing is true in every facet of society.

Aspects that involved the Power were no different. Even in violent contexts, there were a set of assumptions about how people would behave that normally held true. Certain strategies predicated on truly spectacular destruction and collateral damage were avoided even during most wars. And aside from little rituals like what we'd undergone at the entrance to the Aetherbridge, people were broadly comfortable having arcanists around them, and were no more intimidated by them than any other person.

But the truth was the Power was called as much for a reason. What you could potentially do, assuming you stopped giving a fuck, was obscene. A month into my training, I'd already learned enough that I could deliberately discharge my scepter in a public space and kill probably thousands of people. There was a reason why Inductions weren't given out like candy just to staff replication centers.

And it was why we hadn't been trained to expect the nature of Hamilcar's attack.

First came the twinge of a colossal amount of eris being used. I didn't even have time to experience the appropriate amount of dread.

Second, the sound, which reached me before the light because I was gazing up at Fang. There wasn't even time for it to build up-- Just an instant of an excruciating, piercing roar of pure noise that shook my body to its core, followed by an awful bursting crunch that felt like it pierced my skull itself, followed by overwhelming ringing and an agonizing pain in every part of my head at once. Ears, skull, even my nose felt like it was on fire, or an overwhelming pressure was about to burst them open.

Guess what? Your eardrums just popped, some part of my brain managed to report, amidst the agony.

The light, and everything with it, came next. It swept up like a tidal wave from below, blinding in every direction, the flames not even clearly discernible beyond the wobbly, visibly-flowing blur of ferociously heated air - though the barriers did protect us from that, at least. I shut my eyes sharply to avoid them meeting the same fate as my ears, but even so my vision turned white. Still, it somehow didn't feel as bad as it should've.

Someone must've remembered to actually create a filter for permissible levels of light energy, my logic reported. Shame that the same wasn't true for you and sound, huh?

When whatever was happening began to die down (which, mercifully, did come quickly) I risked opening them, and almost couldn't believe what I was seeing.

Amidst the a haze of still visibly incredible heat, half of the metal complex we'd just been in, everything from where we were standing to close to the entrance, was gone, with barely even any flaming wreckage left behind on the massive stone column on which it had been built. The platform Hamilcar had been standing on, that we'd been hovering over, was the only remaining piece, stuck hanging limply at the bottom of our barrier, and coming to a very sudden, melted stop where the barriers cut off.

It started to rain. Droplets of molten metal fell upon us, sliding down in globs along the side of our protective sphere.

There was no sign of Hamilcar. I could see that everyone else was shouting, or possibly screaming, but could barely focus. My head started to spin, and dark splotches opened up on my eyes. Nausea hit my gut in sudden spasms, seeming to reach all the way up to my throat, and I wanted to wretch as Fang pulled us further upwards.

Idiot, cast something before you pass out! Do you want to die here?

That's right. I could fix this. We'd gone over this in training - stimuli attacks were easy to repair if you had a healer, since they only affected a tiny part of the body. and I was a healer. I just had to focus.

Even though I couldn't hear my own voice, I gripped my scepter and spoke the words of the Flesh-Animating Arcana, praying I was getting the words right. With the Death-Sensing Arcana still active from earlier, I closed my eyes again, and saw the world as an extrasensory feed of dying and broken cells. I could feel the damage; in my eardrums, my cochlea, my sinuses.

Oh, and a couple blood vessels had ruptured in my brain. That was probably priority number one.

I finished casting, making sure the scale was appropriate, and suddenly I was mistress of every dying cell or dead cell in my body. I commanded the tissue in the ruptures to mend itself; forced the shredded pieces of my eardrum back into place, corrected the cracks in the tiny and hypersensitive bones in my upper skull, uprighted the cells of my basilar membrane. While I was spending the eris, I cut off the connection from my pituitary gland to my adrenal glands - which were already working in overdrive - and forced it to start releasing endorphins.

This sort of thing was really bad for you in the long term. Especially since I was a Thanatomancer, and couldn't even conjure new cells outright. Still, the last thing I needed to do was panic.

My hearing started to come back as Kamrusepa started grabbing my arm. "...he barrier! Change the bloody strength!"

I jerked my head towards her, still half-focused on repairing my own body. "What?"

"You're the only one who can filter sound!" She shouted. "Fucking do it before we're hit again!"

"O-oh." I blinked, my brain finally catching up with the situation. "Right!"

I quickly incanted an amendment to my incantation, altering it so that any form of motion energy would be stopped dead. I altered excessive degrees of light as impermissible, too-- Even what had made it past had felt like altogether too much. The hum of the superheated air and distant sound of sizzling metal ceased suddenly and completely, giving way to utter silence.

This turned out to be just in time. No sooner had I finished the incantation when felt another twinge, followed by a second blazing surge of light from down below. Because of the diminished intensity, I could now view it properly. With incredible speed, it exploded out from a single point, surging forth at an angle where it all but swallowed what remained of the order's facility before climbing in all directions, including towards us. Even though I knew we were safe, it was impossible not to be frightened on an animal level as the flames subsumed us utterly.

When the blast faded, I saw that this time, a large section of machinery that connected the facility to the machine - the Apega - had been completely eradicated. Presumably that had been the connective component that lowered Fang's 'blade' into the machine proper... Though strangely, the machine itself seemed wholly undamaged by what had happened. In a moment that was both beautiful and harrowing, I saw liquid bronze and titanium rise up into the air in a soaring wave with the force of the heat, before plummeting back down below.

Finally, when all was said and done, my eris dial shot down by about 12%. That's not good.

"This is insanity!" Zeno, who had begun rising with us, cried out. "The fool is actually destroying everything!"

"That's the Particle-Striking Arcana," Fang observed, their tone still surprisingly calm given the circumstances.

Kamrusepa looked to them sharply. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her tone was quicker than normal. She'd have had an easier time healing herself than even I did, but she still didn't seem to be handling the situation particularly well. "That's nuclear fire?"

"Yeeep, much as I can tell," they said, in a tone like they were describing an engine problem. "I mean, there's not really another way to make an explosion that big so fast."

"How on earth did he do it twice!?" Kam asked, her face aghast. "That's a military-level technique! Forget that gaudy staff, you'd need a whole tank of eris!" She looked to Zeno. "He can't cast a sun crown, can he?"

A 'sun crown', developed by Sara of Xattusa during the Tricenturial War, was an incredibly advanced war arcana where the caster created a self-sustaining nuclear convention process around their body, usually taking the form of a loop surrounding their head or torso, hence the name. This could theoretically confer an essentially infinite amount of eris, allowing for incredible feats of destructive power that could oppose entire armies, but was also spectacularly dangerous. A slight lapse in concentration or a failure to properly conceptualize the energy source when casting could lead to a grisly death for both the arcanist and everyone surrounding them. Plus, since the process couldn't be stopped suddenly, eris had to be spent at a continuous rate to prevent the crown becoming unstable.

Only a few people in history had managed to master it - there were only 4 known individuals capable in the modern day among a population of several million arcanists. And with warfare now oriented more around golems than human beings, the concept served more as fodder for action dramas than military utility.

"Of course not!" Zeno shouted, her tone scalding, like she considered her stupid for even asking. "The prick must have cracked open the side of the negation furnace and is drawing power straight from it. That's why he dropped down below, I'm sure of it."

"H-He can draw eris straight from an active furnace...?" I asked, my voice shaking.

Zeno nodded tersely. "For all his inadequacies, of which more are becoming apparent by the moment, he's always had something of a knack for the conceptualization aspect of casting--"

Another blast came, this time from a little lower, but still reaching us within a second. Most of the remaining facility was consumed, though I noticed that the entrance chamber and elevator remained unscathed. After the first explosion, Seth must've had the sense to mash that button like it was a pile of nearly-expired potatoes. Once again, my eris dial snapped sharply down.

"You told us Hamilcar wasn't a threat!" Kamrusepa shouted, getting visibly annoyed.

"And he isn't!" Zeno snapped, irritated, "This is just a stupid gimmick." She ran a hand over the lower half of her face, looking like she was thinking intensely. "He must be trying to force me to fight him alone. With this onslaught, you won't be able to hold your awkward barriers over both me and your own group at the same time. And now that the air is superheated, if they go down, you'll cook like fish in a fryer."

"Yeah," I said, nodding urgently. "I've lost nearly half my eris already!"

"I'm eyeballing it, but I think he's hitting us about every 40 seconds," Fang said. "Probably doesn't have the incantation on his scepter-- Uh, staff. That's about how long it takes to get through the Particle-Striking Arcana raw."

"Maybe for you," Kamrusepa said, baffled. "It's 75 lines!"

Why does she know it off by heart? Kamrusepa's weird.

"Fuck this," Zeno said, twitching her finger rapidly. "If he wants a 'fair' fight, I'll be happy to give him the pleasure. It's the least I can do for stabbing us in the back without even so much as an explanation."

"Isn't that playing into what he wants?" I asked.

"Yes, but it doesn't matter, because he's still an amateur with a jumped-up sense of purpose." A second, almost skintight barrier surrounded her specifically. "I've been cutting his type down my entire life. If he thinks I'm the type to go down when deprived of my help, he's in for a rude awakening."

"What should we do...?" I asked, as she moved towards the edge of our barrier, taking both of her own with her.

"Get back to your friend and get the records, then save your own asses." she ordered. "I'll catch up to you with the device, assuming he lasts more than 30 secon--"

Mid-word, the transition through the barrier cut her off, but she didn't seem to notice. She finished speaking, then shot downwards into the abyss.

"Well, uh," Fang said. "Let's get the hell out of here, huh?"

Kamrusepa nodded stiffly, and didn't wait for me to approve too before we started moving.

We flew swiftly back towards the entrance area, flying over the molten metal pooling beneath us on the platform. When we were coming up to half way, another explosion came, this time hitting the other side and only landing a glancing blow on our barriers. Once again, it left the observation chamber completely unscathed.

"I don't think Zeno thought about it," I said, "but Seth must have activated the barrier. How are we going to get in?"

Kamrusepa clicked her tongue. "We'll hide behind it at an angle so it absorbs most of the blasts, then try to get Seth's attention. Assuming it's one-way, then if we line things up properly, he should be able to pass through safely and leave with us."

"What if he doesn't notice us?" I asked.

She looked troubled, but resolute. "I suppose Zeno will have to take him back with him."

I frowned. "What if Zeno--"

"He'll win," she said, with forced confidence. "As he said, he is the better arcanist."

We swept down to the base of the upward tunnel, angling it so it was between us and the rest of the chamber proper before incanting to contract our barriers to a smaller size and save energy. But as we approached the entrance, it was clear that something was amiss.

Though the barrier was up, Seth was not. Beyond the threshold, I could see him lying on his side, facing away from us. His clothes seemed burnt, and his arm was exposed to the open air. Even at the distance, it was obvious his skin had been seriously damaged.

"Oh, shit," Fang said, frowning and holding a fist up to their mouth. "Damn, damn, damn. I was afraid something like this might've happened."

Kamrusepa's face paled at the sight. Her already tense expression became almost morbid.

"T-The first explosion must've still reached him before he could get the barrier up," I deduced. "Even if it was facing away... The heat would've been enough to..."

"We've gotta help him," Fang said, taking up one of their little eris-receptacles. "This looks like a force-based barrier. We just gotta hit it with enough punch to force it open."

"W-Wait," Kamrusepa said, hesitant. "Are we sure we have enough eris? If the heat's already rising up through the tunnel... We might not have enough to make it back."

I rubbed my brow, then looked at her, exasperated. "Kam, you're the one who convinced him to stay in the first place!"

Why are you saying this? An internal voice asked. You don't want to risk your life either, do you? And you'll have to heal him, too. What if you end up stuck down here?

"I know, I know!" she said, half-snapping at me. "I just... I want to make sure it'll be alright."

"I can see he's still breathing," Fang said, looking like they were already getting ready to cast. "C'mon, Kam. We're healers! We kid around and everything, but aren't we supposed to save people, no matter what it takes?" They looked to her with a small smile. "You really want to be the one to go back and tell Ptolema that we lost Seth down here?"

She seemed uncomfortable, looking towards the ground. "I..."

"We'll have enough. We'll switch to alternating our barriers on the way out, and if there are any more blasts, well, the others can fix up our ears when we get back. Right?"

She glanced upwards, then gave a reluctant nod.

We pooled our resources, letting Fang tap into our scepters while they cast first a simple divination to determine how much eris we'd need to put into the strike, and then some piercing technique they didn't have engraved, but that they assured us they knew well enough to incant by heart, and we prepared to rush through the barrier. To Fang's credit, it ended up using less than I'd expected. I'd figured my scepter would drain to almost 0, but it only drained to about 15%.

Still, I wasn't feeling good about it at all.

The technique was so generic that I didn't properly absorb the incantation, but the attack took the form of a sharp bolt of force that punctured a hole in the shield around a meter wide, and we shot in, doing our best to angle our own barrier so that as little of the intense heat could get in as possible in the brief moment it had a window. Then we flew over to Seth, descending to the floor so that'd save eris even on that much.

Rushing over, I could see that he was in bad shape, but to my relief, it wasn't as bad as it could have been. From what I could tell, his right side had taken the brunt of the initial attack - he'd presumably been facing the control panel when it had happened - but most of his body had remained unscathed, and he'd managed to enable the barrier before collapsing. Still, what damage had been done was bad. Third to even fifth degree burns all over half of his face, arm and leg. Muscle was exposed in a few places, and the room smelled of cooked human flesh. Blood had begun to pool around him.

To his side, a box lay overturned, full of files marked with red bars.

"Okay," Fang said, clapping their hands together for just a moment as they leaned down to examine him. "It looks like he's in shock. I'll deal with the vitals-- Can you stop the bleeding, Su?"

"Y-Yeah," I said, and glanced anxiously at my eris dial. "Of course." I started casting the Flesh-Animating Arcana again, trying to optimize the incantation as best as I was able.

"It looks like his scepter is undamaged," Kam said, lifting it up from the floor. "We should focus on getting him resuscitated. He's a Biomancer, so the best person to be treating injuries like this would be him. It's already too late for me to reverse it with the Power."

It was obvious she was saying that so that he'd be the one spending eris, but it was hard not to conclude it was sensible. Unfortunately, from what I could tell, that was going to be difficult, and Fang quickly confirmed my suspicions.

"He's in hypovolemic shock," they said, their expression getting more severe. "Have you got his wounds closed, Su?"

"U-Um, sorry," I said. Even with the endorphins, I was starting to get worked up in the tension of the moment. "I'm still trying to get the math done--"

"Kam, you said you found his scepter? Give it here. I know some Biomancy.

Kam frowned, but passed it as instructed.

'Knew some Biomancy' turned out to be an understatement, and Fang quickly started speaking the proper words for Seth's engraving like they were their own, going right into the Flesh-Weaving Arcana without missing a beat.

Genius or not, this was strange. Scepter engravings were usually heavily customized and optimized for the owner. Even if you knew the incantation yourself, you couldn't expect to just pick it up and start using it without learning their details first, or you'd risk a miscast.

But Fang... Didn't even look. Not for a second.

I shared a confused glance with Kamrusepa.

Suddenly, I saw something shoot past the observation chamber window, prompting my head to turn sharply. It was only a moment after it had happened that I processed that the shape had been Hamilcar, soaring through the air at a high speed. In the distance, I saw him duck and dive between the huge tendrils of the Apega, his movements having the unnaturally jerky, machine-precise movements of an accomplished arcanist.

Following behind him was not Zeno, however, but strange, long wisps of energy that slid through the air with an organic quality, like serpents. They moved seemingly erratically before suddenly... Warping their dimensions, looking like they were expanding infinitely in random directions, distorting everything around them until they began to form something like a web. In response to this, Hamilcar jerked higher and higher into the air, before stopping suddenly.

It was at this point that I began to see things in the air. At first, I thought they were extremely small flies, until I realized that was completely impossible in the circumstances. Then I started seeing more of them. And more them, until the swarm was so dense it started to look like a mist.

I recognized this technique. This was an advanced form of Golemancy, and one of its few direct offensive techniques - the sort of thing I'd expect Hamilcar to know. They were primitive, self-replicating machines made of clustered molecules, fed eris in minuscule quantities by the caster. Once there were enough present, they could tear through a person in seconds, and were capable of subverting many barriers.

I felt worried for a moment, not knowing what the counter was or what had happened to Zeno. Fortunately, I wasn't kept in suspense for very long, because after this I felt another twinge from an immense amount of the Power being employed, and a moment later, the world exploded.

Well, maybe exploded was the wrong word. It was more like it - 'it' being the space beyond the window - dissolved from a coherent image into a swirling whirlpool of color, like staring into a puddle of oil in three dimensions.

And then, alone in this, I finally saw Zeno rise.

And, with a flick of her scepter, slam Hamilcar with two pieces of ice the size of houses. They shot from seemingly out of nowhere in the far edges of the cavern, moving at a speed so fast I couldn't even process what they were until everything had already happened, then convened at the top of the machine, slamming into each other with what must have been a thunderous crash. Ice shards and mist swirled everywhere, whipping in spirals from the angle and sheer force.

But it hadn't been enough. Above, I could already see steam rising as a man-sized bubble of fire sprang towards the distant roof, before suddenly pivoting towards the right. As it moved, sections of the air suddenly turned to solid gray stone, forming roughly-shaped giant spheres. They shot towards Zeno-- But he'd already moved, darting in an instant to below Hamilcar's new position. A whirlwind of lightning burst from his scepter, then bent strangely, trying to trap Hamilcar, who ducked and dived to escape. I saw the glint of his huge staff and the metal of his body in the strange light as he let himself fall, desperately trying to gain some kind of position advantage as Zeno harried him with more and more attacks; orbs of homing energy, ice that reached at him as it grew like a vine, beams of glowing force that hung in the air, trying to entrap him like bars of a cage.

"Astounding," Kamrusepa said, her eyes wide with a mix of awe and fear.

"W-What did she do?" I asked, unable to tear my eyes from the sight. "Why can't we see anything?"

"It must be the Matter-Unbinding Arcana," she said, her voice almost a whisper. "It weakens the electric force that holds particles together. It affects photons, so the light..."

"The swarm--"

"He must be trying to stop it from forming itself properly," she continued, cutting off my own similar conclusion. "If even the most base components in the air aren't behaving properly, then they can't be harvested, and the arcana becomes useless. But to apply such a broad effect with such precision... So that it hasn't struck Hamilcar's resistances and failed, or damaged the machine... It's incredible." She shook her head slowly. "Maybe he wasn't just talking himself up after all."

"Will it affect us?" I asked, fretful. "The barrier?"

"I don't know," she said, glancing downwards. "Let me see if I can make anything of these controls. I wouldn't put it past Zeno to have completely forgotten about our own safety." She narrowed her eyes. "At least it seems like he's going to win."

"But she can't pin Hamilcar down," I said, as the two of them descended further, moving suddenly to the left as Hamilcar shot out ten dozen fireballs all at once, which feinted Zeno before coming at her from behind. "He's still holding her back."

"It doesn't matter," Kam said, slowly biting her lip as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. "All she-- He has to do is keep Hamilcar on the defensive, until he manages to wear down his resistances. The moment that happens, the fight is over."

Kam's weird hangups aside, it was true. As Zeno was constantly keen to remind us, they were a Neuromancer - the first Neuromancer, and a master in the field. Once she could use the Power on Hamilcar's body directly, he'd be nothing more than a doll for her to play with. She could even force him to march back upstairs with us on his own two feet.

That wasn't her only advantage outside of skill, either. You could see it in their fighting styles. Neuromancy was primarily concerned with the manipulation of electrical impulses, which meant users of it had a certain amount of intuitive knowledge when it came to arcana that manipulated electricity generally; I knew from personal experience that Ezekiel was fond of lightning attacks. I didn't know what Zeno had engraved on their scepter, but I suspected that they were twisting the elementary components of their day-to-day techniques into these energy attacks. It was a natural transition, if not one that explained the additional focus on ice attacks.

Hamilcar, though, had no such luxury. Golemancy could be a frighteningly potent discipline under select circumstances, but outside of a few exceptions, it relied on preparation or, failing that, an abundance of prodigiously suitable raw materials to animate on the spot. As far as I knew, it couldn't really be improvised into attacks.

Still, he was giving it his all. As Zeno harried him towards the ceiling again, Hamilcar suddenly pivoted to the side and landed on one of the Apega's many tendrils, sapping power from it for some complicated incantation in the few instants he had before Zeno caught up with him. I felt a pulse, and suddenly the world returned visually to normal, Zeno's technique undone. The air quickly began to fill with mites again as reality around where Hamilcar was standing suddenly twisted and contorted, before creating a shockwave of force that swept him backwards, Zeno hurling more condensed ice at him from behind that he just barely avoided.

I almost wanted to root for him. That is, if he wasn't trying to kill us.

"Ughh," I suddenly heard, below and behind me, followed by a few pained breaths. "Fuck."

I turned. Seth, though not really looking in any better a condition beyond fact he was no longer bleeding, seemed to have woken up, his unburnt eye peering wearily around him.

"Seth!" I exclaimed. "You're awake!"

"'eah," he said, his speech slurred. "Kinda wish I wasn't. What the--" He coughed again, Fang holding him still as his chest heaved. "What the fuck happened?"

"Hammy decided he wanted us well done," Fang explained. "Melted this whole weird place, but it looks like you hit the thingy in time." They furrowed their brow. "Is it weird that I always wanna give people cute nicknames right when they're trying to murder me?"

"Right... I remember," Seth said, nodding. "Everything went white all of a sudden, so I went for the controls..."

"How's the barrier looking, Kam?" I said, glancing back towards her as I was reminded. Through the window, I saw another of Hamilcar's massive explosions, though this one was far, far away from us, only visible from behind the machine as a searing outline, like a solar eclipse. (Or at least, what I'd been led to believe a solar eclipse looked like from dramas.)

"It... Seems stable," she said, her tone strangely terse. "It's still at roughly 90% capacity, assuming I'm reading the numbers correctly." She clicked her tongue. "Emphasis unfortunately on 'assuming', there."

I frowned. "Not, uh, exactly filling me with confidence."

"What, uh... What kinda state am I in?" Seth asked blearily. "I can't feel the right half of my body."

"Yeah-- I cut your nerves off," Fang said, their tone quick and anxious by their standards. "I don't wanna be, like, alarmist? But your body is fucked. Like, you'll-be-dead-in-an-hour-from-radiation-poisoning-without-decent-healing fucked."

"Oh," he said, mutely. "That's not great."

"Hey! Your brains okay. Your skull did a good job of keeping the no-no particles outta there." they continued. "So you'll be good for at least a bit. At least, uh, so long as you don't look at yourself in a mirror."

The extreme levels of honesty was another quality I didn't love about Fang.

"Do you think you could focus enough to heal yourself?" I asked. "We found your scepter."

"Maybe," he said, his tone already sounding weak again. "Fang, can you like, make me some norepinephrine? If I can just cast some basic stuff--"

"I'm on it," they said, and began incanting some basic Biomancy.

"I think we should get focus on getting out of here first," Kamrusepa said, still seeming on edge. "Based on what it's listed here, this barrier is being maintained by a few independent eris tanks below the floor, not the wider power source. That should solve our concerns about having enough to shield us back to the top."

I sighed with relief. "Thank the gods."

"Don't celebrate yet," she said, casting the Matter-Annihilating Arcana and disintegrating a small circle of the floor. I could, indeed, see that there were some tank-like objects below. "We'll need to disable it first, then hope our own stay stable long enough to take the mechanism apart and reaffirm the casting." She peered downwards. "It should take less than a minute."

"That's a pretty good plan, actually," Fang said, and gave a somewhat-condescending thumbs up. "Nice going, Kam!"

"I live to please," she replied dryly.

I frowned. "What if we get hit by some of that while we're doing it?" I asked. Beyond the window, Hamilcar shot a spiral of magma across the cavern over what must have been half a miles distance, only for Zeno to counter it with a wall of energy, sending it splattering in every direction at once.

"We're got a little bit of eris left, and we're no longer being explicitly targeted, so I'd say we have rather good odds," she said. Her tone was sharp, but she made an effort to make a sardonic smile. "And if we don't, well. People like to say 'who wants to live forever', don't they?"
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Depending on how the arcana that governed the barrier functioned, there was a good chance that Kamrusepa's plan might not have even worked. After all, when an executive incantation for a system like this was refreshed for the day, the eris was sometimes pre-committed in complicated and often wasteful ways, as we'd dealt with at the administrative core, and especially when they had an almost endless supply nearby - as was the case here.

However, we turned out to be in luck, as it only appeared to draw from one of the small tanks at a time, the scripting routing the eris into the incantation as required. Still, that didn't make this easy. There was always the risk of overlooking something in the engineering and causing a backlash. So over the course of a minute, Kam slowly disassembled a section of the support structure and pipework around our target. In the background, the battle between Hamilcar and Zeno continued to rage, lightning crashing in the background intermittently as the gray swarm continued to intensify, only to suddenly be devastated and deplete to almost nothing a few moments later.

"This should be it," Kam said, her tone serious. "I should be able to break the tank from the rest of the system in one motion. Su, can you get ready to shut off the barrier?"

"How do you shut it off?" I asked, confused.

"Just hit the switch Zeno showed to Seth earlier again," she told me. "That should do the trick."

"Should do the trick?"

"Don't be neurotic," she scolded me. "It's the same bloody button-- At worst it will do nothing. We're playing this by ear. Would you rather gamble on Zeno winning?"

I furrowed my brow. "You seemed pretty confident they'd win a second ago--"

"Just get ready to push the damn thing, Su," she said, irritated.

"Fine, I guess," I muttered.

She looked towards Seth and Fang. "And you two? Are you ready?"

Fang nodded, pulling Seth up into their arms in a princess-carry. "Ready as you can get when it comes to lugging somebody half-dead like a mile up into the air, I guess!"

"Could you not, just... Pull me up on your shoulder, or something?" Seth asked weakly. "I mean, we're gonna be flying, anyway."

"Ehh, better if you stay as relatively still as possible," they replied. "Plus, doesn't this feel more heroic?"

Seth groaned.

"Seriously, though," Fang went on, turning back to Kam. "We need to hurry. Things could take a turn for the worse fast."

"Right," she replied, with a firm nod. "On three, then,"

Kam counted down, then I hit the button, which fortunately did seem to disable the barrier, the faintly-visible field dispersing almost instantly. Then she hastily unscrewed the tank, using the Power to heft it into the air.

"I think this might be in heat form rather than light," she said, frowning. "But it'll have to do. Let's go-- And Su, don't forget the files! That's data that could be invaluable for the future of mankind!"

"You don't need to keep hyping it up, Kam," I said flatly. "I'm on it."

I took hold of the box, and our group soared back into the air, Fang still holding Seth in their arms. We passed out the door and back into the elevator shaft. Behind us, I could see that the Apega itself seemed to have finally taken some form of damage, a piece of it being hurled desperately through the air by one of the two combatants. Hamilcar's machines struck the periphery of our barrier in force like flies slamming into the windows of a moving train, but fortunately Zeno seemed to be keeping him too busy to attack us directly.

The fight was out of view, now, the two of them apparently having descended deeper below the machine, into the unknown depths of the cavern. Aside from the occasional projectile, all I could make out were bursts of intense light, with all the sound still muted by our barriers.

We ascended at speed, the room falling out of view far faster than it had appeared, the flashes becoming ever more distant. Hamilcar's swarm quickly died away to only a few scattered motes, then became absent completely.

"I think we're through the worst of it," Kamrusepa said, as her hair waved back and forth from the speed of our flight. "The storage in this thing isn't as efficient as a scepter, but there's at least one's worth, so just take the head of the tank if you need to re-cast your barriers. It's not too difficult to conceptualize."

"I've got about 10% left," I said, looking at my dial. "It should be enough."

She considered this. "Actually, it might be worthwhile to start transferring the eris regardless. We don't know if anything has happened while we're gone-- Even if it's unlikely, it would be foolish to allow ourselves to be caught generally defenseless."

"That's a good idea," I said, and shifted my hands awkwardly so that I was clutching the pseudo-weightless box in one, while placing the other - still clutching my scepter - against the valve of the tank. It was possible to manually recharge one's scepter using the Power, though this wasn't usually practical unless you had another source of eris already primed for transfer. There were conceptualization techniques that let you slowly fill it using ambient light, heat and wind, but those were gimmicks that took days; useful if you were stranded on a desert island, but otherwise not much.

"Good," she said, nodding. "Very well. We'll get back to the underground, then see to Seth's condition."

"Are we out of the woods, though?" I asked, glancing down with anxiety. "Hamilcar could come up for us. Should we try and seal the tunnel, like Zeno said?"

She frowned. "I feel like that was a flippant suggestion. With that much eris, I doubt a little stone would stop Hamilcar if he truly had a mind to kill us." She sighed. "I think our best bet is to simply rush back to the others, and hope that in the outside possibility that Zeno is defeated, that he can at least hold him off for a few more minutes. Once we're back on the ground floor, Hamilcar's advantage will disappear."

"Assuming the negation field is still active."

She gave me a dirty look. "You know, Su, it really would not kill you to be just a little less of a pessimist at a time like this."

"Sorry," I said.

"If things get real bad, we might wanna scatter," Fang said. "It seems like there are a lot of ways back to the surface, and he won't be able to follow all of us."

"I'm, uh," Seth said. "I'm not sure I'm in 'scattering' shape right now."

"Well, I'd carry you for that too," Fang told him matter-of-factly. "Duh."

We flew further upwards, the walls becoming flatter and more obviously constructed, until the hole leading back to the underground was plainly visible. Finally, we slowed down and levitated through, before lowering ourselves back down to the stone floor, lowering the intensity of our barriers somewhat now that the situation was less grave. Fang gently placed Seth there, kneeling down, while I dumped the box on the floor next to him, finally stopping to take a breath. Using the Power didn't tire your body out, but the stress of the situation had done the job well enough alone.

"Gimmie my scepter," Seth said, "I think I can focus."

"You're sure?" Fang said, an eyebrow raised. "If you botch it, you could make things worse."

He shook his head. "I can trace the incantation, and I think my head is clear enough to--" He coughed painfully again. "To do some basic stuff." He looked to Kam, who was the one still holding it. "C'mon, give it back."

She frowned at him for a moment with a tense expression, then placed the scepter in his hand. He quickly began tracing with his finger.

"Just keep an eye on me with your Divination," he told Fang. "Just in case I start giving myself super-cancer or something."

"Sure," they said. "Not a problem."

Suddenly, a familiar voice rang out from nowhere. "What the hell happened down there?" Ran said. "I was to keep track of you as best I could at range, but something started blocking all the Divination. Are you okay?"

I was wondering why we hadn't heard from her in a while, even if she had warned us her capabilities were going to become a lot more limited.

"Hamilcar must've counter-cast something," Kamrusepa deduced quietly, putting a hand to her mouth. "Probably just when we found him."

"We're okay," I told Ran, then hesitated as I glanced at Seth. "Sort of. When we confronted Hamilcar, he confessed, then attacked us and, uh, destroyed the facility."

"Are you kidding? He destroyed the whole fucking place?" She asked incredulously.

"Yeah," I said, and nodded, before realizing this was redundant. "He tapped into the convention furnace down there somehow and caused a huge mess, so Zeno went to fight him alone while the rest of us escaped. Seth got injured in the blast, but the rest are fine, and Fang's treating him right now--"

"There's someone coming up the tunnel," she said quickly. "Fast."

My eyes went wide, I gripped my scepter instinctively. "What?!"

Kamrusepa pointed as I began to hear a rushing sound emanating from the shaft. "Get back!" she shouted.

But within an instant, it happened. Traveling far faster than even we'd been, a figure shot into the air triumphantly, a barrier - dense to the point of overt visibility, emanating around them with a blue tint - surrounding their body.

For a moment, I felt pure panic, but then I realized that it was, in fact, Zeno. Her dress robe was visibly burned and half of her hair was gone, but she nevertheless wore a triumphant sneer as she elegantly descended to the ground. In her hand was clasped the sheath which Fang had arrived. She flipped it around between her fingers playfully before tossing it into the air, placing it at her own waist.

This wasn't what our eyes were drawn to, though. Kam raised her hand to cover her mouth, while Fang visibly cringed.

"I see that you had a lapse in faith," Zeno said, with a smirk. "But as I told you. He was no match for my skills."

I say 'said', but in fact this accounting represents more of an educated guess at what she seemed to be trying to communicate based on the movement of her lips, because no sound actually left them except for a sort of hoarse exhalation. She didn't seem to notice this herself, presumably caught up in the moment.

"Uh," Fang said, and made a sort of sideways point at Zeno.

She looked towards them, seeming irritated at this response. "What? What is it?" She seemed to try and gesture with her arms, and seemed surprised when she struggled to move them.

Once again, they pointed, this time more specifically craning their wrist to make it clear they were trying to indicate towards Zeno's back.

Frowning, she turned to look, also giving us a clearer look in the process.

Suffice it to say, the rear side of Zeno's body - visible even from the front on their left side - seemed to have taken a little damage in the fight alongside her robes.

And by 'a little', I mean that it looked like she'd tried to do a backstroke in an active volcano. The entire half of her body was just destroyed. The majority of her rear skull was missing, exposing an empty cavity where the brain would be in a normal person. The muscles of her back - clearly artificial in some way, now I was seeing them, with a pearl-like coloration and a semi-transparent white fluid I assumed to be some sort of stand-in for blood seeping everywhere - were in pieces, sections burned completely black, revealing her spinal cord. Her butt was, uh, also mostly absent, though I'll spare you the specifics. Where the burns reached her side, part of her small intestine, which was also white, seemed to be hanging out.

It was, to say the least, a once-in-a-lifetime sight. Too inhuman to be disturbing or even normal reality, but still disgusting in its own unique, special way. Like a flower with eyelids for petals.

"Oh," she mouthed, with an irritated expression. "Fuck."

And then, probably as a result of her craned neck, her unsupported spine abruptly bent out of its normal position in her body, and it collapsed instantly, literally a puppet with its strings cut. Her empty-eyed face slammed dead into the floor. The not-blood, among other things, quickly began seeping all over the stonework.

A moment passed as we stared at it in morbid silence. Kam slowly lowered her hand, her expression of shock giving way to one of mere displeasure. Fang, meanwhile, burst suddenly into rambunctious laughter, seeming almost unable to control themselves as they leaned to the side where they were sitting, holding themselves up by one hand.

Kam glanced at them with irritation. "Fang, please stop being ridiculous."

"S-Sorry, sorry," they said, stuttering the words out between pained heaves of laughter. "But you saw this shit, right?! She was just standing there, not even knowing what the hell was happening, and then she looked, and it all just went..." They made a flopping motion with their hands along with a 'wooop' sound effect, then continued laughing, practically in hysterics. "Dude, that was fucking amazing."

"It was grotesque," Kam replied flatly.

"I mean, yeah, it was gross, but..." They wiped tears away from their eyes. "God."

Kam gave a show of making a deep sigh, looking up towards the ceiling. "At least I can count on you to have a little taste among our group, Su."

"I mean," I said, scratching the side of my head. "It was a little funny."

She clicked her tongue, grimacing at me.

"Uh, hey," Seth cut in, sounding a little annoyed himself. His face had been turned away, so he'd missed the entire series of events. "Not trying to like. Shit on the vibe you guys have going right now? But you said you'd keep an eye on me while I'm doing this."

"Oh, shit. Right, right," Fang said, trying to get themselves together, but snickers still intermittently escaping their lips. "Sorry, I-- I'll get it together.

"What the hell even happened?" he asked. Looking at him, I noticed his Biomancy must've been at work, because the redness in his wounds was starting to level off, and a healthier color was slowly coming back to his skin.

"I wouldn't mind knowing that either," Ran said. "The life signature I saw coming for you guys a second ago is half-gone."

"It looks like Zeno managed to defeat Hamilcar, but the body they were using, uh, sustained some damage," I said, looking at the pitiful remains in front of me. "I don't think they'll be coming back us physically."

"Hm, alright," she said. "I guess that's a success as far as things like this go, then."

"Ran," Kam said, speaking up. "Can you check the security center controls to see if there's anyone still alive, down there? We can't rule out the possibility Zeno was mistaken."

"It only checks in pulses every few minutes, remember?" she answered, and then was silent for a moment. "Anna says that she'll do some divining herself just to be certain, so I'll let you know if there's anything. Did you find out anything about Hamilcar's motive? His accomplice?"

"I'm afraid not," Kam told her, narrowing her eyes. "It all got out of hand very quickly. Other than a few cryptic remarks, we didn't learn anything of substance." She glanced towards me. "But we did manage to recover the data about Su's grandfather's project, as well as the critical artifice Fang arrived with."

"That's not great, though," Ran replied. "I was hoping we could put an end to this now."

"We can," Kam said. "Like we discussed-- So long as everyone is kept firmly accounted for from now on, without an accomplice, the culprit won't be able to act." She glanced towards Seth for a moment, then towards Zeno's corpse. "Anyway, speaking of the artifice, let's get it in hand. And the professor's scepter, too - no point in leaving potent weapons lying about."

"R-Right," I said.

We stepped over to the body, Kamrusepa unhooking the device from its belt while I pulled the scepter from its hand, which fortunately hadn't been touched by any of the aforementioned fluids. The eris dial was at about 15%. Even if Zeno had won, the battle had obviously come further down the wire than they'd ever anticipated.

I couldn't help but take a closer look at the corpse, though I wasn't sure 'corpse' was even the right word for it. Maybe 'destroyed avatar' would have been more appropriate. Regardless, examining the remains of the skull, I could see that it had possessed something like a brainstem and what looked like a heavily-modified cerebellum, with only the cerebrum outright absent.

At first, I couldn't see any sign of the logic bridge I knew had to be there, after my conversation with Ran earlier, for this sort of remote control to even be possible. But then I noticed.

The 'spine' wasn't a spine at all. The entire central shaft had the distinctive dark hue of false iron. It was the logic bridge. No wonder it had fallen out so easily once the muscles were detached - it probably weighed twice as much as bone, if not more.

"What are looking at, Su?" Kamrusepa asked, noticing my delay.

I saw no reason to keep it a secret. "The spine," I said, pointing. "Look."

She blinked, then slowly bit her lip, staring at it. "That's how he's been controlling the body...?"

"Must be," I said, with a nod.

"Rather strange approach," she said. "One would think there would be enough space in the skull alone. Or one could simply use the Power, and not flirt with oathbreaking."

I nodded, thinking about the bigger question she was ignorant of, which was why he lied about the nature of this technology in the first place.

A logic bridge is a device for sending and receiving information, I thought. The bigger it is, the more information it can send and receive. It can be optimized for both of those roles...

"Okay," Seth said, slowly rising to his feet. "I think I'm good."

"You sure?" Fang asked. "You still, uh. Don't look great."

It was true. Even if the burns were no longer an angry red and looked a little closer to normal skin tone, he was still visibly burned, and his eye on that side of his face looked bloodshot. His gait seemed uneasy, too. With the Death-Sensing Arcana - which it belatedly occurred to me I probably should have disabled to save eris earlier - I could see that, though the worst of the internal damage had faded, some remained, especially around his chest and the side of his neck.

"I'm not gonna look pretty until we get back to the city and I can go to a proper clinic, where they're not short on eris," he said, his tone suggesting he was a little frustrated with the outcome himself. "But this is good enough for now. I got all the internal bleeding and basically all the radiation damage."

"'Basically' doing a lot of legwork there," Fang said, frowning.

"Look, I'm okay," Seth told them, a little snippily. "If nothing else, I can look at it again when we're back at the security center, alright? I'll hold together until then."

Fang wrinkled their lip. "Ehhh..."

"I do kinda wanna get moving," I said, glancing around. "Even if there's no one left to ambush us, I don't really feel comfortable being down here without anybody who knows what they're doing with the Power."

"That's giving us rather little credit, I should think," Kam said, but nodded all the same. "But I'd like to hurry back as well, all the same."

"Alright," Fang said, holding their hands up. "Guess I'm outvoted..."

"Don't forget to put your masks back on," Kamrusepa said. "It wouldn't do to get this far only to be butchered by a pack of those automatons."

"Mine got singed, but I think it's still okay," Seth said, pulling it back up from where it rested around his neck. "Though we might wanna duck around a corner if we see any of those things rather than test it."

Kam gave him a strange look as she placed her own back on her face, slowly pursing her lips.

"Ran," I asked. "Has anything happened while we've been gone?"

"Not really," she replied. "Other than everyone going stir-crazy in this room. Well, Mehit... Woke up, I guess."

I frowned. "Did anything happen?"

"Not yet. She's still only half awake," she explained. "We're gonna try to keep her away from Lilith, though. At least as much as we can, given the circumstances."

I nodded. "Alright. Can you get the golem to scout for us again?"

"Alright on it," she said, as it stirred from the position it'd been left in. "See you soon."

We made some final preparations - including wrapping Seth's chest with a spare chiton Kamrusepa had in her bag so he wasn't half-naked on his burned side, because of course she'd brought a change of clothes - and set off back, this time at a brisker pace at first. However, with so many of the tunnels looking the same, we quickly slowed down as we arrived at the first intersection. To begin with, the others tried to get me to take the lead on account of my good memory, but after making it clear it had become strangely spotty this weekend, we instead decided to get directions from Ran, since the rest of us didn't have appropriate Divination for navigation.

This was... Fine, though quickly I became a little uneasy as the route Ran fed us turned out to be notably different from the one Zeno had led us down, leading through a series of tighter halls as opposed to what I assumed were the primary tunnels. She assured us that, being able to see everything, this was the most optimal, and - since the only reason Ran ever lied was when she was trying really hard to be nice - I believed her.

It didn't make it any less offputting. After what had just happened, I'd been hoping to cap off the adventure with a simple retracing of our steps, not going through somewhere even more creepy.

We walked in silence for a while, but in the midst of making our way down a tight, curved passage which I assumed probably fed back into the area under the Order's headquarters, Kamrusepa spoke up.

"How are you feeling now that you've been walking for a bit, Seth?" she inquired.

He craned his back and forth and little in response, and lifted his injured arm before letting it fall again. "My arm hurts like shit now that my nerves are working again and I kinda wanna take all the clothes on half of my body off, but I've been through worse." He paused for a minute. "I'll probably feel better when I have something to drink."

"Kinda was a dumb omission for this, in retrospect, huh?" Fang said. "Not bringing any bottled water."

"I'm, uh, not sure we could've predicted what happened," I said.

"Maybe not," Seth said. "But that's like, rule one of going anywhere dangerous or tiring."

"We could conjure some," I suggested.

He shook his head. "Nah, better not to waste the eris. There's plenty back at the security center."

"You've had rather a rough time of it this weekend, Seth," Kam said idly. "Physically, I mean. First your incident with Ezekiel on the way here, now this."

Oh, I realized. I see what she's doing.

I'd kind of assumed this plan would be off considering what had happened, or that she'd at least have signaled me when she was about to start, since it was for my sake. But she seemed to be acting odd since we'd found Seth in the observation chamber a few minutes ago.

Still, it remained a good chance.

"The only one's who've had it rough are Bardiya, Saci, and Yantho," Seth replied firmly. "Getting a little beat up is nothing compared to that."

"I suppose so," she said.

"You heard about what happened with Zeke?" he asked, glancing at me for a brief moment. My face flushed a little.

"Heard about it?" She gave him a convincingly confused look. "Bardiya mentioned when we first arrived in the sanctuary that there was some sort of fight with him, so I'd assumed that was the cause of your condition. Or am I misremembering?"

"Oh." He blinked. "N-no, I forgot about that. Sorry."

"It's alright. It's been rather a long weekend." She smiled slightly.

"Guess so," he said, turning to face forward.

Wow, my internal liar noted. That was pretty clever. She used the pretext of a misunderstanding to appear to arrive at the knowledge I'd already given her organically.

"Su and I argued a bit when we were in the Empyrean Bastion, as a matter of fact," she went on, idly running a hand through her hair. "Though we're not boys, of course, so it didn't come to blows in our case."

Fang whistled.

"Heh, we'd already made it here when it happened," Seth said, with an awkward laugh. "So at least it wasn't public."

Kam nodded thoughtfully. "What were you fighting about, in any case?" She asked.

Seth sighed. "I don't really wanna get into it. It's all kinda stupid." He glanced in my direction. "I went into it a little with Su a while ago, so you can ask her if you really wanna know. Not much worth keeping a secret at this point."

"Take a right here," Ran's voice rang out as we approached a turn. We did. The passage narrowed even further, to the point that my hands were brushing against the stonework.

"It's alright. I've no mind to pry." She paused for a moment. "I had thought I recalled Bardiya saying the fight happened just before your Aetherbridge ascension, though, not when you were already here."

"Mm, he was kinda covering for us," Seth said. "Like I said, I don't really wanna get into it."

"That is a bit of relief, in any case," she replied. "After all, making a scene at the Aetherbridge port could throw our class into disrepute."

He snorted. "I hate to break it to you, Kam, but if we get out this alive, I'm pretty sure our reputation as the 'serial murder victim's class' is gonna overwhelm anything else we've got going on." He idly stretched his arms. "When all's said and done, this gonna be a huge fucking deal. Leader of a reclusive arcane order turns on his own members and starts a massacre? That's the kinda story you get logic sea communities forming around."

"Ughh, that's a good point," Fang moaned. "Shit. They're probably gonna want me to do interviews for years."

"You're barely in the class, Fang," Seth commented, with amused dryness.

"Hey!" They said. "I like, show up! Sometimes! When I'm free!"

"An inspiring level of commitment, to be certain," Kam said flatly.

"Besides," they continued. "I don't wanna like, humblebrag or whatever? But you guys know I'm kinda more of a public figure. You're probably gonna get a lot easier a time of it than I am."

"Not much a consolation," Seth intoned. "I swear you're in like, six media things every month."

Fang sighed. "Honestly? It's more like ten. They scrap a shitload of that stuff. Usually because I said something weird."

"I hope no one tries to interview me about all this," I said grimly. "I'd probably have a nervous breakdown."

"You'll probably wanna brace yourself, Su," Seth told me, with an amused smile. "I bet we're gonna get crazy people making up scenarios for how we're all killers and sending us creepy letters for the rest of our lives. Especially if we don't catch Hamilcar's accomplice and the whole thing goes unsolved."

"Don't want it," I said stubbornly, drawing inward. "Gonna become a hermit, instead."

He laughed, in spite of the circumstances.

It was strange. Even though I knew this whole conversation had only even been started because of my own suspicions of Seth, and that was probably still where it was going, a strange atmosphere had set in. Like we were finally relaxing again, allowing ourselves a moment of triumph. I felt caught up in it, and found myself relaxing slightly.

"You're way too talented to be a hermit, Su," Fang told me. "You're even faster with figures than I am."

I blinked. "I am?"

"Yeah, totally!" they said. "You could probably have made it as a mathematical theorist even if you weren't an arcanist. You gotta put that to work in like, society. I wouldn't be surprised if you come up with something crazy with fundamental arcana eventually that changes the whole profession."

I wasn't sure what to do with this sort of compliment, so I just ended laughing awkwardly, my face flushed.

"Geez," Seth said. "High praise."

"You know, Fang, I've never heard you give me these sorts of compliments," Kam said, "despite my grades only being third to your own."

Fang made an indecisive 'ehhh' noise. "Honestly, Kam, I see you more as kinda an administrative type than one who invents stuff."

Kam frowned. "What, like in the Censors?"

They considered this. "Nah, more like somebody who seizes power in a small country for 50 years, only to be murdered in a bloody coup after a failed purge of your opponents in the oligarchy."

"So specific," she commented, looking irritated.

"That, or maybe headmistress of an academy. Something like that, y'know."

Kam snorted in response, turning her nose up.

"I'm not gonna ask," Seth said, crossing his arms idly. "I don't wanna know my future. I've got enough shit to think about in the present."

"Hey, that's a good attitude!" Fang said. "Live in the moment. I wish I could do that."

I sighed, rubbing my eyes.

"I can't claim Fang's presumed talent for premonition, but I could see you as a personal doctor to the elite, Seth," she said. "You're a very malleable thinker, and have an excellent bedside manner."

"Heh, I think Bardiya would roll over in his grave if I did that," he replied.

"You're very good at getting along with people, and always sense when people need support," she continued. "I think it's noble how you've been standing by Theo through all of this, even if I can't share your complete confidence in his innocence. I feel bad that he has to go through all of this, since I know he's somewhat of a delicate person."

Oh, I thought. Here it comes.

"Theo's tough," he said, his tone hardening a bit. "Just not in a way that's obvious."

"Well, you'd be the better judge," she said, shrugging. "Actually, he was singing your praises during the tour yesterday."

He raised an eyebrow. "Over what?"

"Your trip on the Aetherbridge," she said. "He mentioned--"

But then, at what might've been the the worst moment possible, we were interrupted by a grinding sound as the wall to our left suddenly moved.
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Save for Fang, we all jumped like someone had shot at us when it happened, even if it turned out to be nothing particularly threatening. The stonework on the wall was shifting where it lay, grinding against itself as it was pulled aside by some mechanism, revealing a door-sized opening to what looked like a medium-sized chamber beyond, before coming to a quick stop with a satisfying clunk.

Seth flailed, raising both his rifle and scepter awkwardly at the same time. "What the--"

"Oh man!" Fang said, starry-eyed as they clasped their hands together in front of them. "A secret passage!"

Are you fucking kidding me? I thought.

"Not again," Kamrusepa spoke dryly, rubbing her brow. "And here I was, hoping we were done with the exciting part of this endeavor."

"But where does it lead..." Fang mused, creeping closer with an eager expression.

"Let's not lose control of ourselves," Kam said, holding up a hand to stop them. "Even if there's nothing else alive down here, Hamilcar might've set up some sort of automated ambush. Ran, are you still following along?"

"I kinda tuned out when you wouldn't stop talking about how our lives are gonna be ruined, but yeah," she replied, sounding like she was concentrating.

"A door opened in front of us in the middle of the hallway," Kam continued. "Can you see it? Is there anything coming?"

"Yeah, I can see it," she said. "Actually, I divined something being there when you guys were getting close, but figured it was just some out-of-use room that'd been bricked over. There's stuff like that in most big buildings." She paused for a moment. "But no, there's nothing in there. Just 3x6 square meters of space and some inanimate crap lying around."

Our group relaxed a little. Fang took another step, pushing against Kam's outstretched arm, but the latter still seemed to have concerns.

"Why did it open, then?" she asked.

"Fuck if I know," Ran told her. "It's not on the map, so it's not supposed to happen. Did you guys trigger a switch, or something like that? I don't have the eris to spare for a detailed scan."

"I didn't touch anything," Seth said, holding his hands up.

"Uh, me neither," I contributed.

"What about you, Fang?" Kam asked, looking over her shoulder.

They considered this for a moment, scrunching up their face. "I mean? It's pretty cramped in this hall, and I'm sure as heck too big for it. I might've brushed into something with my elbows or something."

"You might've," Kam echoed, unsatisfied with this ambiguous response.

"Yeah!" they said, nodding. "In a place like this, if you're gonna have a secret door, it's gonna be activated by pushing in a protruding brick or something, right? To go with the whole dungeon aesthetic." They frowned. "But then, I feel like I would've noticed that. I play so many echo games, I feel like I'm always on the alert for secret wall switches." They considered this furtively, before suddenly raising their forefinger in the air. "Or oh, oh! Maybe we incidentally said some secret word or phrase that set it off? We were saying something about the Aetherbridge--"

"This is not helping," Kam said, irritated.

"How do you know you didn't trigger it, Kam?" Seth asked.

She scoffed. "Unlike you pack of lunks, I happen to be a normal size, so my body hasn't been in a state of disagreement with the architecture."

"That's a pretentious way of saying you're short," he replied flatly.

She glared at him. "The mean human height for women worldwide is 160 centimeters, which I happen to match almost precisely, thank you very much."

"Besides," he added, "you could've stepped on something,"

"Stepped on something?" She looked at him with incredulity. "What kind of idiot would make a secret door you can open by walking on the floor?"

"I'm, uh, not sure this is really worth arguing about," I said quietly.

"No kidding," Ran replied in agreement. "I'm sorry I asked."

"Why don't you simply ask Lady Anna about the issue, Ran?" Kamrusepa asked. "If anyone would know, it would be her."

"I would, but she's preoccupied with some tricky part of the work at the moment," Ran told her, her tone hesitant. "Anyway, it might just be a proximity activation, and it's only meant to fool people when the place is under actual siege."

Kam glanced at Seth for a moment, looking hesitant. "I suppose."

"And you're sure it's safe, right...?" Fang asked.

"Yep,"  she replied. "There's no eris in there, and nothing else that looks dangerous."

"Okay!" They clapped their hands together, and pushed past Kam's arm. "Let's take a look!"

Kam clicked her tongue. "Cause and danger aside, should we really be getting sidetracked in a situation like this? I know everyone's getting into the spirit of celebration now that we've dealt with the immediate threat, but we're still in a hostile environment. Anything could occur."

"Kam, it's a secret room," Fang turned to say, as if the implications were obvious. "If we don't look and see, it'll haunt us for the rest of our lives!" They gestured towards it. "Besides, this place looks tiny, y'know? It'll only take a sec."

Kamrusepa sighed, her expression irritated.

And so, we followed Fang into the chamber. It was, as they said, relatively tiny - maybe the size of the front room in a single-person apartment - and nothing stuck out as instantly spectacular. There were some bookshelves on either side against the stone walls, and a set of four benches facing a wooden book-stand at the far end. The only thing that struck me was that the room was actually lit, an arcane lamp hanging from a chain overhead.

Still, something about it felt unsettling to me. I couldn't quite put it into words. Nothing looked strange; the furniture was the same pseudo-classical stuff found all over the sanctuary, it smelled musty and slightly damp in the way the whole underground did. But for some reason, my mind recalled the sensation I'd felt when we'd come upon Durvasa's horribly maimed corpse. There something recognizable had been disfigured radically in a way that was threatening and wrong.

"Looks like kinda a cross between a library and a chapel," Seth commented, glancing around. "Maybe like, a schoolhouse?"

I glanced at the benches. They were a little short. They could've been meant for children, but it was hard to say.

"Rather small for a schoolhouse, to say nothing of the placement," Kam replied. "Though it's clearly intended for performative reading of some manner."

"Maybe it's some sort of secret archive for the Order...?" I suggested.

"I've never heard of an archive designed for an audience," she said, raising an eyebrow. "But I confess I'm somewhat stumped in terms of better suggestions."

"I'm gonna take a peek at these books," Fang said, pointing to the side.

"I'm gonna sit down," Seth intoned with a tired sigh as he stepped towards one of the benches. "This walk has been taking more out of me than I thought. ...ugh, dusty," he added, as he plopped down on the seat.

This must not be a place people come often, then, I noted to myself.

While Kam watched the entrance, I kept moving towards the back of the room alone, my eyes wandering for anything that stuck out.

I spotted only one thing I hadn't on my initial look, and that was a glass display cabinet in place of a bookshelf at the far end of the right wall. It was conspicuously almost empty, to the point that I suspected that it had been cleared out at some point not too far in the past (there were trace outlines of dust and disturbance in the green fabric lining its interior that seemed to corroborate this) but one object remained.

It was a statuette, maybe a foot tall, depicting two figures in a scene that looked like it was probably from mythology, though it wasn't anything I personally recognized. A man, tall and long-bearded, was thrusting what looked to be a spear into the air triumphantly over a dozen collapsed robed figures, all of whom clutched hammers. Only one of them actually had an exposed face - with long hair indicating they were supposed to be a woman - but it was featureless and smooth, clearly indicating them to be some sort of inhuman creature.

Looking at it tickled something in the back of my head, and it took me almost a full minute to realize why that was the case. I'd seen the male figure earlier in the weekend. It'd been when Neferuaten had taken us to visit the men's entrance to the sanctuary, and there was a statue of him instead of a mural; the beard and nose stuck out as identical features in both works. I'd assumed him to be one of the founders of the Order, but she'd told us he actually pertained to something completely different.

Still, I hadn't thought it would be this different. Was this from some other immortality myth I hadn't heard of?

"...huh," I heard Fang say, their tone confused.

I turned to face them. They were still standing at the bookshelf, and seemed to have been reviewing a few, having now accumulated a modest pile on a nearby bench.

"What is it?" I asked.

"I, um." They let their mouth hang open for a second, seeming to be processing something. "I can't read any of these?"

Kamrusepa snorted. "I thought you were a true polyglot, Fang. I didn't know there were languages you couldn't speak."

"Hey, I only speak the six big ones!" they protested, but didn't seem like they had their heart in the banter, their eyes flicking back to the page. "Uh, but seriously, no. That's not the problem."

"Then what is the problem?" Kam inquired. "Are they written in invisible ink, perhaps?"

"No," they replied. "...but I mean, I guess that's not far off?"

She frowned. "What do you mean?"

"It's like-- I mean, just come take a look," Fang said. "See for yourself."

Kam gave an irritated shrug and stepped over, and I did as well, my brow raised curiously. Fang helpfully flipped the book they held around and presented it for us to see, and--

...I understood instantly why they'd struggled to put it into words.

My first thought was that it was in code, but from what I knew, code generally either used pre-existing script simply arranged in a manner that came across as nonsense, or sometimes very simple symbology or iconography that wouldn't be too difficult for people to learn - and when it did, it tended to be for fairly simple messages anyway. This, however, was something very different. The pages were covered by a not only very complicated but completely inscrutable and alien script, made up of tightly-packed curled lines that seemed to flow into one another in a manner evocative of cursive, but more extensive.

I think I mentioned this before, but I was by no means a language expert; it'd been a struggle for me to even get to the stage of speaking the three I did reasonably eloquently. Still, though, I felt more than confident in my ability to at least recognize them on sight. I knew the different styles of script from the Six Parties and the Duumvirate, and even those from the Lower Planes. I even had passing familiarity with some historical ones.

This, though, I'd never seen anything like this at all. If it was code, they'd gone above and beyond.

"Well, that's... Odd," Kam said, biting her lip. "They're all like this? Front to cover?"

"Yep," Fang replied, flipping through the pages to demonstrate. "Weird as hell, huh? Again, like. See for yourself."

I took them up on it, reaching for a random book on the shelf. Even as I did so, however, I noticed something I hadn't at a greater distance and which almost made the act redundant; the spines of the books, and specifically the titles. All of them were written in the nonsense-script, seemingly without exception. And I noticed that there actually seemed to be quite a variety, at that: Thick old tomes with leather jackets, smaller affairs with laminated vellum covers, even slim ones that might've been for children. If this was some archive for the Order's secrets, that made less than zero sense.

There weren't many that belonged to the latter category compared to the others, but I picked one out from the bottom shelf. It was, in fact, a children's book, illustrated in pastel watercolors. The front cover depicted an elaborately-styled title in multi-colored text framed by blower buds - text that, of course, I couldn't read - and what looked like a... Siamese twin? They were a two-headed figure, with four arms and four legs, smiling brightly and making a cheerful pose.

I frowned.

I flipped through the pages, and found the plot was simple enough for me to understand in spite of the text. It started off with a main character, the aforementioned... Person, or maybe two people, frolicking and playing with animals in a field. But then a lightning bolt came down and struck them, apparently splitting them into two 'normal' people, causing the half left behind to cry. After this, the plot consisted of them searching various locations and speaking to various wild creatures in a bid to track their literal other half down, before finally succeeding and recombining at the end of the story, the final page being a depiction of a party held in celebration of this.

I looked closely at the final page. The animals who had appeared up until that point were crowded around a cake-covered table, their hands thrown joyfully into the air and their eyes drawn as little upward-facing triangles, while the protagonist embraced themselves with all their arms.

It felt almost ridiculous to pick at the specifics of the content when everything about this was so bizarre to begin with, but still, something about even this felt strange. Of course, stories about an unusual protagonist with some kind of fantastical problem coming to accept themselves were common in children's books... But normally that would manifest in concepts along the lines of 'The Bear With The Really Small Feet', where the story would be about the bear learning that it was actually good to have small feet because it made him great at ballet or something. Comparatively, the imagery in this case felt unnecessarily mundane and physical, and the tone off, somehow. The main character had no internal arc - they were happy about their state from the start instead of resenting it, and the only conflict came from trying to restore the status quo.

So... What was the moral supposed to be, exactly?

"This is very odd," Kamrusepa repeated as she flipped through her own chosen book, frowning deeply. "This one uses Ysaran words occasionally in normal script, so it can't simply be code for existing writing, or those words would be converted, too. This sort of formatting only crops up in-- Well, in genuinely translated works."

"I know, right?" Fang said. "I noticed that, too."

"Could it just be a really ancient language...?" I asked, not even convinced of the notion myself.

"This one I'm reading looks to be a school textbook," she said, showing me to demonstrate. Indeed, the page depicted what was clearly an annotated periodic table. "Why would you produce a modern book in a long-dead language?"

"I mean... You wouldn't," I said. "Not normally. But maybe it's someone's personal project? You know-- People start getting really strange hobbies when they pass a couple centuries."

"Could even be a completely made up language," Fang suggested. "I mean, nerds love making up languages."

Kam didn't seem satisfied with this answer either, exhaling audibly through her nose. She shook her head. "I don't want to get caught up in speculating about this right now. There'll be plenty of time to ask Anna or Linos - or Zeno, if he's woken up from his hiding spot, assuming whatever state he's left his true form in is capable of speech - when we get back. I'm sure there's a relatively simple explanation."

"This is a really frustrating conversation to listen to without being able to see what the hell you're talking about," Ran said.

"Uh, sorry," I said. "I didn't know you were still listening."

"I'm being a bit more vigilant this time since you don't have anyone to watch over you if shit hits the fan," she replied. "But it's not good for my eris reserves, so seriously. Hurry back."

"See?" Kam said, a hand on her hip. "Let's grab a few of these books and get going."

"We leaving already?" Seth said, sounding weary. "I was just getting settled in."

"You'll have plenty of time to settle in when we get back," Kam told him.

"Yeah," he replied, trying to push himself up. "I guess so."

We left the strange chamber, stepping back into the hallway, and curiously, the door closed behind us a short time later. Seth took this as evidence that the theory about it being proximity-activated was right after all. On the other hand, I was overcome by the feeling that something was going completely over our heads, and a disquiet lingered within me. I kept looking back to the book I'd taken with me, feeling both the strange urge to flick the illustrations again, but also a sense of unease, like I was carrying something dangerous.

Who cares, anyway? A part of me thought. It's nothing to do with who the last remaining culprit is. Besides getting out of here, that's all that matters.

But even though I was aware of that, the experience almost stuck in my mind more than the spectacular affair that was our encounter in Hamilcar.

However, it quickly turned out that I was alone in that probable error of priorities. While a less shameless person might've at least waited a few minutes, no sooner had we taken twenty steps than Kamrusepa dived right back into her attempt to trick Seth into revealing something.

She was at least a little devious about it, though. Instead of directly returning where she'd left off, she acted like a step in the conversation had already happened - or at least, been assumed - and left him to try and put it together.

"So as I was saying a minute ago," she said. "We had to go through some of the same business with Ophelia. She was feeling rather uneasy as we approached the jump, so we ended up prodding Su to tell one of her jokes to distract her." She glanced slyly at me as part of the performance, which made me feel awkward from two separate directions at once. "Which, well, it certainly did."

Seth looked at her with a puzzled expression, rubbing his eyes. "Uh. Sorry, what?"

"Oh, I was just saying that you weren't the only person who had to babysit a little bit through that affair," she went on. "Though it probably sounds like you had a harder time with Theo. Ophelia is one thing, but Theo can't even look out the windows on the tram line in the upper city without getting queasy. It sounded like you had rather a difficult time on your hands."

Seth blinked a few times. "...yeah," he replied. "I mean-- I dunno what he said, but it wasn't a big deal or anything."

"Of course," she said, and then smirked at me like she was a genius who'd just uncovered something scandalously damning.

I wasn't so sure about that. It was true that we had no idea what Theodoros's reaction had been to the Aetherbridge - and that there was a possibility their group hadn't rode it at all, but had arrived at the sanctuary via some other means, as Fang apparently had - and that Kam had fabricated a story she'd 'heard' about that experience, and then baited Seth into 'pretending' to confirm it.

But was he really pretending? The trouble with inventing a believable story was that, well, it could easily have really happened. Theo was morbidly afraid of heights. Seth was a little protective of him. It was hardly some fantasy scenario.

There was no contradiction, just inference that happened to line up correctly.

I furrowed my brow, trying to remember if there was anything I'd heard from Theo that could be used to extrapolate an actual contradiction. I remembered, during the first day of our tour, him saying in passing that he hadn't eaten anything in a while, but that felt awkward to use, and not definitive anyway - even if I tried saying that I'd heard they'd had a meal in the Empyrean Bastion to cheer him or something, he could've just been being melodramatic.

I cursed myself for not being able to come up with anything. Still, it was unambiguous this did cast a little more suspicion on Seth. Though I didn't know where that left us right now. Sacnicte would've been the person to pick at to try to confirm the story he'd told me about him and Ezekiel... But of course, she was dead. And I couldn't even ask about his presentation that Ezekiel had destroyed in the hopes of finding some link there, because I didn't remember seeing how it had actually gone.

I shook my head. What would it mean if he really was lying, anyway? If the boys hadn't traveled using the Aetherbridge, it stood to reason they probably had some separate dealings with the Order that we'd been excluded from, and they'd chosen to keep it a secret. But why would that be predicated on gender, of all things?

Leaving out Ezekiel, Bardiya, Seth and Theodoros were/had been close - closer than most of the girls in our glass, excepting Ran and I - but not at the exclusion of everyone else. Seth was probably better friends than Ptolema than either of those two, and Theo and I had... Some sort of bond that he at least considered substantial. And I knew Bardiya had some sort of acquaintance with Ophelia.

So... Why?

With that question still in my mind, we soon returned back to the hallway leading into the security center. To my relief, I saw Anna at work and Ran beside her, watching for us expectantly - I saw her sigh in relief as we appeared. As many precautions as you could take, it was always possible to subvert arcane communications and impersonate others, so I'd had a tiny fear of us returning to find an ambush and everyone dead.

All things considered, though... Things had worked out.

            


Glossary


                Thank you for reading. If you are struggling to keep up with some of the language used in this narrative, then this glossary may be of some assistance to you. Though certain terms will be excluded until they become pertinent for the purposes of dramatic tension, please note that this may spoil some light setting-related exposition which will be revealed later.

 



 

Arcana: A power created as a tool by the Ironworkers to assist in rebuilding the world. Sometimes referred to simply as the Power. Due to its complexity, practitioners (called 'arcanists') are separated into numerous disciplines, which are in turn divided into schools. Some pertinent disciplines:

///Aetheromancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate space.

///Alchemy: The study of utilizing arcana to create medicine, or sometimes biochemicals for alternate purposes.

///Anima Scripting: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate the anima script, a biopolymer which determines the development of organisms. Because the subject of the discipline is proto-life rather than life outright, it is technically not a school of biomancy, though this is the subject of some dispute within the academic community.

///Biomancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate biology.

///Chronomancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate time.

///Divination: The study of utilizing arcana to assess information and predict events.

///Egomancy: The study of utilizing arcana to alter the pneumaic nexus, the seat of human conciousness. Banned everywhere, save for the realms of the Uana. Archaically called Pneumancy.

///Geomancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate earth, the landscape, and most broadly the climate.

///Golemancy: The study of utilizing arcana to create machines.

///Neuromancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate the nervous system.

///Pyromancy: The study of utilizing arcana to create destruction via the direct use of energy; in a word, to create explosions.

///Runescripting: Not technically a discipline, though often treated as such. The study of engraving incantations, as runes, into various objects.

///Thanatomancy: The study of utilizing arcana to manipulate the process of death, or dead tissue. Archaically known as Necromancy.

///Transmutation: The study of utilizing arcana to change the nature of objects or matter. Most commonly used for replication.

 

Artifice: An object or machine that requires the Power to function; for example, an arcane light. Can also be employed as a verb ('artificed') to refer to things merely created by the Power but not dependent upon it, such as construction materials and life brought about by Biomancy.

 

Assimilation Failure: A rare side-effect of Induction with an unclear cause. Rather than discarding the memories stored within the affixed Pneuma, the mind instead fixates on or even centers them, beginning to transfer them to the conventional brain. In most cases, this has relatively minor effects, but occasionally can result in alterations to or even replacement of the sufferer's identity. The subject is taboo, with arcanists sworn to secrecy regarding it.

///Acclimation Therapy: A well-tested treatment program designed to minimize or even erase the effects of Assimilation Failure using a combination of medication, thought exercises, behavioral adjustments, and ultimately electrotherapy. Almost always successful to some extent if approached in good faith, though controversy exists regarding when it transitions to being little more than brainwashing.

///Witch: Slang term among arcanists for extreme sufferers of the condition, who fully conceive of themselves as people other than their original, physical selves. Almost all such individuals conceal this information, even from their loved ones. It's said to date from the Mourning Period, when the ailment was poorly understood. Newly-inducted arcanists appeared to simply go mad, using their new powers for wreak chaos and renouncing their former friends and family as if possessed by devils.

 

Civil Dispute: Often called the Ikkaryonic Revolution by the young. A civil conflict within the Grand Alliance that arose based on a decision by its Old Yru Convention to treat the Ikkaryon Provisional Government, who seized the city after the rulers horrifically mismanaged it during an outbreak of disease and subsequent famine, as a criminal enemy of the state and violators of the Covenant. It ultimately led to the most serious armed conflict in 200 years, involving most of the nations of the Elysian Pangaea, before finally being brought to the end by the Summer Compromise of 1388, which granted amnesty and concessions to the rebels and their allies.

 

Collapse: Shorthand for 'false vacuum collapse', a phenomenon of astrophysics where a lower minimum of energy in the vacuum is suddenly achieved, causing destabilization at a subatomic level which spreads at the speed of light until equilibrium is once again reached. Sometimes called 'decay' instead. Such an event was largely responsible for ending the Imperial Era and almost destroying human civilization, though there were also socioeconomic factors which radically impeded the response.

 

Covenant: Officially the "Covenant of the Mourning Realms". A set of oaths sworn upon by 6 of the Parties of survivors following the creation of the Mimikos, designed to create a civilization that is sustainable in the long term in the new circumstances of humanity. Though largely considered unquestionable by the political mainstream, the interpretation of its tenants have become the subject of conflict, with broadly three schools of thought.

///Fundamentalist: The belief that the tenants of the Covenant are absolute, and must be taken literally. After centuries of ideological dominance, its hegemony has been fractured in the aftermath of the Civil Dispute.

///Interpretist: The belief that the tenants of the Covenant should be interpreted more liberally in accordance with the spirit in which they were written, often under the guidance of a secondary, longer document written by the Covenant's authors known as the Proclamation of Mankind's Future. An ascendant ideology.

///Reformist: The belief that the tenants of the Covenant are flawed due to a lack of foresight by the authors and must be amended or abolished outright. Considered an extremist ideology, although relatively popular among the young.

 

Covenant Schism: A disagreement on the specifics of some of the Covenant's tenants between two Parties, the Lluatec and the Uana, and the other six. The result was that they did not settle the Mimikos, and follow a significantly different, and much briefer, version of the Covenant. Attempts have been made to mend this divide for centuries, with limited success.

 

Dementia: Shorthand for associative collapse-type dementia. A degenerative mental condition that is increasingly likely to occur in those older than 500, and especially 600 years. It is currently believed to be untreatable. With the exception of accidents, it is the most common cause of death in the civilized world.

 

Duumvirate: Shorthand for the Lluatec-Uana Duumvirate. A loose federation that oversees most of the states established by the Lluatec and Uana Parties, placing it in vague opposition to the Grand Alliance, though no hostilities have ever occurred. It dominates the Empyrean almost completely.

 

Era: A popular means of separating human history, based on broad trends in governmental development. Scholars generally observe five distinct eras.

///Primeval: The age before civilization (though not entirely before recorded history) characterized by small, largely isolated tribes.

///Old Kingdoms: The earliest age of civilization, characterized by local centralization the beginnings of specialization, but limited trade and simple government. Civilization controls only limited parts of the world.

///New Kingdoms: The first age conceived as truly developed, characterized by much greater centralization and high levels of specialization, trade, and complex bureaucratic government. Civilization controls the entire world, but is divided.

///Imperial: The apex before the collapse of the old world, characterized by a smaller number of impossibly complex and interconnected states which largely no longer required human labor to function. Civilization is united and absolute.

///Covenant/Mourning: The contemporary era, for which disagreement on the name exists.

 

Empyrean: The area of space both physically and extra-planarly above the Mimikos, largely unused by the Ironworkers. It is home to a variety of experimental structures, many of which are habitable by humans, though to varying degrees of hospitality.

 

Epoch: An alternative means of categorizing broad ages of history from a more anthropological perspective, based on the dominant 'tool' utilized by human beings. Divided into four - Bone, Fire, Iron, and Arcane.

 

Exodus, The: The event wherein the eight Parties, following their awakening from their slumber within the Tower of Asphodel, were incarnated into either the Mimikos of the Empyrean. 

 

Generation: An informal label given to individuals based on the century of their birth that has become a socially acceptable way to inquire as to someones approximate age. In the contemporary social climate, the 14th and 13th generations are considered young, the 12th and 11th mature, and the 10th and beyond elderly. This excludes the most recent generation, the 15th, of whom the eldest are only 9 years old.

 

Grand Alliance: Shorthand for the Grand Alliance of the Mourning Realms. A single pan-national government under which the nations of the Mimikos united following the virtual elimination of scarcity and the period of universal good relations and heightened diplomatic spirit that marked the end of the Interplanar Colonization Period. Governed by the Old Yru Convention, a council of elected leaders, bureaucrats and heads of state.

 

Great Lamp: An artificial sun created by the Ironworkers to service the Mimikos. It crosses the sky each day by means of a giant mechanical edifice, with an angle that changes depending on the season.

 

Great Work: A term dating back to ancient alchemy with a vague and often contextually-dependent meaning, but classically in reference to the pursuit of immortality or great scholarly achievements in service of that goal. In some traditions, the Great Work is also a spiritual transformation; the evolution of the self, or man's collective self, into a higher order of being.

 

Incantation: The words used to invoke a certain effect using the Power. Largely mathematical in nature, they are spoken in Eme, an ancient relative of modern Ysaran that has almost nothing in common with the contemporary language. They require extremely precise pronunciation and mathematics, or will fail - sometimes with spectacular consequences.

 

Index: The source of the Power. An extra-dimensional machine grafted to a Pneuma, allowing it to physically interact with the Higher Planes, moving energy and matter in manners that transcend the mundane. Each Index is unique, and there are a finite number (1,073,741,824) corresponding to different 'routes' by which the Higher Planes can be accessed, often possessing their own subtle traits which affect the casting of their bearer. If fire was the tool by which man began his dominance of nature, then an Index can be considered the terminus of that long quest; all that separates him from divine power is mastery.

 

Induction: Sometimes called an 'Initiation Ceremony.' A process which is required for a person to use the Power in the overwhelming majority of circumstances due to the trauma caused to the Pneuma as a result of the severance process designed by the Ironworkers. One of the immeasurable number of Pneuma stored within the Tower of Asphodel from those not fortunate enough to find direct shelter is affixed to the damaged root, allowing the subject to bear an Index. As the Pneuma is not a thing of flesh and blood, this addition is normally ignored by rest of the brain, the information within discarded and overwritten like a fleeting dream.

 

Iron: A substance of incredible power that was harnessed in the New Kingdoms Era, and became the backbone of civilization, enabling the impossible glories of the Imperial Era. As it was used to construct the Tower of Asphodel and preserve reality, it can no longer truly exist in the material world, in much the same way that a box cannot contain itself. However, there are some minor exceptions.

///False Iron: A shadow, or perhaps a simulacrum of iron, taken from the Tower of Asphodel as it exists in mundane reality. It is found underground in veins all over the Mimikos and the Lower Planes, and its connection to the Tower can never truly be severed.

///True Iron: Found only within the bodies of human beings in tiny quantities as a matter of necessity. It is the product of a stable paradox. It becomes False Iron when it leaves the body, and vice-versa.

 

Ironworkers: The scholars who labored to rebuild reality while the Parties slept within the Tower of Asphodel. Masters of its use from the Imperial Era, they were still limited in their success, and only able to approximate the nature of the plane from inference and incomplete records.

 

Logic Bridge: An interfacing tool used to connect the human mind to either other minds or objects via exercising the iron of the pneumaic nexus, and its connection to the Tower of Asphodel. In its most basic form, it consists of a piece of False Iron, a switch, and two polarized magnets. Can be used directly to facilitate awkward pseudo-telepathy, but a logic engine is required for translating more complex concepts.

 

Logic Engine: A machine used to perform reasoning. Most, but not all, interface with humans via logic bridges. Though logic engines can take many forms, the most common is the oscillatory logic engine, which utilizes microvibrations and extremely delicate machinery to store and process information, along with hydraulic power both to maintain its core tone and maintain operations. Though much slower than minds and the iron-based logic engines of old, they are capable of incredible feats of parallel processing, rendering them able to perform mathematics and analysis beyond the scope of human ability.

///Echo Maze: Properly called an Echo Labyrinth. A cube which stores information in its incredibly fine internal indentures. When sound passes through it, a logic engine can process the output as extremely specific information. The most common form of data storage in the present day by far.

 

Luxury Debt: A concept that has replaced currency since the advent of mass-duplication arcana destroyed the viability of a scarcity and labor-driven economy. Everyone receives trivially produced goods for free, but to procure something that is either abstract or cannot be duplicated and requires human labor, they must go into debt with the community. This must then be repaid either by community service, or producing something else of value to pass on the debt. Class disparity still exists, however, as it remains possible to amass disproportionate amounts of non-monetary resources for oneself or a company.

 

Mimikos, The: The final attempt of the Ironworkers to create a satisfactory replacement for the old world, and the home of the vast majority of living humans. It informally refers to both the structure itself, and the plane in which it was constructed. It is shaped like a giant, incredibly thick bowl, and derives its gravity from a combination of mass, horizontal, and vertical movement. It has three major landmasses.

///Elysian Pangaea, The: A massive, vaguely crescent-shaped continent that comprises over 80% of the surface landmass. The coasts of the ocean within the crescent, the Mnemonic Sea, are the center of international civilization.

///Inotian Archipelago: A large group of islands upon which the Inotian Party mainly settled. Though they comprise only around 1% of the land in the world, they are densely populated.

///Orphaned Continent, The: A continent in the far north, famed for being relatively untamed.

 

Party: One of the eight groups that successfully took refuge within the Tower of Aspodel during the collapse of Imperial Era civilization. Each represents a distinct ethnic and cultural group. Some have 'legitimate' governments that can trace their leadership back to the Exodus, while others are the subject of more complicated divisions. The eight Parties are: The Ysaran, Inotian, Mekhian, Saoic, Rhunbardic, Viraaki, Lluateci, and Uana.

///Ysaran: Meaning "living". Considered the most politically influential party in the Grand Alliance, it originally settled the coasts of the Mnemonic Sea before splintering almost immediately due to a lack of clear leadership. Today, it is largely reunified under the Ysaran Accord, a democratic federation of nations, though the culturally distinct Asharomi cities and the nation of Ikkaryon remain separate. Its people generally have strong features and light-to-medium brown complexions, with a minority having darker brown. Ysaran (specifically, Towerward Ysaran) serves as the de-facto lingua franca of the modern world. They are famed for their grand architecture and their Aetheromancy, with Ysaran mathematicians said to be the greatest in the world.

///Inotian: Meaning "disparate". Inversely, considered the most culturally influential party due to its history of seafaring and colonization. Though the most direct continuity of its pre-collapse government founded the Republic of Irenca on the Orphaned Continent, the majority of the party splintered to build city-states on the islands of what is today called the Inotian Archipelago. Its people generally have very strong features and brassy complexions, with a minority being paler. They have a well-established scholarly tradition, with Inotian competing for Mekhian as the language of science, with a particular bent towards philosophy. The greatest Diviners in the world, the Sibyls, are Inotian.

///Mekhian: Meaning "balance-seeking". Historically non-interventionist yet arguably the most powerful party in a direct sense, the Mekhians are the only group to have experienced no meaningful political fractures since the settling of the Mimikos. Their state, the modestly-named Realm of Mekhi, consists of the entirety of the non-expatriate and non-expatriate descended population and spans almost the entire civilized east. Its people generally have medium to dark brown complexions and soft features. They also have a strong scholarly tradition, but with a more pragmatic character, and excel at civic management. During the Mourning Period, it was the global center of all arcane research, though its signature disciplines are Geomancy and Thanatomancy.

///Saoic: Meaning "grieving". Developing a very distinct culture due to its geographic isolation from the other parties (save for Rhunbard), the Saoic party settled the west of the continent, and today is divided into the Saoic Arcanoncracy, a bureaucratic state that is the last in the world governed by arcanists, and the much more liberal Dai League, comprised of various small nations and cultures. Its people have amber-to-pale complexions and very soft features. For a variety of reasons, it tends to punch under its weight diplomatically, but its artistic and literary cultures are the most popular in the world. Ironically, despite its government, it has no specific discipline for which it is famed, but instead is known for its conventional science, artificing, and being the birthplace of the modern logic engine.

///Rhunbardic: Meaning "survivors". A warlike party which settled the plateau and steppes in the center of the continent, with the exception of the exile-realms of Umbrica and Turaggoth on the Orphaned Continent. Once, the Rhunbardic Empire ruled half of the continent, but it was defeated at the climax of the Tricenturial War and became the much smaller Rhunbardic Kingdom, the last remaining monarchy (albeit a constitutional one) in the world. Its people have pale or sometimes very pale complexions, and features that vary from soft to mixed. Almost every aspect of Rhunbardic culture is militant - cities resemble fortresses, and roles for individuals are often strict and pre-defined. In terms of the Power, it is most known for its Pyromancy, though half the war-arcana in the world can be traced to it.

///Viraaki: Meaning "bliss-seeking". A party that is widely considered a late-bloomer, having been weak and politically irrelevant for almost a millenia since it settled the jungles and mountains of the south, but now rapidly increasing its influence. Its political structure is unusual, with its disunited realms swearing technical fealty to its capital city-state, Sacred Vir, despite it holding very little practical power. By far the most powerful of these realms is the Exarchate of Palaat, a young nation that has grown rapidly since its founding during the Rhunbardic occupation. Its people have medium to dark brown complexions, but a very wide range of features. It is extremely famed for its Biomancy, which it even incorporates into architecture, and has begun to challenge Inotia and Sao for their cultural and artistic influence.

///Lluateci: Meaning "discordant people" (a self-deprecating name adopted due to the circumstances of the Covenant Schism). One of the two Duumvirate parties based in the Empyrean, they accepted the Ironworkers offer of settling their smaller experimental structures, splitting into myriad small nations, though they have since reconsolidated into six. They generally have soft features and medium to dark red-tinted complexions. The culture of the Lluateci is hyper-liberal to the point that it can appear almost anarchic to outsiders, with tolerance for practices that would be outrageous elsewhere. Their signature discipline is Transmutation, a necessity for surviving in the void of space.

///Uana: Meaning "refusers". The second of the two Duumvirate parties based in the Empyrean, though in their case they remained mostly unified. A isolationist culture, the Uana scorn their bodies and the physical reality of the Mimikos as much as possible, choosing instead to interact through logic bridges. Superficially, their structures appear utterly mercenary; little more than floating blocks of concrete with incredibly basic living quarters. Yet those few who have visited them describe their society within the artificed space as being an attempt to emulate the old world to a greater degree of fidelity than anywhere else.

 

Period: A series of sub-classifications for periods of history within the current, post-Imperial era.

///Mourning Period: A time of low-population and great cultural grief for the old world, dominated by the survivors of the event, when civilization was briefly much more primitive than prior ages, mankind not yet having mastered the Power as a replacement for iron.

///First Resurrection: A renaissance characterized by a return to urban, centralized society and a resurgence in academic study, especially concerning arcana, resulting in the return of various amenities thought no longer possible without iron. A fleeting return of Imperial Era culture also occurs.

///Interluminary Strife: A brief but calamitous period brought on by damage to the Great Lamp, depriving the world of sunlight.

///Hollow Years: A dark age of slow recovery from the mass deaths of the previous period.

///Second Resurrection: A renewed renaissance, though with a more culturally conservative character, characterized by the emergence of Covenant fundamentalism. This is considered to be the earliest era that remains in living memory outside of the anomalistically elderly.

///Tricenturial War: A lengthy period of intermittent warfare between the Rhunbardic Empire and everyone else. Not actually three centuries long, despite the name.

///Planar Colonization Period: A period of interest in cross-planar colonization and settlement, as well as interaction (and, ultimately, tension and conflict) with the native inhabitants.

///Unending Peace, The: The contemporary age following the creation of the Grand Alliance.

 

Plane: An area of dimensionally and ruleset-consistent reality. Though the term theoretically applies to the millions of possible facets of the dimensional landscape in the universe, the more common use is in reference to the planes of the Tower of Asphodel, which all attempt at approximating the nature of mankind's long-gone original reality. A phrase often used to describe the latter in totality is the Remaining World.

 

Pneuma: An informal shorthand for the aspect of human brain which operates extradimensionally, a phenomena discovered during the Imperial Era. Though originally arising entirely as a byproduct of biology,iIn the modern day, the process by which the Pneuma is intergrated with the mind must be facilitated artificially with an engineered organ known as the Pneumaic Nexus, and new ones pruned to prevent them from reconnecting with those belonging to their Seed.

 

Political Affiliation: Following the end of scarcity and the creation of the Grand Alliance, old political ideologies based around its management became inapplicable, becoming replaced by new variants focused on how society should encourage and reward participation and distribute political power. Often paired with the attitudes to the covenant listed above. For example, the political platform of the Grand Alliance is Humanist-Fundamentalist.

///Humanism: The belief that the state should serve every human need it can accomodate without substantial cost unconditionally (generally considered to include unlimited food of reasonable quality, clothes, basic housing and entertainment, education, and essential medical care) but that beyond that internal disparity is acceptable and that luxury and political power should be afforded only as rewards for communal participation, defined broadly as the creation or facilitation of luxuries, or the fulfillment of the essential needs of the state. Considered by its advocates to be the only value system that properly reflects the tenants of the Covenant.

///Meritism: The belief that the state should be obligated to provide only the barest essentials for human survival, and that all else must be earned either through either service to the community or personal entrepreneurship. It is conceptually rooted in the idea that human beings only thrive when forced into self-sufficiency, and that to offer too much for nothing, even when abundance permits it, fosters decadence. Many, however, accuse its advocates of more selfish motivations.

///Paritism: The belief that the state should offer the people unconditional equality in the distribution of resources, regardless of contribution or personal background. Extremely popular among the young, who have suffered the brunt of widening generational inequality, but considered fringe outside of the global east.

///Idealism: Sometimes defined as a subset of Meritism. The belief that the state should reward people neither universally nor on the basis of contribution, but rather by their degree of compliance with a set of national values or "ideals", usually moral in nature, but also often tied up in nationalism and religion. Extremists of this ideology are considered politically toxic and referred to as Iconists.

 

Prosognostic Event/Contact Paradox: Two potential results of individuals born from the same seed from the Tower of Asphodel coming into contact with one another. The former, caused by merely witnessing a face that matches own self-conception, leads to severe seizure-like symptoms, but this is merely a defense mechanism against the latter. If the individuals touch, the iron in both of their bodies and the surrounding area is obliterated by a temporal paradox, causing the death of both and any bystanders within a few meters.

 

Refractor Rifle: A type of firearm which propels pure light energy through a series of filters which can be lowered at the discretion of the user to varying results, ranging from stunning organic targets (though not entirely safely) to melting anything up to and including metal and stone. Developed during the Great Interplanar War, it is beginning to show its age as technology, with armors capable of deflecting its shots at even the most potent settings supposedly in development. Many wait with baited breath for the next leap in non-arcane weapons technology.

 

Seed: The source body, stored within the Tower of Asphodel, from which a person is derived on a cellular level. They are derived from the original members of each of the eight Parties, coming to a total of around 100,000 in aggregate.

 

Tower of Asphodel: The structure created by the Ironworkers at the end of the Imperial Era to provide refuge to those who could obtain it, and later to act as a foundation for the planes they would create. It is visible in the sky at all times, though it exists only partially as a physical object.

 



 

Profile Cards

Basic information on the characters present at the Conclave is recorded here, from the perspective on in-universe documentation on their attendance. They are listed in order of appearance.

--------------------

Utsushikome of Fusai

Qualification: Master with Special Honors, Thanatomancy and Natural Philosophy (Oreskios Memorial College), Exemplary Disciple, Entropic School (Tem-Aphat House of Resurrection) Ranked 4th among the acolytes.

Party: Saoic

Height: 5'7

Blood Type: B-

Resistances: AM(N)

Culinary Notes: Dislikes seafood

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

-------------------- 

Ran of Hoa-Trinh

Qualification: Master, Divination and Mathematics (Oreskios Memorial College), Full Graduate, Special Course for Bio-Divination (Saoyu University). Ranked 11th among the acolytes.

Party: Saoic

Height: 5'1

Blood Type: A+

Resistances: AMN

Culinary Notes: Lactose intolerance

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Kamrusepa of Tuon 

Qualification: Seventh Understanding of the Mysteries, Foremost Among the Young (Order of Chronomancers). Ranked 3rd among the acolytes.

Party: Rhunbardic

Height: 5'3

Blood Type: AB-

Resistances: (A)(M)N

Culinary Notes: Vegetarian diet

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Theodoros of Melanthos 

Qualification: Master With Special Honors, General Transmutation and Scriptreading (Umbrios College of Arcane Engineering), ??? Ranked 8th among the acolytes.

Party: Inotian

Height: 5'7

Blood Type: B-

Resistances: AMN

Culinary Notes: Low-Carbohydrate diet

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Ptolema of Rheeds

Qualification: Special Accolade in Field Surgery (Minos Surgical Academy), Special Accolade in Orthopedic Surgery (Minos Surgical Academy), General Certification (Old Yru Guild of Runecrafters) Ranked 10th among the acolytes.

Party: Viraki

Height: 5'6

Blood Type: A+

Resistances: AN

Culinary Notes: Extra meat, please

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Seth of Ikkuret

Qualification: First Degree Graduate, Healing (Akhem Military Academy), Master with Special Honors, Biomancy and General Medicine (Tem-Aphat University) Ranked 6th among the acolytes.

Party: Mekhian

Height: 6'1

Blood Type: O+

Resistances: AMN

Culinary Notes: Tree nut allergy

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Ophelia of the Glass Fields

Qualification: No formal qualification (Member of the Sacred Pallattaku Convention of Biomancers, also accepted through special sponsorship) Ranked 7th among the acolytes.

Party: Rhunbardic

Height: 5'8

Blood Type: N/A

Resistances: AN

Culinary Notes: Pescatarian diet

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Lilith of Eskhalon

Qualification: Journeyman Artificer of Intelligence (Ba'Hon Temple of Golemancy) Master, Human Biology (Irenca University) Ranked 5th among the acolytes.

Party: Ysaran

Height: 4'2

Blood Type: A-

Resistances: AMN

Culinary Notes: Dislikes bulb vegetables, dislikes root vegetables, dislikes beans, dislikes rare meat, dislikes rice, all food must be finely cut

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Mehit of Eskhalon

Qualification: N/A

Party of Origin: Mekhian

Height: 5'9

Blood Type: A-

Resistances: Unassessed

Culinary Notes: Yeast allergy

Role: Guardian of Attendee

--------------------

--------------------

Sac'Nicte'Ic'Nal

Qualification: N/A

Party: Lluatec

Height: 5'10

Blood Type: O-

Resistances: AMN

Culinary Notes: Small portions

Role: Servant of the Conclave

--------------------

--------------------

Bardiya of Tuon

Qualification: Microartificing, Master (Tuon Institute for Arcane Study) Anima Script Reading and Artificing Dual Course, Master and 2nd Placement (Aurya Grand University)

Party: Rhunbardic

Height: 5'11

Blood Type: A-

Resistances: (M)N

Culinary Notes: No alcohol

Role: Honored Guest

--------------------

--------------------

Linos of Melanthos

Qualification: Grandmaster of Transmutive Healing by Grand Alliance Accolade, First Chair Professor at the Altaian Institute for Arcane Transmutation and Synthesis

Party: Inotian

Height: 5'6

Blood Type: B-

Resistances: AN

Culinary Notes: Dislikes shellfish

Role: Order Master

--------------------

--------------------

Neferuaten of Amat

Qualification: Grand Alliance recognized founder of the school of Entropic Thanatomancy, Second Magi at the House of Resurrection, Arcane Advisor to the Mekhian High Council

Party: Mekhian

Height: 5'8

Blood Type: B-

Resistances: ANM

Culinary Notes: Avoid salt, if possible

Role: Order Master

--------------------

            


085: Split Body (𒐁-2)


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Lurina
                        

                    

                    Here's the other half of the chapter. I still struggled to find an organic ending-point for this whole sequence,



                

                "You're back," Ran said as she stepped towards us, while Anna seemed not to acknowledge our renewed presence at all. I noticed that she was holding the scouting golem she'd been using to assist us in her arms. "I was half expecting you to get rushed by a golem and have your faces clawed off in the last few minutes."

"We're a little tougher to kill then that," Seth said, the last word slurring a bit.

"You look like shit," Ran said, frowning at him.

"I feel like shit," Seth replied. He glanced around the area.

I did too, and now that we were a little closer, noticed that a few more people seemed to have made their way to the downstairs portion of the security center. It made sense, since this was where most of the amenities for its secondary role as a bunker were located - the food, the beds - and even with the current commitment to stay firmly within each other's lines of sight, it wasn't like we needed to stay huddled in a little circle.

Ezekiel was brooding on one of the few chairs in the corner, while Ophelia was resting in one of the little bunk-beds, seemingly asleep. Finally, Ptolema was sitting on the steps, but quickly stood and began approaching us as well.

One thing I noted was that Mehit, and the bodies of Yantho and Sacnicte brought down here earlier, were now absent. Ran had said the former had woken up, so...

"Oh. Oh god," Ptolema said, her eyes wide as she looked at Seth.

"Hey, Ema," he said weakly.

She walked over to him, her pace picking up as she went. At first I thought she was going to hug him, and judging by her posture that might've been her original intent. But instead, she stopped just in front of him, stared with a complicated, frustrated expression, then cautiously reached up a hand and slid the mask from his face. She looked at him like that for a moment, her expression shocked, then scowled suddenly, flinging her arm over his shoulder in a pseudo-affectionate gesture before thumping him in the chest.

"You--" Her voice cracked. "You fucking idiot!"

"U-uh, easy," he said, wincing a bit with an awkward smile. "I'm pretty fragile right now, y'know?"

"How the hell did you let this happen?" she demanded, looking up at him. "You had a million barriers! The whole thing was supposed to be safe! Did you run off and do something stupid?!"

"Actuuuually, it was sorta Zeno's fault?" Fang said. "She split the group up so Seth could gather up all the records the machine's been spitting out, and some of the original documentation. But then we found Hamilcar and he started throwing out some really crazy arcana, and the whole place kinda blew up, and things got kinda nuts, and--"

This didn't seem to soothe Ptolema, and she interrupted gritting her teeth at Seth. "You almost died for some parchment?"

"Important parchment," Kamrusepa interjected, raising a finger. She set the crate on the ground, along with Zeno's scepter. "Significant on a civilizational scale."

Ptolema turned to her, her face twisted in anger and distress. "Who cares!? That's sick!"

"Hey, calm down, okay?" Seth told her, putting his hand on her shoulder in turn. "Almost or not-almost, the important part is that I didn't die. And this--" he gestured over himself, "--might look bad, but it's mostly superficial shit."

"'Bad' doesn't come close to covering it! Half of your face looks like you jammed it in a grill!" she half-shouted.

Seth glanced towards us, his brow lowered. "Is it really that bad?"

"It's... rough," I said, glancing to the side awkwardly.

He sighed. "Great. And my good looks were the one thing I had going for me, too." He looked to Ptolema. "Well, it doesn't matter. Anything surface-level can be fixed by Biomancy nowadays. And the point is I stopped the internal damage before anything serious could happen."

"You're barely even standing up straight," she said, stepping back a little.

"Yeah, well, getting cooked by radiation takes a lot out of you," he said, along with an awkward laugh. "But I just need to lie down and maybe patch myself up a little bit more with Biomancy. I'll be okay. And we got the guy!" He made a stiff smile. "We won."

Ptolema averted her eyes. "That's... I..." She shook her head. "Gods, you're such an moron."

She turned, looking flustered, and stormed off. Though this was less of a dramatic gesture than she might've hoped, since the furthest she could go was the other side of the room.

Still, Seth went after her regardless. "Ema, wait," he said, his tone a little agitated.

They stepped away from our group. Fang looked amused, but Kam was still wearing a strangely serious expression.

"Wooh," Fang said, Fang said, after they were gone. "Those two are really straightforward, huh?"

"Not quite the term I would use, personally," Kam commented.

Ran looked to us. "Zeno gave us a summary of what happened."

I frowned. "She is here, then? Zeno?"

"Yeah. Well, I'm pretty sure, at least. A little happened that I apparently missed, but it's not hard to read between the lines-- You'll see when you go upstairs." She looked over the three of us who remained once again, then stepped forward. "So. Want to give me the full story?"

Over the next few minutes, we gave a full accounting of what had happened since we'd set out, filling in the gaps from when she hadn't been listening to or observing us: Our initial detours to the eris tanks and the Order's induction chamber, our descent to the Apega and confrontation with Hamilcar, and finally our escape and discovery of the strange hidden chamber. She nodded along, listening closely.

"Weird," she said, as we approached the conclusion. "Well. Can you show me the books you found in this room?"

Kam offered hers up first, and Ran flipped through it, her brow quickly furrowing. Occasionally she paused, peering at some specific page or image.

"So," Kam asked, her brow quirked curiously. "You're about the closest our class has to a linguist, Ran. Do you recognize the text?"

"No," she said, shaking her head. "...but it doesn't seem to be nonsense, either. There are clear patterns assembled in ways that are obviously consistent words and phrases. Like-- Look here." She turned the textbook over, showing a segment that seemed to be explaining the concept of gravity, with the classic image of a falling apple. "This part under the illustration uses the same text twice. And then it appears here as a subheading."

"Oh yeah," Fang said, squinting at it. "Good eye. Good eye."

"There's more than that too-- I'm pretty sure I can make out what might be the pronoun framework," Ran continued, passing it back to Kam. "...but you'd probably need an actual professional to actually get any actual information out of it, and probably weeks of work."

"The one I found was a picture book," I said, holding it up. "Maybe it'll be easier to make some sense of?"

"I doubt it," she said. "But I'll take a look."

I passed it to her, and she paused for a moment, her eyes fixed on the front cover with an understandably uneasy expression. After a little while, though, she folded it open and began to slowly make her way through, taking her time to examine the illustrations. Meanwhile, Kam seemed to be taking another look at her 'own' book, probably trying to identify the patterns Ran had noted herself.

"This is kinda creepy," Ran said, after a few moments.

"Mm," I said, nodding. "I wasn't really sure what to make of the, uh. Imagery."

She squinted. "I'm pretty sure it's a mythological reference. Doesn't really seem appropriate for a kids book, though."

I blinked. "It's from mythology?"

"Yeah," she replied. "Or at least, it's the only place I've seen something like this depicted before - a person with double limbs and two heads, I mean." She continued flipping through it as she spoke to me. "It's an Inotian story from late in the Old Kingdoms Era. It goes that originally, there weren't men and women, but just one unified type of human being that were immortal and didn't need to to reproduce. The specifics of it are kinda a mix. Sometimes they were shapeshifters, sometimes-- Well, more like it's depicted here." She gestured to the illustration. "In this version, the king of the gods was afraid of this version of humanity, so he used lightning to split them down the middle. And so everyone spends their life in search of their other half, so they can be complete again."

"Huh," I said. "That's... Conceptually romantic, I guess."

I didn't actually think it was romantic. It just seemed weird.

"Rather lends to some grotesque implications," Kamrusepa chimed in. "Even putting aside the regressive historical applications of the concept of pre-ordained love, it would imply quite literally that every successful relationship is quite literally a case of-- Well, let's say autosexual behavior." 

"I knew you'd take it in some weird way, Kam," Fang said.

She gave a flat look in response.

"Like I said, it's a really old myth, and not even a popular one," Ran said. "I have less than no idea why someone would think to use it as the basis for a kids book. Though that's not even close to the biggest question here."

"You said we ought to ask Anna about this, didn't you?" I asked.

"Mm," she hummed, nodding, and turned. "Grandmaster, do you know anything about a hidden library in the underground near here?"

"No," she replied bluntly, even by her standards. "It's as I told your friend earlier; this sanctuary is filled with spaces belonging to specific members of our Order from over the decades. I am long past trying to keep an accounting of all of them."

I couldn't see her face as she spoke the words. She seemed intensely at work.

"How is progress coming along, your ladyship?" Kamrusepa took the chance to ask Anna. "We're close to when we'll be in danger. Since we failed to glean any meaningful information from Hamilcar, our best outstanding defense is haste."

"Slightly behind schedule, but almost finished," Anna stated. "It should be done a little prior to four, as planned."

Well, I thought. At least there's that.

It was hard to believe this would all be over so soon. ...or maybe it already was over, and this was nothing more than an epilogue to a strange and unsatisfying story.

Ran exhaled softly. "...we can revisit this later." She looked back in our direction. "Now that you're back, you should all come upstairs. Some stuff has happened since you were gone, and Linos made some plans about what we might do next."

"What sort of plans?" I asked.

"It's to do with this thing," she said, holding up the small golem. "Since the concept's been proven, he was thinking of using it to try and scout out what happened to Samium."

I shifted uncomfortably.

"Since you told me that you couldn't get any information from Hamilcar, there was also talk of maybe gathering up everyone's weapons in one place," Ran continued.

"I'm not giving up my scepter," Kam said, strangely defensively.

Ran blinked, seeming a little taken aback by this. "I don't know if it includes scepters. He was only talking about rifles before-- Anyway, you should talk to him about it. It's not even my idea." She hesitated. "There's also... Another development you should probably see, too."

"Is this like, a mandatory thing?" Fang asked. "I was kinda wanting to sit and look over some things, now that we're back. If that's not gonna be, well. A problem."

Ran shrugged. "I mean, Seth is already kinda preoccupied and is probably going to end up resting anyway, so... It probably doesn't matter if you just stay down here and hear about what we're doing later."

"Great." They gave a thumbs up. "I'll catch you guys in a bit, then."

Kam and I turned to follow Ran up to the upper part of the security center. However, just as we approached the steps, a voice suddenly stopped us.

"Tell me," Anna spoke, not turning to look towards us. "Did Hamilcar say anything? Before you fought?"

I was too slow to process this, so Kamrusepa answered first. "Not anything of substance, exalted mistress. Merely some errata concerning his personal life, and a few vagaries about how he had come to realize the pursuit of eternal life was pointless. And his confession, of course."

She grunted, seeming dissatisfied with this response. "...and you, girl? Do you recall anything else?" she asked, obviously directing the question towards me. "I seem to recall that you are supposed to have something of a good memory."

I hesitated. "He, um... I remember he asked Zeno if he really wanted to 'continue this farce', even though we were being 'judged'."

Anna was silent for a moment. "...I see," she eventually said. "And you confirmed his death?"

"Well, Zeno did," I said. "...but I thought you heard about that already."

"Mm," she hummed furtively. "Get back to what you're doing."

With none of us really sure what to make of that, we continued up the stairs.

Linos and Theo were sitting by the logic bridge as I'd expected, with the former smiling warmly upon our arrival. But there was another sight in the room that took me a little more off guard.

Mehit, who true to Ran's description had woken up, was unexpectedly sitting next to her daughter, who was still in the same position as earlier, curled up against the wall. But this was the lesser of two surprises. More shocking was the fact that they were talking and, from what I could tell, seemed to be having a completely normal conversation. Mehit was holding a sketchbook in front of her daughter, a complicated smile upon her face.

She was still visibly drained looking, with a little blood still showing on the bandages around her stomach.

"I don't like that one," Lilith said, looking at "It's bad."

"I think it's very pretty," Mehit said, her tone soothing.

"The color is bad. It's bad, it's all wrong," Lilith insisted. "A daffodil's yellow is supposed to be strongest and purest in any flower. It came out too orange, like a sunflower. I used-- I used too much white in the paint. And the color is too universal. It looks fake."

"It's striking," Mehit said. "I think you did a very good job with the shift in color towards the middle of the flower--"

"Stigma," Lilith interrupted.

"--and the details of the folds on the petals are incredible. I can't even begin to get my head around how you visualize it all."

"The proportions don't. They don't work at all. Look at the way the shadows on the right petals came out It's amateur art. Ugly." She grimaced. "I want to burn it."

They're having... A casual conversation?

Kamrusepa looked a little bemused by this too, her lips twisting in incredulity. However, we were quickly both distracted.

"Ah, Utsu, Kam!" Linos called out with relief as we appeared from up the stairs. "I'm so glad to see you all back safely."

Theo smiled weakly at us from where he was sitting, but seemed in a subdued mood again.

"It was a little more touch and go than I might've liked, but yes," Kam said, "though it's a rather macabre affair. I dare say we do not deserve a hero's welcome for the death of a man, regardless of how grave a business he was party to."

Sadness crept into Linos's expression. "Yes. It truly is a terrible shame, and deeply strange." He looked towards the ground, his eyes troubled. "I can't say I was particularly close to Hamilcar, even professionally - we worked on very different projects - but still, I only ever knew him as a gentle, rationally-minded man... The opposite of the sort you'd expect to pass judgement on others, even in a casual context."

"It's always a shock, to realize someone you know is not as they seemed," Kam mused dourly, stepping further into the room and taking a seat. "The human mind is as a vault of stone. None of us may ever truly know what's going on in someone else's head."

I glanced at Ran briefly.

"I suppose that's true," Linos said, folding his hands in his lap idly. "Still, people have hidden sides and then they have hidden sides. Thinking about it, there were signs that Hamilcar might've been becoming disillusioned with our cause, but I never would have imagined in a thousand years that he'd be the mastermind behind something like this, especially when considering the level of premeditation that must have occurred." He shook his head. "Outside of family, I'm not sure I'll trust someone the same way ever again."

"You think that's what he was?" Rank asked, her eyes narrow. "The mastermind?"

"Well... Yes." Linos sighed, looking at her with a heavy frown. "Not to be overly blunt about it, but my alibi during miss Ic'Nal's vicious murder is probably the closest to foolproof, and Anna's directly helping in our escape. If there is another accomplice, then the only remaining candidates are from your class, and... Truthfully, I can't imagine anyone so young spearheading a plan such as this, let alone bringing Hamilcar on board."

"That's just an assumption," Ran said, her tone serious. "Without any clue to his fundamental motive, we can't consider anything out of the question."

"I agree," Kamrusepa said, with a severe nod. "Our priority should be absolute vigilance from this point forward. We shouldn't assume the guilty party was a mere helper for Hamilcar, and will simply resign just because we're all locked in a standoff here." She narrowed her eyes. "Were I them, I'd be too invested to drop the matter now, and would certainly try something. Perhaps something foolish, but something."

Absolute vigilance. What did that mean, exactly?

Obviously, the most straightforwardly 'logical' course of action would be for us to just sit in the circle and watch each other until it was time to leave. That would theoretically give the remaining culprit the least opportunity to potentially act. ...However, if you thought it for more than a few moments, then it clearly wasn't that simple. With the whole sanctuary turned against us, we still couldn't rule out an attack by something external, and any such event under those circumstances would be devastating, since we'd all be together in one place. There was also the question of where we would even sit. As things stood, it was possible to use the Power on the lower floor of the security center, and impossible on the upper floor. Both had their own advantages and disadvantages.

On the other hand, it we carefully guarded both entrances, we could offset that possibility - but would also give accomplice more opportunity to potentially try something in return. Not much opportunity, but...

Something I'd never really thought about until tonight was that being 'safe' as a concept had diminishing returns. Even in a dangerous situation, it wasn't hard to use a little thought and become more safe. But trying become completely safe felt increasingly impossible, especially when there was another human intellect actively working against you.

Linos nodded. "We've taken all due precautions. Anna has the lower floor warded, and I've set the defenses in here," he pointed to the refractor rifles mounted on the ceiling which I noted the previous day, "to fire disabling shots should anyone draw a weapon."

Kam frowned. "That seems like it could just as easily be used against us, if they play it right."

"Nothing we can do is foolproof," he admitted, echoing my thoughts. "But the more we discourage any potential accomplice to act, the more likely they'll be inclined to see the plan as a lost cause and abandon it. Though only so long as we're in here." He furrowed his brow. "We're I them, I'd bide my time and wait for when we have to make for the entrance. That'll be when we're most vulnerable."

Kam nodded furtively, her eyes wandering back towards the stairs.

For my part, my gaze kept turning back to Lilith and Mehit, who were happily (well, so much as any interaction with Lilith could be characterized as 'happy') chatting along about art. I squinted at the scene anxiously.


"Um," I said, lowering my voice as I took a step towards Linos, ushering Ran forward with me at the same time. "Sorry to ask, but... What happened with those two?" I tried to gesture subtly, in a way the two of them wouldn't pick up on. "Why is Mehit talking to Lilith like nothing happened?"





"Mm, I was rather wondering that myself," Kam said, her voice lowered slightly.





Linos hesitated, glancing at the pair. "To be honest with you, I'm not entirely sure either. Mrs Eshkalon awoke a few minutes before your return, and we tried to... Tell her about the situation, in case her memory was fuzzy." His lips tightened uncomfortably. "But she just kept asking to see her daughter. Then when she did..." He hesitated. "She asked if she was alright, then when she didn't respond, went through her things and took out the sketchbook. They've just been... Talking like this, since then."


I glanced towards them again, trying to be subtle.




"I love how you drew the little details on the balcony here," Mehit was continuing, apparently having moved on to another picture. "The little vines and the pattern on the stonework. It's almost like looking at a photograph."

"The sketch for that, that one-- It came out okay," Lilith said, mumbling the final part of the sentence. "But the coloring is off. The stone looks green."

"I don't think it looks green," Mehit objected.

"You're old," Lilith told her. "You don't look at things properly anymore."

My brow slowly wrinkled, and I turned back to the others.

"Perhaps the trauma of the event has led to Mehit being unable to process its ramifications," Kamrusepa suggested. "Or she is actively suppressing them to engage in some fantasy or normalcy. I've read about such things."

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes.

"I think you're overcomplicating it," Ran said.

"What do you mean, 'overcomplicating it'?" Kamrusepa asked skeptically. "She tried to murder her. How can a wholesome scene like this--" she gestured with her hand, "--be anything but fantasy?

"Lili's still her kid," Ran said. "Try to think about it from her perspective. She's just found out her daughter's been indoctrinated into some creepy plot over her head, to the point she's willing to kill for it. She's not going to treat her like a monster, she's going to treat her like a victim. Try to work their way back to some comfortable common ground."

Kam lowered her voice to be even quieter. "But she's not her daughter. You heard the response that she gave. That 'Lilith' is nothing but a role."

"It's not that simple, even if she said so." Ran narrowed her eyes. "You're an arcanist, Kam. You should know this shit."

She clicked her tongue. "People always say as much, but I dare say it's rather presumptive. I don't personally know anyone who suffers from the condition. It's not exactly common."

The main way I'd become excellent at lying in a limited sense was via compartmentalization. I was terrible at keeping things off my face when I consciously thought of myself as being deceitful, but I'd learned to shift my mind into an alternative reality where some things simply were not true when they were inconvenient. "Well, you know Lilith," I pointed out.

Kam gave me an irritated look. "Don't be a pedant, Su. I obviously mean outside of the present situation, where the truth only came out a few hours ago."

"You're practically the biggest socialite in the university, Kam," Ran stated. "You probably know a ton of cases, and just haven't realized it."

She scoffed. "What makes you so certain? Are you a witch, Ran?"

"No," Ran replied flatly. "I was clean awake through my Induction."

Kam raised her eyebrows. "We're of a piece, then. I suppose you do come across as having a rather strong will." She shook her head lightly. "Regardless, my point is that, despite your assumption, I haven't the faintest what you're trying to get at. Lilith isn't Lilith. I know this affair is a spectrum disorder, but she told us that in the bluntest terms possible, and even forsook her usual affect." She leaned back in her chair a little. "I don't know about you, but I hold to the old saying: If someone tells you who they really are, believe them."

"I'm, uh, not sure that's the way that's supposed to be used..." I said.

"The truth, unpleasant as it may be to swallow," Kamrusepa continued, "is that 'Lilith', in every sense by which we can quantify personhood and personal identity, died years ago during her initiation ceremony. The person she's speaking to now isn't her daughter. As Zeno tastefully pointed out, she's probably not even a child."

Where was Zeno, anyway? I glanced over at the pile of boxes, and didn't notice any change from earlier other than the fact that it'd been moved a bit to sit closer to the console. How exactly had they been in contact?

Ran made an irritated grunt, rubbing her eyes. "Again, even if she said so, it's not that simple." She glanced - briefly - at the two of them herself, before snapping her gaze back towards Kam. "Listen to the way she's talking to her mom."

"I want to redo it later," Lilith was continuing, off to the side. "It was too bright and the streets were too busy and filled with noisy people. I couldn't think or look at things properly. It was very, very annoying."

"We could visit Irenca again, sometime," Mehit replied hopefully. "Your aunt's moved back to Mekhi now, but we could find a boarding house and go by ourselves in the summer. If that wouldn't bore you, and you could find time away from your studies."

"Visit again..." Lilith echoed, as if parsing the concept. "Maybe. I don't want to go in the summer, though. It was too damp. Everything too cramped together."

Mehit nodded. "I'd have to see about sorting it out with work, but maybe we could manage a holiday in the winter. That would be nice, wouldn't it?"

Lilith never really smiled, but she made a strange sort of anticipatory look that I'd come to understand as her way of showing approval.

Kam exhaled. "It's obviously an act," she said.

"Why?" Ran asked bluntly.

"She's trying to get her to lower her guard," she asserted. "I can see it now. They talk for a long while, then Mehit gets in another of her states and says something like, 'you can't keep my poor daughter tied up like this! Let her stand and visit the lavatory, at least!' And then before we know it, she's back to trying to fulfill her uncle's plans." She hesitated, glancing at Linos. "...come to think of it, is there a lavatory in here?"

He nodded. "A rather cramped one on the lower floor. People, uh, mistake it for a closet."

"Small blessings," Kam said dryly.

"Why would she do that when she already told us everything?" Ran asked her. "If she was capable of plotting this kind of shit, wouldn't she have tried something earlier?"

"Well, I'm sure she's in some manner of unstable state," Kamrusepa stated matter-of-factly. "She's probably not driven by entirely consistent and logical imperatives."

I sometimes wondered why Kam talked in the hyper-eloquent and overwrought way that she did, since she was from a small town in Rhunbard and it definitely wasn't a product of her upbringing. But then, Kamrusepa's relationship to social class and her own self-conception in general was probably a rabbit hole better not delved.

I wondered if I was thinking about this to disassociate from the current conversation.

"If you're willing to accept that much, then maybe you should take that idea and apply it to other parts of her state of mind," Ran said. "Maybe there's more going on then just a binary of 'she's lying' or 'she's telling the truth'. Maybe people can say stuff with meaning it, or maybe they can both mean it and not mean it at the same time. Maybe even outside of insane situations like this, who a person is and who people see each other as isn't as simple as boiling down juices into stock." She looked a little annoyed by the course of the conversation. "Obviously I don't know what's going on in her head, but the fact that Hamilcar managed to fuck with Lilith so much to begin with is proof enough she wasn't some clear-cut case of one person erasing another." She mumbled. "If 'clear-cut' is even possible."

What defined a person?

It was something I'd thought about so many times, I couldn't even begin to count the instances.

Of course, it was one of the oldest questions in philosophy, literally predating the domestication of the horse. There was no right answer, only what felt personally satisfying or comfortable. For some people, that led to religious or pseudo-religious concepts; a definition of the self that transcended the mundanely comprehensible, though in many traditions this did boil down to prescriptions grounded in the physical as well. Ancient Mekhian beliefs held that the essence of life was held in the heart, while the Principist tradition, being somewhat less ancient, associated it with the core of the human brain. Newer faith's tended to abstract the answer; that it was 'somewhere' in a metaphysical sense, but not tied to any particular quality beyond what 'vibed right' to the average person.

I'd never really accepted the concept of the soul; as Utsushikome, I'd had some vague belief in an immortal or spiritual selfhood, but grew out of it by my early teens. And my true self had been a cynic for as long as I remembered. So even before what had happened, I'd only been able to look at the issue from a scientific perspective.

If you broke it down, there were basically four components that determined who someone was: The body, the physical nature of the brain - encompassing both memories and characteristics of thought - the continuity of their minds, and finally identity. That is to say, the self-recognition of those three former components and the forging of them into a declaration of the self. 'This is my body. These are my experiences. This is the life I have lived. I am this person.'

When you thought about it enough, you realized that the first three were all essentially mutable. The body could be so easily changed by medicine or circumstance that arguably didn't even qualify for the list at all. The brain was less malleable without being destroyed outright, but still, people could suffer damage to it or choose to alter it chemically or surgically, losing memories and changing their characteristics; Induction also fell into this category. And depending on where your opinion landed in the complicated debate on what exactly defined 'unconsciousness', strict continuity of the self was broken either every night when you went to sleep, or when placed under anesthesia for surgery.

But people could go through any of those and still meet the fourth criteria. Like serpents, human beings are creatures that constantly shed parts of themselves; form, memory, traits. But still, they continue to shout 'I am' to the cosmos in spite of it all.

But if you can't do that much, even if you possess all of the other criteria, what are you? If there is no selfhood you can declare with sincerity?

What are you?
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Kam, though, was not convinced, scoffing lightly. "Anything can be abstracted into oblivion if one is determined, but to do so wantonly is to deny truth itself." She crossed her arms. "At the most critical moment, whatever resides in Lilith's head now denied that identity absolutely, and she likely will again." She glanced to the side. "We should keep a firm eye on the two of them."

Ran glared at her for a few moments, apparently having lost patience with continuing the conversation.

"Um," I said, taking advantage of the terminus of the exchange to speak to Linos. "I wanted to ask, sir... Where is Zeno, exactly? We heard you heard from him."

"Ah, right," Linos said, sounding a little relived we'd got off the tangent himself. "Zeno... Is present, despite how things might look. He's connected to the logic bridge here right now, but is in a bit of a physically limited state right now, so I believe he's decided to rest." He glanced to the side hesitantly. "You might want to attune to it anyway, though-- You'll need to in a minute."

I tapped my hand against the metal as Kam spoke, her tone coy. "Dear me, the professor is with us? But this is such a small room, and I don't seem him anywhere." She made a exaggerated show of looking around the room, flattening her hand and raising it to her brow as she peered about from her chair. "Wherever could he possibly be?"

"I, uh, believe Zeno expressed a desire to keep that information limited," Linos said.

"But ought we not to know where everyone is?" Kamrusepa asked rhetorically, obviously enjoying the moment. "Were we not discussing the need to keep abreast of everyone's movements?"

"Suffice it to say, Zeno is not in a position to cause anyone harm," Linos said. "I think it would be better to leave it at that. Theo and Ptolema were both... Witnesses to the moment, so I'm sure they'd be willing to offer assurances."

As mediocre a liar was Linos was, Theo was even worse. I'd seen him glance towards the pile of boxes multiple times just during the last 30 or so seconds.

"My, my," Kam said. "Wherever could he possibly be, since he made such a point of assuring us he hadn't stored his true body in any of his luggage. Under the floorboards, perhaps? In one of the storage closets?" She idly reached over to one of the boxes and tapped it with her scepter.

"Maybe cool it a little, Kam," I said.

She chuckled, looking back to Linos. "In seriousness, can he cast? If the situation takes a turn for the worst, will he be of any use?"

Linos sighed. "As it's been adjusted, his body is supposedly designed to illicit sensory deprivation. It's capable of a few things, but... It's an exertion." He gestured outwardly. "And of course, with the Power suppressed up here, there's effectively nothing he can do."

"I see," she said. "Being down to just yourself and her ladyship is hardly ideal. It really is a terrible pity what happened to Grandmaster Durvasa."

"Well, that's part of why I wanted you up here, actually," Linos explained.

"Why did you want us to attune to the logic bridge, exactly?" I asked.

"That's another part of it," he went on. "While you were gone, Theo, miss Hoa-Trinh and I were making some plans about how we might ensure our safety as we make for the exit of the sanctuary, as well as ensure that we aren't leaving anyone behind in the process. I'm sure you heard a bit about it already."

"You mean, using the golem to see what happened to Samium?" I asked, indicating the object still in Ran's arms.

He nodded. "That's right." He brought up a map of the sanctuary on the display of the logic bridge. "Though really, we're hoping to check three things in depth. Firstly, to establish the safest route to one of the exits with what we presently have at our disposal. Secondly, to verify if either Durvasa or our guest is still alive - I know it can only be one or the other and that the former is extremely long shot, but we never confirmed it absolutely. Anna apparently checked a sample of the remains we discovered earlier, and it was his, but... Well, it's not completely out of the question it was falsified somehow." He sighed a little, as if aware of the desperation in this idea. "Finally, to confirm absolutely that there is no other culprit present outside our group. If the sensor isn't picking up Zeno's current body, then we can't rule out that possibility."

"I thought the smaller golems ran on the Power like everything connected to the sanctuary core, though?" I said. "How would we use it above ground?"

"Ahah." He raised a finger. "To that point, we talked about it a little, and arrived at what seems like a viable, if somewhat unorthodox solution." He nodded to his son. "Theo?"

"Ah, er. Yes." He nodded in turn. "So, I was looking at another of the damaged golems in storage here - one that I believe Zeno discarded as unsuitable - and though the power supply is a little too complicated to replace with anything based on torsion or Biomancy, I think we might be able to replace the arcane lenses with one of the more sophisticated ones here in the security. I know a bit about repairing machinery, and, er, Ran told me she has some experience fixing cameras, so I don't think it'll be too complicated."

"I'm not sure how that fixes the issue at hand," Kam said, skeptically.

"One of the arcane lenses tucked away here is one which picks up light at a larger frequency than the normal ones we have spread about the sanctuary, so it should be able to pick up some amount of detail through the walls," Linos explained. "Between that, and a greater ability to focus the lens, we should be able to determine a great deal by just navigating the golem to the research tower first, then the walls of the abbey bioenclosure, and viewing the building through the windows." He smiled slightly. "We were a little indulgent with their size, which will pay off in this case."

"I didn't know you could repair cameras too, Ran," I said looking towards her.

Kam raised her hand to her mouth with a mischievous smile. "My, something about each other you don't know. And here I thought there was no limit to your closeness."

"I know a little bit," Ran answered me, ignoring Kam's goading. "At least, enough to adjust the glass for something like this so it won't go out of focus."

Arcane lenses were a hybrid system that used a mix of mundane camera technology - using a series of lenses to focus light onto a small point - and Divination arcana, allowing them to operate with extremely low eris requirements, since only a very small amount of information was technically being conveyed. You also had entirely arcane cameras that were literally just Divination artifices that recorded light, but these were traditionally 'arcane eyes', and were much more niche because of the eris expense. The only time they were really useful was when recording environments that would break ordinary glass on account of heat, cold or sheer pressure.

Kam transitioned from covering her mouth to holding a finger underneath her lip. "It's not a bad idea. Why do you need to be present, though?"

"Well, you don't need to be," he said. "I just want as many people here viewing the effort as possible to ensure confidence in the results, and for everyone to know what we're doing. And, um." He hesitated. "Another thing I thought to check was... Neferuaten's body, since only Su has seen it at present. I wanted her observing to check if anything seems to be amiss when we take a look."

I frowned. "What do you think would be amiss?"

"Nothing, just-- Well." He cleared his throat. "You never know. Don't want anything to leave anything to chance."

Strange.

"In any case," he said, glancing around. "I also wanted to compare the output of the golem to what the security center is showing us, which is why I wanted you to attune yourselves and keep an eye out. I know that this place has a separate system, and it wouldn't really be viable to falsify in a way we wouldn't have noticed back in the core, but..." He hesitated. "Well-- Again, another precaution."

"I see," Kam said, nodding. She looked to Ran and Theo. "How long do you expect all of this to set up?"

"I, er, should be able to get it affixed about ten minutes?" Theo offered.

"Focusing a lens isn't hard," Ran said. "It'll probably only take me five or so."

Kam nodded a few times. "I'm going to round that up to twenty. More than enough to see about explaining it to the others." She looked to Linos. "I'm told you also want to confiscate our pistols and rifles."

He nodded, picking up on her skepticism. "I thought it might be a good idea. The way I see it, the greatest danger an accomplice could still pose to us right now would be a-- Well, to put it bluntly, a suicide attack." He made a serious expression. "It takes time to cast the Power, and Anna would detect it on the lower floor. But it only takes a second to fire a refractor pistol. If I were them, I'd come up here, wait until everyone was preoccupied for a moment, and then just start shooting."

Kam considered this for a moment, and eventually nodded. "...you make a good case," she said. "Very well. But I want to make sure we search everyone properly, to ensure we're certain all the weapons have been collected. The worst case scenario would be one where we're all caught unarmed, while our enemy is still able to retaliate."

"We should probably lock the cabinets with rifles in here, too," Ran said. "I wouldn't do much good otherwise."

Linos nodded. "Good thought."

And so, things were set in motion. While Theo and Ran set to work adjusting the golem, Kam conscripted me into helping her with the task of confiscating everyone's weapons - apparently the only person she trusted to oversee such a venture was herself, though not to the point that she didn't suggest that the group at large would be 'foolish' not to have someone oversee her in turn on the off chance that she was the traitor. The process went more or less cleanly; Ezekiel was the only person to put up a fuss, and even then, it wasn't too severe by his standards.

I felt like I wasn't a very good witness, but it turned out not to matter. We had the exact figure of how many weapons were present from earlier, and Kam made sure we reached that value between our stockpile and the ones locked away in lockers. She ultimately stored the ones we'd brought with us in an overturned box in the center of the lower floor - not too hard to access in a pinch, but enough that you wouldn't be able to without being noticed well in advance. It seemed sensible, at least as far as I could reckon it.

All that was left to do after that was wait for the main event. I spent a couple more minutes taking a further look at the inscrutable book I'd just found, before giving up and returning to the other, if less inscrutable text I'd found earlier in the evening; the apparent Epic of Gilgamesh fanwork.

It honestly felt hard to believe I'd only been reading this out in the main hall a little over two hours ago. It felt like an entire day had passed.

Soon enough, it was time to begin. Ran sat in the underground where the Power was usable, while myself, Kam, Fang, Ptolema, Theo and Seth - who really should have still been in bed - had our hands joined in various manners to share in the incantation. Most of us were sitting on the stairs in an awkward assembly so that Linos could also be included, since someone needed to keep watch on the upper floor, and it would have been difficult to get him down the stairs without the Power.

Actually thinking about it, it was a little startling how little wheelchair accessibility the sanctuary had, considering he was one of the most important members of the Order. I guess they'd assumed it would never be an issue since he was an arcanist.

"Alright," Ran said. "Everyone see it?"

I did indeed see it, the image broadcast into my mind via her Sensory-Transmitting Arcana, a general purpose Divination technique generally used for interfacing with technology. At the moment, it was merely another image of the security center basement, situated a few feet away from Ptolema's sandals. They had a designer Scant on them. Probably a gift from her family.

"Looks good to me!" Fang stated cheerfully. Ptolema nodded along.

"Alright up here," Linos spoke from overhead.

"Pretty as a picture," Seth replied, sounding worn out.

Ran looked at him. "You really should be in bed."

"I'm fine," he said dismissively. "I'm just tired, and I want to do everything I can to make sure we all get out of this okay. It's not gonna matter how much I wear myself out in the next few hours before this is all over." He made a grim expression. "One way or the other."

Kam clicked her tongue.

"If you insist," Ran said. She glanced around. "Everyone else is sure they're opting out?"

"Yes," Anna simply stated.

"I'm not going to sit on a grubby floor holding someone's hand to see something seven people are already seeing," Ezekiel said.

Mehit and Lilith were still together on the first floor, while Ophelia was still lying down. What had taken place earlier might've really shaken her.

"Alright," Ran said. "Let's get started, then."

Slowly, she guided the golem down the hallway into the underground, first back towards the administrative core, then down the path we'd taken back towards the research tower. It passed by the strange bloodstains that had seemed to be all that remained of Durvasa from earlier. Soon, the entrance was in sight down the distant hallway.

While this was going on, I idly flipped through the pages of the book, trying to find something interesting. But it was just more of the same. A short story where Gilgamesh is indebted to a dining house and forced to serve food. A prolonged saga that seemed to be an adaption or play on Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, where Gilgamesh tries to build a giant tower to impress the gods, only to end up pissing them off, mostly played as comedy. A very boring chapter where Enkidu had two women lusting after him - a seamstress and an innkeeper that he tries desperately to repel the advances of.

Why would anyone in their right mind write this?

The most interesting part of the book, I discovered as I eventually gave up and began skipping through tens of pages at a time, was what was absent from it, namely the most famous parts of the myth: The opening, where the gods send down Enkidu and he initially battles and befriends Gilgamesh, and its conclusion, where he dies and goes on the quest that I had become so intimately familiar with.

Which made sense, after a fashion. After all, you couldn't have a circular narrative if it had character's die or be introduced. It could only function as a closed loop. Nothing ever entering, nothing ever leaving.

...though, I suppose it fit, because that was what the world would be like if people really were immortal. Just endless, peaceful days, continuing until they eventually began to repeat...

That's cynical, part of me thought. Don't you think people would try to build on themselves, even with all the time in the world? To reach for a shining future, even so?

I blinked, wondering where this had come from. It was like Kamrusepa had invaded my brain for a moment.

"I realize it's a little foolish of me to be realizing this so late," Linos said, "but perhaps we could use this as a opportunity to try and contact Balthazar again and inform him of our plans. At this rate, we're going to end up leaving without him."

"That's a good thought," Kamrusepa stated. "Even setting that aside, I don't like him being about as an unknown quantity."

Ran was silent for a moment. "...I'm not sure he'll leave, no matter what we do," she eventually said. "He seemed to be in a pretty fucking weird state of mind when we spoke with him. But I guess it's worth a shot."

Saying he was in a 'weird state of mind' seemed like an understatement. If he really did believe time had been going in circles, then there'd probably be nothing in heaven or earth we could do to remove him from that room. Even putting aside the fact he probably believed himself more knowledgeable on how best to survive the situation than the rest of us, if I was trapped in weekend where everyone ended up getting murdered, I'd probably just end up lying flat on my back and staring at the ceiling after a few go-arounds. Knowing things wouldn't matter...

...huh.

I blinked, drawing an association between the structure of the book - and by extension the mural - for the first time.

If one thought about it, the idea did represent immortality in perhaps its truest sense. Under normal circumstances - in linear time - it was inevitable one would eventually cease to exist. On a macro-level, this was true even for the planes themselves. Though not all of them experienced entropy (or, indeed, time) in the same sense as we did, though were all angled towards instability and would eventually collapse in one regard or another. People died, stars died, universes died. That was the way of reality.

The only exception to that was in circumstances that transcended that eleventh dimension outright. The Timeless Realm existed and always would exist in one infinite moment, spewing out finite worlds with differing planar makeup as a consequence of its own, neverending instability.

Perpetual change that wrapped in upon itself, until it wasn't change at all. Was that what the Order had meant to convey with the imagery? Is that what they'd hoped to accomplish, in taming entropy...?

I rubbed my eyes. Why are you even bothering thinking about this?

The better question was if there was any basis in the 'loop' being real, even if he'd told us this was the last and it didn't even matter. Now that Fang had got so interested, it felt like a slightly less fantastical possibility, even though it was obviously insane and defied everything I knew about physics.

The golem proceeded further, entering into the sublevel of the tower. A golem seemed to be here, but took no notice of us, likely scripted to think of the other sanctuary golems as friendly whether they were strictly connected to the main system or not.

But them I spotted it again on the right. The massive, circular door which looked like it had been ripped open.

"Um," I said, looking up to Linos. "I've been meaning to ask, sir... Where does that metal doorway lead, exactly?"

"Oh," he said, frowning. "It doesn't really lead anywhere nowadays. It used to lead to a smaller research area - prior to the construction of the tower in its modern form - and to a physical exit from the sanctuary. There was a tunnel, a small subnautical craft..." His mind seemed to wander for a moment, but then he blinked, collecting himself. "But the former was demolished and sealed off decades ago, while the latter wasn't compliant with our new security standard, so the ship was dismantled."

"So it just goes to, what, the open ocean?" Seth asked.

"Well, right now it goes to nothing," Linos corrected him. "Since we're in the lockdown state."

Because we're not in conventional space. For once, something Linos was telling us seemed consistent.

However, there was obviously a more pressing question that really should have come up far sooner.

"Why has it been damaged?" Kam asked. "Is that recent?"

Right, I realized. I'm the only one who actually saw it intact.

"I saw it just yesterday, when I went to meet Zeno," I said, stirring the pot. "It didn't seem to be damaged then."

I could tell by Linos's expression that he didn't appreciate me adding this complication, regardless of whether he'd intended to be honest or not. "Yes, it's a bit peculiar, I'm afraid." He sighed. "According to Anna, she and the others discovered the damage when they arrived at the research tower earlier in the night."

"Incorrect," she stated, from across the room. "Durvasa was the only one of our number to arrive via the underground route. I had only heard of it from him until I saw it with my own eyes."

Linos looked strangely exasperated at this, but nodded. "As you say."

"W-Wait, uh, hold on," Ptolema said. "With the blood trail... And the big crack in the floor, and everything... Doesn't that make it really look like something tore through it from the other side? And then dragged Durvasa away?"

Linos bit his tongue. "That's obviously the impression the culprit... Well, Hamilcar, knowing what we do now... Intended to create, but it seemed fruitless to alarm anyone further at the time." He looked between our various faces. "Obviously, there wouldn't be any beasts, 'divine' or not, down there. Just a lot of cement, and a much thicker metal hatch at the terminus."

"I didn't detect any arcana there that could have been used to tear open the door," Ran stated.

"Odd," Linos said, with a wary look. "Is that true, Anna?"

"It is true," she spoke bluntly.

He pressed his lips together. "Then I suppose it would have to have been explosives. If it happened before our arrival, then the sound wouldn't have reached us... But then, wouldn't the system...? No-- It was never integrated into the new scripting." He sighed. "It is a peculiar, especially the fact that it was already apparently damaged before the scenario even begun. Perhaps Hamilcar had intended to kill everyone in the research tower one by one, prior to our arrival and the unification of our group."

Somehow, that didn't feel quite right.

"Can we take a look in there?" I asked.

"I don't see why not," Ran said, before Linos could tell her not to.

She piloted the golem towards the torn metal. As Linos had said, it led to a stone slope, winding downwards...

But not far in, it looked as though the ceiling had collapsed. The path was blocked by fallen stone, immovable.

"The door must not have been the only thing which was damaged," Linos said, his brow furrowed. "I suppose it's just as well..."

I frowned, not satisfied with this resolution.

Ran continued to navigate the golem along its route. The elevator in the research tower wouldn't descend without a human present, so she was forced to have it climb the glass on the exterior wall, which felt like it took a excruciatingly long amount of time, though it was probably only five or so minutes. Eventually, it made it to the floor on which Balthazar had been left behind.

I noticed Fang's attention had perked up significantly.

Ran adjusted to the lens to a different frequency, and indeed, some visibility could be achieved through the walls - though it was limited, really only offering blurry outlines. Nevertheless, Balthazar's silhouette was visible. He was still sitting in the same spot as earlier, intermittently gazing out the window and reading a magazine, his legs crossed.

The nature of the lens meant that I could see, so to speak, a little more of him than I might've liked. I tried not to focus on the image, while Ptolema let go of Seth's hand for a moment, making a 'wooh' sound under her breath.

"There he is," Ran said. She looked to Linos. "What should I do? It's not like we can knock."

He considered this for a moment. "Try... Butting it into the door a few times, perhaps?"

Ran shrugged, and did as he commanded, pushing the chasis of the thing into the frame repeatedly, producing a series of light thuds.

Balthazar didn't seem to react at all. His hand moved to flip over a page.

"It doesn't seem like he's noticing," Ran said.

Linos made an unhappy hum. "Or he's ignoring it. I suppose I expected a response like this." He rubbed his brow. "Just what's going through his head?"

"I don't get it," Seth said. "Why won't he leave? He seemed like a normal enough guy when we talked."

"Perhaps, having no camaraderie with either our class or the Order at large, he sees the situation as something of an every-man-for-himself scenario," Kamrusepa speculated incorrectly. "It's not entirely insensible. A tapping at ones door in a situation such as this could just as easily be forewarning of a culprit attack."

"I don't think that's it," Ran muttered. Only the two of us - and Fang - truly had context on his insane reasoning, and it probably wasn't worth trying to convey it to everyone else.

We moved on. The golem proceeded back towards the glass. There was no need to climb any higher - our viewpoint was already equal to the highest floor of he headquarters, which loomed in the distance alongside the Everblossom, shrouded in darkness.

Fortunately, it wasn't as shrouded in darkness to the lens as it would have been to human eyes. I could still clearly make out the shape of the headquarters and, more importantly, the windows.

"Alright," Linos said. "Let's see what can be made out."

"I think we'll be able to get a better view of the bell tower when we're on the other side," Ran suggested. "For now, we should focus on looking for Samium, and just getting an overall good view of the northern half of the building." She looked to Linos. "Any idea where he might be?"

My stomach tightened a bit.

He thought about this for a moment. "Our private room for him was on the second floor, at the north of the building-- Closest to us," he explained. "Try around there."

And so she did. We peered into a couple of private bedrooms, into the kitchen, into what looked like a luxury bathroom. Ran asked Linos where the room was specifically, but his directions were a little vague--

But before he could finish speaking, Ptolema, of all people, spoke up.

"Hey, um," she said. "I think I see something down below. Outside..."

Ran focused on that area, and sure enough, she was right.

The lens, in truth, was barely even needed. Lying face down in the bushes that surrounded the northern part of the structure was a partly-obscured human form. It was hard to make out in any detail, but it looked aged, with a visible beard. It was only half-dressed, its chest - and what looked like life support artifices - exposed to the open air, while its lower body wore only a simple, white skirt.

It had obviously fallen from great height. Not just because of the disruption of the foliage around it, but because its neck was clearly facing the wrong direction altogether.

            


087: Split Body (𒐃)


                Inner Sanctum Underground | 2:08 PM | Third Day

"Mm. That does appear to be him," Linos said, his tone sombre. "No one else in the sanctuary has a beard like that, and it would be difficult to find one in a similar... Physical state, to say the least."

"What happened to the guy?" Seth asked.

"Didn't I mention it?" Linos asked, an eyebrow raised. "He's - well, he was, I suppose - a terminally-ill patient. He was a patron of the Order we initially brought in for treatment upon request last year, but his condition degraded quickly, and we more or less only kept him on life support."

"You weren't able to help him?" Kamrusepa inquired, with a small frown. "If I may say so, I should have thought the best minds of the Order could cure most any disease, here unbound by the Covenant. To fail to buy so much as a year--"

"I know, it sounds a little pitiful," Linos interrupted, "but you have to understand, he was in an absolutely awful physical condition. I hadn't seen anything like it since I was in school - he hadn't seen a doctor in nearly fifty years. Not for screening tests, not for vaccines, not even for rejuvenation treatments. The closest thing he'd had to medical care was self-prescribed painkillers. Despite being old enough he ought to have been starting to look at organ replacements." He shook his head. "In the past decade especially, he'd even stopped taking basic senolytics. It was madness."

"Dying Gods," Seth said, with mild incredulity.

"You could have attempted something radical, surely," Kamrusepa stated. "Outright brain transplantation is obviously not out of the question for a facility like this, if dementia wasn't the issue."

"My understanding is that Zeno offered, but he refused based on discomfort with the procedure," Linos explained. "In fact, he had a number of strange stipulations surrounding his care we were constrained by. Not to say that's wrong, of course; my own beliefs mean people often tell me I'm not acting in my own best medical interests... But in his case, it seemed like he almost had a mind to stymie any treatment which could radically improve his condition."

"You're suggesting he came here to die on purpose," Kam spoke, narrowing her eyes.

"I'm not trying to suggest anything, miss Tuon," Linos said, holding up a defensive hand. "I'm merely stating the facts as I understand them." He crossed his arms, furtive. "The whole situation is a little ironic. With the success of our experiment yesterday afternoon, we might've had a new avenue for treatment. Though, I suspect he might've turned that option away, as well."

"W-What might've caused him to act in such a way?" Theodoros asked. "Had something happened in his personal life?"

Linos shrugged. "I've no idea-- I didn't know much about him personally." He hesitated. "Well, I suppose I knew he was an old friend of Utsu's grandfather, and he mentioned being upset about how things turned out with him... But that would've been years after he apparently chose to disregard all care for his own long-term health."

"And what was it that afflicted him, exactly?" Kamruspa asked.

Linos hesitated, biting his lip. "Frankly, it would be simpler to answer what he wasn't afflicted with. We found cancerous tissue in his digestive system which we cleaned up easily enough, but with his anima script going so many years without repair, his whole body was failing from pure loss of function. Large parts of his cardiovascular system were unsalvageable, his heart and lungs had to be replaced... And we found thousands of complex mutations in his bloodstream." He sighed. "The sticking point was his lymphatic system. Something was causing his white blood cells to necrotize the tissue, and though we managed to resolve the problem superficially on three occasions, we failed to decipher the fundamental cause. I suppose we never will, now. Not as though we'll be able to do an autopsy in time."

"You don't seem too hung up on the fact that this guy's kicked the bucket," Seth commented dryly.

"Well... Again, we didn't have a personal relationship," Linos reiterated, with a twinge of guilt. "His treatment was a terrible failure on our part as professionals, and it's a tragedy that things came to such a grisly resolution. ...but to be frank, he likely only had a month or two to live. So it's a lesser tragedy-- As callous as that may sound."

"Any death is a tragedy of equal magnitude," Kamrusepa stated, crossing her arms.

Linos exhaled a little bit, a trace of irritation crossing his face, but nodded. "You're right, of course. I shouldn't try to downplay the matter."

"When might this, ah, have happened?" Theodoros inquired. "Should we be worried that there's still another culprit out there, after all? Either Durvasa, or..."

"It's kinda tricky to eyeball it, but I'm like, 95% sure that rigor mortis has set in?" Fang discerned. "Yeah, definitely. The knees are way too stiff."

"In that case," Linos began, "I'd guess it happened early on, before we even arrived in the main building. Hamilcar would have had plenty of time to tie up that loose end." He slowly bit the edge of his lip. "It does nip the idea that the remains we found could have been his instead of Durvasa's. Though I suppose it's still not impossible they were somehow fabricated..."

"This means that somebody else could still be alive out there, right...?" Ptolema asked.

Linos nodded. "Potentially, though again, it could just be picking up Zeno's body despite its unusual nature. There's no way to know for sure until we've completed the survey." He glanced to the side. "Well, Zeno offered a chance for Anna to make a... Direct assessment, but only after we've exhausted all other options."

"Hm," Kam hummed, not seeming entirely content.

Linos sketched a note down on a piece of parchment. "Alright, we best keep this moving. Miss Hoa-Trinh?"

Ran blinked, having been preoccupied. "Uh, right," she said. "Is there anything else I should check here?"

He considered this for a moment. "Check all the bedrooms closely, then move down to the kitchen area," he instructed. "Barring the security center, they're probably the most likely place a survivor would choose to hold up in a place like this - one way in and out, and either no window or a second story one. We should keep an eye out for the golem patrols, too, and anything else suspicious.

"Okay," she said, and nodded. She glanced at me with concern for just a moment.

I heard all of this conversation, but I wasn't really present in a complete sense. The moment I'd seen Samium's body, it'd felt like my skin had turned to ice.

He's dead, I thought, trying to process it. He's... Dead...

I still didn't know what had happened in the discussion I'd supposedly had with Samium, and why I'd lost my memory; whether it'd been something he'd done, or the news had been so bad that I'd psychologically blocked it out, or if time really was somehow looping and the phenomenon was borne of the process addling my mind, in the same way it'd felt like I was seeing the future. And I didn't know what secrets the strange book I'd received from him held.

But I knew one thing: If there was a way to excise my memories of the past 12 years, and those of my old life, it wouldn't be simple; nothing involving the human mind was. It'd require comprehensive diagnostic and sophisticated treatment, probably involving the False Iron tools used in Egomancy that the Covenant had rendered illegal years ago. Even if Ran's out-there folklore about the books was correct and it had some genuine mind-altering power, there's no way it would be as simple as just reading it. To imagine otherwise was pure fantasy.

Which meant... That even if I had seen him, even if the outcome had been positive... It wouldn't matter, because it would be impossible for him to follow-up on it.

Because he was dead.

"I should let you know before we get to it that there's no direct route to the guesthouse from the catacombs," I heard Linos state in what felt like the distance. "We explicitly cut it off from the rest of the sanctuary in that sense as a precaution against invaders. You'll have to take a passage to the arboretum, and then follow the route we originally arrived by."

"Is that the only way to and from there other than the proper gateways?" Kamrusepa asked, tapping a finger against her lip.

"As far as I'm aware," Linos replied. "Well, I think there was a tunnel that directly connected the guesthouse to here a long time ago, but it was demolished during a much earlier renovation."

"I'm not seeing anything in the bedrooms," Ran stated, her tone a little more careful than usual.

"Yeah, me neither," Seth added. Ptolema, who was sitting next to him, squinted despite the image being broadcast directly into her mind.

"It, er, looks like whoever was in that room got up in rather a hurry," Theo commented as the view passed by Neferuaten's room. He was right; the sheets were disturbed, and a few things from the bedside table looked as though they'd been knocked over.

"That's Grandmaster Amat's room, if you recall," Kamrusepa stated. "Were I to venture a guess, she was probably abducted there prior to us finding her in the state Su did on the rooftop. Hamilcar again, most likely."

"Ehh, I dunno," Fang said, inhaling through their teeth. "It doesn't fit right to me. I mean-- Since we're on the topic, the whole modus operandi for her death is like, weird? Being hung from the bell tower doesn't fit with the other crimes at all."

"I don't per-se disagree, but let's hold these thoughts until we can take a closer look at it in a moment," Linos said. "Not much point in theorizing if we have to throw it all out the window not ten minutes later. Miss Hoa-Trinh, let's do another pass before we move on. I want to be absolutely sure we're not missing anything."

"Okay," she said.

Ran held my hand tightly, which was good, because it otherwise might've slipped. I stared at the floor, my eyes out of focus.

If Samium was dead, then this whole trip had been a failure. ...no, it wasn't just the trip. We'd spent years searching for him. Half of the reason I'd become a healer in the first place was to establish the connections I'd need to find an Egomancer, and ideally him specifically, since he'd been the one to work with my grandfather. We'd been pursuing that goal for almost a decade.

And now...

My mind scrambled to find paths forward. Maybe we could try to find another Egomancer. Maybe they'd know what to do with the book.But there were almost none with deep expertise left in the world. The golden age of the discipline, before it became taboo, had been half a millenia ago-- And the procedure to attach my pneuma to Utsushikome's hadn't even been developed, but had been the product of personal research relatively recently.. Who was to say any of them would have any idea how to help, or hell, even understand the problem? Wasn't it more likely they wouldn't?

Samium had been one of the authorities, one of the only people to risk oathbreaking and continue looking into the subject, bound on that fanatical, lonely cause with my grandfather. There could be no one else in the world with that sort of knowledge. How long would it take to research from scratch? How could I even persuade them to do it? I'd been able to make some things happen by virtue of being from a reasonably wealthy family, but when push came to shove, I wasn't anyone important. Just a random girl with a bizarre and illegal problem. Nobody would want to get involved in something like that.

And anyway, just how much of Utsushikome's life could I live? Another ten, twenty years? I'd made extensive notes regarding the major developments in my - her - personal life and what I'd studied in case things had panned out, to apologize as best I could and try to give her the choice of either carrying on from there or pretending to be an amnesiac. But that'd already become borderline absurd; it'd been thirteen years, and any pretense of 'preserving' the life she'd had was already on shaky ground. How could anyone cope with waking up with twenty years of their life missing, with no one around you even recognizing it'd happened? Or thirty? Or fifty?

This is delusional, a voice rang out from the back of my head. You're worrying about things that don't even matter because you've been avoiding the obvious truth since you woke up.

What was the obvious truth?

The obvious truth is that what you already expected came true, the voice said. You spoke to him, and he told you that there is, in fact, no mystical means of selectively erasing memory, or otherwise reversing the first stage of an Induction. You've known that, not even that deep down, for a decade.

I shivered. It felt like the world around me was disappearing, and I was sitting in a dark room.

The brain is just flesh and blood. It doesn't divide itself cleanly into different sections based on when or how certain parts of it came to be a certain way. And even though one pneuma might be differentiated from another at first, they constantly form connections, too. The only way they can be told apart is if they never form them to begin with. I was sweating. You know the science of how it all works. And yet, you pursued a fantasy where there was some miracle beyond your knowledge waiting at the end of the rainbow.

If he'd told you anything different, you would have made notes. You would've made time to tell Ran without a moment of hesitation. There's probably no fantastical explanation for your memory loss at all. You just blocked it out because you didn't know what else to do.

Give up. It's over.

No. It couldn't be over. It couldn't be hopeless. What would I do?

You should die, the overwhelmingly loudest voice said. Take off your mask and walk into the hall. One of the golems will probably find you before too long.

No, that's crazy! My sense of fear and self preservation recoiled. Forget all of this shit for now! We need to focus on getting out of this place alive!

No, we can't give up,my sense of hope, distorted profoundly over the years, said. We should go and search Samium's room. Maybe he gave a complicated answer, and there'll be a hint. Or details to find someone who worked with him. We can still make this okay!

The only things you need to change are in your head, another, more desperate voice said. If there's no way to fix things with the Power, you'll just have force your thoughts to bend instead. It's okay. You haven't failed. There's nothing more you need to do. Utsushikome of Fusai doesn't need to be saved because you are Utsushikome of Fusai. Everything else is just a nightmare you had. Just a nightmare...

"Um, Su," I heard Kam say in an unusually concerned tone. "Are you... Quite alright?"

I blinked, looking up at her. My vision was blurry, but her expression seemed to be one of disquiet and concern. All around, people were giving me similar looks, an uncomfortable atmosphere prevailing in the room. Ran, especially, seemed disquieted, her face flushed.

Though only a moment, it took a strangely long time for the parts of my brain to talk to one another, and for me to realize what was going on: I'd started sobbing quite violently. Tears were still streaking down my face, and my brow was contorted into a pained grimace.

Somehow, despite everything else I was feeling, I still experienced a sting of embarrassment.

"A-ah, um," I said, at a loss for words. "Sorry. I don't know... I don't..."

"Aw, shit. Sorry for being tactless, Su," Fang said apologetically. "I kinda forgot Neferuaten was like, your mentor for a sec."

Kamrusepa's eye flickered with awareness. "Oh... Of course, how foolish of me. Pardon; the fault was mine for leaping to speculation about her death so indelicately." She frowned awkwardly. "So many dreadful affairs have taken place over the course of the night that I fear I've let myself become a little distanced."

"I think we've all had to," Seth said, nodding. "I get it, though... Kinda keeps coming back and hitting you. And I guess you knew her even better than Bardiya, Su-- Ugh, fuck." He rubbed his eyes. "Sorry, this isn't helping."

They've all got the wrong idea. Not that it was stupid of them. I probably ought to have been crying over Neferuaten, and there was no way they could have possibly known what was really going on. ...except for Ran, of course, who seemed to be avoiding meeting my eyes.

"No... It's okay," I said, my voice wavering.

"If you'd prefer, Su, I can do the next part without you," Linos said sympathetically, also seeming a bit thrown off by my outburst. "I doubt they'll be anything too dramatic, really... If you did miss anything when you saw the body, I'm sure it won't be too hard to pick up on."

"Are you really going to change the whole plan just because the Saoite waif got a little upset?" Ezekiel said, with a look of distaste. "Dying gods, half the women in this class might as well be children."

"Master Ilaadbat, it really is not that vital," Linos said coldly, at least by his standards. "Please try to show some courtesy."

Ezekiel scoffed.

"You, uh, wanna borrow a tissue, Su?" Ptolema asked, rifling through her pockets. "I think I've got a clean one."

"No, I think I have a handkerchief..." I said, reaching for my bag and fiddling through the contents.

"I'll give you a little more space," Kam said, letting go of my hand to shift over and take Ptolema's instead. The actual reason was probably that I was drenching her palm in sweat, but she was too polite to say as much.

I found the handkerchief, and dabbed it against the side of my face.

The others moved on, going back to commenting on the bedrooms, only giving me occasional uncomfortable glances. I stared into the middle distance, my expression blank now that I'd snapped out of my reverie enough to consciously control it.

Eventually, they seemed to accept the fact that they weren't going to find anything, and after a brief, second attempt at trying to contact Balthazar, the golem was turned back the way it came, returning to the tunnels and taking a new path. I thought about letting go of Ran's hand so I wouldn't have to focus on all of this, but I didn't want to stick out even further.

But I couldn't escape the sinking feeling of dread washing over me repeatedly. I didn't know what to do. Things wouldn't stop happening just because of my personal crisis.

People need a vision of the future in the back of their minds in order to function. You could call this 'hope', but that might be too narrow a term considering its exclusively positive connotations - someone can find a reason to live entirely motivated by a sense of duty, or even by purely negative emotions like spite, after all. At a level more fundamental than people's higher-minded conceptions of their lives, the will is fueled by goals. Without a goal, people stop moving.

I needed... A goal. Even an unlikely one. Something to cancel out the antipathy I felt towards my own survival.

I decided to embrace the impulse that wanted me to investigate Samium's room. Even if the possibility of finding a solution was now minute, I could at least try and find clues as to what had happened in our conversation. Or maybe it would bring my memories back to see the place directly. So that I could at least decide what was best to do next...

To do that, we'd have to escape this place alive and return later, or else definitively deal with the remaining culprit or culprits.

Thinking about that, a little focus returned to me.

I must've still been making a strange expression, because Ran and Theo were still giving me troubled glances.

I watched as Ran's golem traveled through a long underground passage I hadn't seen before, eventually emerging at a stairwell in the wooded area of the arboretum. The everblossom towered overhead imposingly as it pivoted towards the entrance of the passage we'd taken earlier, before proceeding down that long hallway at a quick pace. The whole process took about five minutes, during which some of the others continued to speculate.

"Actually," Fang said, "I said that a minute ago? But pushing the guy out the window doesn't really fit with the modus operandi, either."

"Huh, guess that's true," Seth said. In the background, Linos nodded uncomfortably.

"Like, if you break it down," they went on, "it kinda seems like there's been three, right? Putting aside Vijana, who died way earlier, there's been the big spectacle crimes that are obviously meant to come across as supernatural - with Durvasa and Bardiya, I mean - and then two where it comes across more like they were just killed in a totally mundane way... And then what happened with Saci and Yantho, which is somewhere in-between."

"Not exactly a vast swathe of evidence to assume a pattern from," Kam said flatly. "One could just easily conclude that the killers are simply playing it by ear."

"I mean, yeah, I guess?" Fang fiddled with their bangs, thinking. "But to turn it around, why would you go to so much effort to keep up a narrative for most of the deaths, only to turn around and not bother with two of them at all? It feels like it makes the whole concept pointless."

"You're saying there's two or three killers?" Seth asked. "I thought we knew that already. ...though I guess it'd make things even more confusing if Hamilcar wasn't the one to murder Neferuaten or Samium."

Fang ran their tongue on the inside of their cheek. "No, I don't think it's as simple as that. I'm still piecing it together, but the more I think about it, the more I feel like something real weird is going on here."

"Fucking profound observation," Ezekiel muttered.

"I'm startin' to think speculating about any of this stuff is pointless," Ptolema said, scratching her head. "I mean, we still don't even know why Yantho died. I feel like all we can do is stick together and not let anyone do anything funny."

"I had a theory about that, actually," Kamrusepa chimed up. "Yantho's death, I mean to say. Is it possible that he was some manner of imposter-- Or rather, that his body was being controlled remotely in the same manner as the professor does with his?"

"That's an incredibly rare technique, isn't it?" Seth asked. "Even for Neuromancers."

"We must not rule anything out based on chance alone," she replied, narrowing her eyes. "Hamilcar, at least, was a very experienced arcanist. It's entirely possible he could have picked it somehow, since he'd have access to Zeno's research. Then it would have been a simple matter of creating a body that replicated Yantho's physical appearance, and having it die at an opportune moment." She tapped a finger against the side of her arm. "The fact that he can't speak would make it all the easier."

"You saw that thing in his weird puppet's spine, Kam," Seth told her flatly. "There's no way we would have missed one of those when we were examining Yantho's body."

"Tch, that's true..." She glanced to the side.

"I... don't want to say it," Theo said, his tone careful. "But. Do you think there might actually be something unearthly going on?"

Kam scoffed. "This again." She peered at him, narrowing her eyes. "Theo, there's no such thing as supernatural phenomena. And nothing has occurred over the course of today which can't be explained rationally - I was spitballing towards the fantastical a moment ago, but Yantho could have just as easily been killed by a very subtle poison."

"I don't know," he replied, shaking his head. "A few minutes ago, when we looked at the way those doors had been ripped open... And without even using the Power..."

"A golem could have torn it open, or, as was mentioned, properly managed explosive force," she said. "The last thing we need right now is to descend into hysterics."

"It's not just that." He held his arms together, looking towards the ground. "Back when we were in the guest house, when I was in that room with Bardiya..." He swallowed. "I didn't want to say it back then, since I was sure it would, ah. Make people think I was even more suspicious. But... When it was happening, when he was being lifted into the air... I thought I saw something behind him. Dragging him up against the barrier."

"Why would you only mention this now?" Kam asked, her tone terse.

"Well-- Because it's impossible. There was no space for anything to be dragging him. It was like a ghost. It was there and it wasn't." He kept looking down, his knuckles tight. "I was sure it was just some trick of the light, since it was so dark. But back when I rushed out in the conference room, I thought I saw it again. In the corner. The same shape..."

"What shape?" Seth asked him.

"The same one you saw in the hall. Or in the story Saci told." He swallowed. "Like a cross between a winged creature, and... I don't know. Some sort of insect."

A bird and a spider.

"This is fucking ridiculous," Ezekiel cut in. "He's just throwing shit at the wall to cover for the fact he was still the only person who could've killed Bardiya, now that you've all gone soft on him and will eat it up."

"Can it, Ezekiel," Seth said sternly.

"None of you can ever accept the truth that's staring you right in the face," the other man went on. "That's why I'll still be surprised if we get out of this alive."

Seth stared at him bitterly, shaking his head.

Even though he was an unpleasant person, I couldn't help but feel that Ezekiel probably did have the right idea on some level. Regardless of whether or not Theo was culpable of anything - which I still doubted - the remaining accomplice among our group would surely seize on any chance they had to twist our understanding of events. From their perspective, that was only logical.

...only logical... No, was that really putting myself in the shoes of the culprit? After all, if you took the information we now assumed to be true... From the very beginning, none of this had been remotely logical.

Goals. I'd just been thinking about that concept a moment ago. If Hamilcar's goal had just been to wipe us out, the method he'd chosen had been terribly ineffective compared to the resources at his disposal. He could have simply scripted the sanctuary's defenses to wipe out everyone on the upper levels in advance. Part of me still expected that to happen. There was no real reason to bother giving us a fighting chance; a pretense of a 'game'. It was the opposite of pragmatic and rational.

So his - their - goal couldn't simply be 'kill us'. It had to be something more complex.

Something I'd read a long time ago about sequence killers was that often, the 'killing' part wasn't per-se the point. They didn't mind it, of course; one doesn't become a serial murderer without a taste for blood for the same reasons that vegans don't generally become butchers. But what was more important than the death was the utility of the death. It fulfilled some purpose to them, some function, even if that function was based on logic which would seem insane to anyone but themselves.

Or to put it another way, rather than the murder being the point unto itself, it was more like a human dying was simply a required step in a broader process. A component of a ritual.

So, if the goal wasn't to kill us... The question was, what was the ritual? Their actual goal, which differed from the one they'd gone to such means to communicate?

"I... believe I saw something like that as well," a voice suddenly said from the other side of the room.

I turned my head, even though I was only half-tuned into the conversation, because I was surprised by the speaker. It was Mehit, who was stepping slowly down the stairs. Her expression was fatigued, yet serious, her eyes surprisingly focused.

A few people stared at her in surprise, and Linos in particular seemed taken off-guard by her appearance. "M-Ms Eshkalon," he said. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine, thank you," she said, with her usual note of terseness. "Once again, I appreciate all of you tending to me while I was unconscious."

He nodded slowly. I couldn't see from where I was sitting, but I noticed him glance towards where Lilith must have been bound up. "Of course. We were just in the process of a remote analysis of the building, where we're attempting to discern if there are any other--"

"Yes, I heard," she interrupted him. "I apologize for interjecting, but I couldn't help but overhear part of your conversation, and in interest of getting to the bottom of this matter, I felt a need to recount my own experience."

She really just isn't gonna say anything about her daughter having shot her and her brother-in-law having been secretly grooming her, huh?

Not like I was one to critique people for being repressed.

"Go ahead," Seth said. "I'm willing to believe almost anything at this point."

"Very well," she said, with a nod. "It was the first night we'd arrived in the sanctuary, at around 1 AM. I was... Having a little difficulty getting to sleep, so I decided to take a walk around the grounds. I looped the building first, then started walking alongside the glass, curious if I might be able to see anything in the ocean in the darkness-- I only had my lamp with me as a source of light." She narrowed her eyes slightly. "That was when I caught a glimpse of it."

My ears perked up.

"It was only for a moment, so at the time, I thought it was just a trick of light. I would still wager that were the case, but..." She clasped her hands together, frowning. "I thought I saw something standing on the floor of the ocean, with light emanating from its body. It was quite distant, so I couldn't truly make it out. But I remember recalling that it resembled a bird, possessing a long, beak-like face."

Theo looked a little shocked. "H-How long did you see it for?"

"Perhaps ten seconds," she said. "It looked to be walking aimlessly, but then suddenly vanished. I spent a while longer seeing if I could catch another glimpse, but ultimately decided it was just my imagination, and put it out of mind. ...until now."

So it wasn't a hallucination?

"Ms. Eshkalon," Kamrusepa spoke to her, with polite condescension. You could hear the degree to which her opinion of her rationality had tumbled over the course of the past few hours in her tone. "With all due respect, what you are describing is quite impossible. We're deep enough underwater that not even a golem could stand upright. If I may venture a guess, you likely just saw something reflected in the glass and got a funny idea in your head."

"I do not think so," Mehit told her. "There was no source of light but my lantern present, and I leaned it behind my back during the moment based on that very assumption."

"Then perhaps someone in the abbey turned on a light, or something simply got in your eye," Kam continued dismissively. "We mustn't let ourselves get overexcited - this is how urban myths propagate themselves. One person makes a claim, and then everyone else starts trying to fit their own strange experiences into the mold, until everything descends into patent absurdity."

Mehit frowned, looking a little irritated. But I wasn't about to let this rest.

"No, I-- I think I might've seen it too," I said, speaking up against my better sense. "Exactly it, even."

She sighed, irked. "Not you too, Su. I thought I could count on you to be logical."

"It's not a matter of logic!" I declared. "I really did see it. During the break in the presentations, when I was sitting outside with Ran... After she went back inside, I saw something on the ocean floor in the same way. Humanoid, with a beak."

"Huh," Fang said. They'd seemed a little tuned out for this part of the conversation, but this was starting to get their attention again.

"This is getting kinda crazy," Seth said, his tone wary. "So we have, what, five sightings of this same thing? Saci's story about seeing it on the rooftop, Theo's story, what happened out in the hallway after we went to save Mehit... And now this from Mehit and Su." He frowned. "You think this thing might actually exist?"

"We shouldn't be correlating all of those together," Ran stated. "There's a big difference between thinking you saw a ghost in the dark and being chased by something obviously physical."

"Thank you,Ran," Kam said. "I had thought we'd already established that the thing that performed the ambush out in the hall was Hamilcar in disguise-- Or at the very least, that's the overwhelmingly most likely explanation." She bit her lip. "I suppose it's possible that the culprit has been going out of their way to fabricate these sightings to build up the narrative of their serial killing, but even if that is the case, it still lends zero credence to any sort of supernatural explanation."

"I dunno," Ptolema said skeptically. "Like, how would you fake something like what Theo saw using the Power? When there's physically no space for it?"

"I maintain my doubt as to if Theo saw anything at all," Kam stated firmly, "and wasn't simply deprived of his senses by the horror taking place in front of him."

Theo frowned, looking towards the ground with a complicated expression.

"Hey, Theo's dad," Fang called out to Linos. "Is bird-spider stuff associated with anything you know about? Anything to do with the Order that might lead somebody to pick it up?"

"N-Not that I'm remotely aware of," he stated, a strange anxiety in his tone. "If anything, the scenario calls for some sort of mythological animal from the Epic of Gilgamesh. But there's nothing from the text along those lines at all."

"Huuh," Fang said, followed by a low hum as they tilted their head to the side. For a moment, it looked as though they were going to say something, but instead they just stared.

What did the culprit want?

Both of the messages we'd received from the culprit under the guise of Aruru - or the guise of their associates, in the case of the original blackmail - had been fixated on the transgressions of the Order, of its 'sins'. That went for our meeting with Hamilcar, too, and of course the note ostensibly from Vijana. But what exactly did that mean? Realistically, people wouldn't commit mass-murder over something as banal as life-extension research, even if they had Covenant fundamentalist views.

Why were they being so unspecific?

It was strange. The longer this went on, the more I felt like that both the Order's staff and the culprit were complicit in hiding something about the Order and its history, taking care to step around it and only allude to it in vague terms. I'd sensed that in all of my conversations with Linos, even as he'd reluctantly given up information - and of course, it made sense in his case. If the Order had some sort of dark secret, they'd obviously want to keep it just that; a secret.

But why would even someone trying to enact punishment for that 'sin' be complicit, too?

I frowned. It was like Fang said. Something was very off.

"We're here," Ran said, as the golem arrived at the walls of the abbey.

            


088: Split Body (𒐄)


                Inner Sanctum Underground | 2:23 PM | Third Day

Because the walls of the abbey weren't a flat surface, it took much less time for the repurposed golem to clamber and skitter up the side of the building than inside the tower. Within a minute, it'd made it to the roof, with Ran moving it around to check for good positions.

"The incantations aside, This thing is burning through eris faster than I expected lugging all this crap around," she said. "If we mess around for too long, it might not make it back in time."

Linos considered this. "Let's try to wrap it up quickly, then. Push comes to shove, I'd rather we have it on hand to scout out our final escape route, even if it means we overlook something."

Ran nodded. "Alright."

"While we're here," Kam spoke up, "I'd appreciate if we might take one last look at the exterior of the kitchen. I know we saw it on the recordings, but there's a small possibility that the angle might've led us to miss some sort of clue."

"Good idea," Seth said, with a nod. "That should only take a second anyway, right?"

Kam gave him a funny look for a moment, but then quickly glanced away, obviously trying to act like it hadn't happened. Something definitely seemed odd about her attitude since we'd returned from the underground, but I couldn't quite piece it together...

Linos glanced at Theo for a moment, probably uneasy about closing off further possibilities regarding how his son could be innocent, but nodded regardless. Thus, Ran began by pivoting the golem towards the eastern side of the roof. Soon enough, it came to the edge, whereupon she awkwardly tilted the lens to face downwards.

As expected, there didn't seem to be anything particularly surprising at first glance. There was the window, of course, blood still visible on the interior of the glass, though mercifully the angle was such that we couldn't see Bardiya's corpse. There was the broader eastern wall of the building, with the larger windows towards the dining wall off to the left, the table where we'd all been seated not too long ago just barely visible...

And finally, the surrounding grounds. Flowers lined the periphery of the building undisturbed, and beyond that was the grass, which are bore no sign of anyone having been present.

...or at least, so I thought until Ptolema spoke up.

"Hey, uh," she said. "Is there something on the flowers, there?"

Several of the others glanced to her curiously, while Ran steered the camera around, trying to identify what she meant. "Where?" she asked.

"Uh, just a little to the left, right under the windowsill..." The lens shifted as she gave the instructions. "Yeah-- Yeah! See it?"

I'm not always the most perceptive person in the world when it comes to visuals, so for a few moments, I still didn't pick up on what she was trying to indicate. But eventually, I saw it: amidst the blossoms, subtle against their already pinkish color and the distortion brought about by the radio-sensitivity of the camera, was a small blotch of blood. It extended to the wall, too, obscured by the shadows of the other flora.

"Huuuuh," Fang said, drawing out the sound. "That's funny."

"Sharp eyes, Ema!" Seth said, looking pleased. "So the window really was open after all. Someone must've been pulling him through!"

"Just because the window was open doesn't prove anything, Mekhian," Ezekiel said, frowning. "Theodoros could have easily simply dropped a little blood down there to corroborate his story."

"You're both getting ahead of yourself," Kamrusepa declared. "Don't you recall what we learned from the recording? There was no one out there. The window never opened at all."

"M-Maybe somebody messed with it?" Ptolema suggested.

Kam looked to her. "That's not possible without leaving irremovable evidence, remember? The surveillance is part of this place, not the main system." She hesitated. "Besides, we don't know when that blood got there. Someone could have easily planted it after the fact."

"When would anybody have had a chance?" Seth asked. "And why would they?"

Kamrusepa looked like she was about to say something, but stopped herself, biting her tongue.

Because planting it there would help clear Theodoros's name, obviously,I thought. She can't say it without starting another fight, but if he were the accomplice, that would be the obvious move for Hamilcar to take in order to make sure he could still act freely.

But... We knew Theodoros couldn't have been the one to kill Sacnicte and Yantho. He couldn't be the accomplice. Could he?

Seth continued in the wake of her hesitance. "Like, we know Hamilcar had to be doing that shit with Durvasa while we were heading over to the research tower, and then after that, we went straight here and started keeping an eye on where people are. Even if we fucked up and somehow missed him - or, hell, anybody­, ­on the out there off-chance that Durvasa somehow faked his own death and is in on it - it's such a huge risk for such a tiny thing, why would anybody bother?" He gestured pointedly. "I'm starting to wonder if we can really trust the systems here. Like, everyone is acting like it's 100% certain they haven't been messed with. But do we really know that for sure?"

"You can't make one argument predicated on the security center reporting data reliably, and then instantly follow it up by an assertion that it isn't," Kam said stubbornly. "You're contradicting yourself."

"...it would be incredibly difficult for even a member of the council to interfere with the operations here," Linos stated, after a moment. "Much more so than what we know happened in the administrative core. It's built as a fail-safe and a check on the main system, and to never be modified. You'd have to physically tear down the walls."

Seth spoke sardonically. "You mean, like Anna's doing now?"

Linos made a flat look. "Obviously that wouldn't be possible under normal circumstances, master Ikkuret."

"Maybe it was... Something that wouldn't have been picked up by the sensors...?" Ptolema suggested.

"For the last time,Kam said sternly, we shouldn't be seriously entertaining any ideas ofthe supernatural."

"I didn't say a ghost!" Ptolema protested. "Just... Something! Maybe some kinda technology or somethin'!"

Theodoros seemed uneasy with the conversation, rubbing his arms together and looking towards the wall.

Linos seemed to pick up on this, clicking his tongue. "...we can't get sidetracked with this, right now," he said. "Clearly, whatever took place at the guest house was complicated, and we can't rule anything out completely. But the fact remains that the best plan is still to stay together and ensure our escape above all else. Again-- The truth can be established later."

Neither Kamrusepa nor Seth seemed particularly satisfied with this, the former crossing her arms and letting out a furtive hum. Even Theo seemed only to relax slightly.

"Miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos said, looking towards Ran. "Reposition us, please."

"...alright," she said, with a small nod.

The golem stirred again, pulling itself back away from the edge, and moving towards the northern rim of the roof. She brought the lens to face the distant silhouette of the headquarters, little more than a shadow on the horizon.

"Very good," Linos said. "Let's start by investigating Neferuaten's.... Well, the belltower, I mean to say." He looked towards me. "Now, Utsu, as I said--"

"It's alright," I said, my voice a little weak. "I'm... Alright. I'll take a look at it."

He stared at me with a puzzled expression for a moment, then nodded. "If you're sure. But please, don't feel obligated. If you feel the need to stop, please go ahead."

I nodded in turn, while Ezekiel made a patronizing snort off to the side.

The lens focused, bringing the structure into clear view. Even though Neferuaten's death hadn't been what was really on my mind, the suddenness of the sight did shake me a little. We saw the bell at an angle from the underside, her legs still and limp, her shoes - did I miss them when I was there? - having fallen to the stone below. Everything up to her chest was in plain view, including the wounds on her body, but her neck and face were obscured by the metal. With the lens, they could still be made out to an extent, but not as recognizably human features. Thank goodness.

Maybe it was my own experiences, but something about the shape and posture of a hanged body always provoked a stronger gut-level response in me than other corpses. It was something about how close they were to looking as though they were still standing, their backs straight and arms at their side. Like they were walking on the tips of their toes...

I shuddered. The fact that the chains were wrung around her entire body made it a little better, but not much.

I wished Neferuaten was still here. She'd know what to do in a situation like this. And what I should do, even if I couldn't tell her the real truth.

"Sorry sight," Seth spoke sadly.

"Indeed," Kamrusepa said. "The world will feel her loss. Entropic Thanatomancy was one of the greatest leaps forward for the discipline in the last several centuries, and even now she was engaged in promising research." She raised a finger to her mouth. "That we could've prevented this, if only we'd realized what was going on sooner..."

There was something odd in her tone as she said those words, too.

"Alright, Utsu," Linos said. "Do you notice anything different?"

"Don't stress yourself, Su!" Fang said, in what felt like a strange interjection of encouragement. (Though maybe I just wasn't used to hanging around positive people.)

"I... No, I don't think so," I responded, glancing at them briefly. "I didn't notice the shoes before, but everything else seems the same."

He nodded. "Alright, then. We can probably rule out any further tampering with the corpse, in that case." He scratched the side of his head. "I confess this situation might have me second-guessing everything more than is healthy. In any case-- What are everyone else's opinions? Anything strike you?"

"Those wounds are from she was hitting the side of the bell, right?" Seth asked, his brow furrowed. "The broken bones, the trauma to the skin..."

"That seems a fair assumption," Kam said, with a nod.

"It looked that way to me, too," I added, my voice quiet.

Fang hummed a few notes thoughtfully. "I'm not really an autopsy expert, so take it with a grain of salt? But... By the way the blood's settled, I'd say most of those wounds happened a few hours after her death? Like, three or four, to take a stab at it?"

"That's a peculiar amount of time to take to move a body," Kamrusepa remarked.

"Yeah," Fang said. "Hmmm. Hmmmmmmm..."

Seth looked towards them. "What are you thinking, Fang?"

"So, like," they said, "after somebody gets hung - uh, hanged, whatever - the legs kinda swell up, y'know? Livor mortis and everything." They bit their lip. "And the weird thing here is that it looks kinda like it's been hanging for longer than she really it should've been, relative to the idea that she died a few hours before she went up there."

"Hold on," Linos said, his brow furrowed. "What exactly are you trying to suggest?"

"Well," Fang went on, looking towards the ceiling. "When you think 'hanging', you don't really think 'murder' to begin with. So... Maybe she was already like that somewhere else, and the 'killer' just moved her, I guess."

"You mean her death was a suicide," Kamrusepa said, an eyebrow raised.

"Hey." Fang held up their hands. "I'm just spitballing here. Take it with a grain of salt."

"What reason would Grandmaster Amat have to want to commit suicide?" Kam asked skeptically, her eyes narrow. "From what little time we spent together, I could tell she had her troubles, but it's not as if her life was going poorly. And she seemed perfectly normal during dinner - even rather proud of herself for what had happened earlier in the night."

Linos looked thoughtful, holding his hands together. "Unlike Hamilcar, I knew Neferuaten fairly well-- I wouldn't exactly call us friends, but we spoke often even outside our business with the Order. To be completely truthful, she did often come across as something of a lonely person, but she also had a strong will and a sense of dedication second to none. I can't imagine her killing herself, especially not on the spur of the moment."

"Mm," I mumbled in assent, frowning. "It doesn't seem like her at all."

It really didn't. Obviously, when it came to things like this, you could never really tell what was going on in someone else's head; I knew that more than anyone. But Neferuaten was the type of person who sometimes woke up at six in the morning to spend a full two hours making a complicated breakfast for herself. And she had a subtle but energetic enthusiasm for nearly everything.

If anyone 'wasn't the type', it was her.

"Maybe not," Seth said. "But if my life has taught me anything, it's that shit can happen fast. I've had days where I'm on top of the world turn like milk left out during a heatwave and leave me wanting to jump off a bridge, that's for sure." He looked to Linos, also sparing a glance towards Fang. "Neferuaten did all that stuff to try and show you that Su's grandpa's project or whatever was still viable, right? What happened after all that?"

Linos looked hesitant. "Uh, well. We had a meeting about it, of course, but didn't reach any sort of grand decisions. We neither formally opted to pick the project back up, or remained completely committed to its abandonment. There was talk of having an organization-wide vote on the matter as well during our next general meeting, among other things..." He cleared his throat. "There was a degree of tension, I'll admit - we're all still somewhat emotionally loaded about the topic."

"But nothing serious," Ran said.

Linos nodded. "Nothing serious. She seemed a little put-off by our hesitance to embrace the success of the experiment wholesale, but nothing more."

"Um, sorry," I said, chiming in as picked up on something Linos appeared to be stepping carefully around "You said there was talk of having an organization-wide vote about it as well? So... You had a vote with just the six of you?"

Linos's eyes widened slightly for a moment, and he glanced to the side, coughing into his fist. "Mm, that's right. Neferuaten called a vote to make a public announcement regarding our success in achieving functionality with the Apega-- Er, █ █ █ █ █'s project. She said that it was a great discovery and there was no point in delaying, since our work is no longer a secret." He fidgeted slightly. "However, many of us felt that it was premature for such a thing. After all, there are millions of people across the Remaining World suffering from non-neural debilitating conditions and terminal illnesses today. If the public discovered we had a means to cure such conditions absolutely and without risk, it wouldn't be like we'd just put out another research paper. The demand would be unfathomable; greater than we could hope to meet here by a factor of thousands for years, even assuming the technology could be somehow replicable with further research."

"Wouldn't it be better to treat some folks than none at all?" Seth asked, craning his neck to look at him directly. "My dad always says that if it's within your power to save a life, you should."

Linos rubbed his brow. "You must know it's not that simple, master Ikkuret." He leaned to the side of his chair. "When people's lives are involved, they don't act rationally. Say we did announce that we had this technology, and that we could treat, I don't know... The highest realistic number would probably be a hundred or two a month, if we factor in setup and charging time. That's the easy part. But then we get to determining who those few hundred should be." He clasped his hands together. "We could judge priority by lottery or try and implement some sort of criteria based on urgency... But chances are, no matter what we did, we'd be condemning a lot of people to death via omission." He looked up at us. "Let me tell you from first-hand experience: There is nothing that drives people to madness like facing death, being told there's a way they could escape it, and having that escape denied to them. A lot of human beings, including the influential and powerful, will do anything to keep themselves alive. Anything."

"You mean, people would threaten you?" I asked. "Or try to storm the sanctuary?"

"I'm not trying to indicate a particular hypothetical, Utsu," Linos said. "I'm just saying that when there's that much, I don't know what you'd call it-- That much social pressure on a person or organization, that many desperate people who need something from them, it doesn't tend to end well for you. People will try to break down your walls with every tool conceived by man - legal, social, physical, you name it." He made an uncomfortable look, glancing to the side. "Trust me, it's happened before."

It wasn't like Linos was wrong in any of his assumptions; a lot of this was just a reiteration of the same concerns he'd discussed with Ran and I back in the research tower. But he was also obviously giving vague justifications to avoid saying the more selfish reasons the Order might have to conceal the technology. With that many visitors, all secrecy surrounding the sanctuary would disappear, meaning everything to do with the Order would be far more vulnerable to leaks, and probably greater legal scrutiny at that. With how their internal culture seemed to operate, it could mean the end of the entire organization.

"So Neferuaten's motion was defeated," Kamrusepa deduced, somewhat redundantly.

Linos nodded. "Unanimously. Honestly, I can't believe she even thought it would pass - she knows all of this just as well as the rest of us. She was probably trying to make some sort of point, since she was always more conservative about us becoming a public organization to begin with." He shook his head. "I know what you're probably thinking this might have something to do with her death, but that seems incredibly unlikely to me."

"Still, when was this?" Kam asked. "Before dinner? After dinner?"

"After dinner," Linos said. "At about ten. Hamilcar set a small meeting to discuss the day's revelations after the end of the conference, when the rest of you would be back in the guest house. After that, we split up for the night. I was down here with Neferuaten watching the bicentennial, but she left after the First Administrator's speech an hour or so in. I assumed she was going to bed. That was the last I saw of her..."

The room was silent for a moment. Kamrusepa looked up at the ceiling for a few moments, then clicked her tongue.

"Like I said," Fang said. "Grain of salt, you know?" They laughed awkwardly. "Feel like every time I think out loud, you guys go down some big rabbit hole about it!"

"...indeed," Linos said, blinking and rubbing her eyes. "Ultimately, without a proper autopsy, we won't be able to confirm Neferuaten's manner of death with certainty. So it would be better to just move on for the time being." He looked to Ran. "Miss Hoa-Trinh, let's start with an analysis of the bedrooms on this side of the building."

"Alright," she said. "This'll be a little rougher than last time. The 'temple' part of the building is kinda in the way, and the angle is worse for the windows."

"Just do what you can," he told her.

"Um," I said, letting go of Ran's hand, the image disappearing from my eyes. "Sorry to interrupt... But remind me. Almost all of the arcane lenses in this building were disabled, right?"

Kam eyed me curiously.

"I... believe so, yes," Linos said, after a moment's thought. "There might have been one or two at the periphery of the building--"

"No, that's not what I'm trying to get at," I said, shaking my head. "Rather, do we know when it happened, exactly? When they were all broken?"

Linos blinked, then held a finger to his mouth. "That's a good point, actually. I skimmed back a few hours before I woke up, and didn't find anything, but earlier in the night..." He hummed thoughtfully. "Why, were you thinking of looking for evidence of what might've happened to Neferuaten?"

"Yeah," I said. "I mean... If it's alright. It feels as though it's worth trying."

Linos looked up at me for a moment with an expression that was first thoughtful, but then shifted into gentleness. "No, it's a good thought. Go ahead, Utsu-- And thanks for the help."

Ran looked at me for a moment, too, a stiff sort of sadness in her eyes.

I was still attuned to the logic bridge from earlier, so I didn't have to move - I just hadn't wanted the distraction of trying to process two different sets of mental images being shoved into my brain at once. I pulled back up the interface of the logic bridge, navigating my way to the recordings.

I wasn't really certain why I was doing this. Obviously I was still upset, a dry, hollow feeling in my chest constantly pushing at me in the background. Maybe I was looking to reclaim some small sense of agency and purpose by imagining I could solve Neferuaten's murder. I'd figured out what was happening with Lilith and helped turn the situation around, so why not here, too?

But what did it matter? She was dead. The damage was done.

Regardless of this understanding, I persisted.

I checked the main building first. It was almost too perfect: All of the lenses, save for the one I'd noticed was still active in the conference room, shut down in swift sequence at midnight, the images going dark with no sign of why. One had to assume it'd been done using the Power. Interestingly, it looked as if whoever was responsible had used something physical to block their field of vision rather than breaking them outright, as rather than no data being present at all, there was instead darkness with subtle blotches visible.

I had to assume it was done this way to prevent the system from overtly picking up on the damage and sounding some sort of alert. Still, it raised the possibility that we could potentially restore the lenses to functionality. ...though, it might've been a little late for that.

It wasn't hard to see where Neferuaten had gone in the immediate aftermath of her conversation with Linos. Using the various perspectives, I followed her to the eastern staircase, then up the stairs to her room. After about 30 minutes, she left and briefly made her way down to the kitchen, leaving with... Some sort of packaged food? It was hard to tell with the lighting. After this, she returned to her room and remained there until the lens in the hall failed.

Well, shoot. That doesn't help.

Still, I wasn't out of options. Next, I decided to check all of the recordings elsewhere. I watched the feeds in the research tower, which only showed the central room, and so wasn't particularly useful - there was footage of Durvasa, Anna and Zeno entering a room on the tenth floor together, but not much else. Likewise, there wasn't really much to see around the abbey, though I did find the moment when Lilith and I brought our luggage over to the headquarters instead.

It was eerie, seeing myself in a scene I didn't participate in. My expression looked distant as I lugged my bags along the stonework.

I didn't want to get sidetracked, but seeing that, I couldn't help but feel a little curious. I diverged from my original objective and instead began to flick back earlier in the recording, looking for other instances where I might've appeared. There wasn't an arcane lens with a close view of the bathing area at the side of the abbey, and all I saw from skipping through the footage of the hallways was that I went briefly to my room slightly after seven and then left again a moment later.

But that was just the guest bioenclosure; there was a lot more to check here in the Order headquarters. I moved backwards in time, first deciding to take a look at the dining hall. We'd only stepped idly through it during Neferuaten's tour, but it was an impressive area - an oblong hall that attempted to cultivate an atmosphere that almost felt reminiscent of an old castle, with bare stone floors and a grand fireplace adjacent to an oversized oblong table, wrought of the darkest wood.

I skimmed to a random spot in the middle of the dinner. Almost everyone in the sanctuary was seated - all eleven members of our class, Mehit, and the six members of the council, with Hamilcar and Fang positioned at the far and rear end respectively; the first among equals and the guest of honor. (I can't imagine how much this must have pissed Kam off.) Other than Balthazar, the only two missing were Sacnicte and Yantho, presumably since this was a more formal affair and it wasn't thought appropriate for low-ranking staff to be present.

It seemed like we'd been dining on Mekhian food, with large platters assembled at various points on the table with a large selection of sauces, spices, and complexly prepared meat and vegetables - food from the State was generally eaten communally and in large portions, with people serving themselves as needed. Even when it came to fine dining, the dishes were generally small enough to be portioned out in this fashion. It was a very egalitarian approach, as one would expect from one of the world's only Paritist nations.

I'd hated it when I'd lived in Mekhi, but I'm anti-social and spoiled on expensive food, so that's neither here nor there.

It was hard to make out much conversation, since everyone was talking at once and the lens was positioned at the rear of the room. Skipping through, I only caught some snippets.

"Mm, this kik alicha is really good!" Ptolema called out to Hamilcar cheerfully. "The spices are so-- soo---"

"Thank you, miss Rheeds," Hamilcar replied. It surprised me to see that he was capable of eating conventionally, but sure enough, the metal fixtures around his head opened up to offer a window to a thin and obviously surgically-repaired mouth. it was a little eerie - when he spoke through his artificial mechanism, it didn't have to move at all.

"My great-grandma always says that it's so hard to get the balance of the flavor right! She's from Kem-Ahret, so she knows her stuff," she went on. "Who made it?"

"That would be Aruru," Hamilcar informed her. "She is responsible for most of our catering duties."

Ptolema instantly frowned. "You mean, this was made by a golem...? Huh."

I flicked back a little earlier.

"So," Kamrusepa said, speaking to Durvasa and Neferuaten with a sly smile on her face. "Now that we're all done with the public-facing part of this affair, what did you really think of my presentation?"

"Here we go," Seth said flatly.

"I do not make a habit of hiding my feelings in the name of diplomacy, miss Tuon," Durvasa said, lifting a fork to his mouth. "I agreed it was a promising concept held back by accessibility, and I meant it."

"I do think the design was perhaps a little overcomplicated," Neferuaten mused. "Rather than having an arcane trigger, it would be simpler to link it to blood pressure. And though you are a Chronomancer, Chronomancy seems like an indulgence for something so simple. Aetheromancy would be just as good in 9 out of every 10 solutions."

Kam seemed disappointed in the reply. "I wanted something that would function without fail, grandmaster."

"Mmhmm." Neferuaten took a sip of water. "Let me tell you something, Kam-- In medicine, all cures must be considered not just in isolation, but in the context of the world in which they are to be employed. Your concept depends upon someone carrying around an object like this 24 hours a day. Do you not think people might be hesitant to do that, considering it's so expensive?"

Through all of this, I kept looking to the 'me' seated at the table. She was sitting quietly, taking small and unenthusiastic bites out of her meal, looking like she was thinking about something deeply. Occasionally, Ran or someone else would make light conversation, and she'd respond mutedly, though not with obvious dejection or disquiet.

It really was strange, because I would have thought I'd have been devastated if I'd heard bad news from Samium, but did I really know for sure how exactly I'd react? How exactly I'd process it? Despite my breakdown a few minutes earlier, I'd grown decent enough at keeping negative feelings off my face most of the time. And it wasn't like I often viewed myself externally.

Viewing myself externally.Seeing myself like that brought on strange, uncomfortable feelings. It reminded me of when I was younger,

It didn't seem like I was going to find anything revelatory from the dinner, so I decided to go further back, switching to the lens overlooking the conference room -  it would be interesting to view myself giving my presentation, and especially the meeting between myself and the conclave. If what Fang had told me was true, then maybe there would be things about the situation I'd understand that they wouldn't.

Maybe time really is looping somehow, and I really did remember. Maybe there's a way to redo this whole weekend.

Fantastical ideas aside, it would also be interesting to watch Hamilcar's reaction to everything. Maybe if I kept watching him, I could pick up on something.

...however, I quickly noticed that, during the time frame I was interested in, following the reconvening of the conclave at about 5:30... The lens was blocked again. It wasn't the case that the culprit had disabled it much sooner than the others - it was definitely active from eight in the evening onwards, - but for the latter part of the conference, there was nothing.

I went to the points of transition to find out what happened, and was surprised by what I discovered. Just before we all must have returned to the room, at 5:37, Durvasa openly levitated up to the ceiling to cover the lens in front of the rest of the council. Much later on, Neferuaten removed it, before looking to the rest of the council - the only people still left in the room other than Aruru - and following them out of the chamber.

I blinked.

So... They prevented a recording being made of the second half of the conclave on purpose?

Why?

I frowned to myself in thought, crossing my arms. That was definitely something I wanted to follow up on later, but it would have to wait. For the time being, I needed to get back to my original goal.

Fang had estimated that Neferuaten had died about 3-4 hours before the bell had started ringing and I'd found her. That put her time of death at about 1-2 AM. What I needed to do was search every record remaining from around that time for clues. Even if they didn't involve her directly, they could give some indication of what happened - for example, I could catch a glimpse of Hamilcar.

I caught up to the present in the recordings of the abbey and in the research tower. Starting to lose hope, I checked the arboretum, not expecting to find anything. There was nothing really in there, and it was only had two arcane lenses, one of which viewed the entrance to the tunnel we'd pass through, and the other of which pointed at an angle towards the Everblossom, but seemed to be one of the ones disabled by the culprit. However, I noticed an anomaly: It wasn't disabled as early as the others had been, remaining active until 1AM.

I raised an eyebrow. Curious, I skipped through both in a hurry, moving quickly past midnight...

...and, to my surprise, found what I was looking for.

At 12:51 PM, Neferuaten suddenly arrived through the gateway to the inner sanctum. Amidst the darkness, she walked slowly across the grass, seeming in no particular hurry, until she arrived at the seal which led out into the open water (well, at least, what had previously been open water) and the body of the Nittaimilaru.

She opened it, took out her scepter and cast a few incantations, and shut the heavy bronze door behind her.

And then... Before she returned, the transmission cut off.

I blinked again.

Wait... What?

I’d seen the gateway to the exterior area the first time I visited the Nittaimalaru, but hadn’t thought much of it; I’d assumed it for emergency maintenance if something went physically wrong with the project, or just a relic from when it had been originally constructed, before the water had been filled in.

So... Why would she be going out there, in the middle of the night, alone? Without anyone seeming to know about it?

I switched to the live transmission from the other lens, hoping to find some sort of clue Neferuaten might’ve left behind, but unfortunately, the angle made it almost incredibly useless, since she hadn’t taken the tunnel. I thought about turning to Ran and asking if she had time to have the golem look towards the arboretum bioenclosure. This could be important.

I turned to ask her--

And suddenly, everything went white.
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                On that day, 17 years, 1 month and 23 days ago, I first encountered the demon.

But first, in the morning, I went to school.

My school in Itan was nothing like in Oreskios.

From the beginning, Itan had never been a particularly prosperous place. An island off the western Saoic coast, it'd been an uninhabited rock for half of the Mimikos's history, being home to little more than seagulls and small mammals like foxes and mice. But during the Interluminary Strife, Kutuy, one of the founding splinter-nations of the Saoic Party, fell into civil war after the royal family attempted to consolidate their power in response to the crisis (though whether it was a grab for power or a sincere attempt to reform the nation's infrastructure and weather the crisis is subject to historical controversy) and ultimately split in two. The majority of cities and towns formed the Omiwa Confederacy, while Kutuy proper was reduced to a rump state consisting of the capital and the surrounding river valley.

After the crisis, the Kutuyan aristocracy feared economic collapse or annexation into Omiwa as a result of their diminished position, and so set about expanding by any means they yet possessed. Despite losing almost their entire military under the disastrous command of Hikoimasu of Upinkay, they still retained their navy, which was second only to the Saoic Arcanocracy in the region, and so set about building trade links with Inotia in the east. To do this, they colonized several islands off the coast, one of which was Itan.

Kutuy is not, historically, a well-run country, and soon became so preoccupied with internal concerns that the new colonies never received enough investment to actually flourish. Itan had a population of only a few thousand until the Tricenturial war, when the Empire - having annexed all of Outer Sao - decided to use it as a staging post for their invasion of the Inotian Archipelago. The war dragged on for so long that many of the stationed soldiers, Saoic and Rhunbardic, started families there, and them and their descendants came to comprise the majority of the modern population of about 500,000.

After the war was over and the Dai League formed, Itan was made a semi-independent dominion of Kutuy. In the intervening years, post-collapse technology had advanced to the point where its role as a trading post was now more or less redundant. And so, in peacetime, it just... Persisted, despite not really having a role left in the world.

And like many orphaned, forgotten places, it languished in every sense, and responded by turning defensive and bitter. Before the revolution, there were two types of countries which tended to have Meritist governments. Either they were intensely prosperous, to the point that a majority of the population simply didn't care if people with no familial wealth were left to rot on the street, or they were intensely unprosperous,the ideology taking root as a result of corruption or misguided anger; the belief that things weren't the way they were because of choices made by the world's powerful, but because individuals were lazy and immoral.

In both senses, Itan fell into the latter category.

It's a strange experience to realize that you grew up somewhere poor. As a kid, you always see your home as the definition of 'normal', and media that depicts other, wealthier-looking places gets written off in your head as kind of a fantasy. When you actually go to those places, or just grow up enough to process the world properly, the bitterness of realizing you went through thousands of little unpleasant experiences for no reason other than the circumstances of your birth is palpable.

But at the time, I couldn't place what was wrong. Only that everything seemed harder than it should have been. The world too dirty, the air too thin and cold. The aches in my muscles too sharp.

And I only knew school as a joyless place. The building was grey, the food almost inedible. The teachers were aloof and seemed to only be going through the motions. And the other students were either apathetic or cruel.

"Oh, gods, what's that smell? You stink of shit."

"Woah, don't get too close. I don't want to get lice."

"They should make you change in a separate room."

"Ugly little bitch."

I'm sorry.

"What? Why are you talking to me? Little fucking pervert."

"You need to take this coursework seriously. I understand it might be hard at home, but if you keep missing deadlines like this, we're going to have to get your guardians involved."

"Oooh, you only got 41%? I'm gonna miss you when they put you in the retard class."

I'm sorry.

"I-I'm s-s-so so- so- s-sorry! Can't you do anything but apologize? Holy shit."

"They can't even talk properly! Fucking autist."

"You need to raise this issue with your foster parents. We don't want to jump to harsh solutions, but we can't keep providing supplies for you."

"You two need to learn to get along. Now, both of you, apologize."

"What the fuck is wrong with you?"

I'm sorry...

My memories of those days are actually sort of a blur. The brain I had was shitty at retaining information to begin with, and even at its best, the mind is disinclined to retain drudgery. Of course I haven't forgotten all the details; I remember the faded red of the second building's blocky exterior, which had once been one of the island's many military bases and had never fully lost that character, and the plastered walls of the interior, the paint peeling at the corners on the ceiling. I remember our over-packed classrooms with about 50 students each, and the metal desks that were always just a little too small. I remember a lot of vividly unpleasant events, and, of course, some actual lessons.

But it's the feelings I've retained the most. The sense of dread every morning as I realized it was a school day. The lonely dullness as I watched the teacher's speak from my seat near the back, shifting in discomfort as I begged for time to pass. The desperate fear and anxiety at lunch as I tried to avoid anyone and everyone. The sharp pain in my chest every time something bad inevitably happened; the shame, the impotent frustration, the bitterness.

And above it all, the sense it should've been different. That this shouldn't have been the life I was given. That the world was wrong.

The human soul is always in flux. Though most don't think about it consciously, everything that happens in life, great or small, accumulates on it like coins on a set of scales. Getting a nice compliment about your work. Stepping on a piece of dog poop. A friend telling you how much you mean to them. Saying something stupid and embarrassing yourself in public. Getting a wonderful gift. Having your heart broken. Watching a beautiful lamprise that reminds you of better days.

Success in life is ultimately about establishing a positive feedback loop. With enough good, you can endure the bad and retain energy for self-improvement. With self-improvement, you can learn new skills, make connections with others, and grow as a human being, sidelining the bad altogether and thriving.

On the other hand... If you don't have enough good, then you can be stuck forever, like a spider circling the drain. As are all things in the cosmos, it boils down to mathematics.

But at the time, I didn't think about it that way.

At the time, I believed in stories more than facts. I believed in a story where it was possible for me to be saved.

It'd been an okay day; I'd done better than usual on a mock exam, and no one had bothered me. I left school and headed down the wide, worn-cement streets, eventually coming to one that ran alongside the coast. My foster home was deeper in the city, but I wasn't going there today. For once, I was looking forward to the evening ahead.

There was no public transport other than the automatic carriages, which cost luxury debt I couldn't afford, so I had to ride my bicycle for a good twenty minutes to reach our meeting spot. The Great Lamp was in my eyes as it descended towards the rim of the Mimikos on the distant horizon. Itan was a place that, depending on the lighting and weather, was normally either beautiful or hideously bland and flat. But on that day it was somewhere in-between; the lamplight breaking through heavy clouds intermittently and making the sands and rocks sparkle, even as the grey covered the roof of the world.

Finally, I came to it. The edge of the street where the path from her school led to her own route home. To a bench, where she...

...

When I was 10 years old, the revolution broke out.

Iwas just a child, and so didn't absorb a lot of what was happening except through the lens of how adults reacted. Still, I remember that no one thought it was a big deal at first. Everyone treated it almost like a sports event; a spectacle of Ysaran politics that had nothing to do with Saoic life whatsoever.

However, it soon became clear that a camel's back had broken. Within weeks, the riots started. You started to hear about people dying every day even in the Dai League. Not long later, the League's government condemned the Old Yru Convention and sided with the revolutionaries and Mekhi, threatening secession if they didn't back down on their decision to crush the provisional government. For the first time in centuries, it felt like war could genuinely break out between the major powers... And that Oreskios, which opposed the ultimatum delivered by the Dai League, could tear itself to pieces.

My parents were absolutely terrified. When you're poor, it feels like the wealthy have the whole world spinning around in their hands like some smug master juggler, but it actually takes surprisingly little to make them shit themselves. When someone has lived their whole life never knowing serious opposition, they're often really quick to become convinced of impending mortal danger at the slightest hint of it.

It was decided that my mother, little brother and I would all go to live with my father's mother in Itan until the situation blew over. I didn't really process that Itan was quite poor until I'd lived there for several years; a lot of wealthy families owned summer homes there, and they'd formed an almost parallel community to the rest of the island, with its own services and amenities. I'd gone to a tiny private school with only a hundred or so other students.

It'd been a strange time of my life. I'd cried and cried when we'd first arrived, and missed all my old friends tremendously, even though I could still talk to them over the logic sea. But... In the end, it was nice enough. If a little boring...

However, despite that social separation, there was still some overlap. And I lived there for a whole six years. Inevitably, I became friends with some kids in the other part of town. One day, I'd been hanging out with one after school when they'd had to go home early. My grandma wasn't coming to collect me for another hour, so I'd gone for a walk on the beach.

It was then that I saw someone there, digging through the rocks. It was sort of a pitiful sight. They were up to their knees in dirt and seawater, and their hands were an angry red. Their face was flushed like they'd been crying.

And I...

....

It's disorienting, to try and think back on it now. It's not so bad to just have two sets of memories from the same time, especially since Shiko's usually feel a little more foreign and muted; more like a really vivid drama than something that really happened to me, or maybe a fantasy so clear it straddles the line between the real and the unreal.

But recalling the times we were together is more difficult. Memories, rather than being literal recordings of events, are more like echoes of personal cognition. They have a texture to them informed heavily by one's physical and mental state, and a bias that grows more and more intense over time.

Recalling the exact same event twice from two different perspectives feels a little like standing between two tall mirrors. It can put me in a feedback loop where the different parts of my mind contradict each other, and futilely try to reconcile and arrive at an absolute factual and emotional truth, a dissonant process which gives me a headache. Sometimes, it can even be hard to remember where certain feelings came from at all.

It doesn't help that a lot of said memories also make me really sad.

So it might be a little difficult to recount this accurately. Try to bear with me, alright?

I, as Shiko, waved cheerfully as I saw my other self approach on their bicycle from the corner of my eye.

I, as my other self, waved awkwardly back as I slowed and stepped down to my feet.

We said hello, and then headed down the road towards her grandmother's house. My chest thrummed with excitement at the weekend ahead. My thoughts were still occupied with the echo game scripting contest a few friends of mine had entered on a lark, and the trigonometry supplemental exam I had coming up in a few weeks. Oh, and I was supposed to talk with Iwa about this costume she'd designed for a play at her school. This was before she'd become obsessed with becoming an actress, and when she still wanted to be a fashion designer instead.

That was still bitter too, in a way.

"Sorry for making you walk," Shiko said, with an apologetic smile. "I forgot to bring my bike today."

"It's, uh, fine," my old self said. "I don't mind walking..."

"How was your day at school?" she asked cheerfully.

"It was okay, I guess," my old self replied, glancing to the side. I didn't want to come across as strange or depressing, but at the same time, I didn't really want to think about school at all.

Shiko nodded, a weak smile on her face.

At the time, I'd believed that I'd been hiding how miserable my life was from her from her pretty well; I never talked about anything painful or difficult, like being bullied, or my experiences in foster care, or myriad other subjects. I wanted her to see me as an equal, for us to just be ordinary friends. After all, if she saw some huge gap between our lives, she'd be more likely to leave me behind.

But this was child logic. Of course, people form an understanding of others not just through what they talk about, but what they don't talk about.

"Did you get much homework, this week?" she asked. "I can help you get through, if you like."

"N-No, it's alright," I said, shaking my head awkwardly. "I'd rather just hang out and do it when I get back home. I don't have any other plans, so..."

"Well... Okay," she said hesitantly. "Oh, I was meaning to say. If you'd be interested, my friends from school and I were talking about doing a group on Thursday afternoons, now that exams are coming up. You can come along, if you like!" She laughed a little, scratching behind her neck. "They're not into quite the same stuff as us, but they're not weird or anything. I'm sure you'd get along."

"Oh." My face flushed. "Yeah, maybe."

"Sorry, I don't mean to be pushy."

"No, not at all!" I replied quickly. "I-- I mean, I really appreciate it."

She nodded, still with a gentle smile.

We walked along the coast for almost a half hour. It wasn't spring yet, so evening still drew in quickly. The world was already cast in a tint of red, glimmering on the gentle ocean.

We eventually made our way back to my... Rather, Shiko's neighborhood, passing by expansive beachside homes, all with large sections of the surrounding hilly woodland as their personal property. There was barely even a street here any more, just a rough cobbled path raised up above the sands. Still, if one looked carefully, all of it was obviously maintained to look as scenic as possible. Naturally, the whole coastline of Itan was rocky, but here the sands had been broken down into fine and soft powder using the Power, creating an uncharacteristically nice beach. The bushes were trimmed to frame the path rather than obstructing it. Some distance into the woods, a second path allowed for carriage access.

I processed next to none of this at the time-- My mind was stiff and rigid, and lacked intellectual curiosity for anything except for what it had already defined as important. All I knew was that it was nice, and that it made sense that someone like Shiko would live here, instead of where I did.

As Shiko, I had a little more of a critical perspective on it. It was artificial in a way that felt tacky. My, uh-- Her grandma always complained about how when she'd grown up here, this had all just been a row of little fishermen's houses, and she'd had to basically build a new home from scratch on the instructions of the neighborhood committee that'd sprung up a little under a century earlier. If it hadn't been for Shiko's dad financing it, she would have been forced to sell the land.

The house had turned out pretty well, at least. Three stories tall, and built in a mixed Saoic and Rhunbardic style, with a thatched roof and wooden walls that altogether gave it a rustic feeling. Everything about it felt open, warm, and comfortable in an effortless way.

The first time I'd visited, I'd been afraid of breaking something valuable. But after well over a year, I was starting to get used to it.

We stepped up into the porch, and Shiko rang the bell. A few moments later, it slid open, and we were greeted by the smiling face of her grandmother, her red hair loose and hanging over her shoulders.

"Oh, finally made it back, huh?" she said, her tone playful. "I was starting to worry you'd got hit by a wagon or something."

"Grandma, you know I forgot my bike today," Shiko said flatly, already stepping into the building. I followed quietly behind her.

"I'm just teasing." She looked at my old self. "Nice to see you again, kiddo. You doing okay?"

Kiddo. It was one way to avoid it.

"Uh, yeah," I said. "Not too bad."

"Good good." She hummed to herself in satisfaction. "Lemme take your coat."

She reached over towards me. I flinched just a little bit by instinct, but quickly relaxed, hopefully before she noticed me acting strangely. She lifted the heavy brown woolen cloak from my shoulders and placed it on an adjacent coat hanger. Meanwhile, Shiko placed her schoolbag in a little space at the bottom of a nearby cabinet, taking a few textbooks.

Even her books looked cleaner and better-kept than mine, down to the handwriting in which she'd signed her name. Utsushikome of Fusai.

"What've you two got planned?"

"Not sure yet!" Shiko replied. "Probably just to watch some dramas and maybe play some echo games."

"Wasting your youth screwing around, huh?" Her grandma chuckled. "Before you head up, you should know we actually have another guest over."

A small knot formed in my stomach. Shiko frowned, looking over at her. "Another guest? Why didn't you tell me? "

"This was last minute. You know they're having that meeting in town with the government people from Daixue about the infrastructure reforms?"

"It's hard not to know," Shiko said. "It's been messing up the traffic all week."

She said that, but I had no idea what was being referenced at all. I barely had any perspective on the wider world to speak of. I didn't read the news, or even go anywhere except for school and stuff like this.

"Well, a friend of your grandpa is here as a consultant. But they've only got a handful of nice boarding houses on the whole island, and apparently they screwed up and overbooked, so he didn't have a place to stay. So he asked around, ended up talking to your mom..." She gestured dismissively. "He's in the kitchen if you wanna say hi before dinner."

Shiko shrugged. "Okay." She looked to me. "You wanna head up to my room?"

She asked because she knew I was shy.

"No, it's okay," I said. "I'm kinda thirsty, anyway..."

"You sure?" she asked, taking off her shoes. "It might be a little awkward."

"Yeah," I said. "I don't-- I don't mind."

I don't want to let her get into something else without me,I thought. It's easy for her to get swept up. A whole hour could go by.

"You should introduce yourself too, kiddo," Shiko's grandma said, and slid over to give me a more mischievous look. "They're actually kind of a government bigshot, so always good to make connections, y'know?"

I stared at her for a moment, pretending to understand what on earth she was trying to get at, then nodded weakly.

We headed down the left hall, which had a long set of windows also overlooking the beach, before arriving at the kitchen. Like everything else in the house, it was ridiculously large. There was a huge open space before you even got to the kitchen part,in which a round wooden table was placed, with room for six people. This wasn't even where Shiko's family had dinner; it was specifically for breakfast.

It really is strange, because so much of this stuff seems completely normal to me now in a way it probably shouldn't. But at the time, it really did feel like I was trespassing. That I'd somehow slithered my way into a place I didn't belong.

Anyway, that's not important. What's important is that, seated at that table, was a man. He had a light brown complexion, and was dressed in a formal black and white dalmatica that he wore oddly casually, with the fabric allowed to slide a little down the side of his shoulder. He was bald, and had a long, well-kept black and grey beard.

He looked old - older than almost anyone I'd met in my life at the time. But there was an energy in his dark eyes. He looked up at us from a newsheet he was reading as we entered.

"Good evening, sir," Shiko said, with a respectful bow."

"Ah," he said, with a pleasant expression. "You must be Utsushikome."

"That's right," she said, nodding.

"I've heard a little bit about you from your grandfather."

Shiko didn't react, but internally, she was wondering what on earth he'd heard, exactly, since she'd barely met him.

"My name is Samium. He's an old colleague of mine from when we were younger." He looked towards me. "And who are you?"

I hesitated.
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Well, saying 'everything' went white isn't quite accurate. Specifically, the image of the arboretum did in my minds eye. It wasn't completely sudden - for a fraction of a second, it grew brighter and brighter until it would have hurt to look at if I was seeing it physically... Before the transmission suddenly cut completely off.

It's silly, but for a second, I wondered if it was my fault. Like I'd somehow broken it on account of being clumsy and inexperienced with the interface.

These suspicions lasted about 3 seconds, after which they were dispelled by the ground abruptly deciding to throw me into the air. The world shook like a volcano had just erupted, accompanied by a ferocious thumping sound that made by teeth clatter, like the heart of the world itself was palpitating. I fell from where I was sitting and tumbled down a few steps, landing on the side of my arm.

It was more or less over in just a few seconds, and no one was seriously hurt - even if, for a frightening instant, it looked as though Linos's chair might tumble down the stairs - but there was a moment of sheer panic nonetheless. Kamrusepa shot to her feet and snapped up her scepter like she was a deer that had just heard a gunshot. Ezekiel lurched downward like he was trying to take shelter from an explosion. Ophelia shrieked as she was woken violently from her sleep, falling out of the bunk.

Even Anna turned sharply around, her focus broken completely for the first time all night.

"Aaahhh! Ahhhhhhh!" Ptolema cried out, trying to grab on to something stable, but mostly ending up grabbing Ran, who leaned away in discomfort.

"What the hell was that?!" Seth cried out.

Fang smiled wildly, and let out a strained laugh. "Wo-oooh, welp! If we're about to get hit by something, it was nice knowing you guys!"

However, nothing further happened. The tremors quickly died off completely, the only indication of a crisis being dust descending from the ceiling.

"E-Everyone try to stay calm!" Linos called out. I wondered how many times he'd said that over the course of the night, now. "The security center is reinforced to withstand any attack!"

"Even the fucking ground giving way?!" Ezekiel objected.

"Even that!" Linos clarified. "It's held in its position by the Power!"

"Isn't the Power being suppressed right now...?" Ptolema questioned.

"Oh." He blinked. "You're right. I-- I suppose it's not capable of withstanding the floor giving way, then."

"Deeply reassuring, mister Melanthos!" Kam said flatly, anxiety obvious in her tone. There goes his 'grandmaster' title. "At least it feels like it's stopped-- For now."

Anna advanced a few portentous steps away from her work towards the logic bridge, only for her expression to transition to one of extreme annoyance as she realized for the first time that we were blocking the stairs. "Stop babbling about nothing," she demanded. "Someone check the logic bridge and find out what happened!"

"I think we know what happened, your ladyship," Kam stated firmly.

Wait, we do?

"Yes," Mehit said, rising sharply to her feet and stepping back over to where her daughter was seated. "I take it everyone saw that."

"Kinda hard to miss," Seth said. "I don't think I've ever seen an explosion that big in my life."

"E-Explosion?" I stammered out.

"From the Nittaimalaru," Ran explained. "Or maybe somewhere else in the Arboretum. It looked like a bomb went off."

"A bomb is an understatement!" Ptolema declared. "That wasnuts!"

The white light...

"Miss Hoa-Trinh," Linos called out, his tone terse. "Is the golem still operational? Do we still have eyes on the scene?"

"Give me a few seconds," she replied quickly. "The intensity of the light has fucked up the lens. I need to try and re-calibrate it."

"Regardless of what you saw, someone still needs to check the system for structural damage," Anna demanded. She was gripping the scalpel-like engraving tool tightly enough that it looked like she was on the brink of stabbing someone in the throat. "We could still be in mortal danger."

"I'll get right on it," Linos said, wheeling himself towards the logic bridge.

"W-What's going-- Going on...?" Ophelia stammered out fearfully, approaching the rest of our group.

"Something blew up! We might be about to die!" Fang explained, in a tone that made it genuinely hard to tell if they were excited or in a state of hysterical panic. "It's crazy!"

"We're not gonna fucking die," Seth affirmed with annoyance. "Don't say things that are gonna scare people."

"Are you alright, Lili?" I heard Mehit say from the top of the stairs. "It's alright. It's alright..."

People seemed really shaken, and it wasn't difficult to understand why. Every time we allowed ourselves to relax, only for our illusion of safety - of the ordeal being more or less over - to be brutally shattered, it weakened our fortitude, both individually and collectively. I felt the irrational, fearful part of my brain dominating more and more. I wanted to scream and fall into a deep sleep at the same time.

"Alright," Ran said. "The quality is a lot worse, but... I think I've got it working."

"The rest of you take a look," Linos spoke, distracted. "I need to focus on analyzing sanctuary on a more structural level."

"Right," she replied.

I reached out to clasp Ptolema's hand, and the image flowed back into my mind.

The quality was much worse. Far from the oversensitive rainbow of surreal over-saturated colors from radiation and impossible transparency that we'd had earlier, the view from the lens was now muted and blurry. Suffice it to say, if there was anything the others had missed analyzing the side of the building, they weren't going to find it now.

However, this felt less important when contrasted with what we could see.

The arboretum was completely destroyed. The Everblossom was reduced to little more than a broken, crater-like stump, pieces of its strange glowing tendrils scattered in all directions. And the bioenclosure itself - despite the walls being feet thick and reinforced in every manner possible - was completely shattered, with barely even any of the glass at the base intact, and the damage to the ground having completely eradicated the plantlife, even the trees reduced to nothing but splinter-dust.

"Oh dear gods," Kamrusepa muttered. "What could have done this?"

It was a silly question, in a lot of ways, because all manner of things could have done it. Even if the sheer destructive power of what had just taken place surpassed it to some degree, Hamilcar had come close scarcely an hour ago.

The better question was how,or maybe why? Was this a product of the Power? A limited use of the sanctuary's self-destruct system...?

A thought came instantly to mind, but Ptolema voiced it before I had a chance to.

"If whoever is doin' this can do that... How come we're still alive?"

But before anyone could reflect on the issue further, we heard that portentous sound again.

The shrill whistle of the logic bridge, echoing from the top of the stairs. Linos and Mehit, who were both standing in close proximity, turned their heads sharply, while the rest of us winced. Well, 'winced' might be something of an understatement - Theo looked like he was on the verge of having a heart attack.

"The culprit," Ezekiel snarled.

"Guess we should have seen that coming," Seth said, with a dark and anxious snort of laughter.

This time, because Linos and I - and perhaps some of the others, if they'd never broken their own connections? - were still attuned to the logic bridge, it rang only once. Then, without warning, the image of Aruru standing in the darkness appeared once again.

"Good morning, sinners," the golem said, in its usual synthetic, emotionless tone. "Once again, the master wishes to convey his congratulations on making it this far. This has proved a deeply entertaining game, and one which has surely brought great pleasure to the gods..."

"Of course," Linos said, rubbing his brow. "Of course, it wouldn't be over so simply."

"I-It's already starting," I said. "The message."

"Welp!" Fang said, sitting up without a moment's hesitation. "Guess we better see it!"

"This is obscene," Kam hissed, glancing to the side. "The gall of something like this."

Strange way to phrase it, considering the serial murders.. I wasn't the only person to think so, as I Ran give her a funny look, too.

Ophelia didn't move to touch the logic bridge, practically receding back to where she'd been sleeping, pulling her arms together... And Lilith obviously couldn't touch the bridge, either.

But one by one, everyone else did.

"...and we have progressed to the second and final stage, hearkened by the demonstration of power you have beheld. Both Divine Beasts now stand at attention, ready to fulfill their ultimate roles. The time of judgement approaches as swiftly as the drawing of the night," the mechanical voice continued. "As a reward for your diligence, the master had decreed that a premonition is to be delivered of the obstacles you must next overcome."

"They must be talking about what the system is going to do, now that it's become unpredictable," Seth said gravely.

"Unpredictable?" Mehit asked. "What do you mean?"

But there was no time for anyone to answer.

"To begin," the voice stated, "at the turning of the hour, the master shall begin to strip away that which empowers life, depriving of each of the god's gifts, one by one."

It raised its hand, and suddenly, the image expanded beyond the golem for the first time. Standing around it were the statues of the eight Dying Gods, but not the old, dilapidated ones found around the sanctuary. These ones looked like they were wrought of steel, and shone with menacing grace.

They towered over the scene, and almost seemed to reach out of the imaginary-space of the logic bridge and into the real world, their deformed faces staring down at our group coldly.

"First, he shall withdraw the gift of Hetu, Queen of Earth Unto Dust," the golem declared. "The air which you breathe."
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                    In order to clean up some messy writing and tighten the stakes somewhat for future readers, I've made probably the first substantial retcon to the scenario yet, though it still only amounted to like eight actual lines. Still, I'll report it in detail here.

Earlier in the story, it was mentioned that Anna could see the scripted commands in the administrative core in order to predict what happened next, up until 12, when the scripting was such that what would happen next would become unpredictable. However, due to poor notekeeping on my part, this fact was applied inconsistently, and the characters acted a bit illogically with it in mind; Anna's plan to reroute control of the security center to Sekhmet was supposed to be predicated on getting something done quickly before they were at the mercy of the culprit, but ended up taking them more than two hours out of that safe window. There was also a line where Kamrusepa based her argument that the party should hunt down Hamilcar on their hopelessness in the face of this fact and the need for information on what was coming, only for that never to actually come up during the confrontation.

So, in order to make the narrative feel less awkward in this sense and heighten the stakes, I've changed it so that from the beginning, the period of unpredictability is established to begin at 4 PM, rather than having this weird period where the characters were technically vulnerable but nothing actually came of it. In addition, I meant to make it clear that overriding control of the security center would also enable the characters to re-open the sealed bioenclosure doors, which I've now done in that same chapter, during the administrative core visit.

Again, this doesn't actually affect the story in any major way; it's just dramatic framing. But it should read a bit cleaner. Apologies, and please feel free to ask if you have any questions.

Also, I got the name of the Dying Goddess of the Earth wrong because I was looking at an ancient set of notes. It should have been Hetu, as established in an earlier threatening message. This has been corrected.



                

                If I had to describe my impression of Samium in one word, it would be 'normal'. Unusually, irrepressibly normal. He talked like any somewhat-elderly man you'd find on the street.

It didn't make me like him.

"So, um," Shiko asked, fingers wrapped around the handle of her mug of hot tea. "How did you meet my grandpa?"

I looked down at my own cup, filled with warm cocoa, hoping I could sit out the conversation.

It'd been a few minutes. I'd made an awkward introduction, and, despite the fact that neither Shiko nor I were particularly excited about it, we'd ended up talking to Samium out of polite obligation, while her grandmother had made us some drinks.

Well, I say that we weren't excited about it, but the truth is that it's a little difficult for me to parse properly. I remember, as myself, feeling intensely awkward and a little annoyed that so much time in the evening was being derailed by something I wasn't particularly interested in. I'm not sure how much of those feelings has spilled into my recollection of the event as Shiko. She was probably a little bored, and was definitely trying to be polite, because she always was. But I also remember her being a little curious meeting such an important person, and if I detached myself from my biases and simply placed her - or even my contemporary self - into that position again in the same context, it had probably been more than a 'little'.

It's strange. Even though her brain is much better at recalling facts, it might be a little worse at retaining emotional states... Though it's hard to say for certain. Nothing can evaluate the self but the self, and it's biased by circumstance in just about every way under the sun.

"Eheh, it's actually quite a funny story," Samium said, with a nostalgic look in his eyes. "It was during the Mnemonic War, early in the counter-offensive against Rhunbard. We'd both been drafted into the navy. I was in my seventies at the time, while he was a very young man - probably only a few years off the two of you."

"He was a teenager?" Shiko asked, surprised.

"Little older than that," Samium corrected her, with a chuckle. His laugh was hoarse but gentle, and whenever he did, his whole beard bobbed and vibrated, like it was made of sponge. "I suppose I'm speaking by adult standards. This was about 955, so he would have been... Late twenties? Early thirties?" He shook his head. "Anyway. Back then, when it came to assigning posts the Ysaran military had this fool concept they called 'familial dignity'. More or less, if you were from a noble family, it was considered an insult to your heritage for you to be stuck in the rank-and-file as some grunt soldier, or even shuffled away to an administrative office. You had to be given a command, whether you deserved it or not." He shook his head. "I should rightly have been stuck in one of the junior arcane brigades, but instead, I was given a vessel. The YMF Paruga."

In retrospect, he was underselling the situation by saying he was part of a 'noble family'. As the name 'Ur-Ysar' would suggest, Samium was essentially Ysaran royalty, as much as the concept existed for such a fractious people. If you traced his ancestry back to the old world, his ancestors were counted among the Iron Princes. Before that,they'd been people of influence in the various states of Assyria. It wouldn't even surprise me if he was distantly related to the historical Gilgamesh-- Assuming he actually existed.

Not that even Shiko had really been aware of this at the time... Or his background as an Egomancer. She'd only known him a little about him based on his political career.

Shiko raised her eyebrows. "Oh, you were a ship captain--"

"Again, little off," he interrupted. "See, it's not as if the high command were simple. They knew I was some pampered imbecile of a boy from the unoccupied realms who hadn't so much as set foot on a boat that wasn't equipped with its own spa and dining hall. So the title I actually got was 'junior flotilla admiral, single issue'. Or to strip the pomp from it, they made me a fleet commander with almost no authority, and a 'fleet' consisting of one ship." He smirked. "The actual captain, name of Bartulme, made all the real decisions, while I got to relax in a little office on the upper deck."

"That must have been embarrassing," Shiko said, with a little laughter.

"Oh, I hardly minded," he said, with a dismissive gesture. "I barely wanted to be there at all. I'd let myself get excited at start of the ordeal along with everyone else, blood up at the notion of casting down the Rhunbardi tyrants and freeing the last of our homeland... But after a few weeks at sea, all I wanted in the world was to be back at the university in Nad-Ilad, where the food didn't taste stale and I could actually sleep through the night without getting seasick." He sighed. "The last thing I wanted was any sort of responsibility."

I remember the story well from Shiko's perspective, but I'm not sure I retained any of this at all myself. All I remember is feeling increasingly tired and frustrated at this old man going on and on about ancient history. I didn't care a hoot.

"Anyway, I'll stop beating around the bush," Samium continued. "On top of my post being more or less a farce, the actual duties of the Paruga couldn't be more trivial, either. It was a scout ship - lean, with a crew of about sixty - assigned to the western Anisychian Sea. Now, I don't expect either of you know much about military technology in those days, but let me tell you: Back then, a scout ship was about as useful as a paper umbrella. Divination was advanced enough that you could see any threat a mile off, and unless you were Sara of Xattusa, counter-divination was still too primitive to fool it. On top of that, you were starting to see airships and subnautics about, and they'd make a farce of the very notion of scouting with a regular old boat before the war was over." He took a deep sip from his own cup of tea, letting out a gasp for air afterwards. "So the only job we really had was to scout out territory so far from the rest of the fleet that was both difficult to scry, and wasn't important enough to warrant the newest technology." He snorted. "Needless to say, we didn't see a lot of action. Sometimes it felt like we were just being given busywork."

You just said you're going to stop beating around the bush, only to go on for even longer, I thought, irritated.

"But something eventually did happen," Shiko deduced.

"Well, that's sort of putting the cart before the horse, eh? But yes," Samium admitted. "Otherwise, there wouldn't be much of a story. In fact, that's how the meeting came about."

"He also served on the ship, then?" she asked.

"In a manner of speaking," Samium explained. "You see, because the Ysaran front was so busy at the time, we were often short on arcanists, and, well-- You can't exactly have a far-ranging scout ship without anyone to do the scrying."

"What about you?"

He shook his head. "Not trained for it. Back then, incantations weren't as streamlined. You needed a lotmore training to perform even the basics of a discipline." He gestured outwardly. "In any event, the Grand Liberating Army arranged for us to borrow some arcanists from the Free Saoic States - what'd later become the Dai League - which at the time was a quiet front, since the Empire had just withdrawn their forces. In return, we'd sometimes help ferry their men around when we had nothing else to do. That was how it was for three whole years." He clasped his hands together. "But one day, we were assigned a mission even more out of the way than usual, taking us so towerward we were out of the Anisychian altogether and half way to Turaggoth. It was cold, and even though we had plenty of supplies, the crew was bloody miserable.It lasted weeks, and no one, even the captain and the scryers, could understand what the high command was thinking, and to be honest I'm still not sure even now." He took another sip. "But there's no way they could have predicted what would happen on that day."

"You were attacked," Shiko said.

"That's right," he said, with a nod. "I wouldn't find out until weeks later, but this turned out to be right when the Empire managed to weasel Turaggoth into breaking its neutrality and coming to their side in the war. So you can imagine our surprise when our scryers picked up a whole fleet moving out way, ships and airships both." He tapped his fingers against the mug. "Now, a scout ship is pretty sprightly, so we'd have no problem outrunning the seafaring part of the armada. But the airships, well, tha twas another matter entirely. And if we'd scryed them, then you could damn well bet they'd scryed us, too. That meant we had a day, at most, before they found us. And if that happened, well-- We'd be good and buggered, to say the least."

"What did you do...?" Shiko asked. I swirled the cocoa in my mug around, watching the white foam on the surface break apart and form new shapes.

"Heheh, we panicked,that's what!" Samium looked amused with himself, laughing again as he ran a hand through his beard. "On top of everything, Old Captain Bart had managed to get sick as a dog a day earlier, and we didn't have any healers to find what the hell was wrong with him. So at the worst possible time, the men were rapping their knuckles at the door, saying it was up to me to take command." He shook his head. "As if I had a bloody clue."

Later, as Shiko, I'd ask my grandfather for his version of the story, and learned that Samium was actually softening it for me - uh, for her, rather - considerably. It turned out that Bartulme hadn't been 'sick', he'd hung himself a few days before the crisis after breaking down from the news that his wife had been killed on the Ysaran front. The Empire, which wasn't exactly the most progressive society when it came to gender norms, would specifically target and wipe out women's regiments as a propaganda exercise to demoralize the enemy and portray the Liberating Army as desperate and barbaric in their recruiting practices, and she'd fallen victim to one of these events.

It hadn't been as simple as rest of the officers passing control straight to Samium, either. There'd almost been a mutiny on the ship, and he'd only been approached for command when most of them were dead.

Of course, it wasn't as much of a 'funny story' when you put it that way, and definitely wasn't appropriate for a couple kids in their early-mid teens.

"I thought it best to try and surrender, but the Turaggothics weren't interested. They were bee-lining for the main Ysaran fleet to ambush on its way past the Akinesti Reach, and didn't give a damn about anything that could slow them . After that, I couldn't see anything to do but give them a bit of the fight before we went down in our flames."

"That's courageous," Shiko said, but meant that it sounded insane.

"Hahahah! To tell the truth, I was shitting myself," Samium confessed. "And the men! I'd never felt more like my throat was about to be slit than when I looked at their faces as I ordered them to load the cannons. I bet if things had carried on that way, they would've shot me and hoped giving the enemy my scalp might've bought them some mercy." He sighed wistfully. "Thank the gods it didn't come to that, and one of the Saoites we'd been ferrying barged right into my office not an hour after I'd broke the news."

"That was grandpa, right?"

"Exactly," Samium said, with a nod. "I'd seen him about, but that was the first time we spoke man to man. And let me tell you: it was a strong impression. He demanded to know the specifics of my plan for when the attack came. I told him that we'd try to throw them off by going on the offensive, since our ship's guns could outrange the lighter ones they kept on airships. He asked me if I knew the range, and I told him it was about four miles. After that, he called me an idiot and asked for permission to raid the ship's pantry, since we were dead anyway, and might as well get pissed to all hell first."

Shiko's laughed awkwardly, not sure what to say. "It, uh, sounds like you got off on the wrong foot."

"Oh, that's understating the issue," Samium said, with a broad smile. "I thought he was a little twerp with an ego ten times bigger than it should've been, and he thought I was a doddering, spoiled idiot without a single useful skill to speak of." He clicked his tongue a few times, affection shining through his eyes. "The worst part is that he was right."

"So... What happened?" Shiko asked. "How did you survive?"

"He saved our hides, that's what happened," he said. "All through the night, we argued strategy, and what we should do to keep our miserable lives. The idea he came up with was so insane, I can still scarcely believe it." He slurped some more tea, a little getting caught in his beard. "We'd start by sinking the ship on purpose."

That got even me to react. I looked up, my brow contorted.

"I know what you're thinking," he continued, looking amused as he glanced at me. "But I swear on my life it's the truth. Since we knew the Turaggoths didn't have any subnautics in their navy, his idea was that the only way we could avoid being blown to pieces would be to make the enemy think it'd already happened. Playing dead, but with a damn frigate." He set his mug down for a moment, crossing his arms. "Your grandfather assured me he knew what he was doing - that this had become a known guerilla tactic in Sao among arcanists."

"I've never heard of that before," Shiko said.

Samium held up a finger, as if to say 'just you wait', before continuing. "We sailed to the nearest spot the sea-level was reasonably high - we were only a few days off from the coast, so it could've been worse - burned some scrap metal and scattered it in the surrounding sea to make like we'd been hit by one of the Sara's arcane raiders, ran an air-pipe up from the supply room in the middle deck, sealed it tight with the Power... Then triggered a blast in the hull. Sunk dead to the ocean floor." He looked towards the window, presumably towards the seaside. "One of the most harrowing experiences of my life, no question about it."

"That's incredible," Shiko said, also a little taken aback. "I mean-- How did you not freeze to death...?"

"We very nearly did," he admitted. "We'd loaded the room with blankets and moved all the fuel we had on board to use as eris, but by end, we'd lost three crewmen to the cold. It was dire, being cramped in there, barely able to move for fear of the chill reaching you through the fabric-- Like being packed into your own tomb." A little pride entered into his expression. "But we lived. The armada passed us by, and eleven days later, our scryer picked up another scout ship. We used the Power to make a flare, and the last of our eris on a bubble to bring us to the surface. The captain told us that if we weren't speaking, he'd have thought we were animated by Necromancy." He let out another soft sigh. "I'll never forget the feeling of the warm bed in the cabin they gave me that night. It was like I'd died and gone to heaven."

Joy is contextual. To someone who has only ever known pain, just its absence can feel like the grandest ecstasy.

"After that, we talked a bit," Samium continued, "and he admitted it wasn't a known strategy at all. That he'd come up with the idea by the seat of his pants, and had no idea if we'd have been dead in the first hour down there." He chuckled softly. "I didn't know whether I wanted to kiss him or punch him dead in the face."

Shiko laughed a little, though it was mostly out of trying to meet the tone of the room. It was more of a story to boggle at than one that was actually amusing. "What happened after that?" she asked.

"Well, I nearly got court martialled," Samium said flatly. "As for your grandfather, he went back to Sao, and I didn't hear from him for years. But during those two weeks we'd been stuck in that box, we'd talked about a lot of things-- Our interests, backgrounds, what we wanted out of life..." He rubbed the side of his cheek, looking downwards. "It'd turned out we had a lot in common. After the war was over, we happened to be living in the same part of Ysara. We got in touch again, and one thing led to another." He exhaled softly, a smile still on his face. "Though if you were to ask him, I'm sure he'd say I badgered him until he agreed to meet me again."

Shiko smiled. "It, um... It sounds like you're really fond of him."

"Do I?" Samium looked at her thoughtfully. "Well, when you get to my age, you learn to treasure every old friendship you still have-- The older the better. Keeps you grounded in who you are. You and, uh..." He glanced towards me. "I'm sorry, did I get your name?"

I froze up, anxiety flourishing in my gut. My mouth went slightly agape as I stared at his face, but I felt paralyzed. My breath grew heavy.

Shiko must have noticed my anxiety, because she spoke up fairly quickly. "Kuroka," she said. "Her name's Kuroka."

I bit my lip. I wasn't sure I felt any less awkward, but I managed to nod slightly.

"Kuroka...? Oh." Samium looked at me for a moment with a puzzled expression, then blinked, returning to his ordinary smile. "Well, I was going to say that the two of you should treasure your friendship for as long as you can, even if it feels unimportant now. One of my only regrets is not keeping in touch with the friends I had a child. Those sort of bonds break so easily early on for the most petty reasons, but if you hold on to them, they really are irreplaceable."

Shiko nodded with a smile and I nodded awkwardly, but I don't think either of us took the words particularly seriously. For teenagers, those sort of sentiments go in one ear and out the other.

Thinking about it, it's almost funny that he'd given that counsel. I wonder what he'd think about it now.

Samium looked at me hesitantly, a slight frown forming around his eyes. "Er, pardon-- I apologize if I've made you feel uncomfortable, miss... Miss Kuroka," he said, doing what was probably his best. "It's been a bit of a long day for me, so I might not be putting quite my best self forward."

Shiko left a moment for me to say something, and then when I didn't, spoke up in my place. "It's okay," she said. "She's just a little shy when it comes to people she doesn't know. Especially when it comes to, um, important people."

I was shy, and 'important' people did intimidate me. But more than anything I was feeling angry at him. For taking away time. For making me have an experience like this on the the one night I shouldn't have had to.

He smirked wryly, oblivious to my feelings. "Do I come across as an important person?"

Shiko laughed awkwardly. "Um, well... Not really. You seem ordinary. But I mean-- Aren't you a famous diplomat?"

"If you were to ask me, I'd say 'famous' and 'diplomat' are practically oxymorons," he replied. "Singers and actors, and maybe the odd scientist or front-facing government official, are famous. Diplomats are like the janitors of the administrative world."

"But I mean," Shiko went on, "you were one of the people who created the Grand Alliance. Who negotiated the founding treaty and achieved world peace."

Samium, in spite of his age and status, all but blushed at this, his face reddening slightly as he looked to the side with an awkward expression. "Heheh, I suppose it does sound important when you put it like that," he admitted. "But still. All that really amounts to, beyond being in the proper place at the proper time, is being good at talking to people." He took another few heavy gulps of tea, finishing the last of it. "Something you realize as you get older is that people only have maybe six different conversations, and that people are the same all the way from the pub to the highest halls of power. All that changes is the room you're sitting in. If you can figure out how to keep a local sports team together while keeping everyone's ego satisfied, you can probably negotiate world peace. So long as you're in the right chair with the right people."

There was truth in what he said, but I'm not sure he came across in quite the way he meant to. Shiko had lived her whole life in reasonable proximity to the upper crust of society, but if you're someone who already feels small and feeble, hearing someone with so much power, who has done so much to engineer the world, talk about how they're ordinary and it was all no big deal... It can feel bitterly alienating. Much more so than if they'd hyped it up.

After all, if someone lifts a mountain and then acts like it was easy, that doesn't come across as humble. It comes across like they're some kind of god.

I wondered sometimes if that was how I came across in the modern day. With the attitude I had, despite being one of the most academically successful young arcanists in the world.

"You really aren't what I expected at all," Shiko remarked.

"Heh, I'm glad I'm doing one thing right, then," he said, seeming to raise his mug to the words. "Anyway, that was a very long time ago. Nowadays, I spend most of my time sitting in rooms with the real important people who don't listen to a single damn word I say, just because I have a prestigious name. And with the way things seem to be going, I wouldn't be surprised if I lose even that in a few years."

"You three sound like you're having a serious conversation," Shiko's grandmother said, stepping in from the hallway.

"Thank you for the tea, Tahazili," Samium said to her, as she entered. "It was lovely."

She snorted at him. "Thanks, but it's box-crap. I just dripped some honey in it."

He chuckled. "Not one to take a compliment easily, eh?"

"I love taking compliments," she said, stepping past us. "Just for the things I'm good at, not my sh-- Pardon, my lousy cooking." She looked at Shiko and I and winked in an over-the-top, embarrassing manner. "Speaking of which, if you three aren't gonna scoot yet, I'm gonna get started."

"I'm looking forward to it," Samium said warmly, before turning back towards the two of us as well. "So, to get back to something resembling normal conversation. Are the two of you friends from school?"

"Uh, no," Shiko said. "We just met around the neighborhood and found out we're fans of some of the same dramas and echo games."

"Ahah." He nodded. "Well, that's a good sign. Friendships based on being stuck in the same room together can be a little harder to hold together, in my experience." He looked towards me. "Do your families know one another?"

I could see the train of thought that he was following - if I was someone local, I'd probably come from a wealthy background, too. If only Shiko hadn't said used the world 'neighborhood' in an attempt to avoid embarrassing me.

Once again, I stared listlessly, not knowing what to say. This time, though, Shiko didn't say anything, feeling too awkward to either lie or spell out the truth. Neither did her grandmother, though I'm not sure if that was because she didn't know how to broach the subject, or because she simply wasn't paying attention.

I tried to find a way to answer, but couldn't. I was really starting to regret not having just gone upstairs.

"A-Ahh," Samium eventually said, cluing in to what had happened as the silence dragged on for more than ten seconds. "Do you not have a family...? I apologize. That was insensitive of me to assume."

"It's okay," Shiko said, seizing on a chance to diffuse the situation. "You couldn't have known something like that."

"No, it was my fault," Samium insisted, shaking his head. "I shouldn't have been asking questions of that ilk when we'd only just met. It must be hard enough to be an orphan at such an age without fools like me--"

"I'm not... I'm not an orphan," I stammered out.

I don't know why I'd said it, really. It was like a random crack appearing in a pipe overwhelmed with too much pressure. Maybe some part of me resented being looked down upon, or the fact that he was following one assumption with another. Maybe another was looking for pity. Or maybe just attention. It's hard to decipher the mind of a kid, even when it's your own.

Shiko's grandmother was definitely looking now. She'd stopped cooking, her head turned partially to the side.

"I live at a foster home. My dad is-- My dad is still around," I clarified, my voice very weak. "He lives on the mainland, but he visits... He visits sometimes." I took a breath. "I have a family," I insisted.

The room was very quiet, the silence even more uncomfortable than before. Water tripped from the tap over in the sink.

"Uh... Again, I'm putting my foot in my mouth," Samium said, with an awkward chuckle. "I apologize. Really, I shouldn't have asked."

I didn't say anything in response, only breathing heavily. I felt sweat running down the side of my armpits.

I've made everyone uncomfortable for no reason,I thought, my face feeling hot. Why did I do that? Why did I do something so self-obsessed?

Maybe I shouldn't have come. I shouldn't be here.

But then, just as I was on the verge of melting down, she saved.

"W-Why don't we go upstairs now, Kuroka?" Shiko said, looking between my face and Samium. "That's okay, right? It was nice to have met you, sir."

"Oh, by all means!" he said, holding up his hands. "Pardon; I really did go on."

"Will you be at dinner?" she asked.

He nodded. "Yes, most likely."

"He's staying out in the shed," Shiko's grandma said. "Probably gonna be in and out of the house all week."

Samium looked towards her with a raised eyebrow. "I thought you said it was a guesthouse, Tahazili?"

"Eh, guesthouse, shed." She shrugged. "Same difference. It's got a bed." She looked towards Shiko and I. "I'll let you know when dinner's ready. Should just be a couple hours."

"Okay," Shiko said. "Uh, let's go, Kuroka."

She look hold on my arm. I blinked, rising to my feet.

I turned away from the kitchen, and we stepped out into the hall, making for the staircase. The lamplight was deep and red, now.

"Hey," she said to me. "It's okay. Everything's alright."

I nodded. "Y-Yeah," I said, already feeling better. "Sorry for acting weird."

"You didn't act weird," she reassured me. "He was being kinda presumptive."

I nodded again, feeling a little better.

Everything's alright.
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Utsushikome's room in her grandma's home was a lot more modest than mine-- Her-- ...the one in Oreskios. It didn't have its own bathroom, and was only about 16 feet across. It was a bit more sparse, too - she'd left a lot of her childhood items behind, and there was nothing ostentatious like the piano or the high-power logic engine. Still, it was nicer than the one I had. There was a big bed, a smaller logic engine that was still good enough to watch dramas and play simple games locally, and several bookshelves alongside a desk. It had a balcony with a view of the beach, too, which was nice.

The nature of the room wasn't really important, though. I was just glad that we were alone.

As soon as I arrived, I started to relax, the stressful conversation from a few minutes earlier already feeling like a distant memory. We talked, a little stiffly at first, but our conversation quickly became more lively. We started chatting intensely about our theories regarding the drama's we'd been watching, and I blabbered on about my feelings about a novel she'd managed to get me to read - I had trouble focusing enough to read books most of the time, but could get over it if I was excited enough - while she nodded and commented enthusiastically.

Then, we attuned to the logic bridge and, sitting together on her bed, started on the next episode of the psychological horror drama we'd been watching. The scene that filled my mind's eye was of a mountaintop town, stark against the pure white snow. Overlaid against the window, like a portal to a different, more magical world.

Well, sort of. It wasn't actually that good, though that didn't matter much in terms of entertainment value.

"I'll beat those monsters and discover the truth, even if I have to die a hundred more times," the rugged male protagonist said, as he clenched his fist.

"Is that so?" The mentor figure questioned. "But every time you die, the curse consumes a piece of your memory. Are you so sure you'll be able to remain yourself?"

"O-Of course he'll be able to!" the secondary heroine said. (There were three heroines in a love triangle with the protagonist.) "No matter what happens, it'll still be him!"

"What do you think makes a person themselves?" The mentor asked. "The self is nothing more than the sum of the flesh and the mind. Have you ever heard of the Ship of Theseus?"

"Boo!" I called out.

"Why is it always the Ship of Theseus?" Shiko complained, flopping her head on the side of a pillow.

"Because it's easy pop-philosophy that everybody knows," I said, matter-of-factly. "Drama writers are all hacks."

"The last show they did was really good, though," Shiko said.

"Yeah, 'cause they had a tiny budget and it was a really straightforward concept," I said. "Just a few people trapped in a cabin. It's hard to mess that up."

"I guess," Shiko said. "Who do you think is the killer?"

"I dunno," I said. "I feel like it'll just be some new character they pull out of their butt... Or maybe it'll be the creepy old man who keeps showing up. Either way I don't think they're gonna do anything interesting."

"I think it might be master Ydal," Shiko speculated. "I mean, he was the only one who they told about the secret entrance to the castle outside of the main group. That's probably how the monsters got in."

I snorted. "You're giving them too much credit!"

She giggled a little bit. "I guess we'll see..."

When I'd met Shiko, I hadn't really imagined we'd become close friends. I felt very awkward the first time I'd come to her house after she'd found me that day on the beach. I'd learned not to trust people, even when they seemed to be acting kindly, and the disparity in our circumstances made me especially wary.

But children have a certain way of thinking about their interests. When you're an adult, relationships are mostly founded around emotional connections - your hobbies play a part, but most grown-ups don't have lives that revolve around them for them to be enough on their own. Kids, though, are obsessively oriented towards whatever excites them. Finding someone who shares your specific, niche enthusiasm for a thing can feel like discovering an oasis in a desert.

It turned out that Shiko and I were both big fans of a specific streak of horror and mystery stories. I didn't read much, but I was up late a lot of nights, and had ended up watching a lot of dramas of that type over the foster home's logic bridge. Even though I was incurious about many things and academically unsuccessful, I liked to pick at fine details and form theories. It was fun.

I hadn't even realized how much of a fan I was. That another me had been growing on those lonely nights, only waiting for someone to draw it out.

Even though it was such a small thing, for the first time, I felt like I was able to be someone other than myself. Someone who shined brightly.

Just like her.

"It's almost nightfall," the protagonist said. "They'll be coming back soon. We need to decide what we're going to do with Juno."

"I saw her eating just a few hours ago," the other girl said. "She's not been turned. We need to trust each other, no matter what."

His eyes narrowed."Trust each other? I'm not so sure..."

"I, uh, sorry for what happened earlier," Shiko said. "That guy was really thoughtless."

"Ah, it doesn't matter," I said, with a dismissive gesture. "Hey, isn't what she just said really similar to what that lady said in the flashback earlier? That they need to trust each other no matter what?"

Shiko blinked, then frowned thoughtfully. "But that was supposed to be 30 years ago. And they're played by different actresses."

"Maybe she's a shapeshifter," I said. "It could be foreshadowing."

Shiko bit her lip. "I dunno. Wouldn't they have introduced shapeshifting, if that was going to be part of the story?"

"Again, you're giving them way too much credit!" I said, laughing.

I felt alive.

The world is wrought of ugliness. Nature is hateful, and everything gentle expires quickly, while the harsh and repulsive thrives indefinitely. People are hateful, and hoard everything left that they can get their hands on for themselves and the few others they personally care about. To live is anguish and bitter deprivation. Like walking barefoot on ice.

And yet...

"Oh, there's another drama I wanted to try after this," Shiko said enthusiastically.

"Oh, yeah?" I said, excited.

She nodded. "This ones an actual whodunnit. Nothing supernatural. It's a bit dry, but it looks like it could be interesting?"

"What's it about?" I asked.

"Okay, so it's set on a train traveling through the Asharomi Desert in the Second Renaissance. In the middle of the trip, it suddenly breaks down, and..."
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Inner Sanctum Underground | 2:39 PM | Third Day

In theory, this was all an empty threat. After all, the deadline for when the sanctuary wouldn't actually arrive for over an hour, at four - that had to be the 'turning' they were talking about. Anna was almost done, and we'd be able to make for the entrance on time. We should have been safe.

But after what had just happened, maybe we'd been wrong from the start. It was as Ptolema had said. A third of the sanctuary had just been demolished. How could we be certain of anything?"

"What the fuck is it talking about?" Ezekiel snapped, his face going pale. "The air we breathe?"

"Shut up, you dimwit!" Kamrusepa reprimanded sharply. "This could be vital to hear!"

So tense.

"This shall be done at four o'clock," the voice continued. "Secondly, the gift of Taus, Lord of the Sundered Heavens, shall be taken: The warmth which grants you sustenance. This shall be done at five o'clock."

"It's gotta be talking about the life support system of the sanctuary," Seth concluded grimly. "First air, then heat."

Linos nodded silently, his expression dark and focused once again.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Ran stated. "Remember what we heard about the gas? There's more than one way to skin a fucking cat."

"Yeah," Ptolema said, her voice shaking. "They could poison us instead."

"Be quiet," Kam insisted.

"Finally, the gift of Anue himself, Father of the World, will be stripped from you," the golem went on. "No longer will you be creatures of the earth, but thrown from your station to the heavens. Lightning and wrath shall fall upon you relentlessly. This shall be done at six o'clock."

"What does that mean...?" Theo asked, anxiety in his tone. "Thrown to the heavens?"

"Gravity, probably," Fang said. "Yeah. Gravity."

"Wait, this place has artificed gravity?" Seth objected, incredulous. "But we're on the fucking ground."

"Idiot," Ezekiel spat. "Theodoros's father told us they could manipulate that, too. Don't you remember?"

Seth clicked his tongue. "Shit, that's right..."

This was starting to sound pretty dire. The lungs could be filled with oxygen and body kept warm with only a bit of eris expense - though that was a problem regardless, with how little we had left - but gravity wasn't so simple. Even if its absence didn't have the same overtly dangerous repercussions, emulating it was far more costly and complicated. And 'lightning and wrath'... What was it that Linos had said, when describing what the sanctuary was capable of?

"There are defensive golems which can be deployed, armed with refractor cannons and explosives. There's gas which can be pumped in, wards that impede movement, incantations to produce unbearable sound, and... Some more... Destructive effects, which can be triggered at various locations..."

I bit my lip. And that would be on top of everything else that was already happening. If somehow we weren't out of here by then... If things got that far out of hand...

Well, I didn't fancy our chances.

"Should you endure this, you will be given a 6 hour reprieve as my master prepares to descend to earth and usher in your final judgement." The golem paused. "This game is drawing to a close. May you triumph over fate alike to the heroes of old, or else, may you take this time to repent your actions, thus that mercy will be shown to you in the next life. Farewell."

The golem bowed, and the transmission cut out.

"Smug piece of filth," Kam muttered.

Everyone, save for Fang and Anna, looked shaken. Theo was staring towards the corner. Linos's face was paled. Mehit looked fretful and hyper-alert, like she was a moment away from clawing someone's face off.

"T-This sounds really bad," Ptolema said. "What are we gonna do?"

"Don't let it spook you, Ema," Seth said, through gritted teeth. "This shit is just a recording. We know we're safe until four, and we'll be out of here before then. I heard Anna say that she's almost done a little while ago-- All we'll have to do is check in with, uh, what was it called--"

"Sekhmet," Ran told him.

"Right, Sekhmet," Seth said, nodding. "All we'll have to do is check in with it, get a transposition window scheduled, and make for the exit. We'll be out of here within the hour."

Mehit turned her head sharply towards Anna. "This is true?"

"Yes," she confirmed, bluntly. "My work is essentially finished. The scripting for this facility has been almost completely re-routed from the administrative core to the artificed intelligence chamber. It should only be another few minutes, while we still have over an hour before any of these threats can be made manifest."

Often, Anna's blunt authoritativeness could be a little off-putting, but in this case it felt soothing. The atmosphere in the room calmed, if only slightly.

"T-Thank God..." Ophelia muttered, her breath heavy.

"B-But we don't know how they caused that explosion," Theodoros spoke anxiously. "Or if anything like that could happen again."

"Good point," Seth said, nodding. "Best thing we can do is get our shit together right now, before anything else can happen. The minute Anna's done, we can set out the door." He looked down the steps. "Fang, Su, have you still got enough eris for barriers?"

Fang looked at their scepter, making a thoughtful hum. "Yeah, for a few minutes."

"Uh, just about..." I said, hesitant.

He nodded. "Alright. Now, where the hell is Zeno? This guessing game has been fun, but it's time to stop screwing around."

...but of course, it couldn't be that simple.

Linos, even paler than before, spoke up. "We may," he said, with a tone so heavy it was like each word weighed a hundred pounds, "have a problem."
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                The best things always pass the quickest. Soon enough, we were downstairs again for dinner.

The dining room was at the back of the house, facing the forest, and seemed as though it was probably a conservatory before it had been repurposed in some past design. Most of the walls were glass, and we had a direct view of the garden, such that it was. Shiko's grandmother was completely unlike her daughter in law in that she seemed to prefer to simply let nature take its course - there was a small patio, a pond that may or may not have been intentional, and that was it.

On top of being late winter, it was now definitively night, so there wasn't much to see anyway. Just vague impressions of leafless trees, and the disputed guest house/shed in the distance, the lights left on and casting the surrounding area in a faint, white glow.

Her grandmother's cooking was usually a cross between Rhunbardic and Saoic food. Today we were having some kind of spicy pork curry. It wasn't quite to my taste, but it was a lot better than the simple meals I normally had at home. Neither of the Gengs, the family which ran the foster home, were particularly good cooks, and the Itanese government was fairly stingy about how many ingredients you could get at the distribution centers. The range was pretty poor, too.

Another thing I'd failed to understand at the time was that this was largely by design; replicating food was impossibly cheap, and a low-hanging fruit in terms of helping people's quality of life. It was the politics of spite, or 'tough love' if you wanted to be charitable; choosing not to help others for no reason other than them having not earned it, or at least treating it as not worth the minor inconvenience to their betters.

...It's a little surreal to think about it now. I'm saying all this as if it's still visceral in my mind, but the truth is that it isn't at all; as I've said multiple times, I've become so used to living comfortably that I'm practically spoiled. Unless I make a conscious effort to think back, I can completely forget the pangs of hunger, and the bitter dissatisfaction of a cheap, flavorless meal. The lumpiness of a old mattress. The claustrophobic awkwardness of a tiny living space. The cold expressions of people regarding you as ugly and unwholesome.

That maybe frightens me more than anything else. How easy it is to take things for granted.

We were six, around a medium-sized round table. Myself, Shiko, her grandmother, mother and little brother, and Samium. The adults were mostly talking among themselves and ignoring me, which suited me just fine. I kept my eyes to my plate, while only Shiko paid attention to the surrounding conversation.

"Sukunoro, open your mouth," Shiko's mother said to her brother, hovering over him with a spoonful of onions and carrots. "Come on. You can't just eat the bits you like."

"No," the boy, a chubby creature with messy black hair who had only just grown out of needing a highchair, said. "Don't wanna."

"You have to, Sukunoro," she insisted, her expression firm. "You'll like them once you get used to them, and then you'll grow up bigger and stronger."

"No!" he insisted, leaning physically away from the woman. "Gross!"

She pushed the spoon forwards towards his mouth, but he closed his lips tightly, resulting in a piece of onion sticking to the side of his chin. His mother regarded him with a frustrated expression.

On the other hand, Shiko's grandmother seemed amused, leaning her head on the side of her hand as she chuckled to herself. "This one's taking after his dad."

Samium looked on with a smile as he forked a rice-covered chunk of meat and delivered it to his mouth.

Her mother didn't seem to appreciate this interjection, regarding the older (though her grandmother actually came across as the younger of the two if you judged on aesthetics) woman with a flat expression. "Please don't encourage him, Tahazili."

"Sorry," she said, with about the standard level of sincerity that older people have when apologizing to the young.

"He's at a very delicate age right now," Shiko's mother spoke firmly. "If he doesn't get used to eating his vegetables now, he could be neurotic about them for decades."

"I mean, it doesn't really matter, does it?" she replied with a shrug. "Nowadays you can get your nutrition managed with pills anyway. It's not like when we were kids, when it actually mattered what you ate." She took a sip of red wine from a glass at the side of her plate.

"There's still no long-term research into the subject," her mother replied, frowning. "And besides, it's not simply a matter of health. There are social consequences to having a limited palate."

"Whatever you say," she said, smirking as she put the glass back down. "Though if you ask me, you got lucky with this one." She jerked her thumb towards Shiko. "Most kids are more like this."

Her little brother had started picking the herbs out of his rice, his brow furrowed deeply.

"Was I really that obedient, when I was little...?" Shiko asked curiously.

Her mother snorted. "I'd put it less that you were 'obedient' and more that you'd scarf down anything I put in front of you. You were always hungry. I had to take the cutlery off of you so you'd stop chewing on it."

Shiko, her grandmother and Samium all laughed, the latter's cheeks bulging due to his mouth being stuffed with food.

Shiko's mother sighed with resignation, seeming to accept that she wasn't going to make any progress. She turned to Samium. "So, administrator. How are you liking Itan so far?"

Samium chuckled. "'Administrator'? Been a while since I've been indulged with that old honorary title." He leaned forward a bit. "Come on, it's not like we're strangers. Call me Sam, or Samium at least."

She smiled at him, but there was a subtle tension to it. I didn't really understand why at the time, but Shiko's mother seemed subtly uneasy about Samium's presence here. Not that uneasy, but enough that it showed. "Samium, then. What do you think of the island?"

He looked thoughtful for a moment, scratching the underside of his beard with his free hand. "Mm, it seems nice enough, I suppose. I haven't been here in almost a century, but it's barely changed at all-- Like a town locked in time, I suppose you could say."

Mentally, I rolled my eyes at this. Wealthy people will always find ways to paint poverty as quaint.

"Heheh, that's a charitable way of putting it," Shiko's grandmother, who was more self-aware, said. "It's a bit of a shit-hole, don't you think?"

"Tahazili, please try to mind your language," Shiko's mother said, more pleading than stern. "At least while Sukuno is here."

"Y'know, if I didn't know better, I'd think I was the staying at your house and was married to your kid, not the other way around," the woman replied, jabbing a fork in the other woman's direction.

"I'm just saying, it wouldn't hurt to be a little more conscientious," Shiko's mother insisted, holding up a hand. "And I know I've only been here for a couple of years now, but I really don't think it's that bad. Some parts in town seem a little deprived, but the theater is nice, and I've never had any trouble finding anything from the shops. It's hardly Altaia or Old Yru, but it's not as though we're eking out a living on the Lower Planes."

"Kat, you get stuff delivered from the mainland every week," her grandmother retorted. "And I've barely seen you take two steps out of the neighborhood."

"It's not every week," she said, defensive. "And I've never been that outgoing. You know that." She shook her head. "Look-- I'm not pretending to be some expert. I'm just saying that calling it an 's-word hole' seems a little melodramatic. It has its flaws, but it's also very peaceful. Toyoki always says the same thing."

In some ways, Shiko's mother... My mother, has a little bit of the same quality to her as Kamrusepa. Maybe that's part of the reason the two of us are always bickering.

"Heh, well, that boy's always had rose-colored glasses thick enough I'm surprised he doesn't have neck problems," she said, shaking her head as she put some rice in her mouth. "I'd have moved away a century ago myself if I didn't have so much damn nostalgia from growing up in the place myself. Not that you can even recognize it from those days." She looked to Samium. "Sorry, hope you don't feel awkward seeing us bicker like this."

"Oh no, not at all," he said. "Well-- I should say, obviously I'm not blind to the island's poor economic situation. That's part of why I'm here, after all. It's an outlier at this point in terms of the Saoic coast... But I'm always a believer you should try to see the glass half full in these sort of circumstances. There's no such thing as a bad place, just one that hasn't been raised to its full potential." He took another bite of meat. "Mm-- This curry is lovely."

"Thanks," Shiko's grandmother said flatly. "Old family recipe."

This was sarcasm. It, like the tea, was also from a jar.

"But really, Itan is no exception," Samium continued. "It's positioned excellently for trade between greater Sao and the emerging economies of the Orphaned Continent, and there's a great deal of room for it to grow in terms of tourism, too. We're hoping that we'll be able to agree on the terms of a stimulus pack this week which could bring these opportunities to the forefront of the economy." He hesitated. "...and though it might be difficult, I'm holding out hope that the government might be swayed more towards the norm of the modern Alliance this week."

"That sounds very promising," Shiko's mother said. "What's your role to be in the negotiation process, if I might ask?"

Samium gave a soft snort of laughter, his face flushing a bit. "Not altogether very much, to speak truthfully. My role is mostly ceremonial. I'm to read a statement on the issue penned by the First Administrator's office, then at the disposal of the committee as an expert advisor. I said 'we' a moment ago, but I've only really been briefed on the bare essentials of our goals."

"I see." She smiled tightly. "Well, a man your age shouldn't be overworking yourself, in any case. There's no shame in leaving things to the younger generations."

"Heheh, you're lucky your father isn't here to hear you say that," Samium told her. "He might take it personally."

"Hah, yes," she said, sipping from her glass of water.

There was a moment of awkwardness. I didn't understand it at all as myself at the time, but the truth was that her grandfather's dementia had already progressed significantly, even then. He was past the point where he took anything personally with any consistency.

"But you're right," Samium went on, after a moment. "All things considered, I'm happy to step into the background and leave it to people who still have something to prove to the world. And I know from experience that everyone involved is committed to the prosperity of the Grand Alliance, so I'm sure it will turn out well."

"I'm not so sure," Shiko's grandmother said skeptically. "It's all well and good to talk about the ways the island could be run better, but the fact is that this place is run by a clique of like, three families. The Yuekas, Kummiyaziti, the Jins... It's been that way since I was a kid." She scraped some lingering curry along the edge of her fork. "Even if we do start bringing in more wealth - although, I feel like all that means nowadays is how many arcanists you can convince to live somewhere, when you cut through all the fluff - they're just gonna hoard it all for themselves and their friends anyway."

Samium frowned slightly. "That's a bit of a cynical way to look at it, Tahazili. There is somewhat worrying consolidation of industry here, it's true, but this isn't a zero sum game." He slurped a little from her glass. "The economy of the world is more united than ever. Outside investment could easily shake things up."

"Then they'll keep it out," the older woman said, shrugging. "No offense, but I don't really figure how you types from Old Yru think this sh-- This crap can work. If you already have power and don't wanna let it go, it's not like you're even gonna allow somebody a chance to beat you at your own game when you can just not play at all. People like that would rather be king of a fish tank than just one asshole in a lake."

"Can we not do this, please...?" Shiko's mother said softly, a frown forming on her tall brow.

"I do understand what you're saying," Samium said, "But, there are measures we can take if it does seem that there's corruption to a degree that can't be resolved by conventional policy, especially with the reforms to the Special Powers Decree currently in the works."

It was strange to hear, but defending the power of the Grand Alliance like this seemed to bring out another side to him. He was no longer quite the wistful old man he'd been telling his old war story, but a little sharper, more intense.

"Isn't Rhunbard already watering that legislation down to basically nothing?" she continued. Behind her, Shiko's brother flicked a piece of onion at the glass doorway behind him, but at an angle where only her and I could see it. "Look, I don't mean to be too on the nose about it, but the Convention's never come down on a government like that. Not even once, even when it caused the mess we're in now. They're too scared of the big Idealist and Meritist powers pulling out and the whole project losing legitimacy."

"I think that's somewhat cynical," Samium said. "The ceasefire was barely a year ago. I think a lot of people in government do understand the need for fundamental change."

"I mean, I'm not saying nothing is gonna happen," Shiko's grandmother replied. "I'm sure they'll be some token changes, maybe even one of two that are half way meaningful. But if you ask me, people have never been able to figure out a solution to assholes getting in power that isn't shooting at them."

Samium seemed at a bit of a loss after that, blinking a few times.

"If you're going to advocate for the very same thing that led us to having to leave our homes for this island in the first place," Shiko's mother spoke up, speaking a little sternly, "I'd appreciate it if you'd leave it until the children have gone to bed."

"Wanna pudding," Shiko's little brother demanded, thumping the table.

"Not yet, dear," Shiko's mother said, turning to him for a moment. He crossed his arms impetuously.

Shiko, for her part, just laughed awkwardly and mumbled something I didn't hear. From my memory, though, it was something along the lines of 'we didn't have to leave'.

"C'mon, it's nothing they haven't heard before," Shiko's grandmother protested. "Other than the one still in diapers, they're teenagers. I'm not saying anything that's not being blabbered by some asshole on a newscast every morning," She looked to Shiko and I. "You two have probably heard this all before, right?"

Shiko glanced at her mother nervously, wanting to say something diplomatic. "Well, um... We do talk about it at school, and I do try to follow a little politics over the logic bridge..."

I said nothing. My dinner was nearly finished now, but I still didn't really want to be seen, or have anything to say.

"Yeah." Her grandmother nodded. "Anyway, I'm not advocating for anything. You can take a look at the world and see that shooting people doesn't actually fix anything, either." She finished off her wine. "I'm just being a hypocritical old cynic. We've come a long way since I was a kid, so it's easy to forget that every good thing eventually goes to rot, and gets stuck in a corner where it can't fix itself. It's like they teach you in school: Separation begets convention begets paroxysm begets separation. Crap piles up in the mud until it's too tall, then topples back over."

Samium was frowning. "If you'll forgive me for saying so, that seems like a very cynical way of looking at the world, Tahazili."

"Eh," she replied, taking the wine bottle from the middle of the table and pouring herself some more. "How do they put it, in that one sutra...? 'That which prospers inevitably declines, and that which is full inevitably empties.'" She smirked. "See, now I'm being religious, so you can't criticize me."

He laughed a little awkwardly in response, while Shiko's mother looked on at her with a little disapproval.

"Well," Samium said, after a beat. "Regardless of all that, I'm still optimistic. And again, I really do appreciate your hospitality." His eyes flickered, something seeming to come to mind. (Though it was possible he'd just wanted to change the subject.) "Though, speaking of which, I did want to say... There, ah. Seems to be something wrong with the logic bridge in my cabin?"

"Oh dear," Shiko's mother said, embracing this chance a little too obviously. "That's unfortunate. We haven't checked it in a while, have we, Tahazili?"

"Hmm, I guess not, now that I think about it." She rubbed her head a bit and turned towards the ceiling for a moment before reorienting towards Samium. "Sorry, I don't usually go out there-- Did a bit of a rush job cleaning when I heard you were coming to stay for a while. What's wrong with it?"

"Something seems to be the matter with its communication interface," Samium told her. "Every time I try to interface with the logic sea, the link breaks after a few minutes."

"Well, hell." Shiko's grandmother furrowed her brow. "That's not great. You probably need it for your work, right?"

Samium nodded. "I'm afraid it is a bit of problem, yes."

She clicked her tongue. "Well, I don't know the first thing about how those damn things are supposed to work, and it's way too late to get someone to come in and have a look at it now. Do you think you can go a night without? I'd offer you one of the other spare rooms, but they don't have their own bridges at all." She glanced towards Shiko and I for a moment.

Please don't kick us out into a different room, I thought. Don't ruin the fun.

Maybe she saw the thought written on my face, because she didn't say anything, only making a brief and fleeting smile.

Samium seemed strangely put-off by this, curling his lip slightly and narrowing his eyes for a moment. However, he quickly shook his head and returned to his usual smile. "Well... It's a bit of an inconvenience, but if it's only for one night, it should be fine. And besides, beggars can't be choosers, as the saying goes"

"Alright," Shiko's grandmother said, nodding. "I'll do a summoning and get someone in tomorrow morning. Until then, you can use the one in the front room if you want. It's got a maze writer and everything, and we can clear the place out if you need."

"Thank you," he replied, with a nod. "That's very considerate."

"Oh, speaking of people staying over," she went on, suddenly looking towards me. "You're staying the night too, right, kiddo?"

I was surprised at being suddenly addressed directly, so I hesitated for a moment. "U-Um... That's what we were planning..." I said, hesitant. "Is that okay...?"

"Yeah, it's fine," she replied, with a smile and a nod. "I just wanted to make sure before I got things ready for you."

Her mother regarded me with a strange expression. "Is this the first time you've stayed overnight, ah... I'm sorry, what was your name again?"

"It's Kuroka, mom," Shiko said on my behalf.

"Ahah, that's right..." she said, nodding. "It's a little similar to mine, so I hope you can understand it muddling me a bit."

My face flushed, and I looked towards the table. "It-It's okay..." I said, my voice quiet. "And this, um. My third time staying the night. I was over a couple times last month..."

"Ah, I see. It must've been during my holiday on the mainland." There was a subtle stiffness in her tone. She glanced towards Shiko's grandmother. "Is she staying in her own room?"

"Mmhmm," Shiko's grandmother said, tidying up her plate as she finished.

I glanced downward.

The younger woman considered this for a moment, then nodded. "Alright, then." She looked back towards me and Shiko. "Well, I hope the two of you don't stay up too late. Even if it's a Friday, it's important not to get into any bad habits."

"I know, mom," Shiko replied flatly.

"Sorry, sorry. Don't mean to be a pest." She smiled tightly, and glanced to Samium. "Oh, by the way, Samium... Did you bring your scepter with you, this week?"

"Oh..." He hesitated, rubbing his beard. "Yes, I did, as a matter of fact. Why?"

Her expression became slightly more tense. "Would you mind keeping it out of the house during your stay? I'm sure you remember I can be a little hung up about that sort of thing."

"Oh." He blinked. "...er, yes. I don't mind."

"Alright," she replied. "Thank you. Sorry to make things a little awkward."

"I-It's quite alright," he said.

"Alright," Shiko's grandmother spoke up, pushing the atmosphere aside herself this time. "Who's ready for some dessert?"
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Shiko and I went back to her room, and had a few more fun hours of watching, reading, and chatting, where the world shined brightly and my heart was light. But soon, that was over too, and I was alone in the guest room they'd prepared for me.

There was nothing wrong with it. The bed was smaller than Shiko's, but it was still significantly more comfortable than my usual one, and there was a bedside lamp with just the right tone of light to make me feel at ease. And all that aside, I was happy just to have a room alone again. I'd been having to share at the foster home for a while now, which I hated more than almost anything else. So long as I could retreat into my thoughts and block out the world, craft a vivid fantasy to dwell in, things would be okay. But when I couldn't even do that...

Well, I don't want to go on a tangent.

What's important is that, for some reason, I couldn't sleep. A strange and placeless sorrow kept filling me, and a sense of anxiety, like I wasn't supposed to be here. Like something was wrong or broken . I tossed and turned under the sheets and watched the clock. 1 AM. 1:15 AM. 1:30 AM...

I started getting frustrated. What would I do if I couldn't sleep at all? If I was barely able to stay awake in the morning, or got sick? I didn't want to embarrass myself in front of Shiko and her family... And I didn't want to lose a whole Saturday like that, for such a stupid reason...

Eventually, when it was coming up to two, I decided that what I needed was just to calm down and get my mind on something else instead. I could feel the fatigue behind my eyes. I knew that if I could just bury this sense of unease beneath something pleasant, something I could escape into, then I'd be out in no time.

In retrospect, it was an uncharacteristically bold idea for me. I decided that I'd go down to the front room and attune to the logic bridge there and watch some of the late-night dramas I did when I was at home - that'd put me in the right state of mind for sure. For just a minute, I'd thought about going over to Shiko's room and waking her up instead, maybe watching a little more together. But I didn't want to get her in trouble. More importantly, I didn't want her to think of me as a bother...

It was strange. When we were physically in the same room and talking, I felt like we were equals and friends; that nothing I could say would or do would be truly inappropriate. But the minute that wasn't the case, I felt the weight of an insurmountable distance between us. Like our whole friendship was some ephemeral thing that could shatter at a single inappropriate touch.

Still. I can't help but wonder where my life would have gone, if I'd done that instead. If I'd gone and bothered her that one time.

Keeping as quiet as I could, I crept out of the guest room and down the stairs, not turning on any lights; the one thing about my old self that was better put-together in a physical sense was my eyesight, and I could see pretty well with only a tiny bit of light. In this case, the moonlight, stretched out as it was reflected on the ocean, more than sufficed.

I walked to the front room, a large chamber with the best view of the seaside in the entire house, and attuned to the logic bridge. Fortunately, her family kept it running overnight for some reason related to her mother's business; if they hadn't, the idea would have been a bust from the start. I pressed my small hand into the glassy surface, and through my mind, navigated to the programming section of the logic sea, flicking through the different feeds in search of one in particular...

Ahh, good. As I'd hoped, the drama that Shiko and I had been watching earlier was on again, going through some older episodes. This would be perfect. Comforting, but too stupid to get me overexcited.

I sat on the large silk sofa and began watching, the distant sound of the waves thrumming in the distance. However, I slowly started to feel awkward, and maybe a little worried. Sitting alone in this large room was lonely, and since I didn't have permission to be there, I was worried someone might walk in for a midnight snack and find me. What would I do then? What would I say?

Then, in what was starting to become a bit of a frog-boiling-in-water effect in terms of sensibility, I had another idea. In the corner of the room was a small-ish closet that I'd poked my head into before; the family used it for storing laundry that wasn't in use, like duvets and tablecloths. I wasn't very big, so I could fit into it snugly, and it was just about in attunement range for the logic bridge.

I crept over and opened the door. Sure enough, there was a pile of duvets stacked on the floor. This was perfect.

I closed the door behind me and, in the near-complete darkness, flopped down on to them. The real world and all its unpleasantness faded away, and only the over-the-top world of the drama remained. The mystery of the forsaken town, and the strange phenomena which came to haunt it every night. The curse of undying life placed on the protagonist, where every time he was slain he would rise again and again. The monsters. The unexplainable enigmas. The intrigue of a puzzle to be solved.

As janky as it was, the things I found beautiful shone through it.

I let it flow over me. I started to imagine that Shiko was still awake, and we were talking over it again. Making jokes. Laughing. Forming theories. My chest felt warm, and my mind started to relax...

Is it really okay to fall asleep here? Something in the logical part of my brain said. They'll find you later. Won't you get in trouble?

But I was already past thinking logically. Thoughts and dreams mingled, reality and unreality. I smiled to myself, pressed against the cloth...

...and then something happened, and I was suddenly awake again.

Footsteps. Approaching slowly from down the hall, thudding against the hard wood. Getting closer and closer.

I lurched, curling inward and keeping my body as still as possible. In truth, there wasn't much in the way of logical reasoning for my fear. From the front room, I'd have heard if there'd been a break-in, and accounting for the possibility of someone coming in was the main reason I'd gone in the closet to begin with. It was probably just someone from the family, either restless like me, or on the way to the kitchen.

They wouldn't check my hiding spot, and even if they had, I probably wouldn't have really got in trouble, looking back at it as an adult. In terms of transgressions, it was very much within the realm of Kids Doing Weird Kid Stuff.

All the same, I was scared witless. I tried desperately to control my breathing, stuffing my face against the cloth, and closed the link to the drama.

The footsteps came very close, then stopped. I heard something moderately heavy being set down on the floor, and someone taking a seat on the sofa. I couldn't quite hear their breathing well enough from behind the door to identify who it was. I thought to lean forward a bit--

But then, something suddenly flicked into my mind.

It's worth taking a moment to explain a bit about how logic bridges work. There's obviously no absolute rule - there never is, with machines - but generally, the way they work is that whenever you attune to one, you can see whoever else is also attuned to it if you want. However, unless you specifically set it to do so, it doesn't go out of its way to present this information to you. This is because logic bridges are generally set up for one of two purposes: Private use, where people tend to block anyone other than themselves from attunement anyway, and for communal use, where being explicitly told that someone else has dropped in to start watching whatever the rest of the group is watching is just an over-stimulating nuisance.

Whoever had stepped into the room and attuned to the bridge had evidently not thought to check if anyone else was there with them, and had set straight to work. Work that I could now see.

I saw them open a connection to the logic sea, and do something complicated that I couldn't understand, but as an adult I now recognize as using an encrypting protocol. I heard them move a bit outside, and then saw that they'd put an echo maze into the reader, and were now uploading some data.

Then, they made an outgoing connection. A few minutes passed while they waited for a response. I watched, completely paralyzed. It felt like I'd already crossed the threshold in terms of stepping out, making myself known, and apologizing; this felt like it could get me in a huge amount of trouble. No-- All I could do was sit here and hold my ground.

Whoever was outside waited. And waited.

And then...

Suddenly, a figure appeared. It was of an old man, though of the polar opposite appearance to Samium. He was wry, short-haired and clean shaven, with a soft but sharp face. He was dressed in a long, thin set of black and maroon robes.

"Sam," the man said, in a reserved but gently friendly tone. "I was worried you'd gone and fallen asleep on me."

"Sorry for getting here so late, █ █ █ █ █," Samium replied, his tone fairly somber compared to earlier. He wasn't speaking out loud, but I could hear the voice he was conjuring into the logic bridge. "The bridge in the room they gave me is conked out, so I had to wait until the rest of them had gone to bed, then use the one they have here in the living room."

It was a pretty stupid mistake, in retrospect. To go to that much trouble to be assured of privacy, even ignoring an offer to explicitly clear the room for you... Only to fall at the last hurdle.

Well, he was an old man, and it was late. Even intelligent people have their blind spots, I suppose.

The man snorted. "That doesn't surprise me. Tahazili has some good qualities, but she's never been the diligent type when it comes to housekeeping."

Samium chuckled. "Rather unlike you, to be so old-fashioned."

He scoffed. "I didn't mean it that way, obviously. You know I'm fussy about keeping things in decent shape when it comes to all stripes."

The older man shook his head at this, then looked back to him, speaking with warm concern that felt somehow surprising. "So. How are you feeling?"

The man tilted his head to the side. "Worried if my brain is turning to mush tonight?" He laughed gently. There was something coy and youthful about it, in spite of his appearance. "Don't worry. This is turning out to be a good week for me on that front. One must thank heaven for small blessings, I suppose..."

Samium nodded. "That's good to hear."

Who is this person...? I thought, confused.

"How are you finding Itan?" the man asked, echoing a question from earlier in the night.

"Gods, it's awful," Samium said, giving a surprisingly different answer. He shook his head. "It's just as you said. It's gone to the dogs since the Asphodeloi took control of the government. I saw people living on the streets, and there's an orphan staying with your granddaughter overnight who it looks like they've been starving to death." He chuckled darkly. "It's like something from a dystopian novel, but less quaint."

My ability to ponder any more questions about the situation was overwhelmed and shut down at this point. To this day, I'm not really sure what they were talking about, or I misheard or didn't properly absorb the conversation.

The man nodded, wearing a grim expression. "It can't be helped. They're probably hoping to manufacture more unrest." He sighed, his expression shifting slightly towards a more ambiguous, thoughtful one. "And how is Utsushikome?"

"She seems healthy enough," Samium said. "Mentally and physically healthy. I spoke with her teachers, and her grades are genuinely excellent. Kataoka hasn't been engaging in any tampering."

"I'm a little surprised to hear that," he said. "That girl always took a little too much after me."

I blinked.

This is... Shiko's grandfather?

"My prognosis is that she's a good candidate. Intelligent and open-minded, but not overly neurotic." He narrowed his eyes. "Though you've said as much yourself. And of course, the pneuma isolated within the star-key is completely stable." He paused for a moment; there was a gravity in his words that indicated the seriousness of the situation, even if I couldn't understand what that gravity was. "I think there'll be a good window on monday - her mother and grandmother will be working through the holiday, but she won't be at school. It shouldn't be too difficult to... Well, to get the drop on her."

What was disturbing was how his tone wasn't cold at all. He sounded a little uncomfortable saying it, like they were discussing something taboo, but it wasn't like a mask had been lifted from his face, revealing a more twisted one underneath. It was still just the same man.

I think it was at that moment that I began to understand how easy it really was to lie, and how impossible it is to ever be sure you know someone. How casually and easily people can hide the most terrible things beyond a completely normal face.

The other man was silent. He crossed his arms, looking towards the ground.

What... Is this...? I thought, slowly starting to get a sense of the situation.

Is he planning to do something to Shiko?

I felt my heart start to race. Strange things I'd never thought before started to rush through my head, like I was transforming into an entirely different animal. Should I listen in, then go straight to Shiko? No, she couldn't do anything. Her mother? What if she didn't believe me? What if Samium pushed whatever he was planning forward?

I clenched my fist. There was more than just duvets in this closet. There was some heavy stuff on the shelves, including an old, heavy kettle. I could wrap it up in a pillowcase and sneak up on him. He was absorbed by the conversation; he wouldn't anything coming.

I couldn't let anything happen to Shiko. Without her, I...

"█ █ █ █ █?" Samium asked, confused.

Another moment passed. My breath grew heavy.

But then...

"...Sam," the man finally said.

"Yes?" he replied earnestly.

He took a deep breath, and looked a little upwards, like he was regarding the sky. Then, he slowly closed his eyes.

"Sam," he said again. "You really are a true friend. The truest I've had, probably." He made a strange smile. "And I suppose I mean that in both the best and worst of ways."

Samium seemed surprised for a moment, then snorted, a little embarrassment audible in the words that eventually came. "I'm not even half the friend you've been to me," he said. "Still, though, I'm glad. For the good and bad parts both."

The other man was silent for a little while longer, opening his eyes but holding that same, gentle expression.

Samium hesitated, his expression flattening a bit, though with more of a nostalgic amusement than exasperation. "...you're about to tell me something I'll find irritating, aren't you?"

He broke from his calm look and snorted, glancing to the side. "Gods, you're almost as good at reading me as Noe."

"Spit it out, then," Samium told him.

The other man sighed. "...I'm sorry for having put you to so much inconvenience again, this last time," he spoke wistfully. "But I think I've decided it would be best not to go through with it."

I blinked.

...wait, huh?
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Anna already seemed to already be anticipating what Linos was about to say, stepping towards him and the logic bridge with a curled lip. I had some idea of what was coming myself, and I didn't like it one bit.

"I just finished checking the overview of the sanctuary," he said, his tone very serious. "While there's nothing overtly obvious - no collapsed buildings or tunnels or anything like that - there... Does seem to be some degree of damage to the structural integrity, at least here and in the visitor's bioenslocure." He swallowed the air. "I haven't pinned down all the details yet, but some of the damage isn't far from here--"

Anna didn't let him finish. She pushed his chair to the side as she touched the thing herself, closing her eyes.

"If... It's only minor damage, it should be okay, right?" Ptolema said anxiously.

No one spoke up to correct her, but it was self-evident that things weren't that simple. It looked like everyone in the room was holding their breath at once. In the corner of my eye, I saw Seth mouth most of the sentence 'we're so fucking dead' but quickly cut himself off when he realized I was looking.

Finally, Anna sighed deeply. Then, she strode back downstairs, lifted her scepter, and spoke some Divination incantations - I recognized one as a derivative of the Matter-Mapping Arcana, which was also the basis for a lot of diagnostic techniques. Then she fell silent, slowly tapping her foot against the floor rhythmically.

"What has happened?" Mehit asked from the top of the stairs, her tone tense-- As if it ever wasn't.

Anna didn't reply, facing the wall.

"Your ladyship," Kamrusepa interjected herself, her voice with an almost threatening edge to it.

From the side of her bunk, Ophelia glanced at her, then at Seth and Ptolema, with an uncomfortable, anxious look.

Anna grunted, then spoke slowly, the words carrying a labored calm that they normally didn't. "There is damage to the stonework that intersects with the runes," she said.

"D-Damage?" Theodoros asked, his face paling. Behind him, Linos took a deep, deep breath. "You mean--"

"It is not severe," she said. "Despite the idiotic architecture of this place, the sub-structure held relatively well; it's mostly intermittent micro-fissures, except for a relatively small area near the other side of the building." She narrowed her eyes. "However, as I'm sure you know, runework is delicate, and the engravings I created here are both complex and economically structured. There was a great deal I was expected to accomplish here. As a result, there are few redundancies."

Oh, gods.

This was it. This was when we learned there was no escape, and that we were doomed. I couldn't even say that I'd had a good run; it'd mostly been a complete disaster.

"What's broken?" Ezekiel asked darkly.

"Several systems have become disconnected from one another, from the administrative core, or from here," she said. "Most are inconsequential and minor - concerned with supplying power for one domestic or auxiliary purpose or another - or may even be to our advantage. Though I am uncertain if it will cause a backlash at the announted hour, the gravity regulation mechanism has become severed from the administrative center, and will likely remain as static this bioenclosure regardless of what commands are sent from the core. I believe the gas-based defenses may also have been impeded."

"My dad always used to say," Seth spoke, "that when you've gotta give a patient bad news, you should always try to find something good first."

"Let's let her take her time, master Ikkuret," Linos said carefully.

Seth looked like hell. Well, he'd already looked like hell, but now the muted relief acrosss his scarred features had given way to an exhausted dread. He came across as a man on the brink.

Fang, as usual, seemed less bothered. They stared into space, almost wearing an expression of amusement.

Anna narrowed her eyes. "...this facility," she said, "has been severed from the artificed intelligence chamber."

For a moment, there was an atmosphere of utter despair in the room. Seth dropped his head into his hands. Mehit's features tightened harshly, and her head slid back out of view. Several people looked as though they might burst into tears, probably including me.

"But as I said," Anna quickly interjected. "The damage is minor. A tiny disruption that has not damaged the runework in any meaningful sense, but will only interrupt the progress of the incantation. It could be easily repaired in only a few hours."

"We do not have a few hours," Kamrusepa stated bluntly. "It's only an hour now until the system starts turning off our life support, and that's if we can believe that what they've told us they have planned is all that will actually happen!"

"S-She's right," I said. "It doesn't matter how minor the damage is. If we pass four in the afternoon..."

We couldn't take the message at its word. Even if they'd been 'truthful' in a vague regard about the culprit's intention for us in the past, that could easily just have been setting us up for a later fall.

"Oh god. Oh god..." Ptolema said, gripping the sides of her head with rigid arms. "What are we gonna do?"

"Don't-- Don't despair yet, miss Rheeds," Linos said, though his heart wasn't exactly in it. "We still have our scepters. We can survive without air for a time, if needs must."

"We're almost outta eris!" She declared. "And what if it's harder to fix than it looks? Wh-- What if something else goes wrong, and there's no time left?" Her arms tightened further. "And, and--"

"Easy, Ema," Seth said, holding up a hand. "It's gonna be okay--"

"It's not gonna be okay!" She nearly shouted. "I don't wanna die in this creepy bubble!"

Seth took a deep breath, clenching his fist. The atmosphere in the room grew even more dire, and I found myself shaking softly. From the top of the stairs, I thought I heard a faint wheezing sound.

Was that Lilith... Laughing?

Anna looked towards the floor, closing her eyes for a moment.

"Miss Amtu," Kamrusepa spoke, insistently. Implicitly demanding a solution.

"I am thinking," Anna said, through gritted teeth. She exhaled sharply. "As I said. The damage is minor. Even if we cannot make the repairs, there should be a way to continue with the plan on schedule."

"What sort of way?" Mehit asked.

"We will need to take a risk," Anna said.

As things turned out, this was quite an understatement.
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