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Dedicated to my family.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

I have no intention to disrespect religion.

The God in these pages is not intended to be the real G-d, if such a being exists. And while I draw occasionally from Biblical tradition, the God in this book is not intended to be the G-d of the Bible. The God in this book is not an exact match of any God depicted in any current or former religious traditions.

I created a God that would be narratively convenient, hopefully providing for an interesting story, but I make no claims about the accuracy of this depiction.

The God in this book is fictional and, like any other fictional character, is inspired by the truth but is not beholden to it or burdened by it.

If a story about a fictional God based loosely on a mix of religious traditions is offensive to you, then I would suggest finding a different book to read.

If, however, themes of fate vs. free will, authority vs. autonomy, and selfishness vs. sacrifice entice you, then I hope there’s something here for you. While the characters in this imagined universe may draw inspiration from themes in our own religious texts—as well as potential dystopic geopolitical realities currently unfurling, such as rising corporate power—they are unique to their own universe and must be treated as such. If they reveal something about our world, that would be my preference. They are not intended to hold an exact mirror up to our world but use something more like a funhouse mirror. It’s a thought experiment: What if our authorities were the worst incarnations of themselves?

With that said, I hope this story offers something of value to you.


PART ONE


SECTION ONE:
SUBSISTENCE


CHAPTER 1

Iliya Rusul walked slowly down the familiar dirt road. A basket swung in her hands, the artificially smoothed wicker rubbing against her calloused fingers. A breeze stirred the air, pleasantly warm for autumn.

“What are you doing?” roared a screeching voice.

She couldn’t hear the voice, at least not directly, with her ears; all she heard was the wind purring through the trees. Still, she could feel his discontent, a lump in her throat like swallowing a stone. Even if she couldn’t see his form or hear his voice, she could usually intuit his meaning.

Hunching her shoulders against his irritation and clenching her jaw in determination, she charged forward and willfully ignored his soundless warnings.

“I spend all my time looking out for you,” her guardian muttered in a low voice, his gigantic black-and-white piebald body floating close beside her.

She could practically feel the tingle of his breath against her ear.

“I watch you,” he said, “and I wait with you, and I try to help you. But you—you’re as stubborn as an ox. No, a demon. No, no—”

“I’m as stubborn as a guardian.” She panted, now out of breath from picking up her pace. Like shouldering through a brick wall, she had felt the word stubborn. Was he insisting on his own stubbornness? Or accusing her of it? Either way, she was determined to match him.

“Why you . . .” He surveyed her. “Sometimes I have trouble believing you can’t actually hear me.”

She kept her expression neutral as she pressed forward.

“And another thing,” he said, gesturing wildly in the air, “why do I bother sending all these signs if you won’t even listen?”

She could feel the weight of his movements like a shuddering wind that didn’t stir her hair. But she continued walking, her eyes fixed on the dirt path stretching before her. It didn’t matter what his signs said. Her family needed food, and she would get it for them. She would not stay home and wait out whatever spiritual storm was brewing.

“Maybe I’ll just stop sending you signs,” he continued. “What would you do then, eh? How would you get along without me?”
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Gasping from the steep climb, Iliya reached the top of the hill. Brick-walled shops displaying large glass windows of clothing, food, toys, and books bordered red-and-white tents that offered handmade jewelry, art, ceremonial candles, and a wide variety of prepared foods Iliya couldn’t afford—savory dishes like falafel pita, shawarma, and bratwurst, as well as sweet ones like crepes, luqaimat, and strudel.

The town pulsed with the same beat as her heart. Each shop ignited her senses. As she paused to catch her breath and plan her next move, her nose prickled from the scent of the tamarind and cinnamon she regularly bought at the Ahmed family’s spice shop. Her skin tingled as she recalled the velvet fabric of the first dress she’d ever bought at the Rashid family’s clothing shop. Wildly imaginative pictures glittered on the illustrated covers of the books in Ms. Jansen’s bookstore, and Mr. Canton’s most perfect bread crackled, then melted in her mouth.

It was to Mr. Canton’s bakery she headed first. She’d known Frank Canton since she was a child, and she knew what motivated him. She was stubborn, not foolhardy.

As she entered, the yeasty sweetness nearly knocked her off her feet. Both hunger and anxiety made her stomach clench.

“Iliya, how wonderful to see you.” Mr. Canton hustled from behind the counter. His scraggly salt-and-pepper hair and ample gut betrayed his long years spent baking. He pulled Iliya into a quick but firm embrace; the sour smell of raw dough clung to his pale pink skin, and flour residue left a grittiness on her bare arms as she retreated. “What brings you in today?”

She tried to imbue as much steady confidence in her voice as she could. “Mr. Canton, we’re running awfully low on bread and milk. My mother, she can’t—”

“Poor dear. She hasn’t been quite right ever since that accident, has she?”

Iliya tried to stem the involuntary emotion that surged like acid in her chest. She dropped her eyes to the floor and steadied her breath.

“Tut-tut, poor thing.” Mr. Canton headed back to the counter. “She was quite a woman, your mother—Cassandra. The best dancer in town. Boy she could light up a crowd.” His gaze grew distant, then he shook his head to clear it. “All right dear, how’s two loaves? I’ve got fresh sesame and rye today, more than I can sell.”

“Thank you,” Iliya managed through her tight throat. “But Mr. Canton, sir . . . you understand, we’re in very serious circumstances. If you could spare a spot of cheese or milk, or protein of some kind—”

“Now, now, my girl, there’s only so much I can do, you understand.” Mr. Canton began bagging her loaves. “Got to keep up a profit in these times, you understand.”

The guardian’s disapproval prickled along her skin, almost to the point of disgust.

Ignoring the sensation, she pushed her body against the counter and crouched low, forcing Mr. Canton to meet her eyes. “Please, Mr. Canton. I know it would mean so very much to my mother.”

Mr. Canton frowned at her. The crease between his eyes twitched slightly.

“She still talks of you, you know.” Iliya murmured the lie softly and almost seductively. “Sometimes in her clearer moments.” She might have gone too far, but as the saying went: desperate times . . .

“Oh, all right.” Smiling and shaking his head gently, Mr. Canton regained his cheerful tone. “I never could say no to a Rusul girl. One wheel of common cheddar and three strips of jerky. But that’s all. Don’t bother asking for more, or I might just give you this whole bakery.”

Iliya bowed her head. “Thank you so much. Your generosity is as deep as the Western River.”

“Not such a compliment anymore,” said Mr. Canton softly. “There now, you keep these away from the dust clouds as you walk home. Heat the bread for a few minutes in the oven before you eat it, and it’ll taste like fresh-baked.”

“Thank you, sir.” Iliya secured the bags into her basket.

She sensed her guardian’s flabbergasted disbelief, and with vindicated amusement, she imagined she walked right through his invisible form.
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Iliya Rusul began the tiring walk back home. The air chilled as the sun sank low against the tree-lined horizon. Her guardian, never speechless for too long, quickly caught up with her.

“You took a chance there, girlie.” His tone was derisive but amused.

Although she couldn’t hear his words, she sensed his mockery. As he floated alongside her, she could feel the weight of his gaze.

He said, “Have you thought through all the implications of stringing that man along? You know your mother has no feelings for him—”

“I did what I had to do,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Quite right, quite right. And Mr. Canton is undoubtedly feeling very good about his little charitable contribution to the Rusul family.”

She took a deep breath; the faint aroma of sesame greeted her. It would be worth whatever difficulty she had incurred to eat a few good meals. Her siblings would be one day closer to growing up healthy. And her mother, if she ate at all, would curb her body’s slow decay.

The dirt road became rockier and less well-defined. The sky darkened into a creamy twilight, and Iliya felt a growing sense of disquiet. She couldn’t place the feeling, but something was wrong, and it was getting worse by the second.

Her guardian remained quiet, listening.

She could feel him watching her in the encroaching dimness. She quickened her pace, approaching her family’s cottage in the distance.

The feeling of disquiet evolved into panic. She broke into a run, not caring that the basket cloths had fallen open and allowed dust to settle on the freshly baked bread.

Sprinting up the winding path, she passed the trees and brush that thickened in the darkness. By instinct, she avoided the familiar rocks on the path. Alone loomed the small stone cottage at the top of the hill. It was a solid house, but cracks in the facade and overgrown weeds marked its slow deterioration following her father’s death and her mother’s descent into insanity. Memories of happiness hung over the place like a cloud of smoke, choking the life out of everything and rendering the air bitter and poisonous.

Iliya reached the cottage and threw open the door. “Hello?” she called. “Baq? Pamela? Mother?”

“Is that fresh bread?” Pamela, Iliya’s younger sister, rounded the corner and licked her lips. Her uncommonly light sand-colored hair was untidily braided. Wisps sticking out in every direction suggested she had attempted to braid her own hair today. Her honey-brown eyes glimmered in the dim light. “Oh, Iliya. You’ve done so well.”

“But”—Iliya glanced around the entryway—“there’s no trouble? Everyone’s okay?”

“Sure.” Pamela grabbed at the basket. “Let’s have it, then.”

Iliya’s younger brother, Baq, strode into the entryway. Unlike Pamela, who resembled their father in nearly every physical feature, Baq had their mother’s dark hair and lightly bronzed complexion with their father’s rounded face. “Fresh bread, how delightfully quaint,” he drawled and puffed out his chest. Baq, only a year older than eight-year-old Pamela, always sought to exhibit maturity and class while avoiding any semblance of actual responsibility. “We must set the table for our humble feast.”

“Humble indeed,” muttered Iliya begrudgingly; she found his detached commentary less than amusing. “And Mother? She’s okay?”

Pamela and Baq glanced at each other. “Oh . . . you know,” said Pamela, her cheery tone wavering. “She’s . . . her usual self.”

“Is that Iliya?” came a faint voice from the den. Frowning at her siblings, Iliya walked deeper into the cottage. Her siblings rushed the goodies to the kitchen. Usually, Iliya would warn them to save some for later, but she was more concerned with finding her mother.

In the den, Cassandra’s lithe body delicately draped over the armchair. Her thinning, knotty brown hair frizzed around her head like a lumpy halo, and her gaunt face was all cheekbones. Her eyes focused on something distant and invisible. Iliya walked in slowly, afraid to startle her, and crouched at the edge of her mother’s field of vision.

“I brought bread, Mother,” she said quietly. “You should try to eat.”

“I saw him, Iliya.” Her mother’s tone was airy, and Iliya recognized she was trying to avoid something horrific.

“Who, Mother?”

Cassandra simply shook her head. “He was hurt. He was dying.”

“Yes . . . Father’s dead.” Iliya swallowed the lump in her throat.

Cassandra shook her head. “I couldn’t help him.”

“It’s not your fault, Mother. It was an accident.”

Cassandra’s eyes were wide, still fixed on the wall. “Not your father. The savior. He wore a crown of thorns. If only I could—he was so hurt. Suffering!”

Iliya reached out slowly to take her mother’s hand.

Cassandra withdrew as if touching fire. “We’ll all perish the same way. We’ll all suffer. Nothing but suffering. He died for nothing. He died for nothing!” Cassandra had not spoken with such force, such ferocity, in a long time.

Panic rose again in Iliya’s chest. “Mother, it’s okay. Just try to calm down—”

Cassandra faced Iliya. “The end will come.” Her crazed, frenetic expression held something otherworldly, and her eyes channeled pools as deep as hell itself. Iliya thought, for a moment, she could even see a hint of flame flicker in her mother’s hazel eyes. “It will come for us all.” Cassandra’s voice was deep, hollow. “And we will all perish.”

Iliya couldn’t breathe; she backed away slowly.

Her mother’s eyes remained fixed on her. “He has died, but salvation did not come. Salvation did not come. We are lost!”

Iliya retreated to the entryway. She tried to slow her hammering heart and think of what to do next. In the kitchen, her siblings happily shoveled food into their mouths. Had they not heard their mother’s yelling? Had they not cared? Had it not struck fear in them as it had in Iliya? Perhaps she shouldn’t have gone to town and left her mother unattended. Perhaps she should have waited until tomorrow.

Her guardian had warned her as much. She imagined him leering at her now.

“It was worth it,” she whispered. “I hope it was worth it.”
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The next morning, Iliya inspected the greenery surrounding the cottage—or at least, what used to be green but was now more of an ochre yellow color. This far from the town center, her family could afford a large property spanning a sloping hillside. She pulled out new weeds carefully, as her father had instructed years ago.

The ground was too dry, cracking in odd places beneath her hands, and dust clouds rolled thickly. Many of the plants were dying. If more rain didn’t fall soon, the town would face a devastating drought—which would drive up prices, and Iliya’s family could hardly afford necessities as it was. If her family could wait the rest of the season until winter, she would turn fifteen. She would then be the legal age to work in the town.

As she weeded, the sense of someone watching her, mocking her, intensified—a hallmark of her guardian’s presence. When she finished and headed toward the cottage, a loud rustle in a nearby bush drew her attention. A familiar sense of calm curiosity stole over her. All other sounds and sights faded away, like the space between waking and dreaming.

A squirrel—peculiarly colored with white and black spots—was digging a hole underneath the bush. Iliya couldn’t look away. Then the squirrel glanced up at her.

One of the dandelions she’d pulled slipped out of her fingers and fell into the hole.

The hole closed around the dandelion and sucked it into the ground. The bush began shaking.

She and the squirrel both backed away slowly.

The bush’s leaves wilted. Like a waterfall of little green tongues, all the leaves fell to the ground into a sad heap. Then, like a phoenix rising from its ashes, the bush regrew new leaves that gleamed blue, red, and violet in the sunlight.

She blinked, and the bush was a completely normal shade of green. The squirrel, now a typical brown color, went back to searching for food. No signs of the hole or the fallen leaves remained.

As far as signs went, this was not exactly one of the guardian’s most interpretable.

Perplexed, Iliya headed inside. She gripped the dandelions tightly in her fist as she walked into the kitchen. Some mysterious instinct compelled her to keep them. Their little yellow heads bobbled as she poured water in a vase and placed them inside.

Pamela cantered in from the living room. “Iliya, Mother said she wants some cacao beans from town.” She paused in the kitchen doorway. “Why are you wasting water on those weeds?”

Iliya shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure.”

“Uh-oh, don’t start behaving like Mother,” said Pamela with a laugh.

Iliya’s throat tightened. Was she losing her mind too?

“Anyway,” Pamela continued, “I was wondering if you could also get me another princess book while you’re out.”

Iliya shook off her dazedness. “Pamela, you know we can’t afford that.”

“I get so bored, Illy. If you won’t buy me toys, at least buy me books.”

Iliya paused and frowned at wide-eyed, hopeful Pamela. The afternoon light streaming in from the windows lent her a cherubic sweetness. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Yay!” Pamela clapped her hands together. “Can Baq and I play tag together outside while you’re gone?”

Iliya shrugged. “Just be careful. And keep an eye on Mother.”

“She’s having a good day today,” said Pamela.

“Let’s hope it stays that way.” Iliya started toward the door, then paused. “Did she say why she needs cacao beans?”

“Just that they would soothe her.”

Iliya sighed. Another useless hunt for an item they didn’t really need—two items, if she counted the book for Pamela.

Iliya had almost reached the front door when Pamela asked, “You’re taking the weeds with you?”

Iliya glanced down at the vase in her hand with detached curiosity. “I guess so.”
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Her guardian remained surprisingly uncommunicative during her walk to town. She couldn’t feel his will nor observe any of his signs.

When she reached the town square, she scanned the shops and tents with a rising sense of suspicion. Surely someone would jump at her from the shadows and reveal whatever plan her guardian had been weaving.

But the town remained just as impassive as always. A few people passed her on bicycles, temporarily distracting her. She’d never been able to afford one or even to learn how to ride one. Shaking her head, trying to discard the unwelcome intrusion, she mapped out her errands. She didn’t want to leave her mother and siblings unattended for too long. Again.

Vase in hand, she headed first to the local coffee shop. She had no idea where to buy cacao beans, but perhaps coffee beans were close enough.

The coffee shop cashier, a petite young woman wearing a black hijab, didn’t have any cacao beans, but she suggested Iliya speak with their distributor a few blocks away. The distributor coordinated with the trade chieftains to process imports from nearby villages, including imports of raw cacao beans.

Iliya went to a brick building with ample windows that revealed cubes of desks. Inside the front door, a receptionist with a curly black bob peered at Iliya through rectangular eyeglasses perched way down her umber nose. “May I help you?”

“Um . . . I’m looking for a cacao distributor.”

“Hmm.” She adjusted her eyeglasses and didn’t actually push them up her nose but just sort of wiggled them. “I don’t know about cacao, but check with Mr. Careem Clemence in number twenty-three. He handles the tropical foods trade with Village Four.” She gestured to the right.

Leaving the receptionist behind, Iliya padded down a narrow hallway.

Hoping this ridiculous escapade had a purpose, she knocked on the door.

“Come in,” said a muffled voice.

She opened the door, then gasped in surprise.

A slim man in his late thirties and with receding brown hair openly sobbed at his desk. His blatant display of emotion in a professional setting caught her off guard—she had clearly trespassed during an inopportune moment.

She swallowed, not sure what to say.

“Apologies.” He hastily wiped his tears. “I’m going through a rough time.”

“I’m sorry.”

He dabbed at his eyes. “What was it you needed?”

It seemed silly to ask for something as trivial as cacao beans. “I’ve . . . suffered a loss as well,” she offered. She felt uncomfortable talking about her own pain to a stranger, but she couldn’t think of how else to comfort him. “It isn’t easy.”

Mr. Clemence shook his head as more tears quietly leaked from his eyes. “She was everything to me,” he choked. “I don’t know what I’ll do without her.”

Iliya sat in the empty seat in front of the desk, bringing herself to eye level with Mr. Clemence. The wooden chair pressed firmly against the backs of her thighs. The energy in the room seemed to lean in her direction, vibrating with a new frequency, shifting to accommodate her as a new central fixture. “You’ll go on,” she said softly. “There’s more life to be lived.”

Mr. Clemence took a shaking breath. She could now see the creases edging his eyes, the swollen oak-brown skin, and the shadows underneath, all evidence of sleepless nights. “It just seems so empty without her,” he said.

Iliya nodded. “It can feel that way.”

“She was so warm. And beautiful. And she was the nicest person who ever lived.” He started sobbing again.

Iliya had no idea how to comfort him. His tears made her feel embarrassed and shameful, like she was witnessing something intensely private. “After my father died,” her words tumbled out, “my family kind of fell apart. My mother is too weak to work, and I’m too young to work. If we don’t find a way to get more money soon, I’m afraid we’ll all starve.”

Mr. Clemence blinked at her through his tears. “That’s terrible. Nadia never would have stood for that kind of thing.”

And then came the moment, the inevitable clarity and the meaning of her guardian’s signs. Iliya placed the vase of weeds on Mr. Clemence’s desk.

He stared at the flowers, and his eyes widened. “Dandelions . . . they were her favorite,” he spoke in a whisper. “She said they were an under-appreciated flower. She used to bring me the first ones every year on my birthday, the first day of spring.”

“My mother’s birthday is the first day of spring too,” Iliya replied, her throat thick.

They remained silent together for a few moments. He gazed at the flowers, and Iliya watched him hopefully.

“You can come work for me,” he said finally, rearranging the dandelions on his desk. “We’ll pretend you’re fifteen already. And here’s a . . . let’s call it a signing bonus.” He took out his checkbook, scribbled a few numbers onto a check, and handed it to her.

She stared at the check in awe, cherishing the realness of the paper beneath her fingertips. Blood rushed in her ears, and her entire body trembled. She could feed her family for weeks, possibly even a month or two if they stretched it.

“T-thank you, sir,” she stammered. “You don’t know how much this means to my family.”

He smiled at her through his tears. “It’s Nadia’s gift.”


CHAPTER 2

Iliya left Mr. Clemence’s office feeling impossibly light. She cashed the check immediately and bought her sister three princess books, her brother three books, too, and her mother a fine bar of chocolate, which she figured would taste better than raw cacao beans.

She also bought some meat to go with Mr. Canton’s bread, along with a few other groceries. The rest of the money she tucked away for later.

The day had softened into a lazy mid-afternoon haze, still devoid of rain but not too painfully sunny. She practically skipped as she hauled the heavy shopping bags along the familiar dusty trail.

Pamela came running down the hill, her sandy blond hair billowing in the mild breeze. “Did you get my princess book? Baq won’t play with me anymore. You took forever. Why did you take so long? Was it Mother’s cacao beans? I figured those would be impossible to find.”

“I got a job, Pammy.”

Pamela frowned at her. “You’re not old enough. You can’t work until you’re fifteen.”

“Mr. Clemence will hire me anyway.”

“Who’s Mr. Clemence?”

“He’s a very charitable man who recently lost someone dear to him.”

Pamela’s eyes widened as they fixed on the bags. “Whoa, you got so much stuff.”

“Three books for you.” Iliya beamed. “And three for Baq. Come on.”

Pamela hopped beside Iliya as they went inside their cottage. They unpacked all the books, and Pamela chose one to read right away—a fantastical compilation of mythical stories. Baq’s usual detached act dissolved when he beheld his gifts.

“You got me a book about the stars?” His eyes popped as he lifted the thick blue book.

Iliya grinned. “It teaches you about all the constellations.”

They were oohing and aahing over their gifts at the kitchen table when they noticed their mother standing nearby. She hardly ever came into the kitchen anymore because she furiously resisted Iliya’s attempts to feed her. A hush fell over the room.

“Mother, I got you some cacao like you wanted,” Iliya said with a catch in her voice. She fished the chocolate bar out of the bag and handed it to Cassandra.

Cassandra stared at it. Then she smiled and took it. “Thank you, dear.” She unwrapped the bar and took a bite. “It’s so delicious. It tastes like that summer by the lake when I first started dating your father.”

They watched in shock as she ate the whole chocolate bar, bite after bite, without stopping. Then, still smiling, she walked back into the den.

“That was weird,” whispered Pamela. “But at least she seemed happy, right?”

Iliya gazed in concern after her mother. Pamela and Baq went back to reading their books.
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Unfortunately, Cassandra’s pleasant mood didn’t last long. By the next morning, she was shouting and crying, disoriented and fearful. Their cheerful chocolate-eating mother had been a welcome diversion.

Iliya felt reluctant to leave her mother in such distress, but it was her first day of work. She instructed her siblings how to heat the beans and rice, and she reminded them to behave well. As she headed out into the morning fog, her stomach twisted—she was simultaneously eager for her next paycheck but anxious for her family.

Her outgrown winter coat was no match for the penetrating, cold morning air, and she clutched the jacket around her shivering body as she walked along the familiar dirt path.

“You really want to help me, Guardian? Send me some warmth.”

She imagined his wry response would be, I take my cues from a higher power than you.

She continued, “All-powerful, almighty God—works miracles, brings light to darkness, and leaves his prophets chilly.”

If her guardian had any retort, he kept it to himself.

She reached Mr. Clemence’s office as the sun winked over the trees in the eastern sky.

For her first day at work, Mr. Clemence instructed her to sort, stamp, and file stacks of paper. Though the system was complicated, she caught on quickly enough. The work was dull, and the hours stretched on, but at least the office was comfortably heated.

Around late afternoon, Mr. Clemence returned from a meeting and saw Iliya still sorting, stamping, and filing.

He gave her a look of consternation, his kind brown eyes creasing. “Goodness, girl, did you stop for lunch?”

Iliya shook her head.

Mr. Clemence frowned. “You’re allowed some time for lunch, of course. Here.” He handed her a few coins. “That’s for working straight through lunch. Now go get something to eat, and you’re done for today. And in the future, stop around noon and find something in town to eat.”

Buy lunch in town every day?

She accepted the coins and gathered her coat as she planned how she could pack lunches from home to save money without taking too much food from her siblings. “Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Clemence nodded. “Run along. See you again tomorrow, same time.”

As she left the office, she wondered when her next paycheck would come. The signing bonus would last awhile, and the coins were nice but clearly an exception due to her lack of workplace etiquette. Would he pay her every week? Every month? Heaven forbid, every year?

He knew she needed money. Surely he would pay her more than once a year.

The sun burned low and bright, citrusy orange above the treetops, as she headed back into the town square. The townspeople bustled around the square, wealthy patrons and poor beggars alike. Iliya felt a pang of sympathy for the beggars; not much of a safety net existed for those who could not care for themselves.

She dropped a coin into the cup held by a beggar, a young woman with two tiny children shivering beside her. It wasn’t much, but Iliya needed the rest for her own family.

“How is my family, Guardian?” she asked as she trekked along the dirt road carrying her away from the town square. Her chest ached with anxiety. “Please, just send me a sign that they’re all right.”

She saw nothing immediate, but it wasn’t his style to respond instantly with signs.

A few minutes later, she sighted a patch of dandelions that had cropped up along the path. A dizzying wave of hope and relief washed over her.

As soon as she opened the cottage door, she called out for Pamela and Baq.

“Sh-sh-sh,” whispered Pamela as she walked in from the den. “Mom’s sleeping.”

“What?”

“She was restless this morning. You saw her. But we convinced her to eat a sandwich, and that calmed her down. Now she’s napping.”

“She . . . she ate? She ate . . . a sandwich? And now, she’s napping?” Iliya could hardly believe it. “Good job, Pamela.”

“It wasn’t us,” said Baq, appearing in the entryway. “She was wild, and then all of a sudden, she got very calm and said she’d gotten a good omen. She said the gods wanted her to eat.”

“The gods?” Iliya frowned. “Surely you mean God.”

Pamela shook her head. “She said ‘the gods.’ We thought it was strange. But she said all the gods agreed she should eat today, so she did. But all she could handle was a cheese sandwich. Everything else we tried to offer her just made her feel sick.”

Iliya glanced around for any other signs, but she saw nothing. “Okay. Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad she ate something.” Iliya studied her siblings. Pamela looked like her usual cheerful self, her sandy hair tied in a messy ponytail, and Baq looked somber and poised standing with his arms crossed. “Did you guys do okay today?”

“Oh, sure.” Pamela lifted her chin. “We’re very capable.”

Baq nodded. “We had everything under control. Don’t worry, Iliya.”

She took a deep breath and realized her lungs hadn’t filled to capacity all day. The tension in her shoulders began to unwind. “Perhaps I’ll take a nap as well.” She yawned. “I’ll cook dinner for you in a little while.”

“Can we play outside?” asked Pamela.

Iliya nodded and headed for her bedroom down the hallway.
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Iliya Rusul pulled the drapes over the window, casting the small room into darkness. Then she climbed into bed, the mattress lumpy beneath her body in familiar spots, the wooden frame creaking as it often did. She took a few deep breaths, settled in, and tried to rest. Even with the news that her mother was all right, something still gnawed at her, pulling at the edges of her consciousness—something insistent.

Her unseen guardian kept a firm gaze on her, wordlessly willing her to stay awake. He hunched his massive body in a far corner of the room.

After tossing and turning in bed, Iliya sat up and asked, “What? What is it?”

The room stayed silent.

“Don’t be coy now. You won’t let me sleep. So what is it?”

Her guardian watched her with a wry smile. “Oh, I believe you’re quite capable of figuring this out on your own. You only listen to my signs half the time anyway.”

Hearing nothing, Iliya sighed and got out of bed. She walked to her window and opened the curtains to watch Pamela and Baq play tag in the yard.

The guardian spoke quietly, “Your mother said she got an omen from the gods.”

Still unable to hear him, Iliya kept watching her siblings play.

“She might have something to tell you.”

“If you want me to do something, just tell me,” whispered Iliya. “Enough games.”

“Must I spell everything out for you?” mused the guardian. “Can’t I just plant a seed? A feeling? Don’t you feel like you want to talk to your mother right now? Haven’t I given you that? It takes a non-negligible amount of effort for me to do so much.”

The feeling was growing more insistent within her, but she didn’t want to listen. Talking with her mother had become a frightening and dangerous experience. If Cassandra was content napping, Iliya hardly wanted to risk messing that up.

“I won’t let you sleep,” said the guardian softly. It was gentle, but it was also a threat.

Iliya sighed again. “I hate being a prophet.” As she headed out the door, she glanced in her mirror. For an instant, she thought she saw a grin of great white teeth behind her.

When she looked again, she was alone.
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Iliya found her mother asleep on the den couch. She crept in as quietly as possible and silently cursed her guardian for making her do this. She almost decided to walk out, guardian be damned. Maybe she could accept never sleeping again. But then Cassandra stirred awake.

Cassandra sat up and grasped both of Iliya’s hands in hers. “I have something to tell you.”

Iliya waited, hardly daring to breathe. Would her mother forget her message mid-sentence? Would she suddenly start screaming? Perhaps she would tell Iliya she loved her and that everything would be okay; she would recover her sanity and run the family again. Iliya could go back to her old life, and all would be well.

“You must meditate.”

Iliya waited for the rest. An emptiness hit the pit of her stomach. “I—what?”

“You have been sent a gift from God, and you must meditate to learn your mission.”

So now there’s only one God, thought Iliya. Frustration bubbled up her throat. She had been called forth from sleep, and she had been given a rare opportunity to connect with her cogent mother, just to be instructed to meditate? Couldn’t her guardian have told her that directly, or at the very least, sent it in a sign?

Gritting her teeth, Iliya started to walk back to the kitchen.

“Iliya?” Cassandra’s voice had changed; it was somehow more fragile, gentler.

Iliya turned around. “Yes, Mother?”

A beam of light trickled in from a nearby window, casting Cassandra in a warm, hazy spotlight. “I love you very much, and I’m so proud of you.”

Iliya’s eyes filled with tears; she could hardly breathe through the tightness in her chest.

Smiling faintly, Cassandra lay back down and fell asleep.


CHAPTER 3

After preparing lentils and rice for dinner that evening, Iliya headed back to her bedroom to be alone and meditate. She sat on her bed, took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. Time to meditate.

Her stomach sank. Her guardian’s silent criticism was clear. She was doing it wrong.

She blinked her eyes open and frowned at the space in front of her. “Fine.” Taking a deeper breath, she tried to relax her shoulders. Crossing her legs and resting her hands on her knees, as she had seen in images of ancient monks, she closed her eyes.

Her guardian’s silent “Nope” rang in her mind.

“Well, it’s not like I know what I’m doing,” she muttered. “I merely received the instruction to meditate. I was not, unfortunately, told how. Whose fault is that?”

After another hour of failed attempts, Iliya went down the hall to the den.

Her mother was tying together threads of yarn. Iliya had taken away her needlepoint and knitting tools for fear she would harm herself with the sharp points and edges.

“Mother, do you know how to meditate?”

Iliya hadn’t meant to bark the question, but she was frustrated. Usually, Iliya would work to get her mother’s attention and connect with her as much as possible before asking anything.

Cassandra looked up at Iliya with wide eyes. “Oh, yes.”

“Can you teach me?” Iliya sat in front of her mother. She had to admit, she had not expected such a coherent answer.

“I can try.” Cassandra put down her yarn. “But I’ve never been able to do it successfully.”

Iliya paused, trying to understand. “You mean you’ve never been able to meditate?”

Cassandra nodded.

“But you said you know how.”

Cassandra nodded again.

“I don’t understand.”

Cassandra reached out and took Iliya’s hand. “You can’t try to meditate. You must accept all thoughts, all feelings that come into your mind, and then let them go. They are just products of the mind, and they are fleeting. Touch that which is more eternal. Ground your body, and free your spirit.”

Iliya realized that she had been concentrating too hard on her first meditation attempt, but she didn’t understand the alternative. How could she meditate without trying to meditate?

Cassandra continued, “I know you can do it, Elijah. You were born to.”

Iliya blinked in confusion. “I’m Iliya, Mother. Not Elijah.”

“If you say so.”

Her chest clenching, Iliya stood and backed away from her mother, who picked up her yarn and hummed softly.
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Iliya felt determined to meditate effectively—which meant she would need to let go of her determination.

Shaking off her mother’s strange words, she returned to her bedroom. This time, instead of sitting on her bed, she chose the floor. She sat cross-legged again, but she let her hands rest naturally wherever they felt most comfortable rather than recreating a monkish image. She took a deep breath again, but she didn’t follow it with intense concentration. She simply let her mind wander. Although she wanted to meditate, that was just one desire swirling around inside her, and they came and went like water lapping onto the shore.

She began to relax, existing in the space between thoughts, between feelings. Time stretched into an expanse untroubled by minutes and seconds. She teetered on the edge of a cliff awaiting something important she couldn’t quite touch. To reach out might shatter the fragile balance. It would come in its time.

She perceived herself rising but didn’t analyze it. She couldn’t see or hear, but she didn’t try to open her senses. Both fear and excitement joined her on this spiritual journey; she didn’t question that.

Eventually, her vision cleared. She stood in her bedroom. Looking down, she could see her meditating body sitting cross-legged below her.

She suppressed the impulse to run. There was her body resting quietly, her own long, dark-brown hair spilling down her back, her own uniquely jutting nose and thick eyebrows, her own beige skin tanned from gardening and walks to town.

If she’s there, then who am I? Iliya thought.

Iliya looked down at her hands; they appeared solid enough. She waded over to the mirror and was startled to see no reflection. She saw only the closet behind her.

She could sense him waiting nearby, and she felt thankful he allowed her these moments to collect herself. As she turned to a corner of the room, a creature hovered there.

He was enormous, taking up almost the entire space from floor to ceiling. Patches of titanium white and midnight black covered his form. Matching patchy-colored hair spiked atop his head. He wore jagged black rags for clothing. The bottom half of him dissolved into wisps like a ghost. His grotesque, clown-like face bulged black eyes that conveyed a hostile sort of sarcasm. His smile was full of sharp teeth. He hunched down toward her, bringing his gruesome face close to the ground.

This was her guardian.

She strode over to him, paused, and then slapped him clear across the face.

He sputtered incoherently and touched his cheek gingerly with his massive hand. “What was that for?”

“I’ve been wanting to do that.”

“Yeah, well I’ve been wanting a cherry sundae, but you don’t see me hitting defenseless people.” His mocking, expressive tone sounded exactly the way she’d always imagined it.

She regarded him for a moment. “I hardly think you’re defenseless.”

He glared at her. “Is this the thanks I get for looking out for you?”

“Looking out for me? That’s a laugh. What about when you sent me the sign to visit the amphitheater my mother used to dance in—forcing me to spend our last bit of savings?”

The guardian chuckled. “Yeah, that was a good day.”

“What was that even for?”

“Well, you can’t really blame me for that. I needed to see the newest comedian perform.”

Her hands clenched into fists, her blood boiling. “How was that looking out for me?”

He rolled his eyes in an exaggerated way. “You can’t really expect me to be entertained by your little life day after day. How can I do my job effectively if I’m bored to tears?”

Her voice came out as a growl. “And the time you urged me to go into town—on the anniversary of my father’s death—and my mother lit the house on fire using a ceremonial candle while I was gone? The firemen almost called child services.”

“You weren’t really needed at home. You would have only gotten in the way.”

“The house could have burned down! Baq and Pamela were terrified. And all because, if I recall, you were tired of the paint color in my bedroom.”

“Green is such an ugly color, truly.”

“And take today—you called me out of sleep and seized my mother’s attention, just to tell me to meditate?”

The guardian shrugged. “It’s a complicated message. Try symbolizing meditation—not easy. I work hard to communicate with you from the spirit world. Sometimes it lands, and sometimes it doesn’t.

“You’re hardly looking out for me. The fact that you occasionally help me is merely coincidental.”

“Now wait just a moment.” Her hulking monster guardian paused to peer at her. “I’ve been assigned to look out for you, and I’m bound by that code.”

“Seems you have quite a wide latitude.”

“That’s enough,” he snapped. As he gathered himself to his full height, his head reached the ceiling. “I didn’t call you here to squabble. We do that quite well in the mortal world. I must show you your mission.”

Iliya kept to herself that she hadn’t yet decided whether she would accept it.

“Let’s go into town.” He took her small hand in his before she could protest. The world spun, and they were standing—or rather, floating—in the town square. “You could have walked there yourself, but this is faster,” he explained.

The town looked very much the same at first—all the streets, the buildings, the tents. But the people were completely different. They weren’t people at all, more like ghouls. They stared vacantly ahead, their mouths gaping like the echo of their last scream. Their sallow gray bodies stretched unnaturally long, as if pulled like taffy. They floated aimlessly around the streets with an edge of desperation like they were searching for something but had forgotten what. Her skin tingled with goosebumps.

“What—who are these . . . things?” she asked in disgust. There were only about twenty of them, but they still managed to transform her familiar town square into something ghastly.

“This is the spirit world,” answered her guardian.

“But . . . where are all the normal people?”

“Ouch.” Her guardian put a hand on his chest as if wounded. “We’re normal in our own world, you know. Here, you’re the abnormal one.”

“Just—why can’t I see anyone from my world?”

“You can only see your own body for reentry. Otherwise, everyone who is invisible in your world is visible here, and everyone who is invisible in our world is visible in yours.”

“So the people from my world are here, and I just can’t see them?”

“And they can’t see you.”

“What if I accidentally walk into them?”

The guardian raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Would I just pass right through them?”

“Ding, ding, ding! Five hundred points for the little lady.”

“But these other . . . creatures, they can see me?”

“Oh, yes.” The guardian became somber. “And you must watch out for them, because some will not like to see a human projecting here.”

The creepy gray spirits had hardly seemed to notice her presence, let alone mind it. But she realized the gray spirits were not the only unfamiliar beings surrounding her. Blood-red spherical demon creatures with horns and sharp teeth, and angelic creatures with fluffy white wings and sparkling gowns—a few of each traversed the streets with considerably more intention than the mindless gray spirits. “So why did you bring me here?”

“Sometimes, I must speak with you directly rather than through signs or feelings. In the mortal world, it takes considerable effort for me to communicate with you and for you to receive my communication. Every message I send to you requires me to expend energy. The more specific and detailed the message, the more it costs me. It’s time for you to know how to create a proper channel, when needed.” He grasped each of her shoulders in his firm hands and peered down at her, locking her into a fixed gaze. “And from now on, when I send you a sign that I need to speak with you, you must obey, agreed?”

She shook off his hands. He was allegedly divinely obligated to protect her, but she did not yet trust in his ability—or desire—to do so. “I make no such promises.”

“How can I help you if you won’t accept my help?” he cried in a dramatic, exaggerated tone.

“Earn my trust.”

He frowned at her. “You know, just because I occasionally want to have a little fun, it doesn’t make me a demon.”

“Doesn’t it?” But she relented. “All right, if I don’t have a compelling reason not to, I’ll obey when you ask me to meet you here.”

“Good.” He clapped his hands together. “We’re off to a better start than I’d imagined.”

She paused, surveying him. “Really?”

He ignored her derision. “Now we’ll go further into the town—stay close to me—and I’ll show you a little bit of your mission.”

They headed down the familiar, yet strangely unfamiliar, streets. The infrastructure, the buildings, and the cobblestones were all the same. But the people Iliya knew had vanished—the shopkeepers, the patrons, the sellers in their tents. All gone. Instead, the empty-eyed gray spirits, with their stretched heads and floating feet, glided down the streets as if they owned the town.

“What exactly are these gray spirits?” she asked, unable to hide her unease. Something about them sent a cold slimy feeling to the pit of her stomach.

“Best not to think too much about them,” the guardian said, beckoning her along. “They are beyond our ability to help.”

He led her to a short brick building on the far edge of the town square—the local gym.

“Why are we going here?” she asked. “Surely you aren’t taking me here for exercise?”

Her guardian grinned crookedly. “In a sense. Follow me.”

He led her to a martial arts classroom with soft gray mats covering the floor. The room was large enough to accommodate ten to fifteen practicing fighters.

“You have abilities that are just beginning to develop,” her guardian explained. “You may have guessed so when you learned of my presence on your thirteenth birthday.”

Iliya remained silent, considering his words as he continued.

“It’s your task now to develop those abilities, try your strength, and build a name for yourself. You have a very important role in the fate of the universe. If you do your mission well, your entire world could achieve salvation.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re not meant to understand the entirety of your mission—not yet,” he said in a patronizing tone that so perfectly fit him. “For now, it’s enough to know that your development is imperative. Your goal is to discover and hone each of your talents.”

She hit a wall loudly with her open palm. “That’s not good enough. I won’t do a single thing for you, not anything, until I know what it’s for.”

Her guardian stared back at her evenly. He seemed to be taking her seriously, at least. “I will tell you what I can,” he emphasized each word, “but not all the secrets have been revealed even to me.”

He gestured for her to sit on the mat, and she complied. He sat in front of her; his hulking form oddly bent itself to mock a typical cross-legged posture. It was strange to see such a human position with such a monstrous body.

“Before God tries to save his people, he usually sends a prophet to prepare the way of the Lord,” the guardian explained, his tone growing unusually somber. “You gain the people’s trust by performing miracles, and you bring God’s word to them. If they forsake God, you punish them.”

“I don’t understand what that means,” she said, swallowing her frustration.

The guardian shrugged. “I am not a prophet. I have no intimate knowledge of what that will mean for you.”

“Then how are you supposed to be my guardian?”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t concern yourself with my job qualifications. You can be sure I was put through a rigorous background check.”

A muffled bang crashed outside the gym doors. The guardian leapt into the air.

“I was hoping we would have more time, but the rapidity of your knowledge gain must have alerted them to our presence here.”

“My knowledge gain?” She stood as well, bewildered. “But I still don’t know anything.”

“I’m going to show you how to perform a miracle. Quickly now.”

A jolt of excitement shot through her. The banging outside grew louder.

“Settle into a comfortable stance and bend your knees—there you go. Now relax as if you were about to meditate.”

She closed her eyes and tried to accept all thoughts and feelings without pursuing them.

“Now center on a singular purpose,” the guardian continued. “Something you and your community really need.”

One thought assailed her mind. Her guardian swayed, as if smacked by the very strength of her will.

“No, not that,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry, Iliya, but you cannot raise your father from the dead.”

She opened her eyes and frowned at him.

“Pick something less personal,” he suggested. “Something you’re less invested in. This is your first try, after all.”

The doors of the gym began to shake. “Guardian—”

“Hurry. We must do this before I let you go, or we won’t have another chance.”

“Okay.” She didn’t bother asking what laws of the spirit world prohibited second tries.

“Think of something the town needs. Agriculture is always an oldie but goodie.”

And then it hit her—the drought. She could wish for rain.

She closed her eyes, achieved meditative relaxation, then focused on a singular desire for rain for her village.

“Good,” said the guardian. “Focus your entire being on that.”

At first, it felt like a minor whim. Then it developed into a fervent desire. If it didn’t rain, her family would starve—

“No, don’t think of your family,” the guardian interrupted. “Nothing so personal. Think of your village.”

She swallowed and thought about how all the food would dry up and the animals would perish. The town would descend into abject poverty if they couldn’t get more rain soon. She felt the emptiness of the sky, devoid of clouds, and she asked the atmosphere to rearrange itself, to form water molecules, to grow heavy over her village—

She hit a terrifying wall. Water did not come from nowhere. The universe demanded a price.

I have nothing, she thought. Nothing that can create rain.

Then she realized the price. The universe was asking for her. For her life.

But I will not give my life for a little rain, she answered.

The unseen universe clarified it for her, in her own dawning consciousness. The words came unbidden to her mind, spoken from no particular source: Not your whole life. A piece of life.

And she understood. She needed to give up a part of her lifetime—minutes, perhaps days—in exchange for rain.

The gym doors banged, and her guardian’s ragged clothing rustled as he leapt toward the sound.

But Iliya wasn’t sure. Did she want to sacrifice some of her own life for rain? Maybe if she just waited long enough, it would rain anyway on its own.

No, said the mysterious universe. This is the price.

She took a deep breath and completed her miracle request. I will do this for my town. Take what you will.

She expected it to be painful, but she felt nothing. Nothing except the closure of a completed contract, a window shutting in her mind. She opened her eyes and saw her guardian engaged in fierce hand-to-hand combat with five demons. The demons came only to about his knees, but they gnashed their pointed teeth and swiped at him with razor-sharp claws.

She started to call out to him, but before she could, he materialized a tail from the bottom half of his body and whipped it around. All five demons were thrown from him. He hurtled toward her. “We must get out of here. To the back exit,” he yelled.

Though she hadn’t come to the gym since before her family had descended into poverty, she knew there was an exit somewhere near the free weights. She and her guardian headed there; she threw open the heavy metal door, and they soared outside. Sunlight beamed down into the narrow market streets leading them away from the gym into the heart of town.

“You could have beaten them,” she said, as they fled toward the main square. “Why didn’t you stay and fight?”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” he replied. Then he grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her into an alley. His black eyes were wide, a terrifying prospect that such a hulking monster could be frightened of anything.

“What is it?” she asked.

“The higher-order demons have been summoned.”

She waited, and sure enough, she could hear a high wailing fill the surrounding air. The cacophony pierced her body. Shivers overtook her despite the ample sunlight.

“They seek to trap you here,” whispered the guardian. “They don’t want to let you back into the mortal world with the knowledge you’ve gained.”

“How do we get past them?”

“Follow me.” He led her down the alley away from the main square. “You know these roads well,” he said. “We’ll need to find another way around.”

“Why can’t you just transport me back to my bedroom like how you brought me here?”

He shook his head. “We must go back to the location where I first brought you, over the square.”

They charged into another winding alleyway. “Could’ve just transported me straight to the gym,” she muttered.

“The gym is protected. It is a sacred space. That’s why we couldn’t go there directly, why the demons took so long to find you, and why I began your instruction there.”

“Why is the gym sacred?”

“It was once a temple, long ago.”

Her head spun. Religion was a private, family thing. “Our village once worshipped together in a group?”

A small demon popped into view.

The guardian pulled Iliya into the back entrance of a nearby shop. “Stop questioning me, insolent girl.”

She yanked her arm out of his grasp and ran to the storefront, past the shelves of goods and jars of preserved jams and nut butters. She headed for the front door. A large group of demons had already gathered there.

She dove out an open side window and sprinted down the next alley. The guardian was correct; she knew these roads well. Up the next road, down the one after.

Three small demons appeared ahead of her, blocking her path. She halted, trying to decide if she could beat them in a fight.

Her guardian charged over her head, hurling himself at the demons. She watched in amazement as he punched with his massive hands and swiped with his tail. The demons recoiled from his touch and screeched.

“Come on,” he shouted, and they darted forward together, leaving the defeated demons twitching on the ground.

“Will they be all right?” she asked.

Her guardian shot her an exasperated look.

With only a few more blocks to go, two small demons and one almost as large as her guardian obstructed their path.

Iliya ran toward them and prepared to kick the big one in the gut—she would get through. Even if she had to fight the demons herself. Her guardian grabbed her waist and lifted her up. They flew high above the ground and over the top of a building.

“You cannot touch them,” he warned, panting. “If they touch you, even for an instant, they will bind you here.”

“But you can touch me.”

“I’m your guardian,” he breathed.

They rolled over the roof of the building, the shingles pressing against her body, and then they plummeted into the next alley over. She landed deftly on her feet. The guardian released her, and they continued onward.

“If you can fly over buildings, why don’t we just fly straight there?” she pressed.

“Because they can also fly over buildings,” he panted, “and because it’s difficult for me to do.”

They were within two blocks of the spot where they began their journey.

The guardian pulled her into the back service entrance of the main square hardware store, plunging them into darkness. They scampered into a dimly lit backroom storage area and wound around the machinery and toward the front entrance that faced the main square. The guardian wrenched the front door open and jumped forward first. He spread his arms wide to shield her from any demons awaiting them there.

At least thirty demons of varied sizes guarded the target area at the top of the square. Iliya gasped as their red eyes all fixated on her. Their thin lips twisted into smiles, their clawed hands outstretched and ready to snatch her. The mass of menacing red bodies and gnashing teeth rushed toward her.

She hoped her guardian still had a few unseen tricks up his sleeve.

“Wish for a miracle,” he whispered, and then he wrapped his arms around her and soared them straight up.

Iliya wasn’t sure she could achieve any meditative calm in these conditions, and she didn’t want to lose yet another piece of her life, but it seemed preferable to losing the entirety of her life.

She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She released the pressing fear and determination to escape and accepted them as nothing more than feelings.

Her guardian’s steady arms encircled her. Bright light flashed. This time, for an instant, she thought she felt a bit of life draining. Something pierced her chest from the inside, and she cried out. The guardian’s hands tugged her roughly, insistently—

The world spun.

She was back in her bedroom standing over her peacefully resting body. The room was strangely quiet. Her bed, the sheets neatly pulled up, the wooden floor—they all looked the same as if nothing odd had happened.

“Go back to your body,” said the guardian softly. “They can’t harm you in your world.”

“What did I give up?” she asked in alarm.

The guardian shook his head. He seemed tired. “Nothing that wasn’t worth bargaining.”

It wasn’t really an answer, but his tone indicated a grim finality. She wondered if the demons would continue chasing him after she left. “Will you be all right?” she asked.

She thought she saw a glimmer of compassion in his eyes, but it quickly disappeared. “They’ll leave me alone once they see I don’t have your spirit with me. Hurry.”

Obediently, she knelt toward her body. She wasn’t actually sure how this all worked, and she didn’t know if she was supposed to do something specific to reenter her physical form. But as she reached out to touch her own face, she felt herself get pulled down. Her vision blurred, then quieted to black. Physical sensation—touch—dimmed until she was a bodiless presence of pure thought. Then gradually, she could feel the stiffness of her body sitting on the hard floor, her arms resting on her legs, and the weight of her eyelids.

She blinked them open and looked around. Her bedroom still appeared the same—same off-white walls and brown hand-knitted blankets, same smell of worn linen and cut grass, same quiet. The space where her guardian had stood was now empty.

But she knew he was there, watching her, shielding her, preparing her.
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Meditation did not parallel sleep. At least not when it included being chased by demons.

The dark silence suggested it was late, and Iliya’s family had put themselves to bed. Exhausted and hungry, Iliya headed to the kitchen. She wondered how many hours remained before she needed to go to work. As she made a sandwich, she chuckled dryly. Had she not just fled from demons through the shops where she bought these ingredients? Mr. Canton’s bakery and the butcher?

A rattling from the walls and a pounding of fists on the house made her drop the sandwich. The guardian had said they couldn’t get her back in the mortal world. She edged to the kitchen window and peeked through the curtains.

Water droplets gathered on the glass, multiplying and streaming together, pooling into rivulets that snaked down toward the soil. Iliya gasped—she had traded minutes, perhaps days of her life, for rain.

And down it came onto the dying plants, upon the thirsty bushes, and into the waning streams and lakes. Crops might be revitalized; suffering animals might survive the season.

A part of her mind worried. Would the sudden onset of rain cause flooding? Would this contract buy her merely a night of rain? A week? Or would it end the drought for good?

Another part of her felt at peace, satisfied that she had made some small, perceivable difference in the world. She had saved something.


SECTION TWO:
EMPLOYMENT


CHAPTER 4

It rained for days.

Iliya searched for signs of flooding, but the water seemed to drain normally. Perhaps there were no loopholes; if you wished for rain hoping to end a drought, you did not create negative contingencies. The soil magically accepted the rainwater. That was encouraging; Iliya didn’t need to worry about sacrificing her own life for nothing.

As she continued working in Mr. Clemence’s office, she became more adept at fulfilling his requests. He paid her every week, which enabled her to buy groceries regularly. Her family fell into a routine—or the closest thing to a routine since their father died. Baq and Pamela looked after their mother while Iliya worked. When Iliya returned home, she prepared dinner for the family before retiring to bed. Though Baq and Pamela tried to hide their fatigue, Iliya could see some days they struggled to keep Cassandra calm and safe.

On particularly bad days, Iliya tried to come home early—especially if her guardian sent her a sign that she was needed.

One such afternoon, the roof in Mr. Clemence’s office began leaking. Iliya helped him move important papers out of the way, and they placed trashcans underneath the holes to catch rainwater.

“Well, I suppose you can go ahead and go home,” sighed Mr. Clemence. “Not much more we can do until the building managers plug up these leaks.”

Iliya nodded with a pang of anxiety. Her guardian would not have punctured the office roof unless Iliya was needed at home right away.

She hurried outside. Cold rain soaked through her cheap poncho and chilled her skin. In a panic, she ran down the winding dirt path. Somehow the cottage never seemed close enough. She willed the familiar trees to rush past faster and the uneven path to lift her feet higher. She reached the house and rushed inside, pulling off her poncho and leaving it in a heap on the threshold.

“Hello? Is everyone all right?”

“In here,” yelled Baq.

Iliya ran into the den.

Baq and Pamela struggled to restrain Cassandra on the couch as she violently gnashed her teeth. Her face was beet red. She cried out garbled words full of anger and desperation.

“She’s been like this for hours,” gasped Pamela, dripping with sweat. “We don’t know what to do—”

“We’ve tried everything,” said Baq in a hollow voice. “She won’t calm down, and she keeps trying to hurt someone.”

Iliya noticed the scratch marks along her mother’s arms, the cut near Pamela’s eye, and the bruise on Baq’s chin. She ran to the bathroom and pulled bottles out of the medicine cabinet. Frantic, she grabbed until she found the right one—sleeping pills.

She poured a glass of water with shaking hands, then brought everything back into the den. Cassandra made strange guttural sounds like an animal.

Iliya knelt in front of Cassandra and forced her mother’s jaw open. Cassandra bit down hard, and Iliya pulled her fingers away just in time.

“Pammy, hold her nose for me,” said Iliya.

Pamela shakily reached out and pinched Cassandra’s nose. Cassandra struggled, but Pamela maintained her hold. When Cassandra opened her mouth, Iliya poured water in with the pill. Cassandra coughed, and Pamela released her. Baq continued restraining Cassandra’s arms.

They watched her uneasily.

She managed to catch her breath, and she looked at them with wild but inscrutable eyes. “Danger is coming. We will be judged. We will be punished.”

Her gaze locked directly onto Iliya, sending a jolt like a lightning strike. For a moment, Iliya thought she sensed a hint of Cassandra’s visions—fire, anguish, and isolation.

“You will bring this,” hissed Cassandra, her voice full of rising hate. “You will bring this upon humanity. Iliya the harbinger of destruction, the harbinger of the apocalypse, the prophet of evil!”

Cassandra blinked. Her mouth opened as if to say more, but she seemed to forget her message. Her eyes slid out of focus. Her eyelids slipped down, heavy over her chaotic eyes.

“Rest now, Mother,” said Pamela, trembling.

Baq relaxed his hold as Cassandra wilted against the pillows.

They remained silent, listening to the rhythmic breathing of their sleeping mother.

“She didn’t know what she was saying,” offered Baq in a quiet voice.

Pamela didn’t speak; tears leaked from her eyes.

Iliya shook herself off and walked toward the kitchen.

Outside the window, the rain fell in sheets, and Iliya thought she heard a lone animal howling at the night.
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Iliya prepared a dinner of falafel crepes, but no one ate much. Her mother’s words echoed in her mind: harbinger of the apocalypse, prophet of evil. What did it mean? Cassandra had said her name, Iliya. The vision could not have been pure imagination. Could it?

That night, she couldn’t fall asleep. Her heart pounded as she stared at the ceiling.

She needed to know more.

She clambered out of bed and sat on the floor. But she couldn’t relax or relinquish the strong feelings swirling inside her. She took deep breaths and tried to remember that feelings were fleeting.

Eventually, she reached the elusive meditative calm, and her spirit projected up out of her body.

She looked down to confirm the sight of her resting body. Then she glanced around for her guardian. But the room was dark.

“Where are you?” she called. “I demand to speak with you.”

“I’m here,” came a quiet voice.

She saw him hiding in a corner—amazing, really, that he could conceal such a massive body in shadows.

“What my mother said—harbinger of . . .” Iliya choked on the words. “What did she mean? Was any of it true?”

“Truth is a difficult concept,” said the guardian carefully. The shadows flickered across his body as he shifted position. “They were not lies, but the future is not yet written.”

“Don’t be cryptic with me. Tell me what she meant.”

“Iliya . . .” The guardian sighed heavily. “I don’t live inside her head. I can’t know for certain what she meant. And even if I did, I don’t know everything about the future of this world.”

“Give me your best guess then,” said Iliya through gritted teeth.

The guardian paused. “Powerful people always have a dual path to walk. You are capable of great heights and . . . great depths. The world is not full of only good or only evil. Your mother may have witnessed a worst-case scenario for this world.”

“What am I, then? Destined to bring this world to its demise?”

“Or to its salvation.”

Iliya frowned. “She didn’t say anything about that.”

“Your mother is a talented seer, Iliya, but she is not God.”

“So God will decide what I am to become?”

“Perhaps. Or maybe you’re the one who decides. God tends to be a fan of free will.”

Iliya considered what free will might mean for prophets. “I don’t have all the information.”

“We rarely do.” The guardian paused again, watching her closely. “Get some sleep, Iliya. You will not solve all the world’s problems today.”

“I was hoping to solve just this one.” She looked down at her quietly resting physical body. “Can I wish for the miracle of omniscience? Is that in the rulebook?”

The guardian smiled in a way that seemed sad. “I’m afraid it would cost more than your life.”

She nodded, then reentered her meditating body. Corporeal again, she crept into bed and tried to get some sleep.
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Over the next few days, Iliya Rusul’s mother remained in a distant fog. Occasionally, her children managed to feed her chicken broth, if they spooned it bite by bite, but otherwise she remained relatively vegetative.

Iliya received her next paycheck and spent the weekend playing with her siblings outside. They built forts using rocks and tree branches.

But Sunday evening, a chill came over her; she could not stop shaking, and her head began to throb. She tried to eat dinner, but her stomach was unsettled. Nothing stayed down, not even plain bread. Baq and Pamela couldn’t find a way to help.

The guardian hung back with a grim expression—unable to do anything but watch the inevitable unfold.

The next morning, Iliya could not get out of bed.

Baq tried to rouse her for work, but she was too dizzy to sit up.

She stammered, “Maybe . . . you should go into town and tell Mr. Clemence I’m ill.” Her words slurred together. “Or you could work in my place.”

“What’s the address?” Baq pressed.

“No, no.” Her voice rasped in her throat, and sweat drenched her forehead. “I don’t want you to get lost.”

“I won’t,” Baq insisted. “Just tell me where to go.”

“Perhaps Mother can call the teacher.” Iliya closed her eyes. “I won’t be able to take my test today . . .”

In terror, Baq ran out of the room to find his younger sister.

As Iliya fell back into a trembling sleep, her guardian gathered himself above her fitfully resting body and prepared to negotiate with supernatural forces beyond even his understanding.

“Almighty God,” the guardian pleaded, taking on a solemnity he so rarely performed, “please heal this prophet, Iliya.”

But nothing changed. The universe ignored his request.

He concentrated, trying to force the universe to bend to his whim—but he hit a brick wall of refusal. He knew the price was too vast and beyond all his power. Although he could protect Iliya from spiritual dangers such as demons and could influence many environmental features in the world around her, there were miracles he simply could not perform. He could not advance the technology of her village, create medicines that were unavailable to her, or alter the functioning of her immune system.

At this moment, he could not be the guardian she really needed.

All he could do was pray.


CHAPTER 5

Iliya woke up one morning, and the fuzziness had lifted. Her body still felt weak and sore, but her mind was clear.

She tried to remember the past few days, but she couldn’t separate what had been real from what she’d imagined. At one point, she distinctly remembered seeing her guardian standing over her bed, grasping her shoulders in his broad hands, and murmuring in some distant language that she could inexplicably comprehend, “Blessed are you, Lord our God, Ruler of the Universe. May you grant renewal of body and spirit to those who are ill, and to all humankind . . .”

Slowly, she got out of bed and headed down the hallway. She found her siblings sitting at the kitchen table.

“Iliya!” cried Pamela, her eyes brightening. “Are you feeling better? We were so worried about you.”

“I must’ve been quite ill,” said Iliya.

“You had such a high fever, Dr. Alexandria had to come and help bring it down.”

Panic fluttered in Iliya’s throat. “You brought a doctor to the house? But . . . Mother—”

“Don’t worry, Mother was calm. She was asleep when he arrived.”

“We told him she was tired from taking care of you,” said Baq.

Iliya’s cheeks burned hot; she wished that their story had been true. “Well, what did the doctor say?”

“To use cold compresses and to give you some medicine,” Pamela replied. “You couldn’t keep much down, though. Eventually the fever broke, but we weren’t sure if it would.”

Iliya nodded. “I must go see Mr. Clemence. I must apologize for missing work.”

“You should rest, Iliya,” said Baq. “We don’t want you to get sick again.”

Pamela nodded fervently. “Please rest, Iliya. You can go tomorrow.”

“No, it shouldn’t wait.” Iliya studied their faces—relatively intact, if a little sleep-deprived. “How did you guys eat?”

“We did fine,” said Baq firmly.

Pamela giggled. “We did scorch one of the pans trying to cook, and we almost lit the curtains on fire. After that we ate nothing but sandwiches.”

Iliya gave them a tepid smile. “Glad to hear no one was hurt.”
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After washing up and changing into clean clothes, Iliya left the cottage. Even though she was still feeling a bit weak, she headed down the dirt path toward Mr. Clemence’s office. The cool air felt refreshing on her face after so many days of fever. She took a bit longer than usual, stopping periodically to catch her breath by patches of red bell-shaped flowers, but eventually she reached the office.

An unfamiliar man stood inside, younger than Mr. Clemence by about a decade with smooth light-brown skin like buffed leather and slick brown hair. His tight black trousers and a matching black blazer looked expensive and stylish. With rising unease, Iliya noticed that Mr. Clemence’s name had been removed from the door.

“Um . . . excuse me?” Iliya hazarded. “Do you know where I can find Mr. Clemence?”

“He doesn’t work here anymore.” The man grinned at Iliya. “I’ve taken over his business. I’m Mr. Blanc. Any question you have for him, you can ask me.”

“Oh.” Iliya wondered how to move forward. “I work for him as an assistant. Any filing, or sorting, or anything else you need, I’m here to help.”

Mr. Blanc chuckled. “I don’t think I need a child to do my sorting for me. If I hire an assistant, it will be someone with experience.”

“I have experience.” Iliya stood as straight as she could, and she infused her tone with a firm strength. “I’ve been doing this for weeks now.”

“I mean more experience than that.” Mr. Blanc roughly clapped her shoulder. “Now move along. Any additional payment you’re owed will be settled to your account.”

He pushed her out of the office and blocked the door. She twisted, panic rising in her chest.

“But . . . Mr. Clemence said . . . sir, I demand you let me stay.” She struggled against his grasp. “I am an employee here, and Mr. Clemence made me a promise. Surely you will honor that?”

Mr. Blanc laughed again. “Nothing personal sweetheart, but that’s not how business works.”

Despite her best efforts, her tone began to break. “Sir, please . . . my family depends on that money.”

“Yes, and I’m sure you can find a job with some other open-handed fool.” He gave her one last push away from the office. “Goodbye, now.” Then he closed the door in her face.

She gaped at the big wooden door in silence. The empty nail marks from Mr. Clemence’s name tag were still visible on the right-hand side.

Shaken, she started the long walk home. This stranger had dissolved her family’s fortune in a single strike. How would she feed them now? They would be doomed back into poverty. She forced one foot in front of the other, numb with shock. Discarded leaves crunched beneath her feet as she tried to inhale through the tightness in her chest. The air felt colder than usual, sending a penetrating chill straight through her thin garments.

About halfway there, she stopped in the middle of the dirt path. She looked up at the innocent cloudy sky.

“If you knew this was happening, why didn’t you do anything to stop it?” she cried. “Where were your signs?”

She heard his retort clearly, the words spoken directly into her mind as if she’d imagined them. “I was a little busy trying to make sure you didn’t die. I had my hands full.”

For a moment, the clarity of his voice astonished her; she’d never before heard him so directly in the mortal world. Did that mean he was expending considerable effort to speak with her?

Still, it didn’t make up for his negligence. She spat into the dirt. “It’s your job to protect me.”

“Protect you, yes. Not grant you wealth and material comfort.”

She knelt, and dust gathered along the hem of her skirt; hot tears filled her eyes and overflowed onto her cheeks. “What am I going to do now? How will we survive?”

Her guardian’s presence grew near; a cold chill seized her shoulder, and she realized he must have been patting her in an awkward attempt at consolation.

“Don’t worry,” he urged. “Prophets typically have a way of finding abundance in poverty.”

She cried softly, still crouching in the dust. Her guardian waited in silence, unwilling or unable to provide anymore comfort.

Eventually, she pulled herself to her feet. After a few shaking breaths, she trudged the rest of the way home.


CHAPTER 6

Iliya didn’t say much that evening. She prepared a dinner of cabbage and chickpea stew while carefully noting how much food remained. Her family would need to make it stretch. She couldn’t believe they were back here again.

If Pamela and Baq sensed something was wrong, they said nothing. Perhaps they attributed her silence to her recent illness, which was still ebbing.

After her siblings had gone to bed, Iliya sat alone in the kitchen and tried to think of a solution. Perhaps Mr. Clemence would start some other business and hire her? But the tone of Mr. Clemence’s occupier had clearly implied that Mr. Clemence was unemployed. In a few months, she would turn fifteen and would be eligible to apply for any open position. If she could just find a way for her family to survive until then. Maybe now that the rain had returned, she could sell crops in the open-air market as long as the police didn’t take her away or inquire too closely about her mother.

A faint rustling came from the den. Concerned, she followed the sound.

Cassandra stood in the center of the room, her arms held high over her head. She lifted one leg and began a slow ballerina twirl. Her eyes were closed. Iliya watched in astonishment as Cassandra began, slowly and steadily, to dance.

Her body was out of practice; limbs shook, and she couldn’t quite balance her weight the way she used to. But still, the muscle memory did not betray her. Inspired by invisible music, enabled by a career of past performances, she tip-toed, bent, and twirled around the room. Perhaps for this moment, in her mind Cassandra was still a young, beautiful professional dancer.

Eventually the vision must have subsided; Cassandra ended in a striking ballet pose, then gracefully lowered herself to the couch. She remained motionless.

It hadn’t exactly been a sign, but it gave Iliya an idea. Long ago, Cassandra used her dancing talent to earn money. Perhaps Iliya could use one of her talents—like cooking—to earn money.
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Early the next morning, Iliya knocked on the door of her old schoolteacher, Mrs. Sonia. Mrs. Sonia’s husband had died many years ago, so she raised their child, Theo, by herself. Iliya figured someone like Mrs. Sonia might benefit from her assistance.

Mrs. Sonia opened the door; she looked much more haggard than Iliya remembered, with wiry brown hair tangled about her head, thick bags under her eyes, and sallow beige skin.

“Is that Iliya?” she murmured. “Why, heavens dear, what are you doing here?”

“Well, I thought we might be able to help each other. May I come in?”

Mrs. Sonia gestured for Iliya to enter. The house was in complete disarray; clothes laid scattered, plates of food were stacked in piles, and a musty smell filled the air.

They sat together on a small couch in the den.

“I apologize for the mess,” said Mrs. Sonia, wringing her hands in her lap. “I haven’t been able to clean since . . . since—”

“That’s actually what I wanted to ask about,” said Iliya, taking the opportunity to make her pitch. “See, I’m good at things like cooking and cleaning—I do it all the time for my family—and so I was wondering if I could help you out with things like that. Perhaps for a small fee?”

A boy a bit younger than Pamela stumbled into the room. He was skeletally thin—face made of cheekbones, ribs visible through his T-shirt, and arms like broomsticks.

“Is that Theo?” asked Iliya in horror.

“Oh, dear.” Mrs. Sonia jumped to her feet and busied herself with Theo by ruffling his hair and checking his temperature with the back of her hand on his forehead. “He came down with a mysterious illness a few months ago. None of the local doctors can figure out what it is. His body appears to be starving itself.”

Iliya slowly approached Theo as a familiar sense of idle curiosity stole over her.

He looked at her with shadowed eyes.

“I can fix this,” she said bluntly.

Mrs. Sonia blinked, and her jaw went slack.

Iliya continued, “Yes, I’m almost sure of it.”

Iliya placed both of her hands on Theo’s shoulders and closed her eyes. She released all her thoughts and feelings—the hope of getting paid today, the desperate need to feed her family—and she opened herself to spiritual clarity.

But rather than projecting into the spirit world, she focused on a singular purpose. Heal this child. Cure his illness. Free him.

She sensed the miracle’s price—and it was not steep because God did not want this child to die yet. The universe did not demand much to free him, just a little bit of her life as something to throw the balance in his favor and cast off the evil forces that threatened to cut short his fate.

“There’s a doctor in town who will know how to cure him,” Iliya intoned. “Dr. Hoffman.”

“But she’s a veterinarian,” Mrs. Sonia responded. “She cures cattle and chickens.”

“Yes, and she will understand the rare parasite your son contracted from eating a strain of infected beef. I also suggest you throw away any other beef you bought from that vendor, and alert him to a disease that may promptly wipe out his stock. If he gets the antidote from Dr. Hoffman early enough, he can still save most of them.”

“W-what . . . how?”

Iliya peered into Theo’s wide brown eyes. “Stay strong, kid. God has some purpose for you. I don’t know what it is, but he’s singled you out.”

She walked toward the door and left behind a speechless Mrs. Sonia.
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Later that afternoon, as Iliya washed dishes in her kitchen, someone knocked at the front door. After drying her hands, Iliya opened the door.

“You were right,” said Mrs. Sonia breathlessly. A weak smile lit up her frazzled features. “Dr. Hoffman recognized it at once. She gave him some medication, and it’s working so quickly, he’s already feeling better.”

“I’m so glad to hear that,” said Iliya.

“I can’t thank you enough.” Mrs. Sonia beamed. “You saved his life.”

You have no idea, thought Iliya.

“Please, let me do something to thank you.” Her warm brown eyes were earnest.

Iliya considered her request. “Well, I suppose we could use some help.”

“You haven’t come to school in ages. You and your siblings. What if I could get you into school for free?”

Iliya blinked in surprise. She’d been gearing up to ask for money—not something as long-term and expensive as education. After their father died, school was one of the first expenses they dropped. Each child’s education incurred a hefty annual fee, and her family could hardly afford such a luxury.

“That would be incredible,” Iliya whispered.

“I’m sure I could arrange it with the headmaster. He owes me a favor. Be at the schoolhouse at 08:00 tomorrow, the three of you.”

“Well . . .” Iliya thought of her mother and their continued need for income. “Perhaps just Pamela and Baq, to start.”

“You’re not going truant, are you?” asked Mrs. Sonia with a grin.

“Believe me, I would love to go to school,” said Iliya, “but there are some things I should take care of at home.”

“All right. Pamela and Baq, then. They’re eight and nine years old, right? That means Pamela will be in my class.”

“She’ll love that.”

“Thank you again, Iliya.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Sonia.”

Iliya closed the door, her head spinning. “Baq, Pamela, I have good news!”
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Although she disliked it, the prospect became apparent. She could trade miracles for her family’s subsistence. It aligned with the guardian’s path, too, since he wanted her to test her strength and develop her talents. More importantly, it would help put food on the table and keep her siblings happy and healthy.

She tried not to think about the years she was shaving off her own life.

She still hoped to work in someone’s home, perhaps as a maid—something that didn’t require a blood sacrifice. But word quickly spread of her insightful healing abilities, and soon villagers were lining up requesting her aid.

First came old Mrs. Schwarz asking Iliya about a painful mole on her neck. Iliya passed into the familiar meditative state, and after consenting to a small sacrifice, she explained, “The creams you’ve been using are insufficient because you must get the mole removed—and right away before it spreads to the rest of your body. See one of the surgeons in town straightaway, and ask him to cut away your mole. Make sure he doesn’t leave any trace of it behind.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” said Mrs. Schwarz. “Blessed child.” She reached into her bag and gave Iliya three hand-knitted scarves. “Please, it’s the least I can do,” Mrs. Schwarz insisted.

Next in line was the town blacksmith, Mr. Ali. His chronic diabetes had recently started giving him seizures. “Those insulin shots just do me in,” he said, shaking his head. “No good way to regulate how much sugar is in me. I try to eat right and all, but I just can’t seem to stay stable.”

Iliya meditated, but this miracle was different; she saw no clear answer to his problem, no insight about which doctor would be able to cure him.

This miracle would be more like wishing for rain. She would need to simply state the request and leave the pathway to healing in God’s hands.

She opened her eyes. “God has heard your prayer. It’s up to him now.”

Mr. Ali thanked her nervously and left the cottage.

She saw three more people that morning—a carpenter with a broken leg that wouldn’t heal properly, a seamstress who was going blind, and a mother with a baby who was coughing blood.

The carpenter and seamstress were simple transactions. The carpenter required a powerful antibiotic ointment and a different type of cast, and the woman would regain her sight if she sought treatment for a rare parasitic infection.

The child, on the other hand, presented some challenges. When Iliya meditated, she sensed that the universe demanded a greater price for healing this child.

What would you require of me? she asked.

Unfortunately, the universe remained silent on the specifics.

Iliya wondered, would healing this baby cost one day of her life? A week? She could only sense relative amounts, and this baby cost at least twice what the other miracles had.

Despite her reservations, she felt she must forge ahead. The poor, defenseless child needed help, and she was the only one who could provide it. So she agreed to make the sacrifice. She told the mother which doctor to visit and what to say, but even then, the doctors could only contain the disease; the cure was up to God.

“Oh, thank you, Iliya,” the mother gushed with desperate relief. “I can’t tell you what this means to us.”

Iliya nodded. She hoped that, like the baby, God would sustain her long enough to wake up the next morning.


CHAPTER 7

She asked the people outside to wait so she could take a break for lunch. After a quick meal of cheese and baguette, she went back to working miracles for an ailing hand, a digestive problem, and an infection—all standard, minor sacrifices.

Even after Baq and Pamela returned from school, people were lined up outside the cottage. Concerned for her siblings’ well-being, Iliya posted a new rule on the door: no visits at night unless they were absolute emergencies—meaning only if someone would not survive the night without Iliya’s intervention.

No one disturbed them that night, but early the next morning, the line had nearly doubled in size compared to the previous day. Iliya pulled a table and some folding chairs into the cottage entryway, which would be her new office so she wouldn’t need to stand in the doorway all day. After ensuring Cassandra was suitably occupied with her yarn, Iliya closed her mother securely in the den. When Baq and Pamela left for school, Iliya invited her first guest inside.

A woman escorted her old, infirm father inside and helped him sit down.

“My name is Trista,” the woman introduced in a creaky voice, her brown hair tied back in a messy bun behind an angular pale face. “I live on the other side of town. My father has been ill for some time. We were hoping you could help.”

Iliya glanced at the man; he did not return her gaze or even seem aware of his surroundings. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

Iliya relaxed her mind, then silently sought this man’s healing.

She hit a brick wall of payment—enormous relative to her other patients, even the coughing child. There were no specifics, but she sensed this healing was not worth so much of her life. This man had already lived a full life, and it was time for him to pass on.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “There’s nothing I can do.”

Trista’s face contorted, and Iliya’s stomach jolted sickeningly. She wondered if Trista knew she was lying, that she really could help but had decided not to.

“I was afraid you would say that.” Trista began weeping. “I’m just not ready to say goodbye.”

“I understand,” said Iliya. “Believe me. I lost my father not long ago.”

Trista looked up, her eyes turning cold through her tears. “Is that why you won’t help him? You lost your father, so I must lose mine?”

“What? No.” Iliya tried to swallow her panic. “I just . . . can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

Trista surged to her feet. “You helped old Mrs. Schwarz. What did she have that my father doesn’t? My father’s a good man.”

“It’s just . . . his time,” stammered Iliya. “It would be . . . too much to try to stop it—”

“Just because you let your own father die, that doesn’t mean you need to let mine die as well.”

Cassandra let out a guttural scream from the den.

Let him die? Let him die?

“Get out!” Iliya jumped to her feet. White-hot anger pulsed through her veins. She could hardly see. Her ears were ringing, her palms tingling. “Get out of here!”

Trista pulled her father toward the door.

“I never want to see you again,” Iliya screamed.

The door closed behind them.

Iliya shook with rage. Her heart pounded, and her breathing was ragged. She checked the den to see Cassandra had settled back on the couch.

Iliya knew more needy people waited outside, but she couldn’t bring herself to let them in.
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She took a few minutes to herself sitting in the kitchen and staring at the lawn outside. The line of visitors had wrapped around the corner—young and old, all desperate for her healing wisdom. In the cold they waited for a holy blessing from the village prophet.

Inhaling a slow, deep breath, Iliya tried to calm her swirling thoughts. She meditated and rose out of her body.

Her guardian leaned against the cabinets and eyed her. “Something I can help you with, my dear?” he asked.

“Guardian . . .” Iliya tried to find the right words. “These people came here hoping for me to heal them.”

“That’s typically how it works.”

“But who am I to decide who will live and who will die? What right do I have to say one person is worth my life’s sacrifice and another is not?”

The guardian shrugged. “It sure beats the alternative, right? Without you, they all die.”

She eyed him with disgust, making no attempt to hide her distaste for his irreverence.

He sighed. “Look, by your logic, what right do any humans have to try to help one another? You have the power to help people, and so you help them.”

She remained silent.

“Would a surgeon worry about the people he can’t save?” he prompted. “No, he saves who he can, and he tries not to worry about the rest. Count the wins.”

“But surgeons save everyone they can,” Iliya argued. “I have the power to choose. How can I place such a price on human life?”

“You’re not the one who determines the price—God is.”

“Well then, how evil is God to measure people’s healing in terms of the hours and minutes and seconds of my own existence? To say a coughing baby is worth twice an injured carpenter, and an old man is worth ten times that? To trade death for death? What a cruel, perverted game.”

The guardian shrugged again. “Would you rather not play?”

He gestured out the window, and Iliya cast her gaze onto the lawn—seemingly empty here in the spirit world but full of hopeful villagers in the mortal world.

And she couldn’t blame them. Wouldn’t she do the same? If some miraculous healer had appeared in the village when the accident had happened, wouldn’t she have brought her dying father and demanded his life be spared?

Wasn’t it better to play the twisted game rather than let them all die? Better to make these repulsive bargains and let some walk free?

“I suppose . . . I must try,” she spoke through the tightness in her throat.

The guardian nodded. “Iliya,” he said gently, “for this to succeed—for you to remain alive at all—you must swallow your own guilt and refuse to heal some people. Some prices are too vast, and some illnesses must simply run their course.”

She fought for breath. As much as she wanted to deny his claim and to scream at him that he was mistaken, she knew her guardian’s advice held merit. “I don’t think I’ll ever be comfortable with that.”

He leaned back against the cabinets and resumed his expression of smug amusement. “Fortunately, miracles don’t require your comfort.”
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Iliya Rusul resumed her miracles by making life-or-death decisions for the villagers, healing those with low costs, and denying those with high costs.

She never explicitly asked for payment, but the villagers offered to cook her family dinner, to donate food from their farms, and to provide clothing, toothpaste, jewelry, housewares, and anything they had to offer. Soon the Rusul family was thriving. They ate three solid meals a day, Pamela and Baq attended school regularly, and they had coats made of the village’s finest wool to keep them warm in the upcoming winter. They enjoyed sturdy shoes with laces and soles that could withstand the uneven terrain, fashionable accessories that won the children compliments at school, and everything from homegrown fruits and vegetables to fresh meat and dairy and delicious pies and cakes.

Iliya’s guardian remained nearby, ready to provide gentle encouragement or a firm hand should her resolve ever waver again.

One morning, as Iliya was just beginning her day by welcoming in an elderly woman and helping her sit down, a bright light gathered across the lawn like a magnet attracting the sun’s rays. None of the humans noticed—or, if they did, they perceived little more than a peculiar sense of calmness and peace.

But the guardian knew instantly what it was, and he gave a troubled sigh as the light grew denser until it coalesced and materialized into a human-like form.

It looked like a beautiful woman with feathery white wings arching out the back of her glittering white gown. Her braided golden hair was wrapped in a circle around her head, and even from his standpoint, her steely silver eyes conveyed a strong sense of purpose—almost hostile in their intensity.

She glided across the lawn and into the entryway without opening the door; she passed easily through the solid wood and stone.

“Hi there, pal,” the guardian greeted her cheekily. He scratched his giant domed head. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence?”

As usual, the messenger appreciated none of his brand of humor. “The prophet must move on.”

“Oh?”

“She must go forth and prepare the way of the Lord.”

The guardian chuckled. “I can’t say I’m disappointed at the prospect of finally leaving this one-horse town.”

“Good.” The messenger turned to leave. “Send signs for her to leave this village and start her prophetic journey.”

“Hang on,” the guardian prompted.

The messenger turned around. “Do you doubt your ability to handle this simple task?”

“No,” the guardian grumbled. “It’s just my prophet is one of routine. She’s finally sort of . . . happy, for once.”

The messenger stared back with her unfeeling silver eyes.

The guardian continued, “Doesn’t God—I don’t know—feel a little bad messing that up for her?”

The messenger broke into a mirthless smile. “Let God worry about the consequences,” she said with an edge of dismissive arrogance. “You should worry about fulfilling your own duties.”

“Right,” the guardian muttered.

With that, the messenger glided back through the door and onto the lawn. Her body lifted into the air and glowed brighter until it became indistinguishable from the sunlight.

The guardian sighed again as he fixed his gaze upon Iliya, who was focused on healing the next villager. “I only hope she goes willingly.”


SECTION THREE:
DUTY


CHAPTER 8

It started with the wind.

Gust after gust pushed Iliya away from the house. Her stomach churned. A distinct sense of leaving tugged at her.

She ignored the sensations and hunkered down against the wind.

Certainly, she couldn’t leave. The very idea was preposterous. She would never abandon her siblings and mother. Who would care for them if she disappeared? Plus, travel between villages was taboo for all but the trade chieftains.

She managed to reach the house and hastily locked the door.

Later that afternoon, after healing a woman’s paralyzed hand, Iliya happened to glance out the window. Even though she had recently weeded the garden, the dandelions had all returned, like blinking yellow eyes in the blustery wind.

What a persistent weed.

The next morning, the dandelions had doubled, coating the lawn in little yellow petals. Still, Iliya ignored the sign. She didn’t want anything to change.

She kept tripping over random objects: one of Baq’s old toy trucks, her mother’s ball of yarn, a pile of clothes she must have dropped on the way to the laundry room.

Whenever she passed into a meditative state—every time she enacted a miracle—her guardian tried to drag her into the spirit world.

But he didn’t have that kind of power over her. He couldn’t force his will upon her.

“God has a path for you,” the guardian’s strained voice echoed in her mind. “You must leave your family.”

When Baq and Pamela came home bursting with stories about their classmates and the interesting things they had learned in school, Iliya found it even easier to ignore her guardian’s call. She felt warm seeing them so happy and fulfilled. They were finally experiencing a real childhood.

As Iliya tried to fall asleep that night, the guardian pulled on the edges of her consciousness to keep her from sleeping. But she could handle a sleepless night. It would not affect her ability to perform miracles and provide for her siblings.

A piercing scream made her jolt upright. She sprinted down the hall, her bare feet scraping the polished wood. “Pamela? Baq?” Her ears were ringing, and her heart pounded in her throat.

The scream came again—from the den. Iliya ran in, and little feet padded behind her. Their mother’s screaming must have awakened her siblings as well.

Iliya turned on the light.

Her mouth open and eyes wide like a wild and clueless fish, Cassandra sat stiffly on the couch. Then she let out another earsplitting shriek.

“Mother, please.” Pamela covered her ears. “Why are you screaming like that?”

“It’s so early.” Baq rubbed his eyes. “Doesn’t she know we have school in the morning?”

“Doubtful,” said Iliya. She headed for the medicine chest as Cassandra geared up for another scream.

Pill bottle in hand, Iliya crept back into the den while Cassandra belted out her demonic cry. When her scream drew to a close, Iliya helped her swallow a sleeping pill. Cassandra didn’t resist, and within a few minutes, she was sleeping heavily. Iliya and her siblings blearily headed back to bed.

Cassandra was still sleeping when Iliya sent Pamela and Baq off to school the next morning. She awoke around the time Iliya was preparing for her first healing. For a few minutes, Cassandra rested calmly on the couch, but she soon resumed her periodic screaming.

Feeling a twinge of guilt, Iliya put another sleeping pill into her mother’s lolling mouth. She had healings to do and couldn’t be disturbed by her mother’s crazy yelling.

But Iliya knew she could no longer deny her guardian’s wishes. She couldn’t keep feeding her mother sleeping pills to keep her quiet. This was not a sustainable plan.
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While Pamela and Baq slept that night, Iliya sat cross-legged on her bedroom floor. Obeying the insistent tug in her mind, she projected into the spirit world.

“What is the matter with you?” cried her guardian, looming over her at his full height with his beady black eyes practically ballooning out of his skull. “You promised—you promised—that you would meet me here when I told you to.”

“I said I would try if I didn’t have a compelling reason—”

“ENOUGH,” he roared, fists flying into the air. “You must stop performing miracles here in this village. It’s time to move on.”

“Move on? Like perform different kinds of miracles?” she asked hopefully.

The fuming guardian glared at her. “No. You cannot waste your entire life force on this one insignificant small town.”

“Hey, that’s my home you’re talking about.”

“Oh, I so hope I didn’t offend you. I would hate to think I caused you one ounce of displeasure.” His voice rose to a shrieking pitch, and Iliya grimaced. “Now leave this town at once before you dig your own grave.”

“I can’t just leave,” she said helplessly. “My family lives here . . . Baq and Pamela—”

“You were not given prophetic abilities so you could accrue material wealth in your hometown,” grumbled the guardian. “You have a purpose.”

“Oh really? And what happens to me if I don’t fulfill that purpose?” She gathered all her strength to match his dramatics with her own impetuosity. “Is God going to get angry? Is He going to punish me?”

“You foolish girl.” The guardian’s face twisted into a scowl even uglier than his usual range of expressions. “You really think this is just about your little life? Your salvation? You have a mission to prepare the way of the Lord—”

“Like I even know what that means,” she muttered. “Like you even know what that means.”

“I know it doesn’t mean sitting in a den of material comfort, drugging your seer mother, and ignoring your own sense of duty and righteousness.”

She laughed without mirth. “My sense of duty and righteousness is just a marionette string you pluck when it’s convenient for you. I can’t even trust my own feelings anymore. Isn’t providing for my family also righteous?”

“I will not deign to argue with you about morality,” he huffed. “Iliya, you are a prophet. I know you have a very finely tuned sense of right and wrong. You were born with that. You tell me—does it seem right to languish in one village when there is such vast suffering across the rest of the globe? Does it seem right to waste your life energy curing precancerous moles when thousands of children die daily worldwide?”

Her heart pounded in her chest, and her breath came in short gasps. “Take that up with God. Their blood is not on my hands.”

Her guardian paused, his expression pure shock. Then he became oddly neutral. “You must do what you think is best.” His voice was quiet. “I will be here, waiting for you, until your dying breath.”

The spirit world seemed to collapse around her—was he kicking her out? She found herself sitting on her bedroom floor, her heart still hammering.
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After spending a few minutes composing herself, Iliya walked into the den. Cassandra was awakening from her drug-induced slumber.

“Hello, Iliya,” she greeted drowsily.

“Hi, Mother.”

“Do you need something?”

Iliya watched her mother rub her eyes. “I need a lot of things.”

Cassandra waved her hand dismissively. “We humans need less than you think.”

Iliya glanced at the front door where villagers had regularly lined up to visit the miracle worker. “I’m not so sure.”

“Come sit by me.” Cassandra patted the couch, and Iliya sat obediently. With her eyes bleary and her hair matted, Cassandra appeared so different from her former self, yet she also seemed strangely familiar—like when Iliya used to have nightmares and seek comfort in the middle of the night. “Iliya, you’ve always been a very special child, precocious, a good student, the best in all your classes. And you were always so kind to your brother and sister.”

Iliya remained silent.

“But there was one thing you never could understand. You can’t save everyone. Sometimes bad things happen, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

“But what if there is something I can do?” asked Iliya. “Who should I save then?”

Cassandra chuckled as if Iliya had asked why the sky must be blue or why birds build nests for their eggs. “You follow the path before you.” Cassandra smiled sweetly. “What else can you do?”

Iliya stood. A pit of determination seeded in her stomach. “You can forge your own path. You can refuse to accept the mysterious fate handed to you by an unknown God, and you can decide what kind of life you want to lead.”

“And what life is that?” asked Cassandra.

“I have a duty to my sister, my brother, and you. I will keep you all safe until you’re healthy again.”

“Oh, that will never happen.” Cassandra’s cheerful tone starkly contrasted with the gravity of her words.

Suddenly a lost little girl again, Iliya peered down at her in surprise. “It won’t?”

Cassandra shook her head. “No, I’m a mess.”

Hope rapidly draining out of her, Iliya sat back down.

“You have more to do in this life than just protect us,” said Cassandra. “And anyway, the best way to protect us is to follow the prophet’s path. Make the world a better place—so that when the destruction comes, we will all be saved, and we will not perish.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Cassandra turned to face her more fully, her hazel eyes wide and bright—the same color as Iliya’s. “Iliya, you bring the next hope of salvation. It failed the last time, but God is giving us another chance.”

Iliya peered back, but she could not share Cassandra’s visions. “Mother, I’m sorry, I still don’t understand.”

Cassandra put a hand on Iliya’s shoulder and gestured toward the children’s bedrooms. “There is so much more in this world than you know, Iliya. You have the power to shape the universe. What kind of world do you want them to live in? What kind of world do you want to create for them?”

“But . . . if I leave . . .” Pain and fear welling in her chest, Iliya gazed at her mother. “How can I trust you’ll be okay? How can I abandon you?”

“Don’t worry, dear. Father will take good care of us.”

The raw words stabbed Iliya. She could hardly breathe. The air seemed to tremble around her. “Father’s dead,” she whispered.

Cassandra shrugged and began rummaging for one of her activities. “I suppose.”

Iliya stood and backed slowly out of the room. Cassandra started humming placidly.


CHAPTER 9

The next day, one of the town’s leading doctors, Dr. Alexandria, came to see Iliya. Bald and olive-toned, he took over the small cottage entryway with his broad shoulders and big personality. He swept inside and gave Iliya a vigorous handshake, grasping her hand in two of his own.

“Iliya, so nice to meet you. I’ve heard truly incredible things. Your diagnostic prowess is unparalleled.” His voice bubbled over with false charm and superficial cheer, and his thick bushy mustache wiggled. “I must thank you for your help. I can attribute at least seven of my patients’ successes to your insights.”

Iliya managed to smile. “How can I help you, Doctor?”

“Well, since you seem so plugged in, I was wondering what your provision channels are. Where are you getting your resources?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Oh, come now, don’t be furtive. We’re all on the same team here. I just want to help the town, same as you. No need to keep it all for yourself.”

“I’ve been given special powers by God.”

Dr. Alexandria scoffed, and Iliya had to admit, it did sound ridiculous. “All right, I promise I won’t blow your cover story. Just give me a cut. Are you getting diagnostic and preventative care technologies from one of the spoke towns? Do you have an arrangement with one of their hospitals to get their discarded or broken machines? Or their expired medicines? I’ve been trying for ages to get scraps, anything, even technologies that haven’t been used for decades. It still beats what we have here.”

Iliya’s mind spun. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. There are better technologies elsewhere?”

The doctor frowned at her. “I see. This is how you want to play it. Fine. But it’s good people you’re denying medical care. You can’t treat everyone by yourself. I could have helped, you know.”

He stormed out in a huff.

Iliya replayed his strange words in her mind: spoke towns, hospitals.

Cassandra murmured quietly from the den, “There is so much more in this world than you know, Iliya.”

Iliya did feel curious about what might exist beyond her village. If there were better technologies elsewhere for diagnosing and healing people, then she might exponentially increase the number of people she could save. If she could bring such technologies to villages like hers, perhaps it wouldn’t take a miracle to cure people of the flu, or parasites, or diabetes. How limited would she be if she remained only in this village relying only on their resources? How much of her life would she be required to give just to make a little progress?
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Iliya greeted the queue of villagers eager for her attention.

She was surprised to see Mr. Careem Clemence at the front of the line. He looked much the same as she remembered him—the same kind brown eyes and receding brown hair. He gave her a broad smile with a hint of sheepishness, like he felt flustered seeing her in this context.

“Well, hello Iliya,” he stammered. “Hard to believe I had a miracle worker under my nose all that time. And to think, I had you do nothing but filing.”

“Mr. Clemence, please, come in.”

“You can call me Careem,” he urged, joining her at the small table in the entryway.

“What seems to be the problem?” she asked.

“They told me I was crazy to ask this of you.” His voice became so quiet she had to lean across the table to hear him. “But I thought, might as well try.”

She waited patiently.

“I was wondering if . . . you could bring Nadia back,” he mumbled, and his cheeks tinged pink.

“Your wife, Nadia? Bring her back to life?”

Careem nodded.

“I don’t think I can bring people back to life,” she said slowly. “But I suppose I can give it a try.”

She closed her eyes, meditated, and made the request. Please bring his wife, Nadia, back to life. Restore her soul to her body.

She received a complex response—one she didn’t quite understand at first. She knew Careem was likely waiting in cruel anticipation, but she let that thought go and pursued this unresolved miracle.

She felt herself rising out of her body, and she realized this type of miracle must require astral projection.

Floating in the entryway, she could see her physical body quietly meditating, but Careem had vanished; his chair now appeared empty. She looked around, but everything else looked the same as it did in the mortal world—the kitchen to her left, the den to her right, the hallway to the bedrooms behind her.

She opened the front door and walked outside.

“Nadia,” she called. “Nadia Clemence, can you hear me?”

Nothing but silence. Iliya sought her guardian and found him some distance away fiddling with a leaf that had fallen from a nearby tree.

“I suppose you know how I can bring people back from the dead?” she queried.

He nodded wordlessly.

“But you told me I couldn’t bring back my father.”

“You can’t.”

She put her hands on her hips. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

“I don’t think God ever promised to be fair.”

“Then he should have.” Iliya paused, considering her next step. “I can bring back Nadia, but not my father?”

The guardian shrugged. “If it is God’s will.”

“Humph.” She breathed in the cool morning air and looked around. “Where can I find this Nadia?”

“Humans come to the spirit world when they die,” said the guardian absently. “She’s probably here somewhere.”

Iliya froze, her breath catching in her throat, and her hands began to shake. “Does that mean . . . my father . . . is here somewhere?”

The guardian turned back to look at her, and his expression changed—perhaps alarmed, even fearful.

“Oh, no. No, no, no. Don’t go down that road, Iliya.”

“Well, why not? Why can I only do miracles for others and not myself? Or for my family?” Heat rose in her chest. “Why can’t I cure my mother and bring back my father?”

“If you don’t believe me, search for the answers yourself,” said the guardian, his voice pained. “The price would be . . . too great.”

She searched and found it instantly—the price, for either miracle, would be her life. Her whole life. And even then, it might not be enough to cure them. She could not see beyond the ultimate, the only price she had to offer.

The decision was swift—she would do it, even for just the possibility that she might revive her father or heal her mother.

“No,” cried the guardian with evident panic. “Iliya, you mustn’t!”

“Why not?” she shouted, tears welling in her eyes. “You can’t control me. If this is what I want—”

“Just think about what you’re saying. Would your parents want you to die in their place?” He paused, letting the question sink in.

She felt it settle somewhere in the bottom of her stomach.

“Well? Would they?” he prompted.

Iliya knelt to the ground. Tears freely flowed down her cheeks.

“Your father died in his time,” the guardian explained firmly, “which is why you cannot bring him back. And your mother has her fate as a seer.”

Covered by saltwater, the leaves and dirt blurred beneath her.

“God has granted you a rare gift—use it, but do not sacrifice yourself for nothing.”

“It’s not for nothing,” she whispered.

The bushes rustled nearby. A woman in a long, glimmering white gown strode into the open clearing. Her black hair was tied back in a long ponytail that reached her hips, and her skin was an olive-beige color.

“I heard someone calling for me,” she murmured in a musical, lilting voice. Her brown eyes were large compared to the rest of her features, giving her the appearance of perpetual doe-eyed surprise. “Is it time to go?”

“Nadia died before her time so that you might meet Mr. Clemence,” explained the guardian in a quiet voice, “and so that he might provide for you in your time of need. But God does not forget those who provide for his prophets. He will demonstrate his power now, through you, by bringing her back. She has been waiting here in the spirit world for you to call her home.”

Nadia bent down and took Iliya’s cheeks in her cool hands; she placed a soft kiss on each cheek. “Thank you so much. I am looking forward to seeing my husband again.”

Iliya clambered up and took Nadia’s hand. Nadia’s fingers were thin, graceful, and her grasp was tender, almost maternal. They walked back inside the house together where Iliya knew the invisible Careem was waiting.

As Iliya alone reentered her body and reincorporated into the physical world, she made sure to keep a connection with Nadia, who remained in the spiritual world. She clutched Nadia’s fingers tightly.

Iliya opened her eyes. Careem watched her, holding his breath, his eyes wide.

After gathering her strength, Iliya said, “Because you provided for me when I had nothing, God has granted your wish.” Her voice sounded flat and toneless to her own ears. “I am holding Nadia’s hand. It has been too long since she died for her to reenter her old body. God must grant her a new body. It will take a moment.”

Careem nodded, his face pale.

Iliya closed her eyes again and wished for the miracle that was already, at this point, on the tip of her tongue.

Nadia materialized in the mortal realm, her spirit rooting to the Earth and becoming visible to them.

Careem cried out in pure primal joy and rushed toward Nadia. They collided in a heated embrace, and Iliya turned away, allowing them their moment of privacy.

“I missed you so much,” Careem choked.

“I missed you too,” Nadia whispered in return.

After a series of weighty moments, they turned to Iliya.

“Please,” said Careem in a coarse voice. “We owe you more than we can ever repay. Please tell us what we can do to say some small thanks.”

Iliya shrugged. “My family is quite comfortable these days.”

Nadia leaned down and grasped Iliya’s hands. It felt much the same as it had in the spirit world, though her hands were warmer now. “If you ever need anything, large or small, I hope you will call on us.” Her dark eyes were vibrant, intent.

Iliya nodded, her throat thick.

Careem and Nadia walked out hand-in-hand. Iliya told the next person in line to wait—she needed time to recuperate.

Alone in the entryway, Iliya hugged her knees to her chest and sat in silence.
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Eventually she composed herself and agreed to do more miracles that day.

In the early evening, minutes before Baq and Pamela were due back from school, Iliya stepped outside to survey the crowd and determine how many more she could heal that day.

A voice called from the back of the line, “I hear you brought Nadia Clemence back from the dead.”

Everyone turned to locate the source. Iliya squinted into the setting sun’s haze, and her stomach sank as she recognized the shouter.

“Trista,” Iliya greeted glumly.

“Is it true?” Trista skirted the line and rushed toward Iliya. Her wiry brown hair was untied this time, and her jaw was clenched into an especially brutal expression.

A queued villager shouted at Trista, “Hey, don’t cut the line.”

“I waited my turn already,” Trista shouted back, not breaking her stride. “The other day, I had waited all night so I would be the first in line. And what did Iliya Rusul do? She turned me away. She’s letting my father die.”

Cold dread shot down Iliya’s spine as the villagers started murmuring, asking each other if this could be true, whispering their own stories about friends and neighbors who were also turned away.

Iliya tried to speak through the tightness in her throat. “I . . . can’t save everyone.”

“But that makes no sense, does it?” Trista glanced around at the other villagers as if willing them to join her outrage. “If she’s powerful enough to raise someone from the dead, how can she be powerless to stop a man from dying in the first place? How can she be powerless to cure an illness?”

“She refused to heal my son’s face,” another woman in line shouted. “His disfigurement has made him a laughingstock at school.”

“He just had acne,” Iliya muttered in exasperation. “It posed no serious threat to his health.”

“Do you see?” Trista prompted. “Do you see how she judges us? She’s the one who decides whether we deserve to be healed.”

The murmuring turned to shouting, and the villagers in line grew restless. More villagers surfaced behind them—perhaps a crowd Trista had summoned to support her.

Panic fluttered in Iliya’s chest. Baq and Pamela would return any minute. “Please, if you’re not here for a healing, make room for those—”

“I say we make her treat us with respect,” Trista yelled. “Are you with me?”

Angry shouts confirmed their hostile solidarity.

Someone grabbed a torch—Iliya had no idea where they had gotten it—and ran toward the house, pointing the fiery tip toward the wooden door.

Just then, Baq and Pamela arrived at the back of the crowd. For a moment, time seemed to freeze as their frightened faces scanned the lawn.

“Grab her kids,” someone shouted.

Hands seized Baq and Pamela.

“No!” Iliya screamed.

Flames licked the door, gaining momentum and spitting embers toward Iliya. She stumbled away reflexively.

“Guardian,” she gasped, coughing from the rising smoke.

But she knew what he would tell her to do.

Brushing the residual embers off her clothes, she sprinted toward her siblings, but the crowd blocked her path. Villagers grabbed her arms and her shoulders to bind her, and they pummeled her, shouting in her face. She struggled for meditative calm.

Iliya cried her miracle to the universe, “Save my siblings, my mother, my house.”

The price is vast, the universe warned.

The truth hit her like swallowing a stone. Was this her punishment for resisting God’s path? Would he endanger her family until she consented to leave?

When she opened her eyes, the angry villagers had released her. All their blights were healed. Miraculously, the entire village was saved—the adolescent with acne, even Trista’s father.

God’s power was truly overwhelming.

With all their complaints abruptly addressed, the villagers’ anger evaporated. Smiling, laughing, and celebrating, they admired their newly strengthened limbs, their clear skin, and their easy breaths. They sauntered off into the deepening twilight with palpable glee.

Their faces pallid, Baq and Pamela staggered toward Iliya. Choking through tears and the smell of smoke still thick in her nostrils, Iliya gathered the two in her arms and held their small bodies tight against hers.

The smoke itself had vanished, of course, along with the fire. The house seemed relatively unharmed, save for some scarring along the door’s outer edge.

Cassandra sat calmly on the couch—had she been aware of the commotion? Iliya led Baq and Pamela inside, sat them beside their mother, and went to prepare them some hot tea in the kitchen.

Out the window, she watched the crowd dwindle until there was no one left.

Would the villagers come back when new ailments inevitably struck them? Would they demand retribution? She had presumed her family would be unsafe without her—but perhaps they would actually be safer without her.

God’s will had prevailed. She would leave her village and spread God’s gift elsewhere.


CHAPTER 10

The next day, Iliya set all the preparations in motion. She asked Mrs. Sonia about options for more after-school activities. She stocked up on money, nonperishable food, medicine, and anything else she thought her family might need.

She also tracked down Careem and Nadia Clemence to ask them the biggest favor of all.

They lived in a moderate-sized brick home near the town square. The front yard was meticulously groomed with tightly trimmed small bushes, and majestic white columns adorned the doorway. Inhaling a quick fortifying breath, Iliya knocked on the bright white door.

Hardly a moment later, Nadia opened the door and gave Iliya a warm smile, beckoning her inside without hesitation.

“Oh, Iliya, what a wonderful surprise,” gasped Nadia.

“Please come in, come in,” Careem urged from behind her. “Let me take your coat. Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

Before Iliya could even say hello, they sat her down on their plush blue couch and gave her a plate of small pastries and dried fruit.

“Thank you,” she managed. “Really, it’s not necessary. I can’t stay long.”

“What a shame,” said Nadia.

“I just . . . have a favor to ask you.”

“Of course, anything,” said Careem. “Anything that’s ours is yours.”

“Well . . . it’s a pretty big favor.” Iliya took a deep breath. “I’m preparing to leave on a journey. I don’t know when . . . I may not be back for a long time.”

They nodded, listening closely.

“My two siblings, they’re eight and nine, and they can’t support themselves yet. They’re enrolled in school—the payment is taken care of—but someone needs to look after them when they’re not in school.”

“Iliya, yet again, you’re the answer to our prayers,” cried Careem. “Due to all the . . . trauma, Nadia learned she’s unable to bear a child.”

“I suppose dying and coming back to life can leave a woman infertile,” said Nadia with a sad chuckle.

“We want nothing more than to bring children into our family,” Careem added.

“Well . . . that’s not all.” Iliya fortified herself with another deep breath. “My mother, she is quite ill. She’s not right. Her mind is . . . ever since our father died, she hasn’t been able to . . .”

Careem nodded with a frown. “I have heard stories of Crazy Cassandra.”

The phrase made her breath catch in her throat. “Yes, well, someone needs to look after her too.”

“Consider it done, Iliya,” said Careem. He and Nadia exchanged glances and nodded in agreement.

“It’s the least we can do,” Nadia added.

As the weight of anxiety lifted in one great rush, Iliya felt a wave of intense relief. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. You’ve saved me twice now.”

“No, you’ve saved us,” Careem assured her.

After saying her goodbyes, Iliya began the walk home. She was not looking forward to the final step—telling Baq and Pamela.
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Minutes after Iliya arrived home, Baq and Pamela burst through the front door while arguing loudly.

“Eloise told me she saw you tickling her sister at recess,” cried Pamela.

“I was not—I wouldn’t. Girls are gross,” Baq retorted.

“But she said so.”

“Well, she was lying.”

Iliya tried to interrupt, “Um, hello?”

“Nuh-uh,” said Pamela. “Eloise doesn’t lie. She said she saw you tickling Denali.”

“It was only because she licked me,” said Baq. “She licked me. I had to get her to stop.”

“Hello? Baq? Pamela?”

“Eloise is my friend—you can’t be her sister’s boyfriend.”

“I’m not her boyfriend!”

“Eloise doesn’t like you.”

“Well, I don’t like her.”

“Hey!” Iliya shouted, and Baq and Pamela turned to look at her. “I have something important to talk to you about. Can we all just sit down at the table and chat?”

With their arms crossed, her petulant siblings sat on opposite ends of the kitchen table. Sighing softly, Iliya sat between them.

“You two know how I’ve been . . . healing people in the village.”

Pamela nodded; Baq made a vague humph sound.

“Well, our village isn’t the only one that needs healing. It’s my job to go to other villages and heal there.” Iliya paused, but her siblings showed no reaction. “So . . . I’m planning to leave on a long trip to see other villages. But you’ll be in very good hands here. Careem and Nadia Clemence have agreed to look after you while I’m gone—”

“What?” Pamela cried. Her eyes filled quickly with tears. “You can’t leave, Iliya. Why can’t you just . . . visit other villages during the day while we’re at school?”

“I imagine other villages are quite far away. This trip could take . . . months. Maybe more.”

Pamela’s mouth gaped open, and then she cried, “But that’s not fair. We don’t want to live with the Clemences.”

“What about Mother?” asked Baq in a tight, low voice.

Iliya swallowed. “They’ve agreed to look after her too.”

Baq stood up so suddenly from the table his chair swayed on the spot. “They don’t know how to take care of her,” he shouted.

“You can help them,” said Iliya weakly. “They’re good people, you’ll see—”

“We don’t care if they’re good people,” said Pamela. “Everything’s going so well with you here. You can’t just . . . leave. We don’t want anything to change.”

“I know. I understand. But this is something I must do—”

“Don’t you care about us?” asked Pamela, her big brown eyes swimming with tears. “Don’t you love us?”

Iliya’s chest ached. “God, Pamela, of course I love you.”

“If you cared about us, you wouldn’t leave like this,” said Baq quietly.

Iliya gripped her head and fought back her own tears. “I’m doing this for you,” she gasped. “You’re not safe with me here. If the mob comes back, I don’t want anyone to hurt you.”

“And what will become of us here?” asked Pamela. “What if the Clemences can’t take care of us? What if Mother goes into one of her fits, and they can’t calm her?”

“I’ve done everything I can to set things up,” said Iliya. “Mrs. Sonia will look out for you at school, and there are after-school activities for both of you. I’m providing the Clemences with money, food, medicine, and anything else they could need. The Clemences live close to the school building, so it’ll actually be easier for you to get to school from their home than from here.”

“We have to go live with them?” asked Baq, his mouth gaping. “What about the cottage?”

“You can come play here on weekends—if the Clemences think it’s safe.”

“The weeds will overgrow,” whispered Pamela with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“They’re just flowers,” said Iliya, her chest tight as she thought of how diligently her father used to tend the property.

“Iliya, you can’t do this,” said Baq, his voice firm. “You just can’t. It will ruin our family.”

Iliya tried to breathe through the pain in her chest. Their family was ruined long before now. But she couldn’t say that to her siblings for whom she had fought so hard to care—her dear siblings who depended on her for their very subsistence and who finally had a fighting chance of doing something worthwhile with their lives, of pursuing their own dreams, and of having friends.

For one wild moment, she was ready to give up everything the guardian had shown her, everything Dr. Alexandria had mentioned, and her God-given mission just to die early here in this village so she could keep her siblings happy a little longer.

Cassandra appeared in the entryway of the kitchen. Her eyes locked directly onto Iliya’s. “I was told you might need some strength,” she said matter-of-factly.

Iliya sat in stunned silence.

Cassandra glanced at her two younger children. Pamela sat at one end of the table, and Baq stood heatedly at the other. “It’s time for Iliya to go,” said Cassandra with a gentle firmness. “We’ll be fine without her. She’s done a good job setting up everything for us.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Baq.

“That’s true,” said Cassandra. “But I’m still correct.”

“M-mother,” stammered Pamela. “If Iliya leaves, there’s no way we can get on without her. The Clemences can’t possibly take care of us the way she does. You don’t even see all the things she does to care for us . . . even I don’t see all the things she does.”

Iliya’s cheeks grew warm.

“We’ll lose what’s left of our family holdings,” said Baq. “Everything we’ve built up . . . we’ll be right back where we started. We can’t go back to that.”

“That’s not true,” insisted Iliya. “The Clemences are good people. They won’t let it come to that. There’s quite a bit of savings now, and that will last you a good long while. And the Clemences will make sure you don’t go hungry—they’ll make sure of it.”

“But we were finally . . . wealthy,” said Pamela in a small voice. “We have the best clothes in the village. Everyone at school says so.”

“Pamela!” Hot anger rose in Iliya’s chest. “Is that what this is about? You’re afraid you won’t be the richest kid in town anymore?”

“No, I mean . . . that’s not all of it,” she corrected quickly. “Obviously we don’t want you to go because . . . it’ll ruin the family, like Baq said.”

“You must let her go,” said Cassandra, her voice airy and wistful. “It is time for the prophet to spread the word of God.”

“Yeah, I’m not so sure about that last part,” Iliya muttered. “But in any case, it is time for me to go. I’m sure I’ll come back to the village at some point, and I’ll find a way to send more money or anything you need.”

Pamela rushed closer and gave Iliya a tight hug. “Please don’t leave us,” she whispered. “Please, Illy.”

The sweet pet name brought a rush of tenderness to Iliya’s heart; her eyes leaked tears. “Oh, Pammy, you know I don’t want to leave you. You know that, right?”

Pamela nodded jerkily.

Baq remained a shadowy presence with his expression cut from stone. “She’s going,” he said to Pamela in a quiet voice. “She’s already decided. Otherwise, she would have caved already.”

Iliya nodded.

Pamela let out a sob and covered her face.

“You’ll see. The Clemences will treat you well,” Iliya assured them. “And I’ve planned ahead, as much as I could, for anything you might need.”

Baq stormed out of the room. Cassandra watched him go with an expression of idle curiosity.

Pamela took a shaking breath. “He’ll be okay,” she murmured.

“I know he will,” said Iliya.

“Well,” Cassandra clapped her hands together, “I think that went well, don’t you?”

Pamela walked slowly out of the room while giving her mother a wary glance.

Iliya put her head down on the table. A numbness stole over her. Perhaps she could stay like this, with her head on the table, and just never get up again. She could let the world slide by, and she could stay untouchable and comatose, never helping or hurting anyone ever again.

Hands grasped her shoulders. More angry villagers? she wondered. She glanced around for the source.

Cassandra hovered behind her and gave her a loving squeeze. “Don’t worry, darling. Everything will be all right.”

Iliya sighed. “Sure.” She rose to her feet, leaving her mother’s embrace, and walked out of the kitchen. Pamela and Baq had their bedroom doors closed.

Iliya entered her bedroom and stood in the middle at her meditation spot. She looked around at the empty familiarity surrounding her.

“Are you happy?” she asked wildly. “Is this what you wanted?”

Yes, her snarky guardian would likely answer.

Iliya wondered, as she often did, whether God was indeed good and whether his path would lead somewhere virtuous.
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The next evening, Iliya walked her family members through the gusty autumnal wind toward the Clemences’ house. She carried a big duffel bag filled with extra necessities for the Clemences.

As they left the dark cottage behind them, Iliya felt a pang of regret and longing. This was her childhood home where she and her siblings played and laughed, where her father used to garden and cook, where her mother used to dance and sing to them. Every notch in the walls, every scratch, was connected to some distant memory, some part of her own soul. And she didn’t know when she would be back.

Iliya had worried her siblings would refuse to go. But in a rare show of maturity, they had packed their belongings as instructed. Now they trudged alongside her, silently lost in their own thoughts, their expressions glumly resigned.

They arrived at the Clemences’ house—the cheery brick structure on the edge of the town square. Iliya knocked on the door.

Nadia opened it and beamed at them. The rich yellow light and heat from the house glowed around her like a halo. Her long hair was braided behind her, and her round eyes were bright. “Well, hello there,” she chimed. “We’re so happy to see you. Please come in out of the cold. We’ll warm up some hot cocoa for you.”

Iliya started to protest that it was too late and that the sugar would ruin her siblings’ bedtime, but the words caught in her throat as she realized she was no longer their caretaker. Any attempt to govern them might be confusing for them.

Nadia ushered the four of them inside and called to her husband, “Dear, would you warm some milk? The children and Cassandra are here.”

“How wonderful,” called Careem. “Welcome.”

Pamela and Baq shyly walked in. Cassandra strode in behind them seemingly comfortable and confident, and she sat on the Clemences’ couch as if it were her own.

Iliya hung back by the door watching the scene of a new family coming together unfold. She knew she should not remain a part of it for too long, so the wounds could heal around her.

“I’ll show you where to put your things,” Nadia said to Baq and Pamela. “We have bedrooms ready for you. We managed to split our guest room into two separate rooms . . . the divider isn’t exactly as sturdy as a wall, but it should do nicely for a little privacy.” Nadia led them toward the back of the house.

Cassandra buried herself deep into the couch pillows. From the kitchen, a soft hum indicated the milk was heating up.

Baq and Pamela returned to the foyer, and Iliya tried to read their mood. They didn’t exactly seem comfortable but were perhaps a bit relieved. Nadia clearly wanted them to be happy.

A soft whistle indicated the milk was ready. “Who wants cocoa?” called Careem.

“I do,” cried Pamela, getting into the spirit. “I love cocoa. We usually can’t”—she glanced at Iliya—“Oh, I mean . . . never mind.”

“It’s okay,” said Iliya through the lump in her throat. “I’m sure you’ll find there are lots of things you like about living here.”

She glanced around the room once more to take in the scene—Careem bringing steaming mugs from the kitchen, Nadia with her enthusiastic grin, Pamela and Baq nervous but enjoying their treat, and Cassandra asleep and snoring on a stranger’s couch.

“I should be going,” said Iliya softly. “I’ll return when I can.” She wanted to remind the Clemences of the extra money and food she had left in a bag by the door, but she couldn’t seem to find her voice. She feared if she tried to say any more, she would burst into tears.

Pamela hugged Iliya tightly. “Oh, Iliya. We’ll miss you.”

Iliya’s tears left dark stains in Pamela’s light hair. “I love you always,” Iliya choked.

Then Baq stepped forward. His jaw was tight, and tears shimmered in his eyes. “Goodbye.”

Iliya wrapped her arms around him. “You take care of everyone, all right?” she whispered.

Baq nodded.

“You don’t need to worry, Iliya,” said Nadia in her musical voice. “We’ll be great parents.”

Iliya glanced at her sleeping mother on the couch. “Take care, Mother,” she said.

Then after one last look at this warm, bright room full of family, she opened the front door and walked out into the cold.

She decided to spend the night in a cheap inn at the eastern edge of the village. She couldn’t bear the thought of sleeping alone in the cottage. She had given most of her money to the Clemences to care for her siblings, but she had kept a little for her own journey. The rest she would need to earn on the road, perhaps by working miracles.

As she lay on the hard, lumpy bed, unable to sleep, she wondered how she could possibly accomplish this journey. Where would she go? She knew there were neighboring villages to the west, but she had never been told what laid to the east. Would God show her a path? Would her guardian’s signs keep her safe? Would she have enough food and water? Would the sun be too hot, the rain too severe, the nights too cold? Were there inns like this between the villages, or was there only silence? How far were the spoke towns, the hospitals, the technologies, and the medicines?

She waited for the dawn and hoped for the strength to persevere.


SECTION FOUR:
RIGHTEOUSNESS


CHAPTER 11

Iliya Rusul left early the next morning as the sun began to emerge. Clutching her few belongings, she exited the modest inn and headed toward the rising sun.

Her guardian floated unseen alongside her as he kept his beady black eyes steadily focused on her ongoing stride.

“So, I guess you’re back in the picture,” Iliya jabbed.

“I never left,” he murmured, though she could not hear his reply.

“I haven’t heard from you much lately except to scold me.”

“I only scold when you deserve it.”

“But I left the village like you wanted.”

“Took you long enough.”

She drew in a long, deep breath. “I know it’s not exactly a sign, but still, I feel like the rising sun carries hope or a sense of direction, perhaps.” She glanced around, trying to intuit his intention for her. “Are you planning to help me? I don’t know where I’m going.” She waited, but she perceived no signs. “Well, isn’t that comforting.”

The dirt path grew more uneven, and the forest thickened with exotic plants and trees. Iliya pushed branches out of her way and clambered along the fading path.

“So, Guardian.” She was slightly out of breath now. “I wonder if I’m your only human or if you have others you’ve sworn to protect.”

“Oh, I’m very fortunate to focus my entire existence solely on your little life.” He rolled his eyes.

“You seem so obsessed with my actions that I must conclude I’m your only human.” She tripped on a tree branch and fell forward but found her footing before hitting the ground. “Did you . . . just help me?” She blinked in the sunlight shimmering through the trees.

“Who, me?” he retorted. “Why would I help you?”

“Hmm.” She continued walking. “Hopefully, I’ll make it out of this forest soon.”

“Oh, just you wait. You have no idea.”

Though she couldn’t hear his words, she could perceive his eagerness practically dripping from him like the sunlight trembling through the trees.

After a few more minutes, she reached a thick wall of vines. She clawed past the sharp thorns that slashed her hands and face.

She had never been this far from home. Her own father was rumored to be from a neighboring village, though he had never discussed the matter and had always evaded questions about his history. Even his surname was a mystery; the family used Cassandra’s surname, Rusul.

After long minutes wading through the vines, Iliya reached an impenetrable wall—smooth and translucent, yet it gave way under her fingers a bit like a dense plastic. She ran her hands along the surface trying to find a break in the perfect smoothness. Her fingers hit a dent, then something sharp and jagged; she yanked her hands away as a dot of blood rose on her fingertip.

“You could have warned me,” she muttered, rummaging in her small knapsack for something to cover the wound.

“I thought I would allow you the joys of discovery,” the guardian returned with forced haughtiness—in truth, he hadn’t anticipated her injury.

With the wound safely wrapped, she tried to inspect the jagged area of the wall—but more carefully this time.

As she pushed the vines aside, a strong heat blew in her face like she was staring into an oven. The plastic wall had a beige-colored hole large enough for her to crawl through. She wondered if this was the origin of the recent dust storms.

Careful not to scrape the sides, she crawled through the jagged hole.

She emerged and was astonished by a view like nothing she had ever seen before. She stood bordering a giant chasm, a wide canyon made entirely of glistening white sand. The sun beamed high and hot overhead, making everything gleam like a golden city in heaven. She had only ever seen sand in bottles at specialty stores—and occasionally small grains in the dirt. But here, it was everywhere.

And the sky was so broad and vast without treetops to obscure the skyline. The horizon extended into infinity.

The guardian stretched to his full height and soaked in the rich sunshine. “Ah,” he sighed, “feels remarkably like freedom.”

Iliya glanced behind her. The harsh vine-covered edge of the forest curved in a dome shape. The semi-transparent plastic substance encircled and contained the forest, her entire village, and everything she knew and loved. She teetered at the edge of a giant terrarium, which had clearly been placed—unnaturally, artificially—in this larger desert.

She blinked in the fierce light and tried to understand the implications. “Does this mean . . . my entire village is human-made?” she asked aloud even though she was standing in the desert alone. “It doesn’t come naturally from the Earth?”

“So?” the guardian said to her senseless ears.

“Who put it there? Are all villages like that? Is the entire Earth made of sand? Who first built our village?”

The guardian rolled his eyes. “Even if I could answer all those questions, I wouldn’t be able to communicate the answers in a way you could understand.”

“All you can see is sand.”

“All you can see is sand.”

Iliya sighed. “I . . . I don’t understand.”

“Just figure out where to go next already.”

Iliya peered down into the vast chasm before her. “I suppose I can’t go this way.” She walked north along the curved edge of the forest.

On one side of her, thick green vegetation burgeoned against the plastic wall. On the other side, fierce sunlight and beautiful white sand stretched endlessly.

“If you continue to circle the border of this forest, you will end up back where you started,” grumbled the guardian. “It’s time for you to meditate.”

This time Iliya did not resist the impulse; she sat among the shifting hot sand and began to meditate.
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Iliya never ceased to be astonished by the guardian’s formidable, hulking form. His black eyes darted around, almost fearful.

“Careful,” he said.

Her chest tightened as she wondered what he could be afraid of.

He continued, “I wove all kinds of protections around your cottage so that when you meditated there, it was very difficult for the demons to find you. But out here, there are no such protections.”

“That’s why they never came after me again after that first day.” She nodded as the realization hit her. “But why can’t you just talk to me in the mortal world? Sometimes I can hear your voice in the mortal world, or sometimes I can get a hint of what you want, even if I can’t hear you. Why is that?”

“There are only two ways for you to hear me in the mortal world. If you follow God’s path, accept your role, and thereby strengthen your powers or if I make my own effort, which—well, let’s just say that has certain costs associated with it.”

“Okay. So why did you ask me to meditate just now?”

“Because you have a hopeless natural sense of direction.”

Her hands balled into fists so hard that her fingernails dug into her palm. “Natural sense of direction? What is that supposed to mean?”

“Some prophets can sense where they should go next. Apparently, you lack that skill.”

“I resent that. That’s an old stereotype about women.”

“I’m not saying all women have a bad sense of direction. I’m saying you have a bad sense of direction.”

“I have a perfectly decent sense of direction.” She glared at his smug piebald face. What did he expect from her? “It’s the supernatural sense I lack. How am I supposed to sense where to go next? I know my own village like the back of my hand, but I’ve never seen this place before. How can you expect me to—”

“Okay, we really don’t have time for this,” the guardian griped. “I wasn’t lying when I said there might be demons. Take my hand.”

She placed her small hand into his giant palm. He yanked her high into the air, hurtling toward the oppressive desert sunlight. “Watch,” he whispered and pointed down.

A giant map unfurled below them. Iliya recognized her own village in the center—a bubble containing thick green vegetation bordering a vast desert. The rich green color of the trees stood in stark contrast to the golden sand to the east.

“Where do you want to go next?” asked the guardian.

“W-what do you mean?”

“You have a choice, Prophet. Where do you want to begin your journey?”

“I thought you said there was a prescribed direction.”

The guardian shrugged. “Maybe, but I’m no prophet.”

Iliya frowned. Beyond the bubble of her village, everything else on the map appeared blurry. “What’s that to the east?”

A fuzzy brown shape at edge of the desert swam in her vision.

“Another village,” said the guardian, eyeing it carefully. “It begins a path toward the eastern epicenters.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“We’ve got company.”

Tiny red dots began to appear on the map. Were those supposed to represent demons? First four, then eight, then ten—multiplying by the second.

“Eastern epicenters, then,” she said decisively. “Although I don’t know what my alternative would be.”

The guardian pulled her back toward her body and the multiplying red dots. “Stay close to me,” he whispered.

A hissing wind crashed around her, loud like breaking glass. Clawed hands grabbed her. Something stabbed her chest like at her last demon encounter. She cried out, and her guardian shoved her forward.

She emerged, gasping, from her meditative state and back in corporeal form. She glanced around wildly; the demons and her guardian had vanished. The world was quiet and serene once more. Sunlight sparkled in an azure canopy over diamond sand.

“Guardian,” she called. “Are you all right? Speak to me!”

All she could hear was her own heaving breath, and all she could see was the sun-drenched desert beside the shimmering plastic dome.

A breath of wind caught a handful of leaves and sent them spiraling through the crack in the plastic. The bright green leaves danced over the rich ivory sand.

She sighed with relief. “What happened? Why did I feel that . . . pain again?”

She sensed him trying to send her comfort, but she also knew something still was not right.

“What do I sacrifice when that happens? How much of my life do I lose?”

“None of it.” He spoke the words into her mind as if from a great distance; he sounded tired. “Move on.”

Squaring her shoulders, she staggered in the agreed direction—north along the edge of the forest and east once she finally skirted the great desert chasm.
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Iliya traveled along the desert sand. She used some water and food—beef jerky and a mix of dried fruits and nuts—but tried to conserve as much as possible. She wrapped a shawl around her head to protect it from the sun.

“I hope I’m still going the right way,” she murmured. “If I stray too far, you’ll correct me, won’t you Guardian?”

The guardian remained silent.

With no real protection from the sun, Iliya knew she wouldn’t last long. To ease her discomfort, she wished for a miracle, which came with little payment. Instantly her skin cooled, her blood rushed with sufficient hydration, and the cloudiness in her head cleared. Evidently, God intended to protect her out here in the desert.

Steep dunes rose in jagged peaks, and Iliya tried to keep her footing as she maneuvered the uneven terrain. As the sun pressed lower against a red horizon, the air grew significantly colder.

“I may not reach the village before nightfall,” Iliya noted. “Where will I sleep? There’s nothing but sand. I would be covered by morning.”

Another miracle would be required. How big would this one be? How much of her life would she sacrifice?

“Should I wish for shelter?” she wondered aloud. “Or better yet, should I wish to transport myself directly to the new village? Or even better still, just wish the entire world’s problems be solved in an instant so I can go back home. Do you think that would do it?”

Her guardian offered no response, but she imagined he would say something snarky if he could.

She quickened her pace. But she soon realized her basic human talents would not suffice. The temperature had plummeted, and she saw no possibility of finding shelter in this desert wasteland.

She took a deep breath and tried to center her mind. How can I fix this? she asked the universe.

The universe remained impassive, apparently waiting for a more direct question.

What would it take to transport myself directly to the next village? she tried again.

Silence. Iliya surmised the request was another miracle she simply could not perform. But she couldn’t just stop there.

What about building shelter here? she asked.

She sensed the price—no more than her usual human healings—and she consented.

The bargain complete, she waited for further instructions.

A translucent bubble materialized around her and emanated warmth. Though she could still see the desert on all sides, the protective layer shielded her from the harsh conditions.

She retrieved a blanket from her bag and set it down on the sand. Then she lay down and closed her eyes.

Sleep came quickly—perhaps another side-effect of the miracle.


CHAPTER 12

Iliya woke when the sun was just beginning to burst into the open sky. She had sensed her bubble of shelter slipping out of existence.

She packed her belongings and began walking toward the next village.

Soon the sun became uncomfortably hot again; she shielded her head and tried to cover her body with light layers so she wouldn’t burn. She also drank plenty of water and hoped she could replenish it when she reached the village. She wanted to avoid using any unnecessary miracles.

“Are we there yet?” she whined.

She recalled the long walks she used to take with her father when she would ask that same question in much the same tone.

She imagined her guardian chuckling wryly beside her.

When the sun reached its zenith, she sighted a blurry mass ahead. “Is that the village?” she asked. “Over the next hill?”

But she couldn’t hear the guardian’s reply.

As she drew closer, she observed brown huts, possibly made of some kind of treated sand, lining sandy streets. “This village isn’t man-made like mine. It’s integrated into the desert.”

Her mother’s words echoed in her mind: there is so much more in this world than you know, Iliya.

Perhaps not all villages were like hers.

She reached the first smooth sand road. About twenty people, all dressed in white linen clothing with hoods covering their heads, openly gaped at her.

No one spoke as she wandered closer.

The weight of their collective gazes pressed on her shoulders. She wondered why no one spoke—were they frightened of her?

A man caught her eye—tall, perhaps fifty years old, clothed in white like the rest, with graying hair and suntanned skin. He stared at her with an inscrutable expression, not quite the shock of the others but instead like a fearless curiosity mixed with sharp intelligence.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, approaching him. “I’ve come a long way, and I’m very low on water. Do you know where I could get some water?”

His eyes widened for an instant, then contracted into a glare. “Who are you?”

“My name is Iliya. I come from a neighboring village, about a two-day walk from here.”

“There are no neighboring villages.”

Iliya shrugged. “I come from somewhere.”

The man paused, surveying her. “My name is Amholy. I must speak with the other Elders. Follow me.”

He led her further into town. The villagers lapsed into hushed gossip and gawked at Iliya as she passed.

She reached what appeared to be the town square with an open market full of white tents. Ahead of her, a tall building stood apart from the sand huts—more solid and substantial, more ornately decorated with colorful glass and intricately painted designs on bright backgrounds of pink, orange, and red.

“Wait here,” said Amholy, and he entered the large gilded front doors of the tall building.

Iliya glanced around the square. Under the white tents, salespeople sold jewelry, bread, and raw grains. She noticed a conspicuous lack of many vegetables and fruits that were common in her village.

She turned back to the heavy, sealed doors of the ornate building and sighed. “What do you think they’re saying about me in there?” she asked her guardian.

He offered no discernible response.

The large doors creaked open, and Amholy reappeared. “You may enter,” he said with gravity.

She walked into the cool, dark entryway. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she noticed a statue and large golden doors straight ahead.

“This way,” said Amholy. He led her to the right, past the lampstand, and down a small hallway. They reached a conference room where five men, all over fifty years old, sat at a round table.

One man said something in a language she didn’t understand. He angrily chewed on his mustache. All the men peered at her, clearly expecting a response.

She gave Amholy an inquisitive glance.

“Tell them what you told me,” he prompted.

“My name is Iliya. I come from a neighboring village. I was wondering if I could get some water.”

The men gasped in astonishment.

“How do you know the ancient language?” asked another man, bald with chunky earrings.

Iliya was taken aback. “Ancient language? But . . . I’m just speaking what I know.”

“Only the religious leaders know that language. It is not spoken among common people,” said Amholy in a calm, neutral tone.

The bald-earrings-man said, “We have prophecies of—”

“How did you learn this language?” Mustache-chewer cut him off.

“I’ve always known it.” She slowly replayed the words in her mind. A chill crept through her as she realized this was not the language of her hometown. “Oh my God. What am I speaking?”

The men all muttered a quick word she did not understand.

She looked at Amholy.

“You said the name of the one most holy,” he explained. “We are required to echo a response.”

“So . . . what is this language?” She glanced around the room seeking any signs in case her guardian wanted to give her some kind of explanation.

“It is a holy language passed through the generations by our religious Elders,” bald-earrings-man answered. “How do you know it?”

“I am honestly not sure,” said Iliya, still watching for signs. “I am a prophet, a messenger from God.” The men muttered again. “He must have instilled the language within me.”

“Nonsense,” scoffed mustache-chewer. “She has clearly learned the ancient language to deceive us.”

“We cannot trust her,” agreed another man.

Amholy said in a firm, booming voice, “She speaks the ancient language with ease. That is no small thing.”

“She says she comes from a neighboring village. We know that cannot be true,” argued mustache-chewer. “Ziya is the center of the universe, and all other villages were destroyed by God for their unfaithfulness.”

“What?” asked Iliya in pure shock. “You think everyone else in the world was destroyed?”

“Our ancient books tell us of a great war,” explained bald-earrings-man, “how God punished those who rose up against Him, and He dissolved the world’s governments so there were no longer nations. He smote the unfaithful villages and left behind only the faithful in the First Rapture.”

“Well, I don’t know about the entire world, but I can tell you there are other villages, alive and well. If you don’t believe me, walk two days toward the west, and you’ll find us.”

The men huffed and frowned.

“What is it you have come here to do?” asked another man—this one even taller than Amholy. “What is your purpose here in Ziya?”

“Well, my short-term purpose is to get some water,” said Iliya, growing frustrated. “But beyond that, I left my village to spread God’s healing elsewhere”—the men muttered again—“and to bring better medicines and technologies back to my village.”

“What do you mean by this—healing?” asked mustache-chewer.

“I can do miracles,” said Iliya, unsurprised when the men gasped in response.

“What kinds of miracles?” asked bald-earrings-man.

“I can sense what ails people, and most of the time, I can grant them healing or at least point them in the direction of someone who can heal them.”

The men began grumbling to each other in the other language she didn’t know. They whispered and glanced in her direction.

“I think we need a few minutes,” said Amholy while urging her out of the conference room. “Please wait here.”

Then he closed a heavy sandstone door in her face.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” she said, lifting her arms in exasperation. “What is with these people?”

She imagined her guardian’s snarky response would be, “Gee, I wonder why they would be put off—you’re only the first stranger ever to visit this village, speak their secret religious language, and claim to perform miracles.”

Iliya sat on the cool hallway floor. The blank ivory-colored hallway walls were barely wide enough to fit two or three people side-by-side. She meditated and projected to the spirit world.

“No, go back to your body,” shouted the guardian. He had squeezed himself into the narrow hallway and shot her a stern look. “Demons, remember? This is a populated and unprotected area.”

“How do I know their language?” asked Iliya.

“One of those prophetic gifts, I guess.” The guardian glanced around. “God does stuff like that, particularly when he wants you to spread his word to other locales.”

“I automatically know the secret languages of other villages?”

A few dark shapes materialized down the hallway.

“Okay, I’m leaving.” She jumped back into her body and opened her eyes just as Amholy opened the door.

“We have decided,” Amholy proclaimed. “We want you to show us one of these miracles so we can judge for ourselves.”

She clambered to her feet. “I don’t think God gave me the power to perform miracles just to prove a point to you.” Though she wondered, as she said it, if in fact he had. “But I’ll try. Does someone in your village need healing?”

The men all escorted Iliya outside. The sun pressed low overhead as they led her through the village’s sandy pathways. Iliya could see the houses were more stable than she initially gave them credit for—clearly built to withstand harsh conditions and wind. It was not merely sand molded together but a more durable material.

The men stopped at a particular hut. “One of our religious Elders has taken ill,” said Amholy quietly. “You’ll notice there are only six of us when there should be seven.”

Iliya wondered how he expected her to know their group usually had seven men.

“The town doctors predict he will not make it through the week,” Amholy continued. “We have no Elders in training who are adequately prepared to take on his duties. His death would send the village into chaos.”

“Why don’t you have any Elders in training?”

Mustache-chewer made an indistinct noise of disapproval. “Why is she asking about our internal affairs?”

“God has not seen fit to choose a successor,” Amholy explained. “And we thought we would have more time.” He opened the door and gestured for them to enter.

Inside, the air was surprisingly cool. A middle-aged woman greeted them. Her blond hair was disheveled over pasty skin, and her gray eyes were full of worry. Wringing her hands, she spoke in a language Iliya did not understand.

“She apologizes for the mess,” Amholy translated, “and said she was not expecting visitors as distinguished as the Elders.”

Iliya could see no mess at all. There was a sitting room with barely any furniture to the right, a clean kitchen to the left, and a closed door straight ahead.

The woman gestured to the closed door, and her voice choked up. Amholy whispered to Iliya, “She’s asking us to be brief. The doctors say he must rest.”

They entered the small bedroom and crowded around the bed of a man, maybe forty-five years old, with sallow cheeks and a wheezing breath.

The Elders looked at Iliya expectantly.

“All right, child,” said mustache-chewer in the ancient language. “Heal him.”

Iliya took a deep breath, relaxed into meditation, and asked for his healing.

The healing cost very little—even less than healings in her own village. She wondered if God had sickened this man solely so she could endear herself to the villagers. The prospect angered her.

“He’ll be fine,” she announced. “God never intended for anything too bad to happen to him. He just needs to sleep it off. He’ll be completely well within the hour.”

The Elders gaped at her.

“But—the doctors said it was lethal,” shouted bald-earrings-man.

“It probably was,” she said watching the sick man sleeping in his bed—the man God had punished to prove a point.

Bald-earrings-man fell to his knees and bowed low to the ground. Mustache-chewer scowled. Amholy seemed oddly neutral in comparison to them both.

She urged bald-earrings-man to his feet. “Um . . . you don’t need to do that.”

“You are the prophesied one,” he cried, his eyes wide. “It is clear.”

“It is not clear,” griped mustache-chewer. “More likely she’s a sorcerer from the devil.”

“I very much doubt that,” said Amholy, still eyeing her.

“The last miracle worker in Ziya was Founder Henny Galvin, hallowed be his name,” bald-earrings-man argued. “We haven’t seen one since.”

“In any case, we should leave Elder Zeal in peace,” said the tallest Elder. “Let’s allow him to rest.”

They all exited the bedroom and found Zeal’s wife waiting in the entryway. The creases around her eyes revealed a soul-deep anxiety that was clearly starting to wear her nerves thin.

The men brushed past her, but Iliya seized her hands and met her confused but hopeful eyes. “Your husband will be fine,” said Iliya.

The woman gazed back blankly; she did not speak the ancient language.

Amholy yanked Iliya away. “Do not grant her false hope,” he said sternly. “We have not yet seen whether your predictions will come to light.”

“But they will,” Iliya insisted.

Amholy led her out of the house.
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While they waited to see the results of her healing, the Elders decided she should remain under their supervision—but not in the main building, since it was a holy place and they had not ruled out the possibility that she was demonic.

Amholy agreed to keep an eye on her.

Night fell quickly as Amholy led her back to his sandy hut where he lived with his daughter Hanneva, a young woman in her mid-twenties, and her two children Jackbo and Jedina, twins a bit younger than Pamela and Baq. They all had matching curly brown hair, big brown eyes, and sun-tanned skin a shade lighter than Iliya’s but with a more orange hue.

After Amholy uttered a quick pre-meal prayer, they shared a brief and tense dinner of lamb and bread. Iliya didn’t understand the everyday language of the village, and Amholy’s family didn’t know the ancient language, which apparently only the Elders spoke. Hanneva scowled through the meal; clearly, she was displeased at the presence of an uninvited guest.

The family quickly scattered to their bedrooms after dinner. Without saying a word, Amholy prepared a mat for Iliya in the living room. Then he disappeared as well, leaving Iliya alone.

Eager for the opportunity to meditate undisturbed, Iliya sat cross-legged on her mat and projected her spirit.

His giant black-and-white body especially oversized in the modest hut, her guardian hovered with his shoulders pressed against the sandstone walls. “Can I help you?” he greeted with his usual cheeky grin.

“What is this place?” Iliya asked. “Why did God send me to Ziya?”

The guardian shrugged with infuriating nonchalance. “His purpose for you will become clear with time.”

“Well then, at least tell me why I know the ancient language here but not the modern language. What purpose could that have? Surely it would be easier for me to make an impact here if I could speak the modern language?”

Her guardian chuckled. “Learning new languages follows the same logic as your miracles. Whatever is God’s plan, whatever he consents to share with you, whatever makes following his path the easiest, that is what he grants you. Sometimes that means you are instantly granted fluent mastery of a language. Sometimes that means you learn a new language with supernatural efficiency. Other times, a language will remain incomprehensible to you. The logic is up to God.”

Iliya inhaled a deep breath and huffed a sigh. “So there’s no way to make sense of it.”

The guardian shrugged again. “God must have some reason for you to know the ancient language fluently on day one, whereas fluent mastery of the modern language clearly isn’t essential for following God’s plan.”

“Don’t I ever get to decide the extent of my own abilities?”

The guardian’s smile faded into something snide and callous. “Not when you’re a prophet.”

Iliya returned to her body still rooted to the mat. She rolled out the thin linen sheet—not quite linen, she saw now, but something lighter with coarser stitching—and prepared to get some sleep. Tired after her days of walking, she felt grateful for the chance to rest in a shelter that didn’t require her own miracles.


CHAPTER 13

Iliya awoke before the others. In the morning light, she could better see her thin beige mattress pad and dandelion-yellow blanket—simple, light, and efficient. Atop the hard floor of compacted refined sand, carpets with intricate swirling patterns of cobalt blue and fire orange enriched the bleak desert decor. Bookshelves lined the curved walls, and though the books varied in width, they shared a dusty ochre color.

The books called to her, begging to be opened. She pulled one off the shelf. The lettering looked mostly familiar, but she didn’t understand the language. As her eyes scanned the pages, she found a few words she recognized, words that resembled the ancient religious language of the Elders.

Toward the bottom of the shelf, she identified a reference book translating between the ancient and modern languages. With growing astonishment, she found she could learn the modern language exceedingly quickly—likely a gift of prophetic abilities.

She spent the day inside studying the books to avoid causing trouble for Amholy or Hanneva. By the time Jackbo and Jedina returned from school, Iliya had managed a rudimentary knowledge of their language. Their adorable brown eyes popped open widely when Iliya correctly greeted them.

While Hanneva prepared dinner, the children taught Iliya new words by pointing to objects around the room. Sometimes Jackbo tried to mess with her by teaching her the wrong word for something, but Jedina always ruined the joke by laughing too hard and giving it away.

With a drop in her stomach, Iliya realized they reminded her of Baq and Pamela—back when her parents used to cook dinner for them, when life felt full of cheerful serenity, and when they could play games together like actual children.

Someone cleared their throat from the doorway, and the children looked up with a jolt. Hanneva said something involving the words “no” and “dinner.”

As the children bolted toward the doorway, Hanneva shot Iliya an unmistakable glare.

After dinner, Amholy found Iliya in the living room. He looked weary, his eyes even more creased than usual and his cheeks sagging. “Listen, Iliya.” His voice was heavy. “My daughter isn’t accustomed to visitors, and until we get everything sorted out, you should probably try your best to avoid spending time with the children.”

He walked away before Iliya could respond.
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Iliya was awakened the next morning by two men talking in the entryway of the hut. She caught the name “Zeal” and the words “walk” and “smile.”

She opened her eyes. Amholy was speaking with the mustache-chewer Elder. “She is truly a healer then,” Amholy said decisively in the ancient language. “Unless you think this could have been a coincidence.”

“Unlikely,” said mustache-chewer. “But we should consider the possibility that she could be a demon-child.”

They glanced over toward Iliya.

She blinked her eyes closed and pretended to be asleep.

“I find that difficult to believe,” Amholy murmured. “She has a positive presence. Anyone can sense that.”

“We can’t keep this quiet for long,” mustache-chewer warned. “Zeal’s wife has been talking. Others are asking to meet the miraculous healer.”

“I suppose that could give us a chance to test our suspicions.”

“What if she came here to curse us? Or to lead our people to blasphemy?”

“What if she came here to save us?” Amholy returned. “I think we have no choice but to let this play out.”

Iliya lay still and tried to keep her breathing quiet. The villagers were finally starting to believe her. She wondered what purpose God wanted her to serve here.

Later that morning, after the family had eaten breakfast and the children had gone off to school, Amholy approached Iliya.

“Some of the villagers want to know if you’ll heal them,” said Amholy in the ancient language. “Elder Zeal’s wife has been talking quite a bit about your . . . healing.”

Iliya smiled. “I would be happy to help.”

Amholy led her to the town square. With the sun’s heat pressing insistently on their shoulders, even a short walk felt oppressive. Iliya appreciated the white hooded uniform Hanneva had lent her; the color and breathable fabric made the sun much more bearable than the clothes she had journeyed in.

The town square resembled the one in her home village but smaller and lacking the permanent shops along the edge and the winding alleyways. The open market of about fifty tents teemed with a chaotic energy as sellers offered a cornucopia of goods with no clear organizing system. The only permanent fixture was the building where Iliya had met the Elders—a beautiful gleaming sandstone structure, clearly the heart of the village.

The air cooled as soon as they entered the shade of the tents. Sellers advertised clothing (the white uniform and occasional colorful accessories such as scarves), jewelry, housewares, and a few common types of foods—grains, breads, dates, and melons.

Amholy brought her to a small, empty tent. He gestured toward a chair made of light tan wood, a type she didn’t recognize.

“Wait here,” he instructed before disappearing.

Within a few minutes, villagers began to line up by the tent. Many had visible injuries and illnesses. Amholy returned and pointed to the first person in line—an elderly woman with shaking hands and a rasping, rattling breath.

The woman stumbled a few steps toward Iliya and spoke rapidly in the village language.

“I’m sorry . . . slower, please,” stammered Iliya.

“She has arthritis in both hands and a persistent cough,” Amholy translated. “The local doctors have said there is no more they can do for her.”

Iliya closed her eyes and took a deep breath as she sought meditative relaxation. She asked for the woman’s healing and, not surprisingly, found the cure would cost very little of her life. Iliya willed the contract to complete and opened her eyes. “You will be fine,” Iliya said gently. “God has seen fit to grant you a complete recovery.”

Amholy translated Iliya’s words for the woman, who gasped and then almost fell over. She breathed without coughing and moved her hands easily.

The villagers behind her murmured. The healing had been so swift, so sudden, so visible, and so utterly miraculous.

“Who’s next?” asked Iliya.

She spent the rest of the day healing the villagers. Amholy stood nearby to translate the villagers’ woes, and Iliya doled out the healings. Little cost was required; clearly, this string of miracles was part of God’s plan. Though helping these people gratified her, she resented how little choice she seemed to have. Technically, she exercised free will, but God’s pricing system left her with few options. He was obviously guiding her through a path of preferred behaviors.

By the time the sun started setting, Iliya had become the new village hero. Everyone whispered about her, waved, and smiled at her.

A sense of restlessness gnawed at her as the sun withered and the desert cooled and darkened. Surely God hadn’t summoned her from her own village just to heal more ailments in a neighboring village. Didn’t she have some higher purpose, some way to extend her miracles beyond healing one person at a time?
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Iliya performed more low-cost healings the next day. Amholy remained by her side and gave her some small chewy fruits to snack on between healings.

As the milky desert sun pressed low against the darkening horizon, Amholy led her home.

“Amholy,” Iliya began slowly, “I’ve spent the past two days healing your people. God clearly sees fit to bless this village.”

“We are a very righteous community,” Amholy agreed.

“Do you think . . . could you tell me more about the prophecy the Elders spoke of—the prophecy some of them think I might be here to fulfill?”

Amholy gave her a side-glance, but he replied in a steady voice, “Our religious texts foretell of a day, in the future, when God will return to Earth to call up the faithful and punish the sinners. He is said to bring the ultimate judgment and redemption. Before that time comes, Elijah, one of the most ancient prophets, will return to Earth to prepare the way of the Lord. Some Elders believe you may be Elijah.”

Iliya wondered what truth might lurk behind the legend. Her mother had once called her Elijah. “Can you tell me more about how the village was founded?” she prompted. “It sounds like everyone is from the same religious sect.”

“A group of holy pilgrims from the Balul sect founded Ziya many years ago,” Amholy explained. “Founder Henny Galvin, hallowed be his name, led them in pursuit of spiritual cleanliness.”

“Spiritual cleanliness?”

“Non-believers called it a cult,” Amholy said with a frown, “but Ziya was a sacred place where only the most righteous were worthy to live. Their souls came from the faraway alien planet Aeon, unlike the sinners who had no souls.”

Iliya swallowed her judgment and tried to keep her expression neutral.

Amholy continued, “The founders made their home in the uninhabited desert and embraced an ascetic lifestyle to better focus on worshipping God. While the rest of the world catapulted toward sin and ultimately perished in what we call the First Rapture, our brave founders maintained their purity of spirit.”

Iliya’s mind spun as she tried to make sense of the stories.

Amholy studied her face. “Today, generations later, we follow in our founders’ footsteps and faithfully maintain the Balulian practices and beliefs so that one day our souls will be worthy to return to planet Aeon.”

“What kinds of practices and beliefs?”

“We have many,” Amholy said with a bite of exasperation.

“And everyone in the village follows these practices and beliefs?”

Amholy’s eyebrows drew inward, his brow furrowing. “Perhaps . . . not everyone. When the founders started our village, they allowed only the most righteous to live and grow here. But over the generations, children fell far from their parents’ examples. They began to maintain unholy ideals.”

“Like what?” Iliya wondered. What perverted activities could these villagers have endorsed?

Amholy shrugged. “No one knows the cause precisely. Some say it was a genetic mutation brought on by whatever sickened the rest of the world. Some say it came from choosing a life of sin. But regardless of where it came from, it is unclean.”

Curiosity welled within Iliya—and a familiar sense of meditative calm. Whatever this was, God wanted her to address it. “Tell me what it is.”

Amholy sighed heavily. “Certain people in our community develop a small hump on their back at puberty. It seems to occur randomly—we cannot predict who will become afflicted. These people are known as the Taboah. The impure. The unclean. The cursed.”

“Is this hump . . . harmful?”

“Not in any physical way that we can discern with our senses,” Amholy answered. “But it is a clear sign of God’s displeasure. That is why they are not welcome in our society.”

Iliya listened in dawning horror. “Not welcome?”

Amholy nodded. “They are prohibited from participating in regular activities—work, school, and worship.” He paused before adding, “That is why my daughter Hanneva was reluctant to take you in. After what happened to her husband, she was reluctant to invite any potential uncleanliness into her home.”

“What happened to her husband?” Iliya pressed him.

“It’s a terrible story,” he said, his tone tight. “Paulson had some unorthodox ideas about how we should run the village. Paulson was not one of the Taboah, himself, but he wanted them to be treated like everyone else. And as the son-in-law of an Elder . . . you can imagine how it caused quite a stir.”

“What happened?” asked Iliya through the knot in her throat.

Amholy shrugged. “What could we do? We had to cut off the head of the serpent. We had to excise the cancerous mass that was corrupting the whole. We had to remove the sickness that was poisoning our village and return it back to holiness, back to its original state. We put all the protesters to death. Paulson was executed with the others.”

A flash of rage broke her vision. Her chest tightened. Her head throbbed. “You killed innocent people? You sentenced to death anyone who didn’t fit your arbitrary definition of righteousness?”

Amholy gaped at her. “Arbitrary? It is a tragedy, certainly, but why do you direct your ire at us rather than at the sinners?”

“You don’t even know what causes the mutation. They were doing nothing except being who they were. And you killed them.” Her voice was breaking, but she didn’t care.

“This is how God has always operated,” Amholy said. “He punishes sinners. Surely your religious teachings say the same.”

“We don’t take it upon ourselves to enact God’s will over life and death.” She struggled to catch her breath. “Even prophets do not put people to death on God’s behalf. I heal, but I do not destroy.”

“That seems very limited.” He spoke in a pedantic tone, like a teacher educating a student. “That’s only one half of the coin. Righteousness shares its face with sin.”

Iliya shook her head. But even as she did so, she wondered if Amholy’s words didn’t have a certain logic that seemed to fit God’s ways. “To . . . to kill people who don’t fit some narrow definition of proper behavior, that’s the definition of evil.”

Amholy surveyed Iliya with a deep frown. “I would not share that opinion too widely. It would not surprise me if the Elders, particularly those who still believe you might be sent by the devil, decided to sentence you to death as well.”

Iliya stood taller, defiantly shouldering the weight of his threat. “I’m not afraid to say what I believe. Let them come after me. What you’re doing here is wrong.”

Amholy shrugged. “May the consequences be your own.”


CHAPTER 14

Lying on her mat that evening, Iliya felt sickened by what Amholy had told her about the villagers they’d put to death. Clearly God wanted her to address this evil in the village. But what exactly God wanted her to do remained a mystery.

She had left her home hoping to find better medicines and supplies elsewhere. Ziya didn’t possess any advanced technology, but it suffered its own kind of illness—a plague of intolerance and misplaced religious devotion. How could she possibly cure that kind of disease? And what benefits could come from improving one single, small, isolated desert village?

Still, Iliya knew that she couldn’t abandon these people now. Whatever God had planned for her, whatever his reasons might be, she felt compelled to stay and help.

Early the next morning, Iliya used the books in the library to continue teaching herself the modern village language as best she could. Then Amholy led her back to the village center for more healings.

“Reports are coming in from all over the village,” explained Amholy, a firm and formidable presence beside her as they greeted the crystal-bright morning. “The people are very impressed by your healings. I imagine you’ll have an even greater crowd waiting for you when we arrive.”

“That will be . . . a good opportunity,” Iliya agreed.

A few minutes later, they reached the village center. White tents shielded sellers and their wares from the wicked sun, and as Amholy had promised, an unprecedented crowd of villagers had gathered to await the healer, the prophet, the mysterious visitor.

Perhaps Amholy had noticed something impetuous in her countenance because his eyes narrowed as he surveyed her. “Time for you to heal the villagers,” he said with a bite of insistence.

Iliya stared back evenly. “Yes, I think you’re right. It is time for me to heal the villagers.” She approached the lineup of villagers and beckoned them. “Come close, all,” she said in the modern village language. “I have . . . a thing to tell you.”

“Iliya . . .” warned Amholy, but soon he couldn’t reach her through the throng of villagers who had quickly collected, eager to hear her words.

“I see . . . things that sadden me,” she stammered in the language she had barely begun to master. “In this village, you have much love for each other, your children are smart and sweet, and you care about . . . the village being a good place.”

The villagers nodded, appearing happy to hear the prophetic healer praise them.

“But you do bad things,” Iliya continued. “You kill people—people who haven’t done anything wrong.”

The villagers looked at one another.

“Paulson should still be alive today. He stood for love. And you took away his life.” She glanced at Amholy, whose eyes were wide. “Do not fear what is different.”

A few Elders emerged from the main building. Some watched with mouths gaping and hands clutching their chests, while others scowled openly at her, their faces reddening in the hot sun.

“We can choose love over hate,” Iliya continued.

“I believe,” shouted one villager. “She speaks the truth. Holy prophet!”

Other villagers began to shout a mix of support and admonition.

The Elders stepped forward, their presence a warning and a threat. The villagers nearest them began to falter and grow quiet.

One villager sneaked forward from the crowd and seized Iliya’s elbow.

“This way,” he whispered into her ear. “Before the Elders reprimand you.”

Without too many other options available, Iliya decided to trust this villager. With the crowd distracted by the Elders, Iliya backed away and followed the villager behind one of the tents.

He was a boy, perhaps a year or two younger than her, with wild black hair and winsome brown eyes. He beckoned her toward a tent across the square, and she sprinted after him. Together they reached the shade under the tent.

Two other people shielded her from view of the crowd.

“I’m Jonamos,” said the boy who had helped her to escape. He reached out a hand for her to shake. Nestled between his shoulder blades, there it was—a small hump, not more than eight centimeters diameter and hardly even visible beneath his white linen robe. “This is Rabetha and Peetseth. We’re all supporters of your cause. We want the Elders to stop imposing their radical laws on us.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Iliya, still catching her breath.

“After Paulson and the others were put to death, our cause lost a lot of support. The Elders thought they could crush us by killing the most vocal. But some of us keep the movement alive in secret.” Jonamos grinned widely. “Your speech will help us quite a bit.”

“Many of the villagers trust you now,” said Rabetha, a teenage girl with a firm throaty voice, long dark hair, and smoldering green eyes. “With you on our side, this has to change the balance.”

“They say you’re the prophesied one, Elijah, harbinger of the Messiah,” said Peetseth with a gleeful smile. He was a boy around Jonamos’s age, heavyset with curly red hair, a round freckled face, and lots of teeth. “They will listen to you.”

“Okay, I’m in,” said Iliya. “How can I help?”
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Jonamos and the others led her to Jonamos’s house, a small hut on the edge of town. It contained a comfortable sitting room with plush maroon pillows for each of them to occupy.

“Tell me more about your situation,” Iliya requested.

“It has become intolerable for those of us who come to be labeled Taboah,” Jonamos explained heavily.

“What does Taboah mean exactly?” Iliya asked. “Amholy told me you grow a hump on your back at puberty.”

“That’s the technical definition, yes,” replied Jonamos. “But the social definition is outcast. Impure. Sinner.”

“Are you in pain?” Iliya pressed.

Jonamos shook his head. “I suppose as we age, our joints and spines might feel the extra weight, but not many of us live so long. Some sew patches onto our clothing for extra support, but that risks drawing more attention to it. As long as we avoid lying flat on our backs, it typically gives us no trouble.”

Rabetha added in a soft voice, “We are not physically pained, but our souls are pained—because of the way they treat us.”

“We are shunned,” Jonamos agreed. “We are banned from worship, celebrations, and gatherings. We are reviled by our neighbors and community. And if we break any rules whatsoever, we are executed.”

“Do you have any idea what the humps actually are?” asked Iliya. “Why or how they form?”

“There are many theories,” Jonamos replied, “most of them outlandish and insulting. The reality is that it appears to be a random genetic mutation.”

“In fact,” Peetseth added with a cheerful grin, “what Amholy likely didn’t tell you is—it’s not just an unsightly hump. It actually gives us certain abilities and advantages over the others.”

“Really?” asked Iliya in astonishment. “Like what?”

“From what our local doctors can tell, the hump is thought to store water and fat, much like a camel,” Peetseth continued. “We retain water more effectively than our peers. We’re much less likely to succumb to heat exhaustion or dehydration.”

“We’ve evolved to survive more effectively in the desert,” Jonamos agreed. “We’re more advanced biologically than the rest of you—no offense.”

Iliya held up her hands. “None taken. It sounds like you’ve spent a lifetime being put down.”

“Not quite a lifetime,” Jonamos corrected with a smile. “The hump doesn’t develop until puberty.”

“No one knows whom it will strike,” Rabetha added. “One day, you wake up, and there’s the bud pressing underneath your skin and just starting to emerge.”

“It’s not a blight or curse, as Amholy and the others would tell you,” Jonamos insisted, his tone hardening.

Iliya studied their earnest expressions. “So . . . even if I could somehow remove it . . . you wouldn’t want me to, would you?”

Jonamos shook his head. “It’s part of who we are. It’s an advantage. We don’t want to change. We don’t want to give it up.”

“I mean,” Rabetha said, “we all have, at one time or another, wished for it to just go away”—her gaze dropped to the floor—“because it’s so hard to be different. But very few of us really want to change. We just want to be accepted for who we are.”

Iliya nodded. “I understand. The village is what needs healing—not you.”

Jonamos gave his widest smile yet. “You really do understand.”
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They spent the afternoon hiding in Jonamos’s hut and planning their next move. Jonamos, Rabetha, and Peetseth explained to Iliya the tactics they’d been using already: poster campaigns telling stories of the Taboahs’ experiences, protests in the town square following notable arrests, even a sit-in at the local school. So far, their efforts had met with limited success.

Jonamos proposed his new plan, a grand demonstration with Iliya present to galvanize support. “With the miraculous healer on our side, the people must listen to us,” he insisted with enthusiastic zeal.

Jonamos’s parents—a generous and shy couple—cooked them dinner after returning from work. The meal included a delicious mixture of goat meat and a short, chewy grain abundantly flavored with garlic and cumin, and they finished with a sticky date pudding for dessert. After dinner, they all slept on mats laid across the hut floor.

At noon the next day, Iliya and the others charged toward the town square. Jonamos had gathered a handful of other activists, about fifteen in all. In the withering desert sunshine, they marched while chanting and holding posters with messages such as Equality for the Taboah. Villagers watched cautiously from their windows, but no one tried to stop them.

Jonamos led them to the town center and set up a small box for them to take turns standing on and speaking to the crowd. He took the stand first.

“Fellow Balulians, citizens of the holy village of Ziya, heed my word.” He held his arms high. “Love, equality, and respect—these are core virtues we must embrace. Our village will be stronger if we stop trying to be a village of righteousness and start trying to be a village of love.”

But his message didn’t seem to land. Most of the villagers looked irritated. A few shouted over Jonamos, “Dirty sinners. Soot of the ground. Demon children.”

“Silence!” yelled Iliya, her voice ringing out over the square.

Everyone, including Jonamos, lapsed into a stunned quiet.

“Listen to what he has to say,” she demanded. “And hear him, not with your ears, but with your heart.”

Jonamos nodded to Iliya. “Thank you.” He turned back toward the villagers. “Love is the most important gift we can give each other. Our community will be strong if the bonds of love strengthen. But if we fill ourselves with hate, we will only remove ourselves from God’s holy presence.”

The villagers shouted again, and Jonamos struggled to utter his message of love among the cries of hate.

Peetseth took the stage next. He stood still and waited for the shouting to die down. “Your wife,” he said to one man standing nearby, “do you love her?”

“Of course,” said the man.

“How much?”

“More than the stars burn brightly in the sky.”

“How do you know you love her?”

“I . . . I just know.”

“And your children. Do you love them?”

“Of course I do.”

“What if you found out your wife was Taboah? Or your children—when they grow, what if they become Taboah?”

The man spat on the ground. “I would disown them. They would be dead to me.”

The villagers began shouting again.

At that moment, the Elders burst out of the main building—and with them, ten burly young men.

“Take them down,” ordered the mustache-chewing Elder. “Bring them to the execution chamber.”

Iliya centered herself, let go of her anger and determination, and wished for her miracle.

The guards rushed toward the cadre of activists—and fell backward like they had hit a brick wall. All ten lay blinking at the base of the building. A protective bubble, like the one Iliya had summoned when alone in the desert, encircled the activists.

“You shall not touch friends of the prophet,” called Iliya in the ancient language and in a voice bolstered by divine power.

The Elders gaped at her. The villagers began to whisper excitedly.

The next activist, Rabetha, took the stage. “We are all servants of the same God. Let us embrace in love rather than enmity.” She told a story about how she had been mistreated by members of the village and how fellow activists had shown her the true meaning of love and redemption. “I stand here, today, a testament to the power of human kindness. We are capable of so much good. I ask of you—make this a village we can be proud of.”

Though some villagers continued to grumble, others nodded and murmured in approval.

The Elders ordered the ten guards to storm the stage again, and they met the same intractable forcefield.

I will keep you safe, Iliya thought, and I will keep you standing until the people know what is good in their hearts.

New activists joined the stage, shared their words with the crowd, told their heartbreaking stories, and painted their vision of hope for a future filled with compassion and equality. The crowd remained split in their murmuring replies, but Iliya knew that those who shared the activists’ views now had the space and freedom to become more vocal.

Afternoon slid into evening as the sun sank below the horizon. Some villagers left, new ones joined the crowd, and the protest continued well into the night. Every so often, the Elders ordered their men to strike, but the protection around the activists remained strong, and the attacks all fell aside.

Midnight marked twelve hours of protesting.

Iliya took her position atop the small box to give the crowd a final statement. “You have heard a lot today about love. You have seen a vision for your future, a path toward something wonderful. These brave people have shown you what you can become. I’m here to tell you that God is on your side. God wants you to succeed in this task. He sent me here to set you on the path to righteousness.”

The surrounding villagers looked up at her, their eyes shining. As a respected and popular healer, she knew even those who doubted Jonamos had cause to listen to her.

She leaned toward the crowd. “God is coming to save humanity. I have been sent to prepare the way for him, to bring God’s word to you, and to make the Earth better in preparation for his coming.” She then spoke in the ancient language, “I am the prophet Elijah. I am the one foretold to you. Make yourselves worthy of God’s coming.” She lifted her hands, and the protective layer surrounding the activists dissolved.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then the Elders and their ten guards rushed toward the stage.

But the townspeople surged forward as well. They blocked the stage to protect Iliya, Jonamos, Rabetha, Peetseth, and the other activists. Though many villagers hung back, a substantial number had stepped forward—too many to haul off and execute.

Everyone stood still: the activists murmured about their community’s gesture of compassion; the supportive villagers stood firmly in the path of danger; the oppositional villagers kept out of the way; and the Elders deflated, thwarted in their mission to prevent the village from changing.

Jonamos began a slow chant—a hymn about peace and love. More people joined in harmony. As the song drew to a yearning close, the crowd began to disperse. The activists, hugging and crying, retreated from the town square. Iliya locked eyes with Amholy, and he grimaced at her. A new community had emerged from the ashes of the old, one stronger and more terrifying than ever before.


CHAPTER 15

Iliya and the activists congregated in Jonamos’s hut that night. The main room brimmed with celebration—music, date palm wine, and even some candies Jonamos’s parents had managed to scrounge.

Iliya sat in a corner of the room and awkwardly smoothed the white linens shrouding her body. She closed her eyes and meditated. The sound dimmed, thumping in the background as if through a curtain, and the spirit world seemed oddly peaceful in comparison to the mortal world.

“Guardian,” said Iliya.

“I’m listening.”

She couldn’t see his body, couldn’t find where he hid, but his voice was clear.

“Just for the sake of accuracy—was any of that stuff I said true?” she asked.

“What stuff?”

“Oh, you know, ‘I have been sent to bring God’s word to you. I am the one foretold to you. I am Elijah.’ That sort of stuff.”

“I thought prophets never lied,” said the guardian sarcastically.

“Guardian . . .”

“Well, what do you think? Do you think it’s true?”

Iliya considered his question. “I . . . I don’t know.”

“Why did you say it then?”

Iliya tried to put herself back in the moment and remember what prompted her words. “It just felt right,” she said rather inarticulately. “It felt like . . . what they needed to hear.”

“Then does it matter whether or not it’s the truth?”

Iliya frowned. “I think it does matter.”

“Follow God’s path, do good in the world, and the rest will fall into place,” assured the guardian.

“Guardian, please. I have been urged from my home village, sent into the desert, and called to shorten my own life to save others. Haven’t I at least earned the right to know who I am? What is God’s path for me?”

Her guardian sighed heavily, and his tone changed to something more somber—quite unlike his typical jibes. “You have been granted the title of the prophet Elijah, yes,” he confirmed. “You are the representation of Elijah’s return to the mortal world to prepare the way of the Lord.”

Iliya tried to process the words—but somehow, his confirmation didn’t clarify anything. She remembered reading about Elijah in her own Bible growing up, but he was just a distant figure, not someone she felt intimately related to. What did it mean, to represent him here again on Earth? What was her path?

“The activists are starting to grow restless at your absence,” the guardian warned.

“Do you know what I’m supposed to do next to help them?”

“I thought that was obvious.”

“It is?”

“Have you actually tried to heal the Taboah of their ailment?”

“They said it wasn’t an ailment—it’s an advantage,” Iliya reasoned. “They don’t want to be changed. They just want to be accepted as they are.”

“That’s not really for them to decide, is it?”

Iliya considered his words. “I think it should be.”

“God is the one who judges what is clean or unclean, what is righteous or sinful, what needs to be healed, and what should remain.”

“But . . .” Iliya tried to find the right words to convey her concerns. “When I think of all the illnesses I’ve healed, of all the deals and sacrifices I’ve made so far, I must wonder . . . can I really trust that judgment?”

The silence was absolute; if her guardian had any answers, he certainly wasn’t offering them.

“Maybe I should let the Taboah decide what they want for themselves.”

Her guardian cleared his throat. “In the meantime, you might want to return to your body,” he suggested lightly, “before Jonamos presumes you’re in need of medical attention.”

Conceding, Iliya reclaimed her body and opened her eyes.

Jonamos was waving his hand in front of her face. “Oh, good,” he exhaled. “Where’d you go?”

“I just . . . had some . . . spiritual matters to attend to,” she stammered.

“Well, come celebrate with us.”

“I’m not much of a partier,” she confessed.

“Nonsense, you’re our guest of honor.” He took her hand and urged her back into the crowd of activists. “Cheers for Iliya!” Jonamos called, and the others shouted happily in response. Hands clapped her on the back, and voices murmured her name. But somehow, their smiles and praises made her feel even more like a fraud.

She tapped Jonamos on the shoulder. “This fight isn’t over,” she said.

“What?” he asked over the din.

“I said, this fight isn’t over. We have more to do before the Elders give in.”

Jonamos glanced around, then leaned closer. “Iliya, just enjoy the party. We can talk more about strategy in the morning.” He grinned at her. “We haven’t had a success like this in a long time. Maybe ever. We can take one night to celebrate.”

Iliya tried to enjoy the party as he advised. But the noise and scale continued to make her feel uneasy. She’d never enjoyed large gatherings.

She retreated to a corner of the room, lay down on a mat, and tried to get some sleep.
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A loud blast of cracking wood startled Iliya awake. She scrambled upright and glanced around for the source.

Low music from the party still thumped in the background. A few activists slept on their mats like Iliya, but a core group of four—including Jonamos—were still awake, sitting together, and chatting.

Iliya located the source of the sound. The Elders had knocked down the door and forced their way into the hut.

“You have caused quite a stir,” began the mustache-chewing Elder solemnly. “The villagers are buzzing with new and dangerous ideas.”

“Yes, well, that was kind of the point,” Jonamos replied with a bite.

“And this time, there are too many of us,” chimed Peetseth with glee. “You can’t kill us all.”

“We may not be able to kill you all,” said mustache-chewer, “but we can certainly send a message by killing the most vocal among you.”

All eyes in the room fell on Iliya.

Her skin prickled with unease. “Your village is headed toward a wonderful future. Don’t derail that with acts of hatred and fear.”

“You have brought nothing but trouble since you arrived here,” mustache-chewer insisted. “We must purge the sickness that plagues our holy village of Ziya.”

“Killing her would only strengthen our cause,” Jonamos asserted, his eyes wide and fierce. “The villagers trust her. She performed miracles, and she healed them. You really think killing her will make them agree with you?”

“I think killing her will make them quiet,” said mustache-chewer.

“She is a prophet,” Rabetha insisted. “Do you really want to risk killing the prophesied one—Elijah, harbinger of the Messiah?”

“Silence,” said mustache-chewer. “We have made our decision. The foreigner must be killed—publicly.”

Four men jumped from behind the Elders and seized Iliya’s arms. Their hands tightened painfully around her. She struggled to free herself, but they were too strong. The activists leapt to their feet. The men dragged Iliya to the street under a canopy of glittering stars.

Villagers emerged from their huts nearby and witnessed the commotion.

The men brought Iliya to the far edge of the village where endless dunes of sand stretched to the horizon. They reached a solitary, bell-shaped, unadorned sandstone structure. The men pushed open the heavy front doors and led Iliya down an unlit hallway to a dark, dry room filled with individual jail cells protected by large metal bars. They threw her onto the floor and chained her arms. After locking her cell door, they marched out of the room.

Breathing fast, she waited for a few moments. She still felt shocked by the sudden assault. “Got any signs for me, Guardian?”

Seeing nothing, she sighed and relaxed her mind, letting go of the irritation and worry. Then she projected into the spirit world. It was strange to look down at her own body sitting calmly and chained to the floor.

As she raised her eyes, the sight of two gray spirits sent a jolt of panic through her. They hung listlessly near the doorway with their long stretched-out bodies, bobbling heads, and vacant eyes, as if they had forgotten where they were trying to go.

She fought down her revulsion and sought her guardian.

His head nearly grazing the low ceiling, he stood outside her cell and leaned placidly against the bars. “Looks like you got yourself into some trouble.”

“Ha, ha. Let’s not waste time. Aren’t there demons around or something?”

He frowned at her. “You could attempt a daring escape, but I’m not sure that would really make the right statement.”

“Oh? And what statement am I trying to make?”

“You tell me. You’re the one instructing the villagers on how they should live their lives.”

“Are you saying I’m wrong?”

“Far be it from me to challenge the great prophet.”

She sighed. “Do you know what I should do?”

He nodded. “If you escape now, everything you’ve been working toward here will be lost. Let them try to execute you and see what happens.”

“I should let them kill me?”

The guardian raised an eyebrow. “Do you think it’s likely that I would suggest such a thing?”

Shadowy shapes began to appear in the corners of the room—the demons had found her.

“When the Elders attack, wish for a miracle and all will be well,” said the guardian quickly as she dove back into her body.

She inhaled the dry, musty air.
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In the early morning, as Iliya stretched and tried to relax her sore muscles, some of the burly guards marched into her prison cell. They unchained her and led her outside into the dawning sunlight.

They walked her to the main building where a large crowd had already gathered—including Jonamos and the other protesters, their faces blanched.

The Elders stood in a line. “This foreigner has displeased God,” cried mustache-chewer while pointing at Iliya with a stiff hand. His voice was full of rage—plus an unmistakable note of fear. “She is unholy and full of sin. She poisons our ears with her toxic words.”

“No,” shouted Jonamos, his brow creased, his black hair whipping in the desert wind. “She is holy—she is a prophet!”

Some of the other villagers began to cry out as well.

“Silence,” screamed mustache-chewer, and the villagers fell silent. “This demon-child must be put to death. Then you will all see what happens to those who forsake our founders.”

One of the guards pulled out a large knife and held it high so the crowd could see it. Then he pointed it at Iliya’s neck.

“Scion of evil,” shouted mustache-chewer, “be gone from our village, and take your poison with you.”

The guard lifted the knife, ready to strike. Iliya closed her eyes and floated gently in time and space. She wanted to live, but more pertinently, she wanted these people to see the error of their ways and to choose love over hatred.

She was very careful about how she wished for this miracle.

Heal the village, she instructed the unseen universe. But keep the Taboah as they are. Heal the village of its hatred.

There was a palpable pause, as if the universe were drawing breath. This was not the miracle she was supposed to wish for—but it would do, and the universe would grant her request.

And she knew exactly what to do next.

After inhaling a deep breath, she spoke in a firm voice, no doubt bolstered by God, “You think you know the will of God. You think your actions against the Taboah are justified. But I am the only prophet of God here today.”

The villagers bearing witness murmured among themselves while the Elders looked on in a stoic silence.

“Give me one more chance to prove myself,” Iliya continued. “Just as Elijah challenged the prophets of false gods, let’s both call upon God. Let the Elders choose an offering. We’ll see which prayer God answers.”

The Elders conferred briefly with one another.

“All right,” announced Amholy, stepping forward from the others. “We will allow this test. And if God does not choose you, then you will be executed.”

The Elders chanted ritualistic prayers in the ancient language. They recited the songs over and over again, yelling to the sky.

Meanwhile, Iliya merely stood by and watched their zealous attempts to prove their own superiority. They chanted their voices hoarse, their faces moistening with sweat as the sun rose higher seemingly oblivious to their call.

They prayed from early morning until noon—with no discernible answer.

As the sun reached its zenith, the townspeople—those who had decided to stay and witness the entire event—murmured to each other again. It was impossible to deny that there were no signs. God was not demonstrating his presence here.

“If you’ll permit me to attempt my prayer now?” Iliya asked. She beckoned to the surrounding townspeople to gather closer. She wanted them to see everything clearly so no one could mistake what would happen next.

She collected nine nearby stones and laid them as a border between herself and her audience. Then she dug a crude ditch in the sand with her hands. “Three jars of water, please,” she instructed.

The guards glanced at each other. But the Elders waved them on, so they ran into the building. A few minutes later, they returned carrying the jugs of water.

She knew how precious water was in a desert village such as this one. So she was unsurprised at the palpable gasp from the villagers as she took the jugs and poured them onto the ground one by one and filled the ditch to the brim.

Iliya then extended her hands over the offering and looked up toward the sky. Her heart pounded in her chest. Her blood rushed through her veins and rang in her ears.

With a strong voice, she declared, “God, prove that I am your prophet. Show these people that you commanded me to do all these things. God, answer my prayer so these people will know that you are God and that you will change their minds.”

Orange fire crackled to life. It streamed from the clear sky like an ocean wave, splitting the air with devastating heat. The villagers leaped backward, but Iliya remained still while the fire consumed everything around her—the stones, the sand, every loose particle. All the water in the ditch dried up. Then the fire evaporated, blinking away as quickly as it had appeared, leaving Iliya unscathed.

Without hesitation, the villagers fell to the ground, prostrating themselves before Iliya and the makeshift altar, now merely an empty pit. They stammered over each other crying: this is God; she is a true prophet; she is Elijah.

Iliya knew that a message directly from God—about his own desires, his own decisions—would be far more powerful and convincing to these people than her own admonitions or her own moral importuning. She decided to hammer home God’s own message. “Now you have seen for yourselves that the Elders cannot know God’s will. Only God can determine who is righteous and unrighteous, who is clean and unclean, and who is pure and impure. The Elders overstep their authority in ostracizing the Taboah.”

“We understand, righteous Prophet,” mustache-chewer assured her with a stony face.

“Good,” Iliya replied with grim satisfaction. “Then . . . I think it’s time for me to go. Leave the empty jugs out overnight. They will refill by morning.”

Shaking off the ashes dusting her white linen clothing, she stepped over the rubble of God’s demonstration and forged a path toward the clear eastern skies. None of the villagers moved. She walked steadily past the gleaming sandstone building and approached the sand huts bordering the town square. After retrieving her belongings from Jonamos’s hut, she continued toward the edge of town.

Someone panted as they caught up to her. She turned and saw Amholy running toward her, his graying hair tousled in the wind.

“You must stay,” he breathed.

She shook her head. “It’s time for me to leave this village.”

“Please,” he begged, his gaze earnest. “You must stay and instruct the Elders. We have no idea how to lead this village into a new age. All we know is the tradition.”

“You will find your way.” She continued walking east.

Amholy walked alongside her. “We are not prepared to change in this way.”

“You already have the leaders you need—Jonamos and the other activists. Listen to what they have to say.”

“But you—you’re a prophet sent from God,” he cried.

She shook her head. “Miracles are just quick fixes. All I really did was listen to the people in your own village who had no voice until now. Listen to them, and you’ll see your path forward. They have good ideas about how they want to be governed.”

“But if God sent you, then why must you leave?”

“Yours is not the only village I’ve been sent to visit.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “But if you would like, I can bring back medicines and such when I’m on my way back to my own village.”

“We need a different kind of healing.” His eyebrows drew inward beseechingly. “We can’t do this without you.”

“Amholy.” She stopped walking and met his eyes directly. “You are a strong community, dedicated to fulfilling God’s will. Look in your hearts and find the answers there—like you did today.”

Amholy peered back at her with his fierce brown eyes. “Our hearts told us nothing today. We heard the voice of God, and we obeyed.”

“Perhaps that’s what it took to get you on the right path. Now it’s your turn to walk it.”

She started forward, and Amholy stood still, watching her leave.


SECTION FIVE:
POISON


CHAPTER 16

For three days, Iliya walked through the desert.

As she subsisted on packed snacks and miraculous protective bubbles, she wondered what Ziya meant for God’s path.

Until now, Iliya had used her miracles to protect her own family. But in Ziya, she’d discovered an entirely different kind of purpose. She’d galvanized a social movement, imparted a greater sense of justice, and inspired a progression toward a higher morality.

And she found it strangely fulfilling.

A new potential mission crystallized in her mind like sunshine cresting over treetops and illuminating a previously hidden dirt pathway. Instead of relying solely upon her guardian’s signs to guide her, she could use God’s gift to change the world.

On the fourth morning, she reached tall, jagged mountains that blocked her path eastward.

“Is this entire desert enclosed in mountains?” she asked in awe. “Goodness, the world really is larger than I could have imagined.” She studied the sharp rock face. “I guess it’s time to pull out a miracle.”

She meditated and asked for aid. Help me climb this mountain.

Just wait, said the universe.

She stopped meditating and breathed a sigh. Just wait? How could she just wait? She was standing in the middle of a desert wasteland, tasked with crossing a mountain, and the universe wanted her to wait?

She wished for her protective bubble. If she had to wait, at least she would wait comfortably.
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Iliya spent the next few hours nibbling at the camel jerky and dried fruit she’d brought from Ziya. She idly tossed grains of sand in random directions hoping to hit her guardian.

“Did I get you that time?” she asked with a grin.

She got the distinct sense that her guardian did not enjoy the game nearly as much as she did.

A roaring noise approached overhead, starting as a low rumble and growing steadily louder and more menacing by the second. Iliya craned her neck to locate the source.

It looked like a metal bird—a monstrous machine with a pointed nose and forked tail. Blades spun rapidly atop its back as it plunged over the mountain with a thunderous whacking sound louder than any animal could make. Iliya dissolved her protective bubble and called out.

“Hello! Can you hear me?” She jumped and waved wildly at the large metal bird.

The contraption began to lower itself, and Iliya ran toward where it was landing. The wind picked up as she approached it.

It touched the desert sand and whirred to quiet. Iliya sprinted to catch up to it. A young woman, perhaps a year or two older than Iliya, shakily exited the vehicle and removed a helmet.

“Hello,” Iliya called again.

“Oh, good,” said the woman, stretching her arms into the air. “Maybe you can tell me where I am. I’m completely lost.”

Iliya ran to greet the woman who was threading her fingers through her tangled chestnut-brown hair and trying to tease apart the knots. She was uncommonly beautiful and considerably taller than Iliya. Her skin glowed a rich amber-brown color, and she had angular features—sharply defined cheekbones plus a slim and pointed nose. She wore bold, colorful clothing that looked like a sunset, from bright yellow on top changing in an ombre style to buttercup, fire orange, ruby red, and dusky violet at her feet. Her tight, off-shoulder shirt revealed her slender midriff above a long flowing skirt, and a sheer scarf draped loosely across her body.

“I’m afraid I can’t help much,” said Iliya. “I’m new to this area as well.”

“Damn,” said the woman. Her brown eyes sparkled under thinly shaped eyebrows. “Blind leading the blind.”

“Excuse me?”

“Haven’t you ever heard that expression?” After Iliya shook her head, the woman waved it off. “No matter. My name is Amithi.”

“I’m Iliya.”

“Nice to meet you, Iliya. You look like you’ve been in the desert awhile.”

Iliya glanced down at her linen clothes, no longer the fresh white color they once were. “You could say that.”

“Well, hop in. At least we’re in this together now.” Amithi climbed back into the driver’s seat of the large metal contraption with blades vibrating on top.

Iliya timidly walked to the other side, pulled open the door as Amithi had done, and sidled onto the seat beside Amithi.

As soon as the door closed, the roar of the vehicle quieted.

“At least you have some knowledge of where you came from,” said Amithi as she pressed dials beyond Iliya’s comprehension. “Maybe together we can find our way back.”

Iliya started to respond, but she lost her breath in a panicked gulp as the vehicle lifted, quivering, into the air. Her stomach dropped when they catapulted above the sand and into the blue sky. White-hot terror filled her, paralyzing her, as they soared higher.

“I suppose I should circle back over the mountain?” inquired Amithi smoothly, unconcerned by what was happening.

Iliya gripped her seat tightly. “I came from the west,” she gasped. “I’m supposed to go east.”

“What’s out to the west?”

“There’s an isolated village a three-day walk from here, and then another two-day walk will take you to my home village.”

“You walked that whole way?”

Iliya nodded, trying not to glimpse the desert floor they had so dramatically left behind.

“These villages, they’re not spoke, are they?” asked Amithi.

Iliya shook her head.

“Okay. Wow. Seems I overshot my target quite a bit.”

“Don’t blame yourself. God probably tossed you out this way.”

Amithi peered at Iliya with a curious expression. “I’d heard rumors that there were some fanatical religious villages out in the western desert. I guess you’re proof.”

Iliya was taken aback. “Fanatical? I mean sure, Ziya was pretty extreme, but where I come from is . . . moderate, I think.”

Amithi shrugged as she steered them over the mountainside. “I don’t mean to offend. I just don’t hear people mention God much in casual conversation.”

“How refreshing,” said Iliya dryly.

“You really think deities are so involved in our daily lives that they push copters in odd directions?”

Iliya laughed. “In my case, I know it’s true.”

Amithi continued maneuvering them over the mountain’s jagged rockface at astonishing speed. “Okay, why are you heading east, Iliya?”

“I . . . am on a mission . . . to send supplies back to my village.” Iliya figured she should omit details about her guardian and her miracles since Amithi didn’t seem particularly comfortable discussing religion.

“Okay, you’re definitely going to the right place. Those backwater villages have nothing, from what I’ve heard. Even the spoke towns have way more in comparison.”

“I’m already impressed with the technology you’ve shown me so far.” Iliya closed her eyes as they lifted higher over the mountain peak.

“Never been in a magnicopter before?” Amithi grinned. “Don’t worry. I’m a great pilot. This whole . . . getting lost thing, it’s very rare for me. It’s weird for the nav system to be offline. And I thought my e-rook had enough charge to last the trip. I really don’t know what happened.”

Iliya suppressed a smile. “You were probably on course with no trouble indicated, and then suddenly you veered off course for seemingly no reason, got confused and disoriented, and found yourself in the desert.”

Amithi shot Iliya another look. “Something like that.”

“Things like this happen to me all the time. I wouldn’t fret about it.”

“And where did you say you’re from?”

“A village southwest of here. It’s a man-made vegetative hub in the middle of the desert.”

“Interesting.” Her tone indicated she had little interest in learning more.

“What about you? Where are you from?” Iliya asked.

“Pan-C, one of the spoke towns of the Pan epicenter.”

“What’s the Pan epicenter?”

Amithi’s jaw went slack, her eyes widening. “Seriously?”

“I’ve never been outside my village before now,” Iliya defended. “What’s the Pan epicenter?”

“Well…it’s one of the nine epicenters. There’s Pan in the middle, then The Republic to the east, and Toyosoni even further east. Then there’s Umea, Euro, P&C, and Brasa to the west. Magpro is way north, and Somton is way south.”

“What are epicenters?”

Amithi laughed. “Man, you villagers really do live under a rock.”

Iliya waited.

“The epicenters are . . . well, picture your town, then multiply it by a million. That’s an epicenter, filled with millions of people and owned and governed by giant conglomerate corporations. Epicenters have the best of everything like free, top-quality schooling, cutting-edge medicines, and technology you’ve never even imagined. But the people there live shoulder-to-shoulder. Space is crazy tight, and it costs a fortune to spend even a day there.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, wow.” Amithi grinned sideways at Iliya. “We spoke townspeople don’t get to go to the epicenters very often, but when we do, we have quite a time.”

“What are spoke towns?”

“You can imagine that with epicenters the way they are, smaller towns formed along the edges and hoped to get whatever food, technology, etc., is discarded by the epicenters. We pick up their scraps.”

“And who picks up your scraps?”

“Not much is left by the time we get through with it,” said Amithi. “There are a lot of spoke towns.”

They had passed the mountains and now flew over flatter land.

“Do you like living in a spoke town?” asked Iliya.

Amithi shrugged. “It’s not as good as living in an epicenter, that’s for sure. But I guess it beats wherever it is that you came from.”

Iliya fought down her anger. “My village was wonderful.”

“Then why did you leave to find better supplies?” asked Amithi. “I’m sure it was quaint, but there’s a whole world out there you haven’t seen.”

Iliya sat in silence.

The rural terrain gave way to low-level buildings, which became denser as Amithi guided them onward. Occasional greenery appeared between the buildings.

“Okay, here we are,” Amithi announced. “Home sweet home.”


CHAPTER 17

Iliya watched out the window as Amithi lowered them to the ground. Decently sized houses, packed tightly together, stretched in every direction. She couldn’t imagine how Amithi would land without hitting one of them.

But Amithi didn’t lie about her piloting ability. She deftly lowered them onto a small patch of green grass with one lonely tree at the edge. The magnicopter took up practically the entire yard. A brown fence separated the yard from the neighboring houses. Iliya felt her breath return as they settled firmly back onto the ground.

“I’m sure you can stay with us while you get your bearings,” said Amithi. “And you probably want to clean up a bit.” She glanced at Iliya’s disheveled physique. “Come on, I’ll show you inside.”

Amithi climbed out of the magnicopter, and Iliya tried to find the mechanism that opened the door. She finally found the small latch and released the door. Amithi was already standing nearby holding out a hand to help Iliya jump down.

Iliya landed lightly on her feet.

“Okay, not so bad, right?” asked Amithi with a grin.

Iliya shrugged, still feeling a little light-headed from the strange journey.

“Come on inside.” Amithi led her toward the house, constructed of a sturdy material Iliya could not identify. Amithi used a key to open the simple, unadorned brown door, which seemed like a back entrance to the house. Iliya followed her inside.

The house was surprisingly cool with shiny wood floors and tall ceilings. They entered a brightly colored living room with richly patterned couches and chairs, a wide black screen on the wall, and other small gadgets Iliya didn’t recognize.

“Maa, I’m home, and I brought a visitor,” Amithi hollered.

“Goodness, Amithi, we were so worried about you.” A middle-aged woman bustled in, stout with short graying hair, bronze skin, and hawklike brown eyes. She wore long flowing clothing like Amithi, but hers a deep purple color. “What in the world took you so long?”

“I got lost,” admitted Amithi. “But look, I picked up a traveler. She’s from one of the far villages in the western desert.”

The woman registered Iliya’s presence with momentary surprise, but she quickly recovered. “Hello, dear.” She smiled warmly. “Nice to meet you. Welcome, of course. Feel free to wash up in the guest room.”

Iliya glanced at Amithi.

“I’ll show you where to go,” said Amithi.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Iliya said to Amithi’s mother.

Amithi led Iliya up a flight of steps. “This is our guest room,” she said, opening one door. “The bathroom is through there. If you have clothes that need washing, we would be happy to wash some for you.”

“That would be wonderful,” said Iliya. She pulled her dusty clothes out of her bag. Amithi took them with two fingers as if she didn’t want to sully her hands.

Iliya closed the bedroom door. A large bed with boldly colored covers of maroon, violet, and blue filled the room. Through another door was a large bathroom—much larger than any in her village—with a vast sink, a frosted glass shower, and a small window overlooking the back yard.

It took her a few minutes to figure out how the shower worked, but once she did, she took a long, hot shower. She hoped her use of the hot water wouldn’t inconvenience her hosts, but she felt so grateful for the sensation, she almost didn’t care.

At long last, she dried off and went back into the bedroom.

New clothes were laid out for her on the bed. Unfortunately, they were considerably too long for her frame. She needed to roll up the soft, comfortable red pants so they wouldn’t cover her feet, and the white blouse hid her palms so only her fingers poked out of the sleeves. Perhaps Amithi had lent them, as she was considerably taller. Iliya didn’t know what type of undergarments to wear underneath; Amithi hadn’t left her anything, so she wore her own simple skin-toned bra, which would provide support without revealing too much under the white blouse.

Feeling much more awake now that she was clean, Iliya headed back down the stairs.

She overheard voices talking below.

“What if she wants to steal from us, Amithi?”

“Come on, Maa, you’re being paranoid.”

“They have so little in those villages. How do we know she won’t take our things and bring them back to her village? She could make a fortune.”

“I’m sure that’s not what she plans to do.”

The mother’s voice was stern. “You’re too trusting, beta.”

“You saw her—she’s so pathetic-looking. It’s the least we can do to give her a shower and a warm meal. Then she can be on her way.”

The mother sighed. “I’m locking up my jewelry, that’s for sure.”

Iliya cleared her throat as she reached the bottom of the stairs. The two women were visibly startled.

“Oh . . . ah . . . Iliya, is your name?” asked the mother awkwardly.

“Yes,” Iliya answered. “Thank you so much for the shower. I feel much better.”

“I would imagine so,” said Amithi while staring at her mother.

“My name is Opal, but you can call me Aunty,” said the mother. “I’m afraid the clothes you brought along in your bag . . . they didn’t stand up to the washing machine.”

“The what?”

“Do you not have washing machines in your village?” asked Amithi with a hint of condescension.

Iliya shook her head.

“Well . . .” Opal explained haltingly, “I guess the fabric of your clothes was not . . . strong enough for the rigors of our washing machine. Your clothes fell apart.”

“Oh.” Iliya felt a pang of sadness at the prospect of letting go of another piece of home.

“I lent you some of my clothes,” said Amithi. “Though I guess they’re a bit big on you.”

Iliya lifted her floppy, cloth-covered hands. “I would say so.”

Amithi pulled a small black rectangular object off a nearby shelf and held it up to Iliya. “Here, let me scan you wearing that. It’ll get me twenty points for Chandra Sitarra.”

“Huh?”

Before Amithi could explain, Opal asked, “How long do you intend to stay here?” While her tone was friendly, Iliya thought she could discern some anxiety motivating the question.

“Only as long as you’ll have me,” said Iliya quickly. “You’ve done so much already. I can leave tonight if you need me to.”

“That’s okay, dear. Stay the night and eat a decent meal. You can leave in the morning,” said Opal.

Iliya nodded. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

The stairs creaked behind her, and Iliya moved out of the way as a boy descended. He was tall like Amithi, around the same age with darker skin and silken black hair, and he was similarly attractive though the angles of his face were softer, less sharply defined. He wore a long collarless gray shirt with the sleeves bunched up to reveal his forearms, and he was in a pair of matching gray trousers with neatly rolled cuffs at the ankles. He carried a unique air of nobility, a quiet assurance and ease.

“Glad you made it back in one piece, Amithi,” he said with a smile.

Amithi smirked back at him. “If you were hoping I crashed in some abyss, no luck.”

Opal scolded, “Amithi, don’t talk like that.”

“Hi, my name is Reth,” said the boy, giving Iliya a slight bow with his black eyes fixed on her.

She bowed in return. “Iliya.”

“Beautiful name.” He turned back to his mother and sister. “May I cook dinner tonight?”
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Iliya sat with Opal and Amithi in the living room while Reth cooked dinner. Opal discussed the local gossip—new secret romantic entanglements, one neighbor who could no longer afford his house, and another who had been given special dispensation to visit the Pan epicenter. The room filled with the aroma of delicious food, and Iliya could not control the wild gurgling of her stomach.

A door opened and closed across the house.

“Baba’s home,” said Amithi, rising from the couch.

Iliya stood as well.

A tall man wearing a formal gray suit strode into the room, and Iliya instantly understood where Amithi and Reth had inherited their height and good looks. He possessed the same quiet confidence as Reth, his skin was darker than anyone she had ever seen, and his head was covered with coarse knots of short curly hair. He gave Amithi a hug, then bowed to Iliya.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” he greeted in a deep voice. “I am Kuron Alem.”

“Iliya Rusul.”

“I apologize for working so late, but duty calls.” He walked over to his wife, Opal, and gave her a quick embrace.

“Kuron is the Pan-C Director. It’s the highest political office in the town,” Opal bragged to Iliya with evident pride.

Kuron waved a hand dismissively. “That’s nothing compared to what my wife does. Did she tell you she’s the leading magnetic resonance oncologist this side of Pan?”

“I . . . don’t know what any of those words mean,” Iliya murmured quietly.

Opal and Kuron seemed not to hear; they were eyeing each other with visible affection.

“I’m fortunate such a brilliant scientist from a good family deigned to marry me,” Kuron continued with a grin. “When my parents immigrated to the Pan spokes from a small village outside Somton, they hardly imagined their son would wed such a woman.”

Opal laughed. “How could I resist? He was charming, handsome, and ambitious. I knew he would rise to the top one day.”

“Dinner’s ready,” called Reth.

Iliya followed everyone into the dining room and sat in an empty chair beside Amithi. Reth lowered steaming plates of delicious food onto the table, food which Iliya did not recognize—roasted chicken with a bright red hue, green vegetable stew, chunks of cheese in a creamy tomato gravy, spiced rice, unleavened cornbread, and spongy flour-based bread, along with a yogurt and cucumber dipping sauce. The warm smell of unfamiliar earthy, sweet spices was balanced with rich butter and tangy yogurt. The family members spooned bits of it onto their plates, and Iliya followed suit. Reth took a seat beside her.

“Iliya, tell us about yourself,” said Kuron in his booming, deep voice. “What brings you to Pan-C?”

“Well . . . I’m on a mission to send better healthcare technologies back to my village,” said Iliya carefully, trying not to frighten Opal. “I’m also hoping to contribute here, whatever I can.”

“Very admirable,” said Kuron.

Amithi unsuccessfully tried to stifle a laugh. Reth shot her a glare.

“Did I miss something?” asked Iliya.

“Yes, Amithi, tell her why you laughed,” said Reth.

“Okay, you can’t honestly think you could contribute anything here, right?” said Amithi. “I mean . . . you probably haven’t even been to school, at least not anything accredited—”

“Don’t be crass,” demanded Opal.

Iliya swallowed and nodded. “I haven’t been able to attend school continuously. I was too busy taking care of my siblings after our father died.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, Iliya,” said Kuron.

“Thank you,” she replied.

Amithi busied herself with her food.

“What do you like to do, Iliya?” asked Reth.

She frowned in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Like for fun. What are your hobbies? Your passions?” He peered at her with friendly curiosity.

She swallowed, wondering how to answer such a strange question. “Back home, I used to play in the yard with my siblings when we had extra time. And I used to help my father garden . . . I don’t know. I didn’t do much for fun.”

“Clearly I like to pilot,” Amithi interjected—perhaps trying to save Iliya from her own awkwardness. “Usually, I’m much better at it than I seemed to be today. And I like fashion design and modeling.”

“What about you?” Iliya asked Reth.

“I am a writer.”

“A writer? Like . . . you write books?”

Amithi stifled a chuckle. “They do have books in your village, right?”

“Yes,” Iliya answered, trying to keep her patience. “What kinds of books?” she asked Reth.

“Mostly about politics and philosophy,” he said. “Speaking of, I would love to learn more about your village’s governance.”

“I’m happy to tell you about it.”

Reth smiled at her.

“Kuron, tell us about your day,” said Opal. “Any news from the council?”

Kuron talked about a new bill they were trying to pass, one that would equalize access to certain medical resources flowing from Pan. “Right now, only the best hospitals get the perishables, and if they have any extra, it’s usually too late—they’ve already gone bad,” Kuron explained. “We’re trying to figure out a way for them to send the extra to the less expensive hospitals ahead of time so everybody wins.”

“How do you make sure the best hospitals still have enough for all their patients?” asked Opal.

“Well, that’s the tricky part. They can’t always predict what their patients will need. But we have some epidemiologists on the case, and with some decent mathematical models, we may be able to approximate.” He paused, observing his wife’s frown. “It’s better than throwing away countless drugs that could be saving lives.”

“I don’t know,” Opal replied. “It seems like you should prioritize making sure the good hospitals have the resources they need before worrying about lesser hospitals.”

Kuron and Opal then discussed the merits of each position, though Iliya couldn’t follow most of the conversation since they used medical terms and other jargon.

Reth leaned close to her. “Do people in your village have debates like this?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “We don’t have a lot of medical supplies to begin with. Those we have, the village doctors share pretty well.” She remembered Dr. Alexandria and his consternation at her seeming unwillingness to share her resources.

They finished eating, and Iliya followed the others’ examples by bringing her empty dishes to the sink. Kuron graciously offered to wash everyone’s dishes. “It’s the least I can do, being out all day,” he said.

Amithi retreated upstairs to her bedroom, and Opal stayed in the kitchen to chat with her husband.
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Reth beckoned Iliya into the living room, and she joined him on the comfortable burgundy couch. She marveled at how the room felt both warm and sophisticated with walls hardly visible through the rich tapestries and colorful artwork of vibrant red, burnt orange, and black.

Reth peered at her with evident interest, his dark eyes wide as if he were drinking her in.

“I want to hear all about your village,” he said. “How does the governance work?”

“I don’t know . . . in our village, families mostly take care of themselves,” she stammered, not sure what to say. She didn’t understand why he seemed to find her village so interesting; surely he was accustomed to a much higher standard of living. “We don’t have a lot of . . . Directors and such,” she added sheepishly.

“What if someone breaks the law?” he asked.

“We have police, and lawyers, and judges,” she explained with a shrug. “But things like that so rarely happen.”

“Fascinating. I guess in a small enough village, accountability keeps people in line without too much oversight.” Reth’s black eyes conveyed a remarkable depth of thought, a steadfast contemplativeness Iliya had rarely seen before. “What about religion? Is your village very religious?”

“Um . . . I don’t know about very,” said Iliya, remembering the Elders of Ziya. “We don’t really worship together as a community. Families mostly do their own rituals.”

“What are your religious beliefs?”

Iliya sighed. “These are very big questions. I’m not really sure how to answer.”

“Okay . . .” Reth paused. “Well then, tell me about your conception of the divine.”

“We believe in God. We usually refer to him as male, though that may just be out of tradition or convenience.”

“So your God has a single physical manifestation?”

“What?”

“You believe God only takes on one form?”

“Yes, of course.”

“It’s not such a common thing—around here, at least. Some religions believe God can take on many different forms.”

“Really?” She pondered the idea. “I guess it’s not impossible. I’ve never actually spoken directly with God before.”

Reth laughed. “I don’t think many of us have.” He studied her. “I hope you’ll forgive all these questions. I’ve just . . . never met someone from another place before. I mean, I’ve met people from other spoke towns, but never from so far away.”

“I thought . . . your father said his parents came from a remote village.”

Reth nodded. “That’s true. But they died when I was little.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Thanks. You said you came here to bring medicine back to your village.”

She nodded.

“How do you plan to do that?”

“I’m not sure, exactly,” she said with a shrug. “I trust I’ll find a way.”

“But you probably don’t have money, at least not in our currency, right?”

“I haven’t had so much trouble making money of late.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Oh? Why not?”

She took a deep breath, looked into Reth’s well-meaning, bottomless black eyes, and decided she could probably trust him. She had to trust someone. He knew this town, and he was open to her cause; perhaps he could help her.

“I can do miracles,” she said quietly. “I don’t know if this has any meaning to you in your religion, but I’m a prophet sent by God to ‘prepare his way,’ though I admit I’m not entirely sure what that means. But it seems to involve healing people and making the villages I visit a little better. I left my home village because my guardian told me it was time for me to heal elsewhere and because I can do more for my village if I bring back better medicines.”

“Wow,” said Reth. He took a moment to let her words sink in. “Okay. You can do miracles?”

She nodded.

“Like what?”

“I can heal people, mostly. I can do other stuff too. I’m actually not even sure of all the things I can do.”

“Can you show me?”

“I would prefer not to, unless you need me to . . . every miracle I enact shortens my lifespan.”

Reth looked stricken. “Are you serious?”

She nodded. “Everything has a cost, I guess.”

“You said . . . your guardian told you to leave your village. Is that guardian . . . whoever looked after you after your father died?”

She shook her head. “No, my mother is still around, though admittedly, she’s not in great shape. My guardian is a spiritual guide sent to help me with my task. All prophets are given guardians to help them.”

“Who is your guardian? What does it look like?”

“He . . . looks kind of like a monster, actually.” She giggled, sensing her guardian’s wry, agitated response. “I don’t think he likes me saying that.”

“Is he here? Now?” Reth stood and circled around as if he might stumble into the guardian.

“He is, but you can’t see him. He’s invisible.”

“Oh.” Reth sat back down. “You realize this is all very difficult to believe, don’t you? You can do miracles, but you won’t show me. You have a guardian, but he’s invisible. How do I know you’re not just crazy?”

Panic rose in her throat; the distant chants of Crazy Cassandra echoed in her mind. But she swallowed her fear and tried to answer calmly. “I guess you don’t know that. You’ll just need to trust me—as I trusted you by telling you this.”

Reth nodded slowly. “What kinds of things does your guardian do?”

“He’ll send me signs if he wants me to do something. Generally, he just tries to keep me on God’s path.” She paused, thinking. “I don’t always listen, so sometimes he gets upset.”

Reth’s eyebrows drew inward. “Why don’t you listen?”

She shrugged. “I don’t always want to do something just because God tells me to. How do I know what God wants for me is the right thing? He can be very cruel.” She thought of all the deaths, all the pain that she was not capable of healing. “He’s really a very nasty entity, if you think about it, though he also has the capacity for great love.”

Reth pondered her words. “I guess I never really thought about it that way.”

“Well . . . what about you? What is your religion?”

“Many people here still keep the religious traditions of our ancestors, particularly in the spoke towns. Personally, I think perhaps there is something greater than ourselves, something we’re all connected to. But it’s hard to imagine a consciousness, like ours, governing the universe. As you said—too much bad happens along with the good. It seems like life is more likely due to chance.”

“Wow. I’ve never met anyone who didn’t believe in a single, conscious God.”

Reth smiled at her. “Well, now you have.”

She looked down at her feet. “I wonder what you must think of me, someone who claims to follow such a God.”

He paused as if carefully gathering his words. “I think you’re a strikingly beautiful girl from a faraway land, devoted to the religion of her upbringing, and eager to make the world a better place.”

She kept her eyes focused on the floor, and she could feel her cheeks flush with heat. His sudden, unexpected praise—and something in his tone—made her wish she was sitting anywhere else. She had no idea how to handle this abrupt switch from friendly chatting to . . . something different.

“I’m sorry . . . I’ve made you uncomfortable.” He leaned away from her, giving her more space. “I’ve just never met anyone like you before.”

“I’d better go upstairs.” She stood and headed for the staircase.

“Iliya?”

She turned back to Reth.

“I want to help you. With your task. No funny business.” His wide eyes, seemingly vulnerable with apologetic honesty, made her smile.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll let you know if I need a speechwriter.” As she ascended the stairs, she could hear Reth sigh softly behind her.


CHAPTER 18

The next morning, Iliya awoke before any of her host family members. After washing up and dressing in another of Amithi’s poorly fitting outfits, she went downstairs and wandered around the main floor. She found a library attached to the living room, and she pulled from the shelves random books hoping they could provide insights into this strange place.

The lettering was different than in her home village. At first, the lines looked like incomprehensible scribbles. But as she stared at the pages, the words began to coalesce into meaningful sentences, and to her dawning astonishment, she began to read the foreign script as if she had always known it.

She closed her eyes and replayed some of yesterday’s conversations in her head. She realized she had been speaking a new language—different from her native tongue, different from the ancient and modern languages of Ziya. God must have simply gifted her the language of Pan-C.

She reopened her eyes and began to read.

It was a full hour before anyone else in the house stirred. In that time, she managed to devour a brief history of the Pan epicenter. She was so engrossed in her book that she didn’t hear someone approaching behind her until a creaking floorboard made her jump in surprise.

“Sorry,” Reth murmured quickly, ducking his head. He was still wearing his pajamas—gray and comfortable-looking. “I saw a light on.”

“I hope I didn’t disturb you,” said Iliya.

He shook his head. “Not at all.” He glanced at the book in her hands. “What are you reading?”

“History of Pan,” she explained, holding up the book.

Reth stifled a chuckle. “Headed straight for the engrossing reading, did you?”

Iliya shrugged. “I find it fascinating.”

His eyes sharpened as he peered at her. “Learn anything interesting?”

She nodded. “Pan used to be a nation. But after a global religious war, corporations took over governance and formed the epicenters.”

“Does the book explain how the corporations took over?”

“Well . . . it seems like it had to do with a new renewable energy source—a device that used the magnetic field of the Earth.”

Reth nodded. “It’s how we power everything these days. Because the technology was so expensive, governments relied heavily on large conglomerate corporations to fund the innovation. The companies were then responsible for harnessing the energy from the Earth’s magnetic field and using it to power the cities.” He paused, as if gauging her reaction.

She kept her gaze steady, eager for him to continue.

“Well,” Reth said tentatively, “eventually, the world governments—ours included—either went bankrupt or simply became overshadowed by the corporations, given how powerful and deregulated they’d become. One by one, corporations took over as the new governing bodies. Nations dissolved, and tightly clustered cities—fledgling epicenters—formed. That’s how the world entered its current state.”

“I’m trying to understand . . . what the world looks like now,” Iliya said, lowering the book. “All I knew before this was my own village. But this book paints . . . such a wider world. At the center of it all are the epicenters—nine in total, backed by large companies, and full of wealth and people. Surrounding them are the spoke towns, like this one, and beyond the spoke towns, there are tons of isolated villages like mine too far away to benefit from the wealth of the epicenters.”

“That’s right,” Reth confirmed.

“But . . . there’s something that troubles me.”

“What’s that?”

“Well . . . it seems like the companies that own the epicenters provide well for their constituents, even free high-caliber education to train the next generation of employees.”

“Yes.”

“But . . . only the elite can live in the epicenters. Everyone else begs for the scraps.”

His gaze was fixed, unblinking. “I suppose so.”

“It just seems . . . I don’t know . . . wrong for them to hoard their wealth that way. Some villages have all but forgotten about the epicenters and the rest of the world, so complete is their isolation.”

“It’s even more troubling than that,” said Reth. “Unlike governments, which owe a certain standard of living to all their people, companies feel no such obligation. There’s no voting to speak of, no representatives, no democratic process—the only accountability is to company shareholders through stock.”

“What’s stock?” Iliya asked.

A floorboard creaked upstairs—clearly others in the house were beginning to wake up.

“I’d better start getting dressed,” said Reth awkwardly. “It was nice chatting with you.”

He crept out of the library toward the stairs.

Iliya glanced down at the history book’s thick brown cover, firm and stiff.

There was one detail in particular that she had neglected to mention to Reth, something that had caught her attention. The book also described something called a biodome, a self-contained, self-sufficient ecosystem built to function in complete isolation from the outside world. As global warming worsened—something the epicenter corporations had no desire or incentive to address—biodomes became an attractive option to a few wealthy benefactors who preferred to remain separate from the epicenters. Billionaires had purchased land and built biodomes in the uninhabited desert. The biodomes would allow entire villages to provide for all their own needs and luxury desires, like chocolate, while also remaining isolated from the masses emigrating away from flooded coastal cities. Such biodomes could theoretically be located anywhere—even in the middle of a desert.

Iliya wondered if her own village existed within such a biodome. It made sense. Wealthy families without concern for the larger world must have founded her village, and their ethos had woven its way into the culture—everyone out for themselves.

And perhaps now the biodome was beginning to degrade because the villagers either no longer remembered how to repair it or didn’t even know that it existed at all.
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Iliya was completely absorbed again in her history book when Opal entered the library.

“Hi,” Opal greeted.

Iliya jumped despite herself. “Oh . . . I hope it’s okay . . . I was just . . . reading.”

Opal smiled—and her smile seemed genuine enough. “It’s no problem,” she said gently. “Would you like some breakfast and chai?”

“Sure, thank you.”

Iliya gratefully followed Opal into the kitchen and accepted the spicy potato-stuffed flatbread and strong, fragrant black tea Opal offered her.

“I’ll be out of your way soon,” said Iliya through bites. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Aunty.”

“It’s no trouble,” said Opal, her tone cagey.

Kuron came in and greeted them. Opal served him a plate of the same flatbread and a cup of tea. He pulled out a black device similar to what Amithi had used to help her navigate the magnicopter. It was no larger than the palm of his hand, and he stared at it as if reading.

“What is that?” asked Iliya.

Kuron glanced around, then realized she was referring to his reading device. “Oh, it’s an e-rook. Connects me to the internet. I’m being very rude by reading at the table. My apologies. I was catching up on the news of the day. It’s already midday in The Republic, you know.”

“W-what’s the internet?”

“Goodness, child.” Kuron gave her an astonished look. “They don’t have the internet in your village?”

She shook her head.

“Let me see . . . how can I explain . . . it’s a global system of interconnected computer networks. Anyone can connect to it, as long as they have the proper technology, and the internet allows you to access information from anywhere. Here, let me show you.” He paused, as if thinking of how best to demonstrate the internet’s abilities. “Okay, tell me the name of your village.”

“I recently visited a village called Ziya. Try that.”

“Ziya.” He tapped his device. “An isolated village in the desert west of Pan. Founded by Henny Galvin leading a group of religious fundamentalists called Balulians. They sought to create a village of the most spiritually pure individuals.”

“That’s amazing.” Iliya jumped up to look over his shoulder at the magical device. “You learned all that just by clicking a button?”

Kuron nodded, grinning at her. “Everything’s cataloged on the internet.”

“I don’t know what some of those words mean . . . religious fundamentalists—”

“Extremists. People who were so devoutly religious, they took it to an extreme level.”

“They still had that—the religion,” she murmured distantly.

Kuron shrugged. “You don’t see religious fundamentalists around here anymore. At least, not openly.”

Iliya pointed to the strange and mystical device. “Where can I get one of those?”

“They’re quite expensive.” Kuron peered at her. “You can probably get a cheap knockoff somewhere. Anything that connects to the internet will probably do fine. You don’t need all the bells and whistles this one has.”

Reth came down the stairs. “Ah, so you’ve discovered the joys of technology,” he murmured.

“This thing is incredible,” sighed Iliya as she watched Kuron call forth his news articles.

A strange beeping sound interrupted them. Iliya glanced around in confusion.

Opal hurried toward a small black object on the kitchen counter. “Drat, another code red. You know, the incidence of type-3 lung cancer has just exploded in the last few months. It’s out of control.” She gave her husband a quick kiss. “I’m off to the hospital.”

She grabbed a few belongings and hurried out of the house.

A familiar curiosity—the instinctive sensation of purpose clarifying itself—stole over Iliya. “I think I’ll follow along.” She trailed Opal out the front door.

The weather was pleasantly warm and a little breezy with the sun shining high overhead.

Reth came running after her. “Iliya, where are you going?”

“To the hospital,” she said.

Opal climbed into a strange black metallic vehicle with four giant wheels. But before Iliya could stop her, the vehicle zoomed away faster than Iliya had ever seen anything move except for the magnicopter from yesterday.

“Oh,” she said in disappointment.

“I can take you,” said Reth, his voice squeaking.

Iliya glanced at him warily.

He held up his hands. “Don’t worry. I’m fifteen, the legal driving age.”

Iliya considered her options. Either she would need to walk to the hospital, or she could accept Reth’s offer and likely arrive much more expediently. “Okay.”

Reth led her to a similar metal vehicle, this one red, which was housed inside a port. “It’s a Mag-5X. Not the newest model, but it has all the luxury upgrades.”

He opened the left-side door, and she climbed into the seat he indicated. Then he took the seat beside her.

“Buckle your seat belt,” he instructed.

She just stared at him.

Reth reached over and grasped a metal buckle near her waist.

She jumped, and he pulled back quickly.

“Sorry”—he pointed between the buckle and a receptacle—“you put that in there, see? Across your body.”

Obediently, she buckled the seat belt.

“What is this for?” she asked.

“In case we crash,” he replied.

She stared at him again, and he chuckled.

“Don’t worry. It’s just a safety precaution.”

“Safety precautions are only needed when you’re doing something unsafe.”

“Look—everybody drives. It’s not a big deal. We’ll be fine.”

The world blurred around her. They glided along paved roads faster than any human could run. Her breath caught in her throat.

“Slow down,” she cried, watching in horror as they nearly collided with other similar vehicles darting toward them.

“We’re not going to hit them. See how they stay on their side of the road?”

Iliya gradually realized he was correct; the cars kept nearly missing them on the right-hand side.

“And . . . they all know to stay on our right?” she asked weakly.

“Yes,” said Reth, laughing a little.

She worked on her meditative breathing as he wove through the busy streets.

After a few painfully anxious minutes, they arrived at the hospital.

“See? We’re fine.” He pulled into an empty spot near the building in a lot marked for employees.

“Are we allowed to leave the vehicle here?” she asked.

“The car? Sure. Maa has her employee parking sticker on all our cars, just in case.” They began walking in the morning sunlight toward the large white building.

When they approached the entrance, the doors opened automatically. Iliya glanced around in confusion.

“Motion sensors,” Reth explained. “Come on.”

They walked inside. The building was busier than anything Iliya had ever seen; people rushed in different directions, and at least ten different hallways branched off the main area. The bright white building sparkled unnaturally; the light fixtures bathed everything in an eerie, otherworldly pallor.

“My mother’s unit is this way,” said Reth. He led her down various hallways, past rooms with odd metal gadgets and people wearing strange uniforms, until Iliya was completely lost.

“I hope you know your way back out,” she muttered.

He shot her a sideways grin. “Don’t worry, I’ve been here to see my mother tons of times.”

At long last, they found the oncology ward. They entered the waiting room where patients or guests of patients sat quietly distracted with their e-rooks in hand. As Iliya and Reth walked toward the doctors’ area, a desk clerk stopped them—a slim, energetic woman with tortoiseshell eyeglasses perched atop her tiny button nose and her black hair in a neat bun over sepia skin.

“Excuse me?” she asked, waving a hand at them. “Who are you here to see?”

“Hi, Neha,” Reth greeted. “It’s me—I’m just looking for my mother.”

“She’s with a patient right now.”

Reth glanced at Iliya.

“Yes, I would like to see the patient,” Iliya informed the woman.

Neha raised her eyebrows. “You . . . can’t.”

“Why not?” asked Iliya.

Reth took her hand and pulled her aside. “There’s such a thing as doctor-patient confidentiality, Iliya,” he explained quietly. “You can’t just walk in and start talking to Maa’s patients.”

“But I can help.”

Reth frowned. “I’m sure that’s true, but—”

“Look, I’m supposed to be in there. We’re wasting time.”

She turned away from Reth and strode toward the door to the doctors’ area.

“Excuse me,” called Neha, but Iliya didn’t heed her call and continued walking into the restricted space.

Rows of little rooms sat on either side of a hallway, and Iliya opened each door a crack to see if she could find Opal. Each room contained a patient lying in bed and connected to beeping machines.

Reth came bounding after her.

“What are you doing?” he asked in alarm. “Neha’s calling security.”

“I’m not concerned,” said Iliya, still glancing into the rooms.

She opened the door containing Opal and a young female patient—about twenty-five years old and bald with grayish-brown skin.

Opal jumped in surprise. “Iliya? Reth? What are you doing here? You must leave.”

Iliya locked eyes with the patient. She was wheezing slightly, and her gaze held something beyond panic—a lack of hope.

“You have a problem with your lungs?” Iliya asked.

The patient nodded.

Opal cried, “This is completely unacceptable—leave immediately!”

Heavy footsteps clambered down the hallway.

Iliya closed her eyes and meditated to learn the rest of the answers. “There’s a chemical plant on the west side of town releasing toxic chemicals into the air. That’s what’s causing all the incidences of lung cancer.”

The patient gaped at Iliya, then turned to Opal in astonishment. “Is that true?” she whispered.

“Of course not.” Opal raised her eyes to the security guards who had stopped behind Iliya and Reth. “Take her out of here.”

“Please step this way,” said one of the guards.

Iliya obediently followed the guards’ instructions and left the oncology ward. Reth came with her. The guards led them to an emergency exit on the side of the building.

“This time is just a warning since you’re related to one of the doctors,” a guard said to them. “But trespass here again, and there’ll be bigger consequences.”

Iliya and Reth walked outside, and the guards slammed the door behind them.

Reth peered intently at Iliya. “What was that about?” he demanded.

“It’s like I said . . . a plant on the west side of town is releasing toxic chemicals into the air.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

“I used my healing abilities.”

Reth paused, and a gentler tone crept into his voice, “Does that mean . . . you shortened your lifespan?”

She nodded. “A little. But it was important. We must find out what that plant is doing and put a stop to it.”

He hesitated for a few weighty moments, and he watched her with an inscrutable expression. He seemed to be fighting an inward battle with himself. “Okay,” he said at long last. “I’ll drive you to the west side of town. We’ll see what’s going on.”


CHAPTER 19

Reth barely kept from gaping at the girl sitting in his passenger seat. She was probably crazy.

But still, there was something special about Iliya. Her fiery hazel eyes glinted with earnestness. Her jaw was set with a stubborn, commanding sense of purpose. Her very presence tugged his chest and compelled him to follow her. He’d never felt this way before—as if the ground beneath him had dissolved and stolen his breath. As if he were jumping out of a magnicopter.

So he drove Iliya down the narrow roads to the edge of town. She gripped her seat with both hands and pressed her lips so firmly together that they lost most of their color, as she clearly tried—and clearly failed—to keep herself from panicking about their speed. Dark-brown hair fell in voluminous waves past her beige-brown cheeks. The poor girl had probably never traveled any faster than her own two feet could carry her—at least not before Amithi’s magnicopter ride. He eased his foot off the pedal to keep the ride as slow and smooth as he could.

He slowed to a stop as they reached a massive gray building bordering a reservoir.

“Wow.” Iliya craned her neck to view the entire structure. “That’s . . . easily the largest building I’ve ever seen.” It towered over their heads and extended around the reservoir.

“This is the only plant on the west side,” Reth told her. “They produce a lot of different things like plastics and electronics. It used to be a temple, but Pan knocked it down for its gold a long time ago. Now it’s one of the plants owned by Pan. I suppose they like to keep the less important ones outside the epicenter.”

“Or the more toxic ones.” She peered at the dark smoke billowing out of a rooftop vent.

As they exited the car, the caustic smell of rotten eggs and bitter acid burned their nostrils and throats.

Iliya threw a hand over her nose and mouth. “What is that?”

“Sometimes plants create bad smells. It’s typical.” Reth was unsure why she would seem so shocked. After all—it was a plant, and she’d claimed it was causing dangerous pollution. Hadn’t she expected as much?

He had to admit, though—the stench was stronger even than he’d expected.

Iliya shook her head. But she clearly didn’t intend to waste time because she strode confidently toward the building. Reth trailed along wondering what she would to do next. She led him around the side of the building, and he exhaled a small sigh of relief that this time they wouldn’t simply barge into the front entrance and try to run past security. The rancid smell intensified as they neared the charcoal-gray reservoir water.

Iliya approached a side door that looked unguarded. Still, it was made of metal, heavy and formidable. She yanked on the door handle, but of course it was locked. Frowning, Iliya took a step backward and lowered her hands by her sides.

Reth watched her carefully.

She closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath. Her intensity, her irritation all melted away. Like water easing from a fountain, her shoulders relaxed, and her brow smoothed. Since he’d met her, he’d been intrigued by the passion that seemed to drive her words and actions; witnessing this moment of inner peace felt uniquely intimate.

Then it hit him. She was trying to initiate a miracle.

And each miracle allegedly shortened her life.

He tentatively placed his hand on her shoulder. He had tried to be gentle, but still she jolted as she looked up at him. Her hazel eyes held small whorls of color, brown flecked with green and gold, and for a moment he struggled to breathe. “Don’t do that,” he managed. “Here.”

He pulled from a pocket two metal paperclips and knelt in front of the door. As he made himself relax and concentrate, he wondered if he looked similar to Iliya trying to summon a miracle. Knowing she was most likely watching him, his spine tingled as he jiggled and shifted the clips for the familiar clicks. The door popped open.

Iliya gasped. “You must show me how to do that.”

Reth grinned at her, his chest swelling at her appreciation. “You have Amithi to thank for that. She learned how to do it and taught me how so we could break into our parents’ liquor cabinet. Come on.”

As they entered the darkened room, their eyes adjusted. Large boxes lined the walls.

Iliya whispered, “We must be in some kind of storage area.”

Reth pointed to a door on the opposite side of the room. They crept forward, and Reth turned the doorknob slowly.

“This one’s unlocked,” he mouthed, and then he edged the door open.

The hallway outside was much more brightly lit with white lighting like the hospital. Reth blinked through the sudden brightness and glanced around, but he could see no one. The hallway branched in two directions, right or left.

He turned to her, waiting for her instruction.

Her brow furrowed, and her lips drew into a tight frown. “You don’t have any idea how the plant is organized, do you?”

He shook his head.

“Okay . . . hopefully my prophet powers will kick in, then.” She paused, waiting for something to happen, but the hallway remained still and quiet. “I can learn new languages like nothing,” she sighed, “but apparently a supernatural sense of direction is denied me. Didn’t God think that would be important?”

“What?” Reth asked.

“Nothing. Just . . . guard the door for me.” She sat, closed her eyes, and settled into a relaxing stance again.

“Wait,” Reth urged. “Don’t—”

“I’m just going to talk to my guardian,” she assured him. “Hang on.”

Reth watched in fascination as she fell completely motionless and her expression became blank—as if she had entirely vacated her body. Unease rose in his throat, and he swallowed it down while wondering how long she would be gone. He felt lonely, and a little terrified, at the prospect of being left in this chemical plant all alone.

Then she blinked her eyes open, and breath returned to him.

“My guardian was snarky as always,” she muttered. “But he said we’re in no danger of getting caught. He said the fumes we’re breathing in are considerably more detrimental to our health than anything these people would do to us if they found us.”

“The fumes?” Reth asked in concern.

Iliya shrugged. “I’m just surprised no one would get angry at us for trying to destroy their plant.”

“Well, the owners of the plant don’t spend any time here,” Reth reasoned. “Other than minimal security personnel, anyone else we run into would be an engineer, and I doubt they would bother themselves with things like trespassers.”

“So . . . anyone could just walk in and tear this place apart?” Iliya asked. “Why haven’t they?”

Reth laughed. “Not everyone cares like you do, Iliya.”

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter what direction we go in,” she declared. “No one’s going to try to stop us. So . . . let’s try this way.”

She led him left and toward the chimney they saw blowing smoke outside.

They continued down the hallway, but they saw nothing—no people, no rooms. Then footsteps pounded up ahead. He and Iliya sought somewhere to hide.

A man in a full-body gray hazmat suit strode into the hallway. He wore a mask with black knobs over the mouth and nose. He glanced at them, and they held their breaths. But he walked by without a word.

“I wonder if we should be wearing some kind of hazmat suit,” said Reth after the man had passed.

“Probably,” said Iliya, but she beckoned him forward. “Come on—we must be getting closer.”

She bounded further down the hallway, and Reth jogged to keep up. Around a curve, they found two large doors marked with orange hazard signs. Iliya knelt on one side, and Reth crept to the other. Then he pushed open one door a fraction so they could glimpse inside.

At least fifty workers, all in those bizarre suits, bustled around large and complex machines. The room stretched wide, and the ceiling was multiple stories high.

Reth glanced at Iliya—she seemed troubled and confused as her eyes darted around the room. Clearly, she was attempting to map out what all the machines did and what all the people’s individual tasks were—but the technology was almost certainly more advanced than anything that existed in her home village.

“I don’t know what to do next,” she said.

Reth pointed. “There, at the end of the line on the other side of the room. That’s the end of the chain of machines, and that’s where the waste products get released.”

“Okay. So how do we get there?”

“Without walking into the open room in front of everybody? I’m not sure.” He grinned at her. “Got any prophet powers up your sleeve?”

“Maybe.” She closed her eyes tightly, and Reth held his breath.

After a moment, she opened her eyes again. “Actually, it will be incredibly easy,” she said with evident relief, “and there are multiple paths available to us.”

“Oh?”

She nodded. “We don’t need to get all the way to the other side. If we break any part of the machine, they’ll need to stop production, at least temporarily, to fix it. If we break enough parts, we can shut them down for a longer time.”

“That makes sense. And if we take captures, we can make the public aware of exactly what’s going on,” he suggested.

“What are captures?”

“Screen captures. Detailed images of what we’re seeing.”

“How do we do that?”

He pulled out his e-rook, and a slow smile broke across Iliya’s face, alighting her features.

“Wow, that little thing really can do everything,” she said.

“Come on.” He opened the door a little more.

They crept inside and hustled behind one of the large machines.

“What do we break?” he mouthed.

She tip-toed further in the room and identified her first target—a short, gray metal pipe connecting one large machine to another large machine.

She placed her hands on either side of the pipe and closed her eyes.

Reth watched, afraid to blink. An icy chill crept over him as she prepared for her miracle to take effect. This was it, the moment he’d anticipated with both curiosity and trepidation: he would see her try to perform a miracle. Until now, all her alleged miracles had taken place inside her own head. This time, he had a complete view of what she intended to do. Determined to not miss anything, he kept his eyes glued on her.

The pipe snapped in half as if she’d sliced it with a powerful chainsaw. Steam spewed from the open hole.

Alarms wailed with deafening and chaotic insistence. Iliya froze.

Blood surging in his veins, his heart leaping into his throat, Reth seized her wrist and pulled her back toward the doorway.

They retreated to the other side of the doors before anyone could find them. Feet pounded as the workers hurried toward the broken pipe.

Iliya whispered, “The machines automatically shut down when a breach happens. Right now, nothing’s being released into the air.”

“What do we do next?” he asked urgently as he tried to ignore the spinning sensation in his head. She could really perform miracles!

“We find another machine to break.” She darted toward a smaller door to the right, and Reth ran to catch up. The doorway led to a staircase upward.

They sprinted up the stairs and wound through tight, interconnected hallways. Eventually, Iliya found another small orange door and pushed through it.

They were now back in the giant room but far to one side and one story higher than before. They stood on a thin metal catwalk.

Reth marveled at her ability to find exactly what they needed.

Iliya glanced around and located a dial on one machine. She strode toward it with a steady, purposeful pace and placed her hands over the dial. The dial’s little black hand flew to the right and trembled. Then the dial shattered. Another series of alarms blared.

She crouched low and beckoned Reth further along the catwalk. They sneaked over the workers’ heads and across the room. Then they crept down a narrow spiral staircase.

Iliya pointed to a massive metal container whirring its contents. “This is the biggest offender,” she whispered to him, hardly audible over the whining alarms. “This one collects the waste and feeds it upward.”

Reth would have expected such an important machine to be manned by workers constantly, but presumably they were occupied aiding the other broken units. In their safety protocols, they probably never expected three such finely-tuned, independent machines to break within minutes of each other. He made sure to capture the contents of the machine on his e-rook.

Iliya leaned toward the machine, and Reth fought down the urge to cry out a warning—the machine was blazing hot. Even from the staircase, he could feel its heat tingling along his skin, searing him with the unspoken threat of danger.

But she didn’t touch the machine. Instead, she bowed close to it and whispered. The metal contracted with a hiss, and new alarms began wailing.

“Run,” she commanded Reth, and she sprinted to the nearest doors.

Reth didn’t wait to be told twice. He hurtled after her through the double doors leading out of the giant machine room.

They arrived in a wide hallway lined with the sounding alarms. Iliya yanked his arm and pulled him into an empty storage closet. She swiftly closed the door behind them. Reth watched through the crack under the door as heavy boots pounded the floor. After a few moments, the sound of their feet died down.

“One more machine to break,” said Iliya, her eyes glinting even in the darkness of the closet. “Come on.”

He followed her out of the storage closet and down the hallway deeper inside the plant. She dashed through a door on her left to another staircase, and she ran up the stairs two at a time. Reth plunged after her. They ascended one flight, two flights, three flights, four flights, and five flights.

They emerged, panting, on the roof of the facility. Reth hunched over and gasped for breath as spots formed before his eyes.

When he raised his head again, Iliya had begun to saunter toward the chimney.

“It’s not emitting any chemicals anymore,” he said between pants. “Iliya?”

“I need to deliver the final blow that will incapacitate the plant for months,” she explained in a level voice. “Maybe years.”

He watched in awe as she strode toward the stout metal chimney—a thick, powerful tube constructed to withstand even the most caustic materials.

His chest tightened. Surely even with her prophetic abilities, she would injure herself. “Iliya . . .”

“I must disable this vehicle of poison,” she murmured while advancing steadily with her gaze fixed onto the chimney, “this silent accomplice in a mass murder, this symbol of humanity’s grotesque ability to disregard fellow inhabitants.”

His breath caught in his throat as she reached the chimney and stood staring at it for a few weighty moments. She was just a girl, yet in that moment, she looked like a decorated war hero preparing for battle.

With a quick, anguished cry, she kicked the sturdy metal chimney in a stabbing thrust. Thick black smoke billowed around her, concealing her body.

“Iliya,” yelled Reth, convinced she had been hurt. But to his astonishment as the smoke cleared, he saw that the metal tube was bent beyond recognition and that Iliya stood tall, angry, and powerful. Her face was twisted into a loathing but dominant expression, and she held her body with the grace of something divine. Reth would not forget that image—Iliya standing victorious against the black wind—for a long time to come.

She turned toward him and noticed his dazed admiration. “Come on,” she insisted. “Let’s climb down the side of the building.”

She ran along the rooftop toward the parked car. Reth trailed behind her.

“That was incredible,” he breathed once words had returned to him. “How did you do that? The metal must have been a thousand times stronger than you.”

“I wished for a miracle.” She swung over the side of the roof and grabbed a drainpipe running along the vertical edge of the building. Reth followed her down.

Carefully, they descended the building using bulging pipes and notches to gain purchase. Reth thought of the chaos contained within the walls and the mass of broken machines—broken in just the right places to cause the most damage for the longest period of time.

“That last kick . . .” he stammered, still trying to process what he’d seen. “What did you do?”

“That last blow did more than impair the chimney,” Iliya explained as she maneuvered down the side of the building. “That supernatural kick decimated the entire stream and sent shock waves of destruction all the way through the chain of machinery.”

She reached the ground and ran back to the car. Reth followed a few paces behind. She climbed in the passenger side, and Reth took the driver’s seat.

Without a word, he swung the car around and accelerated away from the plant. This time, Iliya didn’t complain about his speed.


CHAPTER 20

When they reached his house, Reth pulled out his e-rook. The plant malfunction was already plastered all over the news. A sneaky, almost childish delight bubbled up his chest. He’d never broken the rules before—certainly not like this.

“The authorities say they don’t know what caused it,” he said with a chuckle, “though they suspect sabotage, maybe from within the plant—a disgruntled worker or something.”

“It won’t be long until someone reports they saw trespassers,” Iliya said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they came after us today.”

A jolt of panic seized his chest. “Your prophet powers don’t prevent that?”

She shook her head. “They almost killed me in the last village.”

“Oh.” He was dismayed.

“Don’t worry . . . I’ll get us out of whatever trouble we’re in for.”

After what he’d already seen that day, he believed her. His breathing eased again. “If I’m going to get caught anyway, I might as well post the captures I took with my e-rook.”

“You managed to take captures?”

He nodded, feeling a warm glow at her appreciation. “The great part is that my e-rook was also able to identify and categorize some of the chemicals that were being released into the atmosphere. At least seven of them are considered highly toxic and leading causes of lung cancer along with a number of other respiratory infections.”

“That thing is really amazing.” She eyed the small black device.

“I can post the information online in two seconds.” He started to activate the e-rook.

Iliya grabbed his hand. He glanced up at her and fought to conceal the electric tingling sensation that shot to the base of his spine.

“No,” she said. “Don’t incriminate yourself just yet. Can’t you send it to . . . I don’t know, to someone else who can make the information public?”

“Sure. There are journalists and media outlets who might consider sharing this with their readers. They might be willing to buy the captures from us and keep us anonymous. I bet we could get a good price, too, given how scandalous this is.”

She nodded. “Yes, go with that. The money. And anonymity.”

Reth sat on the front steps of the house, and Iliya joined him. He found one of the leading media agencies and told them about his captures featuring incriminating information about the chemicals used and released by the plant.

Their quick reply danced across his screen. We don’t want your lies.

“What?” Iliya asked in evident shock. “Why do they think you’re lying? They haven’t even seen the captures.”

Reth studied the message. “I’ve been so stupid. The media outlets are all owned by Pan. And Pan wouldn’t want anyone to know what was going on in that plant.”

“You think they’re covering it up?”

He nodded. “They may not arrest us after all. They may want it to seem like nothing more than an internal plant malfunction, and they may not want anyone coming forward and challenging that.”

“Are all the media outlets owned by Pan?”

“There are smaller, less renowned places on the internet that report around Pan’s media machine. Sometimes their stories get picked up by the public. We could try it.”

“Do that.”

For half an hour, they sat together on the front stoop while Reth contacted different outlets to sell their story. Tauntingly pleasant warm breezes wafted through the afternoon air as Reth fought to get their message out to the public.

“Got it,” he said with satisfaction. “A news site called Veritas. They’ll post everything—our captures and the content of the chemicals identified by the e-rook. It’s all got the e-rook prime signature on it, so they know the information hasn’t been tampered with. They’re also posting the story I’ve just written describing the plant’s terrible actions. And they won’t reveal our identities.”

“That’s great!”

He gave her a sly grin. “They’ll also wire ten thousand nomos to any account we specify.”

“Nomos . . . meaning money? Is that a lot?”

“Not nearly as much as the big outlets pay for important exposé stories and captures, but it’s nothing to sneeze at. And at least it’s real money, not points.”

She shrugged. “Money may prove useful.”

Reth rose to his feet, still browsing his e-rook, and Iliya followed him into the house. They passed through the front entryway into the warmly lit home.

From the kitchen, Amithi glanced at them. “Maa’s furious with you two.”

His throat tightened with panic. “She is? Why?”

Clearly relishing his discomfort, Amithi chuckled. “She’s convinced the C-2 malfunction was somehow your fault even though that’s obviously ridiculous.”

He met Iliya’s eyes, and her grin made his chest swell with pride. “What would give her that idea?” He couldn’t curb his smugness.

“I don’t know because it’s crazy. Two kids can’t shut down an entire plant like that.” Amithi narrowed her eyes, and he held his breath. But then she shook her head and continued leafing through the kitchen cabinets. “You’d better talk to Maa, or she might not let this go for a while.”

“Where is she now?”

“She’s still at the hospital. But she called home when she heard the news, and it didn’t help that you two weren’t here.”

Reth fought down his anxiety. “I think I’ll let her steam for a while. There will be plenty of time to talk when she gets home.”

Amithi shrugged. “It’s your funeral. Tell me what flowers to order, and they might get here in time for your memorial service. Can I turn your bedroom into an extra closet when you’re dead?” With a grin, she left the kitchen and headed upstairs.

Reth sighed. “Older sisters, right?”

Iliya shrugged. “I’m the oldest in my family. But . . . I don’t talk to my siblings like that.”

“I bet you don’t,” he said with a laugh.
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Reth and Iliya sat at the kitchen table.

“The Veritas story is up,” he said while reading his e-rook, “and people are already commenting. I wonder if it’ll get picked up by anyone else. I’m sure there are environmental groups that would run with this, not to mention doctors like Maa who are treating all these illnesses. Maybe the hospitals will release a statement.”

They sat together for the next few minutes as Reth kept her updated on the evolving status of the story. The viewership multiplied exponentially within the first hour; the story reached one million views in the Pan area and a few thousand views from other epicenters.

Then they received a message from Veritas asking if they would consent to sell the e-rook captures and information to a major news outlet in The Republic. Reth agreed, and after Veritas kept their cut, Reth and Iliya now had over two hundred thousand nomos in an account.

After that, the viewership exploded. Almost half a billion people worldwide had seen their story by that evening.

“There’s no way Pan can keep this quiet now,” said Reth gleefully. “They’ll need to make some kind of statement.”

Baba returned home as the sun was setting; he looked positively haggard. “What a day,” he sighed as he joined Reth and Iliya at the table. “The world is coming apart. Officials in Pan are furious, we look like idiots to The Republic, and no one in our administration can tell us what’s going on.”

“Sorry, Baba,” said Reth. A sinking feeling hit his stomach. Baba was typically more optimistic.

Baba waved his hand. “Oh, it’s not your fault.”

Reth sneaked Iliya a guilty look.

Maa came charging through the front door. Her aggressive footfalls clamored as she huffed her way to the kitchen. “Just what is going on?” Her eyes fixed on Iliya. “This morning, you said a plant on the west side was releasing chemicals that were giving people lung cancer. And the same day, the plant mysteriously malfunctions. Just what kind of terrorist are you?”

“Now, now,” said Baba as he stood. “Let’s not jump to any rash conclusions.” He glanced down at Iliya. “Did you have anything to do with the plant malfunction?”

There was a palpable pause. Reth watched Iliya carefully. Already in the short time he’d known her, he’d observed her to be a person with considerable integrity, unashamed of herself and her actions, and disinclined toward artifice.

That said, she might not care to invite the wrath of Maa.

“Someone else probably figured out the same thing I did,” Iliya said firmly. “If I could figure it out, that means others could too.”

Maa peered at her as if judging her answer.

“Well, that settles it,” said Baba, sitting back down. “Anonymous sabotage. Nothing to get worked up about.” He sighed. “Of course, that doesn’t make my job at the office any easier.”

With mounting concern, Reth watched his mother throw her purse on the counter and storm upstairs.

“Would you mind cooking dinner again, son?” asked Baba gently. “I think the rest of us need some time to think.”

“Sure, Baba.” Reth jumped to his feet.

Rubbing his eyes, Baba headed upstairs to join Maa.

Reth began to pull pots and pans out of the kitchen cabinets.

“Sorry to cause so much trouble,” said Iliya in a small voice while wringing her hands. “I don’t mind getting myself into tough spots, but I didn’t mean to make things difficult for you.”

Reth shook his head. “Don’t worry about it,” he assured her. “I chose to go with you. And we did the right thing. They really were releasing harmful chemicals into the air, and I bet it was causing the sudden uptick in lung cancer.”

She nodded. “Believe me, it was.”

He retrieved some ingredients from the pantry.

“Is there anything I can help with?” asked Iliya.

“Sure, if you like. I’m making . . .” He wondered if she would be familiar with the names of the dishes. He settled on, “I’m making a stew of meat and vegetables in a savory brown sauce with rice and bread.”

“I could cook the rice,” she offered. “That’s an ingredient I feel familiar with at least.”

Reth handed her the bag of rice and started on the stew base. As he lifted the large round pot onto the stovetop, he noticed Iliya staring at the rice bag. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“It’s just . . . what are all these warnings on the bag? I can read the words, but . . . I don’t understand all their cultural meanings.”

Reth shrugged. “Probably just saying you shouldn’t eat it if you have a heart condition or something.”

Her expression of confusion only intensified. “Rice is bad for your heart?”

Reth leaned closer to study the bag. “It looks like there are potential contaminants, including dangerous chemicals, metals, and plastic shards.” He blinked in surprise. “Oh wow. These are just the warnings they’re willing to print on the label. Can you imagine what else might be in our food?”

“If the rice paddies are anything near as polluted as what we saw beside the chemical plant, you should be concerned.”

Reth shook his head. “No, I mean, they probably wouldn’t . . .” Words failed him as he wondered if Iliya could be correct.

Frowning, Iliya poured the rice into a pot.

Reth prepared the stew base of water and seasoning. But when he plopped in a large flavor cube, Iliya once again caught his eye.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A flavor cube.” When she didn’t react, he explained further, “It forms the base of the stew. On days when there’s no fresh food, the flavor cubes have enough protein and nutrients to sustain us.”

“But . . . last night . . . everything tasted so fresh,” she exclaimed.

Reth laughed. “The tomatoes were fresh along with some of the herbs—we grow them here in our backyard. But to prepare this stew, we would need fresh ingredients that aren’t available in the spokes, at least not cheaply. Most foods here are heavily machinated and packaged. The preservatives and flavorings make it taste pretty fresh, though.”

“Oh.” Iliya smoothed her pants. “In my town, we often traded for what we needed.”

“We don’t trade much here—unless it’s black market, of course. Trade is strictly regulated by Pan, and rations dictate what’s available in the spokes.”

“But . . .” Iliya’s hazel eyes narrowed. “How can they decide how much food you should get? And whether you’re allowed to trade among each other?”

Something pulled Reth’s chest; he’d never met someone who asked such incisive questions. “I suppose the executives in charge determine what we get. And if we want the privileges of living in a Pan spoke town, we must obey.”

“Do people ever demand more?”

“Not in a way that’s publicized—or effective,” Reth mused as he covered the stew to let it simmer for a while.

In a moment of pause, he checked his e-rook again. The newest headline sent a sinking feeling to his stomach: Scientists concealed evidence that the Pan-C plant was killing people. His heart pounded as he read the story.

Scientists across Pan-C have come forward, admitting to a massive conspiracy to conceal information from the public. Cancer researchers Lani Kansal and Deepan Malik, among others, confess that they discovered the link between the increasing prevalence of lung cancer and the chemicals released by plant C-2, but they chose not to reveal the evidence. Reporters are continuing to investigate the reasons behind this secrecy, but remunerations from Pan subsidiaries are suspected.

“What is it?” asked Iliya.

“You’ll want to read this.” He handed her the e-rook.

“Wow,” she said as she scanned the news story.

“The scientists knew about this!” His throat burned with anger. “They knew, and they concealed it. Pan paid them off.”

“Political struggles are much more complicated here than in my home village,” Iliya murmured distantly.

Reth hit the counter with his palm. Then he realized—his mother. “Wait,” he whispered. “You don’t think my mother was one of the scientists who knew about this?”

“No,” said Iliya quickly. “No, Reth, she’s not a researcher. She’s a clinical doctor. She couldn’t have known.”

“Right, right.” Reth frantically tried to remember what he knew of his mother’s professional activities over the past few months. “Couldn’t be. I mean, she does do research on occasion, but it can’t . . . she wouldn’t . . .”

Amithi came down the steps and inhaled deeply. “Smells delicious. Thanks for cooking again. Trying to appease Maa?”

“No.” His voice came out resembling a sulking child, and he winced in embarrassment.

“I can hear them arguing upstairs. They’re not happy.”

“I would imagine not,” Iliya said quietly.

“I don’t really see what the big deal is,” said Amithi as she sat at the dining table. “Companies do things like this all the time. Pan was releasing harmful chemicals into the air and lying about it. Why does anyone find that surprising?”

Iliya blinked at her. “They were killing people. They placed the plant here, in a spoke town, to avoid poisoning their own people. They bribed scientists so the truth would dissolve in silence.”

Amithi shrugged. “This is just the trade-off you must accept when companies run government. There are benefits and drawbacks. One day, when I make it big as a fashion designer and model in the epicenter, I’ll get to enjoy all the benefits.”

Iliya glanced at Reth. “Is that how you feel about it too?”

But Reth didn’t answer. He kept thinking about his mother, a doctor treating Pan-C lung cancer patients sent to her by the Pan corporation. Could she justify their behavior as effortlessly as Amithi? Did she hope that her silence would be suitably rewarded? He continued stirring the pot in a sullen silence.

The stairs creaked, and Baba entered the kitchen. “Smells good.” He peered into Reth’s pot. “I think that’s ready.”

“Right,” said Reth.

Reth and Iliya gathered bowls and began ladling the rice and stew.

“Is Maa joining us?” asked Reth.

Baba’s gaze darted briefly toward the stairs. “I think we’d better go ahead without her.”

They all sat down to eat. For a few weighty moments, they ate in silence.

“Baba, how’s your office handling the plant mishap?” Amithi asked.

He sighed. “I don’t think we’re really handling it, at the moment. We utterly failed to control the PR leak. It’s all over the headlines in The Republic, and it’s getting picked up in the other epicenters as well. I don’t think there’s anything we can do to stop our stock from plummeting.”

“Stock?” asked Iliya.

Baba glanced at her. “You don’t know what stock is?”

She shook her head.

“It’s . . . well, companies need money to finance all their operating costs. So they sell shares of stock to the public. If the company does well, stock prices increase, and everybody wins. But if the company does poorly, then stock prices go down. And something like this can make people rush to sell their shares.”

“But the company was doing something illegal,” said Reth darkly.

“It’s not . . . illegal,” corrected Baba. “It may not be moral or smart. It may not be good for the people, or good for the stock prices if the company gets caught. But I don’t think there are any laws preventing what they’ve done.”

“That’s because Pan makes all the laws,” Reth argued.

Baba nodded. “Maybe so. But I’m sure this was just a big misunderstanding. I doubt the executives wanted to hurt anyone.”

Amithi snorted a chuckle as she spooned more stew into her mouth.

“They probably just tried to cut a few corners to keep costs down,” continued Baba. “I’m sure they didn’t understand the full implications, or they never would have done it.”

“Not all of us have your optimism,” said Reth.

The stairs creaked softly, and then Maa joined them. Reth lowered his spoon and watched her carefully as she served herself dinner and sat at the table. He wondered what she would say—whether she would accuse them again of misbehavior or give some indication of her own guilty conscience.

No one spoke as she took her first few bites.

Then she looked at Iliya with narrowed eyes. “How did you figure it out? The chemicals. How did you know?”

Iliya glanced at Reth with evident concern.

He returned her gaze with a bold one of his own. Let her tell the truth. It would all come to the surface now.

“I have an instinct about these kinds of things,” Iliya said.

Maa glowered at her. “Did you see evidence? Did you look through my things?”

“Maa!” Reth cried out in horror.

His family gaped at him. Reth swallowed under the combined sternness of his parents’ gazes and tried to tamp down his racing heart.

Did she really have evidence? How could she?

“Maa,” he began, this time forcing his tone to stay even, “are you saying you had evidence that the plant was releasing harmful chemicals? You were one of the scientists who knew?”

She rolled her eyes at Reth. “This is more complicated than you understand.”

“I don’t think it is,” he said coldly, gritting his teeth.

“Don’t talk to your mother like that,” Baba snapped.

“Reth, dear,” Maa began, her tone softer, gentler—which unsettled Reth far more than if she had simply yelled at him. “Some of those researchers were old colleagues of mine. I used to work in the lab with Lani and Deepan when I was in school. But I’m not a researcher anymore. I’m not in charge of what goes on there or of what decisions are made about how and when to publish.”

“But they told you about their findings,” he guessed.

She nodded. “They sent me some of the files—to look over, to help them analyze the results, and to confirm what they thought they had found. I hadn’t really gotten around to reading them yet. But it was made clear to me that everything must be kept in the strictest confidence. And then, when Pan executives got word of what the scientists were discovering—”

“They paid you,” finished Reth, unable to hide his disgust. “You and the other scientists.”

“It wasn’t my project, Reth,” she defended. “They’re just colleagues of mine. They decided what to do with the data. I had no say in that.”

“And when people on the west side of Pan-C kept getting sick, you just tried to make them comfortable in preparation for their untimely deaths.”

“Reth,” Baba warned again. “Show some respect. Do you have any idea how hard your mother works for our family? For you?”

“Reth, you assign me too much agency,” Maa said with a frown. “I hadn’t read all the reports. I didn’t know what was going on.”

Reth stared down at his bowl and tried to stem the fresh waves of anger reverberating in his skull and sending fire blazing up the back of his neck. “Surely, you must have suspected something was going on,” he managed.

She shrugged—a flippant gesture intended to frame his concerns as childish when he knew that in reality they were anything but. “Scientists are asked to keep things confidential all the time. There are plenty of risks in what we do. Sometimes results are preliminary and to release them would be misleading. Most people don’t understand the nuances of scientific research. When new information came to light, I did what my friends asked me to do. I see no problem with that.”

“Well, I can’t dismiss it as easily as you can,” fired Reth.

Baba shot him a look but couldn’t seem to gather words to scold him again. Amithi spooned a few more bites into her mouth.

Maa sighed and rubbed her forehead. “You can think what you will, beta. I never set out to hurt anyone. It is my oath, as a doctor, to do no harm. I have always tried to adhere to that promise.”

Reth looked down again. He considered saying more—he wanted to yell at his mother, scream insults, make her repent—but the words dissolved on the way to his lips. He knew she’d already succeeded in justifying her own actions to herself. Besides, nothing he could say would change what she’d already done and revive the lives that had already been lost.

Baba’s e-rook buzzed, and he sighed. “I should probably get that.” He walked into the living room. “Hi, what’s going on?”

Having hardly touched his stew, Reth leapt to his feet. “May I be excused?” His voice shook despite his attempts to keep it steady.

Maa gave a half-hearted nod.

“Iliya, would you care to join me?” Reth prompted.

Iliya shrugged at him. “I would . . . like to finish my dinner, if that’s all right.”

He tried to swallow the heat bubbling up his throat at her betrayal. Amithi grinned at him.

He stormed upstairs. From the hallway, he heard Amithi say, “Delicious stew. Good job with the rice, Iliya.”
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Reth lay on the ivory-carpeted floor of his bedroom and repeatedly bounced a small rubber ball against the wall. He tried to focus on nothing and keep his mind blank as he threw the ball and caught it in his waiting hand.

But he couldn’t block out the truth. Everything he thought he knew—about the world around him and his family—had blown apart in a matter of hours.

Even though his mother upheld the delusion that her family wasn’t at risk and that she should trust her superiors, Reth couldn’t comply so easily. Did she really believe the pollution would stay on the west side of Pan-C? How could she ignore the reality that she was putting her own neighbors—her own family—in danger by hiding the truth?

And his father, the dutiful Pan-C Director overseeing all the local decisions and the local protections—how much did he know about Pan’s actions? He certainly seemed ready to defend Pan’s innocence. Was he lying too?

Not to mention Amithi’s superficial fascination with all things epicenter-glam.

He bounced the ball again and tried to keep his breathing on the same rhythm. His little adventure had spun out of control and revealed an infrastructure of deceit that encompassed his entire universe.

Iliya appeared in the doorway and peered down at him. “Are you okay?” she asked.

He continued pounding the wall.

“I’m sure your mother . . . never meant to hurt anyone—”

He threw the ball so hard that it bounced up over his head and hit the wall behind him. “Don’t. Don’t do that.” His voice was tight with ill-contained anger and dismay. “Don’t you lie to me too.”

“I won’t lie to you,” she promised as she sat on the floor beside him. “I’m so sorry.”

“Why?” He retrieved his ball and began tossing it against the wall again.

Iliya paused as if choosing her words carefully. “I really messed everything up for you.”

“Got my first news story published.” He gave her a weak smile trying to lighten the mood. “Got two hundred thousand nomos.”

“Yeah . . . about that. You can keep it.”

He stopped throwing the ball and studied her. She seemed embarrassed, uncomfortable at the topic of money, and he wondered why. “It’s yours too.”

She shook her head. “You wrote the story. You got it out there.”

“Yes, but you actually did everything I captured.”

“Look, I don’t want to argue about this. I just want you to have the money.” She paused. “If it would make you feel better, I would be up for buying myself one of those e-rook thingies. But you can keep the rest.”

He grinned at her, charmed by her innocent appreciation for new technology—and her generosity. “Okay. Deal.”

He thought she might leave then. But he was deeply moved when she sat back on her elbows and settled in to stay with him for a while. He tossed his ball, and she remained silently beside him. He tried not to stare at her, but she was magnetic—her long dark hair pooling in tangled waves, her fierce brow, her eyes focused and strong but also compassionate. She seemed remarkably at ease with him, comfortable and familiar.

Her presence calmed him, soothed him—yet excited him too. She had changed everything. Because of her, his pristine, privileged world had shattered. The ground had shifted beneath him—tectonic plates had shaken—and would never resettle into the same place. The puzzle pieces would never fit back together in the same way again: the picture was forever changed.

And he knew he needed to do something about it.

Panic gripped him like a child lost in a crowd—but he knew his disillusionment was permanent. He could never go back to being an innocent child, nor would he want to. His world had been reduced to chaos—but he couldn’t rest until he’d dedicated himself to fixing it.

He couldn’t imagine how. The problem felt so much bigger than him—too vast to grab hold of. But Iliya had shown him the first step, and he knew he wanted to stay by her side as long as possible.


SECTION SIX:
CORRUPTION


CHAPTER 21

When Iliya awoke the next morning, she could hear movement in other areas of the house. The Alem family must have already been awake.

She peeked out of her room; Reth’s bedroom was empty, but Amithi’s door was closed with the light on. Iliya hovered near the staircase as someone rummaged in the kitchen.

“Maa—do we have any more cinnamon ghee?” asked Reth. Iliya was surprised at his pragmatic tone, the normalcy—like yesterday had never happened.

“We may have finished it off. If we have any, it’ll be on the second shelf from the bottom,” Opal answered with similar nonchalance.

“I don’t know where Gupta keeps the files,” came Kuron’s deep voice. “Look, I’ll be there in twenty minutes, just . . . keep it together until I get there.” Kuron sighed heavily. “Five of our most senior officials went missing,” he said.

Opal gasped. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” Something rustled—possibly Kuron gathering his belongings for the day. “I’ll need to skip breakfast. Have a good day at school, son.”

“Bye, Baba.”

Kuron’s heavy footsteps grew fainter as he left the house.

Amithi’s door popped open. Iliya didn’t have time to retreat. Amithi grinned as she reached the stairway. “Eavesdropping? Classy.”

“Morning,” said Iliya, her cheeks burning. She crept backward as Amithi walked downstairs.

“Iliya’s up,” said Amithi wryly to Opal and Reth.

“Oh?” asked Reth.

Opal muttered in reply, “I’m sure she’ll be gone by the time you return from school this afternoon.”

Iliya closed the guest room door. Clearly, she had overstayed her welcome. She couldn’t impose upon Opal and Kuron’s hospitality any further—not to mention the possibility of her presence incriminating Reth. She trusted she could keep herself out of too much trouble if the plant explosion was traced to her, but the shock waves might make things difficult for Reth.

She prepared to wash up. The sound of rapid footsteps on the stairs preceded a soft knock on the bedroom door.

“Come in,” she said.

Reth opened the door. “I think my mother is planning to kick you out today.”

Iliya nodded.

“You could come with me to school,” he urged. “I bet you would learn a lot about our culture—”

“I’m . . . not really here to learn about your culture,” she said haltingly. “I should be moving on.”

Reth’s eyes widened. “That’s not true. There’s plenty for you to do here. Everything is just getting started. My father says some of the senior officials are missing. Everything is in chaos. If you leave now, Pan will just smooth everything over, and it’ll go right back to the way it was.”

Iliya walked to the bathroom sink and grabbed a toothbrush. Reth followed her.

“You’re right,” she said. “That’s why I must follow Kuron.”

“My father?” Reth gaped at her. “How will you do that?”

“I suppose I’ll need to walk there, unless someone in your family is willing to drive me.”

“I’ll skip school,” he offered.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re in enough trouble already. I’m sure I can get there just fine. How far a walk is it? An hour? Two?”

“Something like that.”

“No big deal then.”

“Well . . . when will I see you again?”

Iliya looked up and noticed the evident longing in Reth’s beautiful black eyes.

She felt a pang of unease like swallowing a hot drink too quickly. She knew she had to end whatever this was and to do it decisively. “Reth . . . I don’t know quite how to say this. You’re a nice boy. And I’ve enjoyed spending time with you. You’ve been . . . very helpful to me. I’m grateful for that, I really am.”

His face fell as the meaning of her words sank in. “You don’t want to see me again.”

“It’s not that, it’s just . . . I’m a prophet, for goodness’ sake. I have a lot to do, Reth. I didn’t come to this town to . . . you understand.”

He nodded and bowed his head. “Good luck with it. Let me know if there’s ever . . . if I can—”

“I will,” she said.

He turned and walked out of the room.

Iliya breathed a long, troubled sigh.
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She packed up her belongings, folded Amithi’s borrowed clothes neatly on the bed, and dressed in the only remaining clothes she owned—the white linens, or rather, the dirt-stained once-white linens from Ziya. She’d been wearing them when Opal tried to wash her other clothes, so they’d been spared the rigors of the washing machine, but handwashing had only done so much to lessen the stains.

“Good morning,” greeted Opal, clearly trying to be cordial as Iliya entered the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Iliya returned. “I was planning to leave now, if that’s okay. I left Amithi’s clothes on the bed.”

“Oh.” Opal could not manage to conceal her satisfaction. “Well, okay then. Ah—here, take some paratha.” She handed Iliya a buttery flatbread.

“Thank you, Aunty. It looks delicious.”

“You—you have a ride to where you need to go?”

“I’m all set.” Belongings in tow, Iliya walked out the front door into the morning sunshine.

First, she wanted to buy an e-rook. Munching gratefully on her paratha, she walked along the main road Reth had taken yesterday toward the hospital. Within ten minutes, she found what she was looking for, a store filled with technological gadgets.

She walked in. Eyeing her dirty clothes, the salesman in the doorway frowned. A dramatic swoop of brown-black hair covered half his umber-brown forehead, and he wore a fashionable navy pinstriped suit.

“May I help you?” he asked begrudgingly.

“Yes, I would like to buy an e-rook.”

“Our cheapest one is two hundred nomos.”

“What about your most expensive one?”

He paused. “If this is a joke, I’m calling security.”

“It’s not a joke. I have the money.”

The salesman led her to a case near the window. “Three thousand nomos. It has everything—state-of-the-art capture technology, fastest internet connection available, largest memory on the market, 20z image screen, and quant-processor that’ll survive anything.”

“I’ll take it.”

The salesman entered her information into some authentication system and triple-checked to make sure the purchase was approved. Iliya used the money in the account she shared with Reth to buy herself a top-of-the-line e-rook.

She walked out of the store excitedly ogling her new gadget.
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Iliya discovered that her e-rook could pinpoint her precise location and provide directions to any destination. It was incredible. Speaking to the e-rook, she said, “Tell me how to get to Kuron’s office.”

“There are seven listings of Kuron’s office,” her e-rook told her in an oddly stilted voice.

“Oh . . .” Iliya considered how to ask better. “Then . . . take me to the Director of Pan-C.”

Directions popped onto the screen.

“Thank you, e-rook,” she said.

“You never thank me.” Her guardian’s voice spoke in her mind, the words clear as if she had meditated, his tone playfully melodramatic.

She wondered why, given all the effort he claimed it took for him to communicate with her directly, her guardian would waste his powers conveying a sarcastic comment rather than anything spiritually useful. Did he really feel a snarky complaint was worth the sacrifice? Or perhaps he really did wish she would thank him more often?

Under the hot sun, Iliya trekked along the busy streets and tried to avoid the racing cars. After about two hours, she found Kuron’s office—an unadorned three-story gray building with few windows.

Two security guards with matching tan uniforms and holstered machinery, possibly weapons, flanked the front door. Her mind raced as she planned her story. Would she need to perform a miracle to get past them?

One guard reached for her arm, and she pulled back in alarm.

“Just a pat down,” said the guard in a bored voice. “Stand still for a moment.”

Obediently, Iliya paused as the guard felt each arm then each leg.

“You’re clear,” said the guard, gesturing for Iliya to continue forward.

Bewildered, Iliya walked deeper into the building. What were they checking for in such a cursory but strangely intimate fashion?

Beige walls and gray floors gave the interior a dreary feel. A few people drifted past, and their vacant expressions and detached demeanors reminded Iliya of the creepy gray spirits she’d encountered in the spirit world. She shuddered at the memory.

Hurriedly, she found a directory on the wall, and it listed Kuron’s office on the third floor.

She looked for a staircase, but instead she saw people stepping into what looked like a small closet; above it, an arrow pointed upward, so she took a chance and joined the people in the closet.

The whole closet began to levitate upward, and she struggled to suppress her astonishment. When the doors reopened, some people left the moving closet. The number two button on the panel was alighted, so she waited one more stop until they reached level three. Then she departed the closet with the others.

Closed offices lined the walls like Mr. Clemence’s office building back home. In the center of the room, desks were separated into discrete sections. If Kuron’s position was as important as his wife claimed, his office would probably be behind one of the closed doors.

She found him at the far corner of the building, which she considered odd. Shouldn’t his office be in the center? He glanced up as she approached.

He was standing hunched over his desk with his e-rook pressed against his ear. He drew his eyebrows together and gestured for her to sit in the chair facing his desk. She complied.

“Sir,” he said, “we don’t have that kind of information yet. I assure you, as soon as we—yes, we’re doing everything we—all right.” He ended his e-rook conversation and raised his fatigued eyes to Iliya. “What are you doing here? Is everything all right with my family?”

“Yes. I thought maybe I could help you with this . . . situation.”

Kuron smiled grimly. “That’s very sweet of you, but I’m sure there’s nothing you can do.” He combed through some papers strewn about his desk.

“I’m very talented. What do you know so far about the missing officials?”

“Look, Iliya,” Kuron’s tone took on a harsher edge. “I appreciate the sentiment, but it would be most helpful if you left me alone. I’m in for quite a busy day.”

A young man in a black turban appeared at Kuron’s office door. He was tall and gangly with a long beard and brown eyes.

Kuron instructed, “I need everything we have on Balachandran, as far back as April. I want to know exactly what he’s been working on, e-rook transmissions, anything you’ve got.”

The man nodded and walked away.

Iliya sighed as she realized that this task might require siphoning another bit of her own lifespan. She closed her eyes, reached meditative relaxation, and sought the answers she needed. Kuron ignored her as he continued to leaf through his documents.

After a few moments, she opened her eyes and gave him a level look. “The missing officials are in the Pan epicenter hiding in the chiefs’ office until they can figure out how to make this blow over. The chief officers were afraid the senior officials would come forward, like the scientists did, and admit that they hid information from the public for bribe money.”

Kuron dropped what he was holding and peered at her. “What are you talking about?”

“If you send someone over to Pan, to the C-suite, you’ll find the missing officials there.”

“That’s nonsense. I was just speaking with the COO. They want to know where the officials are as much as we do.”

Iliya shook her head. “That’s just an act. Right now, they’re planning how to blame your office. They want to make it look like negligence or malfeasance on your part so the head of Pan will seem innocent.”

Kuron gaped at her as the logic of her story sank in.

“Rishi,” he bellowed.

The young man raced back into the doorway. “Yes, sir?” he panted.

“Forget my last request about Balachandran. Tell Amin and Gigi I want to meet with them—but be discreet, please.”

Rishi nodded and hurried out of the room.

Kuron met Iliya’s eyes. “I don’t know how you know any of this. But please, tell me what else you know.”

“The chief officers are planning to fire you and your staff. They want to pin the plant disaster on you. The five officials will say whatever they’re told to say. They’ll claim you sent direct orders to the scientists and to the plant managers. Your office will be gutted. Pan will consolidate and tighten their control over Pan-C leadership to make sure something like this doesn’t happen again. They’ll rebuild the plant or maybe move it to another spoke town until this blows over completely. But eventually, Pan-C will be back where it started with a puppet leadership and a plant that slowly culls its own population.”

Kuron rubbed his eyes. “This is already a puppet organization. I don’t see how they could gain any more control than they already have.”

“They want to make it look like this was your fault, and then they want to distance themselves from you. That way, they can recover the stock prices and gain tighter control at the same time. They’ll say that this was exactly the kind of mistake that proved they needed closer oversight by the executive office…”

“Okay, okay.” Kuron took a deep breath. “What are my options?”

“You must go on the offensive. Prove the central office was behind this.”

“I can’t do that. I have no desire to bring down my own government.”

“Either you bring them down, or they bring you down. This is zero-sum.”

“If the executives see fit to sacrifice my position to preserve the profitability of Pan, then I consent.”

For a moment, Iliya was speechless. His swift acquiescence stunned her. “But . . . what they’re doing is wrong. God doesn’t want—I mean, it’s not a good idea for Pan to accomplish what they’re planning. The executives don’t care about protecting the people of Pan-C. Do you really want them to continue to poison your citizens? If you don’t do something, your people will die. Only you can put a stop to this.”

Kuron gestured behind Iliya, where two officials waited outside his office door. “Come on in,” he beckoned.

The two officials obediently entered—both in their late twenties, both dressed in gray, both their faces equally expressionless.

“Close the door,” Kuron instructed.

He then proceeded to tell his colleagues what Iliya had already relayed to him. They both reacted with visible shock, but they quickly admitted that the story sounded reasonable.

“I mean, I can’t say I’m too surprised,” said Amin with a shrug.

“It’s inevitable that something like this was going on,” Gigi agreed. “What do you want us to do?”

Kuron frowned at Iliya before answering. “First, we must see if there’s any evidence of this. Then we can decide what to do with it.”

By lunchtime, they found what they were looking for—a train of e-messages, accessible on the Pan-C company network, that traced the directive all the way to the top. An e-message from Chief Operating Officer Shreyas Jyoshi to one of the five bribed officials promised extravagant payment if the official would stop a lab of oncology researchers from revealing their latest findings. The official had then contacted executives at Xpian, a subsidiary of Pan, who made the subsequent monetary arrangement with the scientists in exchange for their silence. Xpian’s involvement had already been publicly revealed; now here was evidence demonstrating the rest of the causal chain.

“Delete everything,” Kuron ordered Amin and Gigi. “Delete it all. Remove any trace of it from the Pan servers.”

“What are you doing?” cried Iliya.

Kuron gave her a sad smile. “I will not dissolve my government just to preserve my own position of power.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Iliya insisted to Kuron’s staff. “Send the files to Veritas. They’ll distribute it to the public in no time.”

The staff members glanced at one another.

“Amin. Gigi. I brought you two in because I trust you,” murmured Kuron decisively. “Now, do what I’m telling you to do, and delete this evidence against your government.” As the staff members obediently exited the room, Kuron gave Iliya a shrug. “I’m sorry. I appreciate your help, really.”

Iliya glared at him and then ran after Amin and Gigi as they wound toward their desks. “You’re really going to let him get fired for this?” Iliya pressed them. “And probably you as well?”

“We believe in him,” said Gigi simply. “If he says this is the right course of action, then I agree.”

But Iliya was not so ready to let go without a fight. “What about you?” she asked Amin as she followed him to his desk.

Amin sat and frowned. His thick eyebrows furrowed over deep-set brown eyes. “I don’t think Mr. Alem should take the hit for this,” he said slowly.

“Then do something about it.” Iliya knelt beside Amin and implored, “Send the e-messages to Veritas. They’ll make sure the public knows who was really behind this.”

“I can’t . . . disobey a direct order from my boss.”

“Sure you can,” Iliya urged. “You’re doing it to protect him.”

Amin glanced around furtively, then nodded and began typing at the large screen on his desk.


CHAPTER 22

Iliya Rusul waited while, over the next few hours, the evidence linking Pan’s top executives to the C-2 plant scandal spread widely. Every major news outlet outside Pan heralded the story. It had everything—conspiratorial gossip, gross negligence, malfeasance, and life-or-death consequences. The reputation of Pan’s leadership plummeted.

Kuron Alem did not scold her, or his staff, when he discovered the leak. He simply sat in his office and told his assistant, Rishi, to hold all calls.

The air around them felt thick as Iliya watched Kuron ponder his new reality—the reality slowly unfolding around the globe. The leather armchairs and oaken desk gave the office an oppressively heavy feel, like a massive forest transplanted and compressed into a tiny, calculated space.

“It was surprisingly easy to incriminate them when you think about it,” noted Kuron as he perused the rising web traffic on his e-rook. “But I guess they never expected us to pull such a suicidal move.”

“The COO will need to resign,” said Iliya, “but the rest of the central office will remain intact.”

“Maybe. But they’ll need to slow the plants, at least for a little while, as Pan seeks to regain its good name in the eyes of the stockholders.” He drew in a slow, deep breath. “I suppose, on some level, I wanted this to get out,” he confessed. “Otherwise, I never would have asked my staff to get involved. I never would have gone looking for that e-message. I hoped you would be wrong and that we wouldn’t find the evidence. But I knew we would find it, and I suspected it would get out somehow, regardless of what I commanded.”

“You did the right thing,” said Iliya softly. She felt some pity for his situation, but it couldn’t be helped. This was the only moral path forward. He could not remain loyal to corrupt leadership and expect to stay uncorrupt himself.

“Our stock will crumble,” murmured Kuron while gazing into a dystopic future. “The Republic will have a field day.”

“I can’t see that far,” admitted Iliya.

They sat in silence as the number of Veritas viewers continued to surge.

“How did you know all this in the first place?” asked Kuron. “About the five officers and the conspiracy?”

Iliya smiled. “I have a way of knowing things I’m not supposed to.”

He peered at her with clever, probing black eyes. “You did have something to do with the plant explosion, didn’t you?”

She nodded. “Yes. But you might not want to tell your wife that.”

He gave a brief but genuine laugh. “I suppose not.”
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Everything moved quickly after word spread of Pan’s corrupt behavior. The CEO Priya Aditi Shah publicly scolded the five guilty officials, then fired them for their middle-management misdeeds. More scientists came forward with evidence about the plant’s harmful effects, as well as about similar plants in other spoke towns. The COO, Shreyas Jyoshi, resigned early that evening, claiming he would move his family to one of the spoke towns and would find work with one of Pan’s many subsidiaries. Pan’s stock receded consistently throughout the day.

Iliya’s guardian tapped her on the shoulder. “There is a bit more for you to tell Kuron before you leave,” he advised.

Iliya didn’t hear his words directly, but she felt his intent for her—the sense that Kuron needed her yet. Still sitting across from Kuron in his office, Iliya cleared her throat.

“Do you want me to tell you the rest?” she asked in a quiet voice.

Kuron gave her a glum look. “The rest of what?”

She closed her eyes and wished for the knowledge that the universe was already eager to provide her with. “There are Pan-C officials—who have not been caught—who also maintain secret arrangements with top Pan executives to cover activities they want to keep hidden from the public.”

Kuron heaved a sigh. “Oh.”

Iliya began to list all the offenses. “Products were deliberately mislabeled—metal shards in rice cakes, pig intestines labeled as fine seafood, that sort of thing.”

Her guardian folded his arms as he hovered behind her. “Yummy.”

She continued, “Products were designed to be covertly addictive so consumers would be compelled to buy more. Resource shortages were artificially manufactured to drive up prices. Impoverished spoke citizens were used for scientific experimentation to test new and potentially dangerous products.”

The guardian scoffed. “Well, that’s one way to make the scientific method more efficient.”

Iliya hadn’t heard him, so she continued, “Employees who were deemed replaceable received no safety equipment or protection. They were fired if their health declined, and those who attempted to unionize were summarily executed. Subsidiaries regularly took steps to undermine one another, covertly sabotaging each other’s projects if they thought it might bump their quarterly earnings.”

“Always so short-sighted, these corporations,” the guardian said, shaking his head.

Iliya pulled a pen and paper from the desk. She wrote down the names of all the Pan-C officials profiting by facilitating cover-ups. Then she slid the list over to Kuron.

Kuron scanned the names for long, weighty moments. “That’s everyone except four of us,” he managed, aghast. “Are you telling me that the vast majority of our local government is corrupt?”

Iliya nodded.

“But what can we do?” asked Kuron. “We can’t get everyone fired. And even if we could, what would stop the new officials from doing the same thing?”

“It’s true. Here in Pan-C, you can only do so much,” said Iliya. “That’s why I must go to the epicenter and change things there.”

Kuron stared at her with wide eyes. Then he began to laugh. “Right, just show up in the epicenter and change some things.”

“Why not?” asked Iliya.

Kuron blinked back at her. “You’re joking, right?”

“No.”

Kuron’s smile faded as he observed her unwaveringly determined countenance. “Well . . . that’s impossible.”

Iliya dusted some dirt off her white linen clothes. “I don’t think so.”

“You think you can just waltz right into the epicenter?” he asked incredulously. “You think changing things will be as easy as blowing up a plant and taking some e-rook captures?”

The guardian chuckled to himself. “Sir, you underestimate my prophet.”

Iliya shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll figure something out.”

“Don’t be foolish.” Kuron’s tone gained acidity. “We’ve done all we can. You won one small battle. Congratulations. You should take pride in that and move on.”

Iliya shook her head. “That’s not what I was sent here to do.”

“And what were you sent here to do?” Kuron peered at her curiously. “I thought you said your mission was to send supplies back to your village. Well, I’m sure you can do that without visiting the epicenter. We have more supplies here than your villagers can dream of.”

Iliya’s guardian leaned his massive body over the desk and scrutinized Kuron Alem. “Mr. Charming has an edge to him, after all. In fact, he sounds awfully similar to his wife, the oncologist. The resemblance is uncanny.”

“I know I’ve caused you anguish,” said Iliya slowly. “I apologize for the inconvenience.”

They sat together in silence.

“Fine,” said Kuron. “Do what you want. But don’t involve me in this any deeper. I’m done.”

Iliya nodded. “I understand. And I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

Kuron made a slight, indistinct sound of disapproval.

Iliya stood and walked out of Kuron’s office without looking back. Her guardian trailed behind her.


SECTION SEVEN:
PAN


CHAPTER 23

When Iliya reached the ground floor of Kuron’s office building and emerged into the fresh air, the sun had already begun to set. The air felt mildly warm but not as hot as earlier in the day. She found an undisturbed patch of grass outside the building, away from the road, and sat cross-legged among the spongy greenery.

She took a few deep breaths and meditated, her spirit lifting outside her body.

“Hi,” she greeted her guardian.

He was standing in front of her, his monstrous form taking up most of the small grassy patch, his black eyes fixed onto her. “How may I serve you, oh holy prophet?” he said.

“Well . . . I was wondering what I’m supposed to do next.”

The guardian casually inspected his fingernails. “From what you told Kuron, it sounded to me like you already know what to do next.”

“You mean go to the Pan epicenter.”

The guardian shrugged at her.

“But . . .” Iliya frowned. “I’m starting to wonder if Kuron had a point.”

“Oh?” He gave her a curious look. “What makes you say that?”

“Well . . . why shouldn’t I just bring supplies back to my home village and end this journey?” Her throat tightened, and her voice rose in pitch. “Why do I need to go the epicenter and root out corruption there? Why should it matter what terrible things are happening there when I can access the wealth of supplies in Pan-C—which is already considerably more advanced than my hometown?”

He studied her carefully. “God’s chosen path for you points clearly toward the epicenter.” His voice deepened to something more somber and insistent. “There is no mistaking his next desired step for you.”

“But why should I trust the path God has laid out for me? Shouldn’t I be the one to decide my own fate?”

The guardian snorted and rolled his eyes. “Come now, Iliya,” he drawled with a half-grin. “Even you can’t deny the irresistible pull of the epicenter. What miracle cures, rich resources, and unprecedented technologies might await there?” He watched her for a moment, then continued, “You know you won’t be able to rest until you see it for yourself.”

“And . . . then I can return back home?”

The guardian shrugged again. “If you like.”

Iliya sighed. “All right. But . . . how can I even get to the epicenter?”

The guardian lowered his body until he was nearly kneeling on the ground; he gestured toward Iliya’s material body and pointed at her pocket. “Much easier to be a prophet when you have the internet,” he quipped.

“So . . . I can use my e-rook to get to the Pan epicenter?”

“It’s a start,” her guardian retorted.

Iliya stepped back into her material body, rooting herself to the firm ground. She pulled out her e-rook and asked for directions to the Pan epicenter.

Members of spoke towns could apply for a Pan visitation pass, but the application process could take weeks, even months. Upon receiving approval, spoke townspeople could take a dedicated train into the heart of Pan; all documentation would be checked both in Pan-C and upon arrival in Pan.

In addition to this heavily sanctioned route, industrial freight trains carried extra food and supplies between Pan and Pan-C. A network of specialized trains wove between Pan and its spoke towns, but these were not used for recreational passage.

Iliya figured stowaways would be less noticeable and less expected on these freight trains because such trains would likely provide no comfortable accommodations.

She headed for the Pan-C industrial train station beneath an oppressive, dull orange sunset.

By the time she arrived, evening had fully descended. Only a few lonely lamps shed any light, and the train station was completely deserted. Tracks made of an unfamiliar plastic substance ran beside a warehouse. Iliya used the compass built into her e-rook to determine which direction led to the epicenter. Then she crawled into an open train car, buried herself behind a large stack of boxes, and settled in for the night.
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She woke with a start as the floor jerked and rumbled beneath her. Where was she? Oh, right—a train car.

It gurgled along the tracks as it sped toward the epicenter. She rubbed her eyes. Had she slept through the workers’ arrival to finish loading the cars? Luckily, she had hidden herself well enough the previous night.

She stretched her arms high, easing her sore muscles. She searched for a window but found none, so she nestled among the boxes and dozed as the train lulled its hypnotic rhythm.

When the train eventually slowed to a stop, Iliya rolled onto her feet and crouched behind the boxes as she waited for an opportunity to slip out unnoticed.

The large metal door creaked open. Two men in gray jumpsuits reached for the nearest boxes. Iliya crept along the wall to avoid detection. Whenever the workers turned toward her, she froze. And each time they turned away, she inched closer to the door.

As the boxes dwindled, she pressed her body against the hard metal wall and held her breath. She needed to escape—and she didn’t want to use a miracle if she could avoid it.

She could practically hear her guardian jeering a taunt with cheeky impatience, something like, “Planning to spend the day here?” or “Will you jump already?”

Iliya squared her jaw. When the workers turned away, she launched past them. After hitting the ground, she sprinted along the dusty tracks.

“Hey,” shouted one worker as she bolted past him.

She kept running, hoping that a lowly train worker wouldn’t care much about policing Pan’s boundaries.

The train station bordered a relatively unpopulated edge of the epicenter. Workers unloaded trains parked in lines along plastic tracks, but there were no shops, houses, or civilians. None of the workers seemed to notice or care about her presence, much like in the Pan-C plant.

She checked her e-rook, which showed a beautiful map detailing directions toward the epicenter. Large gray warehouses bordered the train station beneath a pallid gray sky foggy with clouds or perhaps pollution. The air felt warm and a bit sticky. Her e-rook tracked her progress as the warehouses changed to tiny buildings sandwiched together—perhaps offices and apartments.

Onward, the buildings grew taller but no wider, stretching precariously upward as if they might teeter over in a particularly strong breeze. Shopping markets popped up amid the apartments—rows of convenience stores, diners, and salons. The cars looked similar to those in Pan-C but more colorful and angular—likely the newest models available. Fewer people walked the streets than she had expected.

As she approached the epicenter proper, the sky changed from cloudy glaucous gray to a deepening fiery red. Faint music and voices grew steadily louder. She headed up a narrow alley between apartment homes piled atop each other at least thirty stories high. The doors were so close together, she could hardly believe each one contained its own living space. The ground vibrated in a rhythmic rumbling pattern, and she wondered if trains ran beneath the ground.

When she rounded a corner, lights flashed, and a cacophony of sound bombarded her. She was stunned. After blinking and trying to sort through the glut of sensory inputs and barrage of chaos, she found herself in what appeared to be a drastically amplified version of a town square.

The whining music of high-pitched plucked strings overlapped with a thousand voices all speaking at once. More people than Iliya had ever seen in one place walked in myriad directions on what looked like moving sidewalks dangerously adjacent to cars. She could hardly tell where the roads ended and the sidewalks began. The cars were all shiny with colorful bodies and wheels. The buildings towering beside the streets and sidewalks had no walls but only large screens that displayed flashing faces, objects, and large blinking words. The screens cast bright, flickering shadows over the people bustling below.

The red sky transformed to a sickly neon green. The words Diet Spike flashed in yellow high above her.

An enthusiastic male voice shouted close to her ear, “You look terrible. Do you need some clean clothes?” She glanced around wildly, but she couldn’t see where the voice came from. “Chandra Sitaara has a wide variety of women’s fashion to meet your tastes.”

She finally located the source—an audio speaker attached to a building nearby. The voice blared, “Hot new slinky lehenga choli, trendy juttis, dupattas, and more. Head two blocks to your right and look for the pink sign.”

She glanced down at her tattered, filthy white linens. How did the audio speaker know she needed clean clothes? Did it also have some sort of surveillance device built-in? If so, who was watching her?

Iliya stumbled from the alleyway to the moving sidewalk. A rainbow of brightly clothed people rushed past on all sides. Scents ranging from overpowering musk and flowers to hints of pollution dizzied her as the sky flashed to a milky-white bearing an orange-lettered logo.

As she gathered herself enough to walk along the moving sidewalk, she studied more of the surrounding faces with complexions that ranged from a light tan to deep brown. None studied her back. All were enveloped in their own personal worlds. As one man in a long yellow shirt and short gray pants elbowed past her, her e-rook vibrated. She pulled it out and watched words and pictures flash across the screen.

She realized with a dawning sense of horror that the e-rook was summoning images and information about the people surrounding her. She pointed her e-rook at a middle-aged woman in a deep purple dress, and the woman’s face popped up on the screen with a listing of her occupation, her favorite movies, and what she ate for dinner the previous evening.

A zealous male voice chimed near Iliya’s ear, “It appears you have an outdated version of the Sonic e-rook.” Iliya turned in panic—then rolled her eyes when she realized it was another audio speaker somewhere along the sidewalk. “Upgrade to the 7-max or get the new Z-chip—instant internet connection with just the blink of an eye.”

The music changed from its eerie whining sound to a fast-paced, heart-thumping bass line. Concerned about the strange stirring sensation created by the low frequencies, Iliya rubbed her chest.

“You’re not from here, are you?”

Iliya jumped at the new feminine voice behind her. Another audio speaker? But it sounded so real.

She turned and found a girl around her own age and petite with smoothly pretty features. Her straight dark-brown hair was parted neatly down the middle and trailed down her back. She was clearly well-nourished and healthy with remarkably shiny hair and full round cheeks in a heart-shaped face. Her golden-brown skin shimmered under the artificial light. While everyone else seemed in a daze, she sported an unusually shrewd expression—alert brown eyes and thinly smirking lips.

“I’m permitted to be here, if that’s what you mean.” Iliya tried to seem confident.

The girl grinned. “You’ll need to come up with something better than that if you want to fool the authorities.”

Iliya glanced around in alarm, but no one else seemed to care about them. She peered carefully at the girl who met her stare with equal intensity. “Who are you?”

“My name’s Alisha.” The girl placed her hands together in a prayer-like posture and bowed slightly.

“Nice to meet you.” Iliya was unfamiliar with the gesture and unsure how she should reciprocate.

“We should get off the street.” Alisha pointed up ahead. “Step off at the Jopher exit.”

“Um . . .” Iliya stood on her tip-toes to try to see where Alisha pointed. “But . . .”

When she looked back, the girl had vanished.

Iliya’s throat felt hollow. She elbowed past the surrounding people and tried to find some kind of exit. Bodies were thickly packed together and bumping into each other. Iliya could hardly breathe, let alone move. She pushed through the crowd, hurled herself off the moving sidewalk, and stumbled to the motionless storefronts. Her heart pounded in her chest.

Audio speakers shouted at her.

“New coats.”

“Snakeskin purses.”

“Authentic twentieth century diamonds.”

Iliya covered her ears and tried to center herself. Everything felt dizzying, overwhelming. The sky transformed to neon yellow.

Alisha appeared nearby. She took Iliya’s arm and practically dragged her off the main strip into an alleyway. The noise and movement abated slightly.

“How can you tolerate this place?” asked Iliya as her senses slowly returned to her.

Alisha shrugged. “This strip isn’t even as bad as Dia Square in the heart of town.”

Iliya blinked in surprise. “This isn’t the center of town?”

Alisha shook her head. “Just one of the busier shopping strips.”

Iliya took a deep breath and peered at her companion. Alisha had an air of friendliness and intelligence, with keen eyes and an enthusiastic smile, but there was also much Iliya couldn’t read about her. “So who are you? Why are you helping me?”

“Before I can answer that, I have some questions for you.” Alisha’s previously chipper tone had become more serious. “First, what’s your name?”

Iliya hesitated a fraction of a second too long.

“Stop,” said Alisha. “You’re going to lie to me.” She stood with one hand on her hip. “I told you my real name.”

“I don’t know that.”

Alisha’s lips twitched into a grin. “Okay. Would you trust me if I told you that I’m training to be a sage?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know what that means.”

“You’ve never heard of sages?”

Iliya shook her head.

“We’re like . . . keepers of wisdom.”

“Is that religious?”

Alisha peered back evenly. “What’s your name?”

“Iliya,” she admitted. “Are you a religious figure?”

“Sages are mostly known for achieving a certain level of knowledge. I’m very educated, especially for my age.” Her glossy brown hair shifted as she talked.

“You must be wealthy.” The words slipped out before Iliya could edit them. Her cheeks grew warm.

Alisha continued her inscrutable, even stare. “I have ways of procuring what I need.”

The words sounded vaguely familiar. Iliya gazed at Alisha in astonishment. “Are you . . . a prophet?”

Alisha folded her arms. “Now I’m the one who doesn’t know what the word means.”

Something inside Iliya crumpled—she hadn’t even realized how fierce the hope was until it receded. “Never mind.”

“I was told to expect a visitor, someone like you,” explained Alisha. “But I want to be sure I’m right. How did you get here?”

“I’m not sure if I should say,” murmured Iliya, her suspicions returning. “You could be a cop.”

“I can see we’re not going to trust each other blindly. So we’ll confirm this the only way we really can. Meet me in the swarga—the spirit world.” Alisha turned and ran back around the alley corner.

Shaking off her shock, Iliya tried to run after her, but Alisha had vanished in the thick swarm of people.


CHAPTER 24

“This is ridiculous,” muttered Iliya. “How am I supposed to meditate here?”

As more self-involved people hurried past, she wondered if the surrounding crowds would even notice someone sitting and meditating.

Iliya retreated into the alleyway, sat beside one of the buildings, and tried to relax her mind.

Thankfully, her extensive experience practicing meditation proved useful, and with some focused deep breathing, she was able to tune out the wild din. She emerged onto the street in spirit form. Her guardian stood nearby. Gray spirits floated past the alleyway along the main road, just as vacant-eyed as the living people who stood in their place in the mortal world, though not quite as numerous.

“Who is this girl?” Iliya asked her guardian. “How come she seems to know about me?”

“I’m not sure,” said the guardian. “I thought maybe . . . but that’s impossible—”

Alisha reappeared, striding down the alleyway. She waved at Iliya.

“How . . . how can we see each other here?” Iliya managed.

“We’re both in spirit form,” Alisha replied.

Trailing behind Alisha, another monstrous guardian rounded the corner—a deep cobalt-blue body, fingers long like snakes, and fire-orange hair frizzing in all directions.

“My word,” gasped Iliya’s guardian. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

“Surprised to see me?” asked the new guardian in a sultry voice. “It’s been awhile.”

“What curse is this?” Iliya’s guardian cried, his black eyes bulging while he tossed up his hands with dramatic intensity. Iliya had never seen him so unnerved.

“No curse,” said Alisha. “Felicia’s my guardian.”

“Felicia?” asked Iliya.

The new guardian smiled. “It’s not my real name of course. But she has to call me something, right?”

Iliya glanced inquisitively at her own guardian, who peered back at her with his lips pursed and nostrils flared in irritation.

“Why would I want you to refer to me by some common name like . . . Felicia,” he muttered, practically spitting the name. “Much better to call me Guardian and keep the mystery.”

Felicia laughed—a rich, gurgling sound like a waterfall. “Up to your usual antics, I see.”

“My antics? My antics? Mine are nothing compared to yours.” He crouched to meet Alisha’s eyes. “Your guardian is a troublemaker. Trust nothing she says.”

“Now, now, don’t be subversive,” Felicia murmured. “You know our avatars must trust us completely.”

“Avatars?” asked Iliya.

“In your conceptualization, prophets,” explained Felicia, still grinning at Iliya’s guardian.

“So,” Iliya turned to Alisha, “you’re a prophet.” Her chest brimmed with joy. “I’ve never met another prophet. I thought maybe I was the only one.”

“Nah, there are local avatars—or prophets—in each of the epicenters,” said Alisha. “They don’t all call themselves avatars, of course. Their title depends on their local culture and religion. But there are nine of us with special abilities who seem to be tasked with protecting our epicenters—ten including you. But you’re the only traveling one.”

“Do you know the others?”

“We chat occasionally through the internet. Usually, we’re focused on our own epicenters. But recently, news came of your arrival in Pan-C. I was told to expect you here and to help you.”

“At your service,” said Felicia, a slight note of irony in her voice.

Iliya’s guardian made an indistinct noise.

Iliya looked around. “Where are the demons? Are they on their way?”

“Demons?” Felicia glanced in surprise at her fellow guardian. “Haven’t been able to keep the demons at bay, old friend?”

He gritted his teeth and clenched his hands. “I . . . I—”

“Well, I’ve rendered him speechless,” Felicia joked. “That would be a first, I’m sure.”

“You have help,” he spluttered. “You and the other guardians set up safe havens in the epicenters. You don’t travel, and you’re not guarding Elijah!”

“Peace, friend.” Felicia said gently. “Didn’t mean to get you quite so agitated. At least, not that kind of agitation.”

“Shut your mouth,” grumbled Iliya’s guardian. “You know we’re not capable of those feelings anymore.”

Felicia shrugged. “Fun to pretend.”

“Did you two . . . used to be intimate?” asked Alisha with a rising voice.

Felicia grinned. “Not really,” she said. “Though we always meant to.”

“That is a lie,” said Iliya’s guardian.

“We don’t need to fear the demons here?” asked Iliya, wanting to get back to more important matters.

“Oh, we need to fear them, all right,” said her guardian. “It may take them longer, but if we languish here, they’ll break through. You mark my words—”

“I hate to admit it, but he’s right,” said Felicia. “We’d better get you back to the mortal world.”

Alisha swiftly headed back down the alleyway and disappeared around the corner, followed by her guardian. Wonderingly, Iliya returned to her own body.

As she stood in the empty alleyway and waited, she glanced to where her guardian had been standing only a moment earlier.

She could sense his surly discontent even in the silence.

“You and Felicia clearly have a history,” Iliya noted quietly. “One of these days, I’ll need to hear the full story.”

He likely muttered a snarky reply, though she couldn’t perceive it in the mortal world.

Alisha came bounding around the corner, her cheeks flushed. “It’s really you,” she called. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“I’m very grateful for your help,” admitted Iliya. “This place is . . . a lot to take in.”

Alisha grinned at her. “Before we do anything else, we should probably disguise you a bit better. Those clothes give you away as a non-native.”

Iliya noted Alisha’s attire—a pristine white dress, which looked brand new, with draped fabrics wrapped fashionably around her body.

Alisha led Iliya back into the delirious fray. The music, the flashing lights on the buildings, the voices shouting at her from speakers—they all returned in a rush.

After fighting through the crowds, Alisha pulled Iliya into a gleaming, high-ceilinged room. Bright white lights lit the racks of blouses, dresses, and slacks.

A velvety feminine voice greeted them from audio speakers in the doorway. “Welcome, looks like you need a new outfit. With your figure, you would look great in a slinky lehenga choli and dupatta.”

“Slinkies are just a fad,” said Alisha dismissively. “But she’s right about the dupatta.”

They trailed through the store, and Alisha loaded Iliya’s arms with clothes. Iliya marveled at how varied and innovative the designs, fabrics, and patterns were compared to the clothing in her home village.

“Try them on,” Alisha instructed.

“Here?” asked Iliya in distress.

Alisha giggled. “In a dressing room. Or if you have the Z-chip app, you can see what they would look like holographically.”

“What?”

“What model do you have?”

Guessing at what Alisha meant, Iliya pulled out her e-rook.

“Aw, ancient,” teased Alisha. “You’ve gotta upgrade.”

“I just bought this yesterday,” said Iliya.

“Always feels like that, doesn’t it?” asked Alisha distractedly while grabbing more clothes off the walls. “Go try these on. Don’t be shy.”

Iliya headed into a hallway of booths covered by curtains. Black and blue lights created an odd, otherworldly feel. She entered a booth, pulled the curtain closed, and began trying on the clothes Alisha had given her—colorful fabrics, silky and breezy, with intricate patterns and designs.

“How’s it going?” asked Alisha after a few minutes. “Do any of the saris fit?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Iliya, eyeing herself in the large surrounding mirrors. “I’m not sure how to wrap it.”

“Let me see.”

“Sure.”

Alisha pulled back the curtain. “Hmm, that’s too tight here”—she pointed at Iliya’s hips then at her ankles—“and too long here.” She punched a few numbers into a device on the wall. “Okay, they’ll send a new one soon.”

“Who?”

There was a whirring sound, and a new sari fell squarely onto Iliya’s head.

Alisha laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t think to warn you.”

Iliya pulled the sari off her head.

“That should be the right size,” Alisha assured her. “Let me show you how to wrap it.”

Sure enough, the new sari fit comfortably.

“Perfect,” Alisha said. “Let’s get more in that size.”

Soon they’d loaded Iliya with plenty of epicenter-worthy clothes. Alisha led Iliya back toward the front of the store.

“How do we pay for these?” asked Iliya as she and Alisha headed for the door.

“It’ll automatically charge your account when you walk past the door sensors.”

“I don’t have an account. I mean . . . I shared one with someone in Pan-C, but I gave it to him. Would this store recognize it here in Pan?”

“It should,” said Alisha. “But I have plenty. I don’t mind sharing. Here—” Alisha grabbed the bags out of Iliya’s hands. “This way, they’ll charge my account.”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly . . .”

Alisha waved away her protest. “I have plenty. I’m happy to. Plus, it’s my duty, in reverence to the goddess, to aid you in your pursuits.”

Confused, Iliya followed Alisha out of the store.

“What do you mean in reverence to the goddess?” asked Iliya when they returned to the sidewalk. She tried to shout over the music and voices. “You . . . you believe in multiple gods?”

“Most people in the epicenters don’t believe in much of anything,” said Alisha, glancing at the others in the crowd and rolling her eyes. “After the Great Religious War wiped out so much of the global population, the epicenters tried to ban religion for a while—but that wasn’t very profitable, so they allowed it again. Most executives see religion as backward and illogical. But some of us keep the old teachings alive, particularly the avatars since we’re blessed with connections to the divine.” Alisha led Iliya off the main square and down an alleyway.

“I was taught to believe in only one God,” said Iliya.

Alisha peered at her. “I suppose there are different ways to conceptualize the divine. I believe there is one divine force, but it has multiple incarnations or manifestations.”

Iliya thought of what Reth had told her about the ancient religions in this region. “So . . . where are we going?”

“My school,” said Alisha briskly. “I go to boarding school for high school, and it should be easy enough to hide you there while we figure out our plan.”

“Hide me?” Iliya considered the concept for a moment. “Will the authorities come after me? Surely their surveillance devices identified me readily enough as an outsider.”

Alisha shook her head. “They have so much data coming in with all the people passing by every second that I doubt they’ll sift through it.”

“But the technology is so advanced. Those devices could tell, just by looking at me, that my clothes were dirty, that my e-rook is out of date—”

“Sure, they scan for that stuff,” said Alisha. “That’s advertising. And if you tried to do anything important, like entering headquarters, I’m sure they would run security scans there. But they’re happy for you to spend money in the shops, no matter who you are.”

“Oh,” said Iliya. “What an odd place.”

“Nah, you’ll get used to it,” said Alisha with a smile. “I’m sure every place seems odd at first.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

[image: ]

Alisha led Iliya down a series of streets, passing more jam-packed apartments along with smaller shopping squares, which thankfully weren’t blasting overwhelmingly loud music. They approached a large blue building surrounded by a heavy iron gate.

A doorway in the gate clicked and swung open.

“It recognizes my Z-chip,” Alisha explained. “This way.”

Iliya followed her into the compound and through a grassy campus quad lined with gray stone benches. Other people around their age—some older, some younger—clustered in small groups and chatted. The plant life—short-cut grass, a few sculpted bushes, and small trees strategically positioned to provide shade to the people sitting on the benches—was clearly very closely monitored and manicured.

Alisha led Iliya to a wide brick building perhaps three or four floors high. This time, Alisha swiped a card in the doorway to open it. They walked up a flight of stairs, down a hall, and past identical doors. They arrived at Alisha’s dorm room, number 224.

Alisha placed a small plastic object into a slot above the doorknob; the slot glowed green, and the door clicked open. Iliya could hardly keep track of all the different technologies used to keep buildings secure.

“Welcome to my home,” said Alisha while pushing open the door.

It was a cozy dorm room with one bed, a wooden desk, and a window at the back overlooking the quad. The room had a minimalist, clean look with furniture of identical medium-brown wood. Posters on the walls displayed two kittens playing, a list of inspiring quotes, and a religious figure that Iliya inferred to be the goddess mentioned earlier. Alisha’s posters added a splash of color to the otherwise standard decor. The room was tidy, perhaps meticulously so, and Iliya had the distinct sense Alisha kept her room considerably tidier than her neighbors did.

“It’s lovely,” said Iliya.

Alisha grinned. “I love it. I was fortunate to get a single this year. It’s because of my academic status.” Her tone revealed a clear note of pride. “We can set you up with an air mattress on the floor. I have some extra blankets and pillows in the closet.”

“Sounds wonderful. Thank you.” Iliya sat on the floor. “I must admit, I didn’t expect to be treated so well here in the epicenter.”

Alisha nodded. “You probably expected to be treated like a criminal or terrorist.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “Lucky for you, some of us have guardians to show us the right path.”

Iliya glanced around, wondering where her own guardian currently waited in silence. “I suppose.”

“Would you like some water? Snacks?”

Iliya’s stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Her last decent meal had been awhile ago. “That would be great.”

Alisha retrieved bottles of water, packages of crackers with cheese paste, and shortbread cookies. Iliya tore into them eagerly as Alisha sat on her bed.

“What is it you’ve come here to do exactly?” asked Alisha. Though she tried to sound casual, Iliya sensed she had been burning to ask the question since they first met.

“When I was in Pan-C, it became clear the corruption ran much deeper than I previously realized,” Iliya answered through bites. “To change anything, I knew I needed to come to the epicenter proper.”

“You plan to reduce the corruption?”

Iliya nodded. “That will be a side-effect of what I really want to accomplish.”

Alisha’s eyes widened. “And what’s that?” she asked breathlessly.

“I want to equalize things. I want to end the vast inequality between the epicenters and everywhere else. In my home village, we have a minuscule fraction of all the resources you have here. Everything’s confined to this one tiny area—all the technology, all the medicine, all the money, and all the education. The spoke towns have much more than we have in my home village, but they still covet what you have in the epicenter. I don’t understand why it all has to be gathered and protected in this one place.”

“And you’ll fix the corruption here?” asked Alisha, peering at Iliya steadily.

Iliya nodded. Apparently, Alisha was primarily concerned with what happened within the epicenter. But that was fine. Iliya felt confident she could work with Alisha to achieve both their goals. “We could try to take out the officials one by one, like I did in Pan-C, by exposing the immoral things they’re doing to the public. But that won’t fix the larger problem. New people will step into the old system and find better ways of covering their tracks. In the end, not much would change.” Iliya took another bite of her cookie.

“By bringing Pan’s resources to other villages, you undermine the epicenter’s power.”

“I think so.”

Alisha took a moment to consider the concept. “If Pan has less control over its own holdings—if outside villagers can procure enough wealth to hold stock, for example—then the company would be more accountable to a wider range of people.”

Iliya hadn’t considered how spreading the wealth might affect Pan’s stock, but she nodded, wanting to seem like she’d thought of everything. Alisha clearly saw her as some kind of leader among prophets. Iliya figured she’d better play along. After all, Alisha’s help had already proved invaluable. “Right now, Pan is motivated to make its constituents happy—but that is a very restricted group. If we broaden access to information through the internet and other resources—”

“We may be able to increase the range of shareholders,” Alisha filled in. “And if the villagers band together and decide on a few key issues, they could leverage their holdings to demand change.”

“At the very least, the villagers could show people in the epicenters what village life is like,” suggested Iliya. “They could write about their experiences, take e-rook captures, that kind of thing. People in the epicenter might demand change from there.”

Alisha shook her head. “I wouldn’t bet on it. People in the epicenter are extremely selfish. They consent to sell only our waste products to the spoke towns. And they don’t care at all about villages beyond the spokes.”

“Then we must equip outsiders with enough power to demand change,” said Iliya.

“This is so exciting,” squealed Alisha. “I never thought about changing Pan by starting from the outside. I took our isolation as a given.”

Iliya wondered if she should tell Alisha about her true motive for starting this way—to send high-quality resources to her own village as rapidly as possible. But she decided to stick with what Alisha wanted to hear.

“How do we start?” asked Alisha.

“I’m not sure,” Iliya admitted. “We must find a way to get some of the basics—technology, medicine, and the like—to outside villages. We need to set up some kind of network, or infrastructure, to pass resources outside without drawing too much attention.”

“We’ll be like Robin Hood.”

“Who?”

“Haven’t you heard that old fable?”

Iliya shook her head.

“Robin Hood stole from the rich and gave to the poor. It’s an old story.”

“Oh. Well, that sounds about right.”

Alisha clapped her hands together. “I’m so glad you came to Pan first. The other prophets are all wishing you came to their epicenters.” Her tone was close to boastful, showing she clearly relished the delight of coming out ahead, somehow, through Iliya’s arrival.

Iliya shrugged, uncomfortable with her status as a desired icon among the prophets. “I didn’t really give much thought to it.”

Alisha pulled out a technological device larger than an e-rook and like the ones Kuron’s staff had on their desks. “First step—we need to get a lot of money. We’re going to need funds to buy all the equipment we need. We can’t just rely on stealing. Stealing would take too many miracles since generally it’s against the will of the divine.”

Iliya hadn’t planned the process of how they would accomplish their goals. “I usually just figure something out on the fly and do miracles when I need to.”

Alisha frowned. “That’s kind of dangerous, isn’t it? I mean . . . you’ll run out of miracles pretty quickly that way.”

Iliya shrugged.

“Well, I have some money saved up, but I don’t think it’ll be enough.” She gave Iliya a probing look. “I’ve got a crazy idea.”

“I’m listening.”

“What if we approach Pan officials and get them to help us?”

Iliya remained in a dumbfounded silence.

“Hear me out. Pan is terrified about their stock prices—and they should be. Not everyone knows this, but The Republic has been conspiring to tank Pan’s stock prices for some time. The prophet in The Republic shared that information with me.”

“Why would The Republic want to tank Pan’s stock?”

Alisha shrugged. “Maybe they think it will improve their own stock in comparison. Who knows? In any case, if we could do something to help Pan keep their stock afloat, they would probably give us whatever we wanted.” She paused to type a few things on her device. “It’s a strategy I’ve been holding onto for a while, just waiting until the right moment.”

“And you think they would agree to help us build this . . . Robin Hood network?”

“They wouldn’t need to. They would just need to give us access to money, supplies, and magnicopters, those kinds of things, and to not ask many questions about what we’re doing with it. If we pull a few smaller miracles that help companies raise their stock prices, then that can compound into bigger miracles like getting all the supplies we need.”

“How do you know which miracles will be big and which ones will be small?” asked Iliya. “God’s the one who decides what each miracle costs. And his decisions seem . . . pretty arbitrary.”

“If you stay on the right path, the miracles stay small,” Alisha stated firmly like a schoolteacher. “I’ve been keeping track and analyzing the miracles, and I think I’m starting to understand some of the patterns.”

Iliya admired Alisha’s confidence and resourcefulness and hadn’t considered trying to strategize miracles like that. Given Alisha’s deep knowledge about the inner workings of Pan—stock prices and such—Iliya felt grateful to have her assistance.

Iliya nodded. “Okay. Sounds like a plan.”

“There are a few different ways to raise a company’s stock,” Alisha explained, “but the most straightforward is probably increasing profit.”

“And how do we do that?”

“Profit equals revenue minus cost. We can either increase their revenue or decrease their costs.”

“Okay.”

“Companies can increase revenue by selling more to their current market or by reaching new markets.”

“Well . . . isn’t that what we’re trying to do? Reach new markets?”

“Yes, but the new markets must have enough money to buy your products.”

Iliya thought for a moment. “People in the spoke towns would surely buy more if they could. Some of them are wealthy, maybe not as wealthy as people here, but still.”

“But Pan has a reason for keeping the spoke towns . . . well, spoke,” Alisha explained. “It creates artificial scarcity, and it limits operating costs.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I think we can either help Pan sell more to people in the epicenter or help them figure out how to cut costs by creating things more efficiently. Then we can distribute materials to the outer villages on our own, based on manufacturing demand, without the villagers needing to buy it themselves.”

Iliya nodded. “Okay.”

“To help Pan sell more here in the epicenter, we can either increase the quantity of what people buy or raise prices.” Even though the topic seemed rather dull to Iliya, Alisha radiated energy and enthusiasm. “Prices are probably determined by precise algorithms, and it’s unlikely we’ll be able to change them. So we can think of ways to get people to buy more.”

Iliya smiled grimly. “It seems to me like the epicenter’s already doing as much as possible to get people to buy things.”

“Maybe, but with our abilities, we can see what people really want.”

“I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with that,” said Iliya slowly. “Using our healing abilities to trick people into buying things?”

“Just to help keep Pan afloat,” said Alisha, gesturing earnestly, “so the executives will help us get what we need.”

“Isn’t there some other way? You said we could help them create things more efficiently.”

Alisha nodded. “If we can see a way for them to cut costs—like fire some of their workers or use fewer expensive materials—that might also increase their profit.”

“I don’t think we should try to get anyone fired,” said Iliya glumly. “But using fewer expensive materials sounds all right as long as no one would get hurt.”


CHAPTER 25

The next day, Iliya dressed in fine clothes for the meeting with the executive. Alisha had instructed Iliya to wear a yellow-orange sari, and Alisha had chosen a white sari over a matching yellow-orange blouse.

“Saffron is an important color in Pan—and in the corporate headquarters in particular,” Alisha explained. “And white will remind him of my family’s status. People in the epicenter pretend like those things don’t matter anymore, but it still opens doors.”

Alisha led Iliya to a sub station—explained as an underground train station. Despite Iliya’s evident anxiety plunging down a staircase underneath the sidewalk, Alisha insisted the sub was the quickest way to get where they needed to go.

Artificial lights, from giant screens and flashing logos, cast an eerie glow over the walkways and staircases. The ground vibrated.

Alisha bought Iliya a ticket at the counter, and they rode the sub for a few stops. The tight encasement of the small sub car only heightened Iliya’s anxiety. For all its splendor and size, the epicenter frequently boxed its inhabitants into tightly packed spaces.

Just when her unease started to feel unbearable, Iliya sensed her guardian’s presence hovering nearby like a ray of sunlight escaping a cloud. She wondered where he could manage to house himself within the cramped sub car. Did it feel strange for him to have so many mortals passing through his incorporeal body?

Then Alisha waved to Iliya, and they left the train and the sub station. Iliya breathed a sigh of relief as they reemerged into the daylight. The area looked considerably more verdant than any Iliya had seen in the epicenter and was full of trees, rich green grass, and stone benches lining a garden. But there were no people or animals.

“HQ Park,” Alisha explained. “It decorates the headquarters.”

Alisha led Iliya to a tall gray building. It stretched almost infinitely into the sky, easily the tallest building Iliya had ever seen. She wondered how it could even remain standing without toppling over.

They approached the broad front steps, and a police officer opened the doors for them.

A tangled mess of security systems awaited them. First, they passed through a series of scanning machines. Then an officer gave them pat-downs, and this officer was much more serious and alert than the one in Pan-C. Finally, they placed their palms onto green pads that read their fingerprints.

“We don’t have you on file,” one officer said curtly to Iliya. “Do you have a visitor’s pass?”

Her throat tightened.

“Right here,” said Alisha smoothly while handing the officer what appeared to be a laminated blank sheet of paper. The officer scanned it for a second; his pupils slid slightly out of focus. Then he handed the paper back to Alisha. “Everything looks good. Carry on.”

They walked deeper into the high-ceilinged, marble-floored building.

“What was that?” asked Iliya in a whisper. “What did you show that guard?”

“It’s a combination of miracle and technology,” said Alisha, a note of pride evident in her voice. “The paper is infused with a neural scrambling device designed to make the onlooker momentarily confused and suggestible. He sees what I want him to see. I only had to wish for the miracle once, but it’s good for multiple uses. The technology preserves the effect.”

“You used technology to get many miracles with just one wish,” marveled Iliya. “That’s brilliant.”

Alisha gave her a sideways grin. “Thanks.”

They walked to the moving closets—labeled as elevators—and took one to the fifth floor.

The interior of the fifth floor looked like a typical office building and not much different from the offices in Pan-C. Each office was a little bigger, and the hardwood floors seemed a bit shinier and newer, but otherwise the layout was the same.
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Alisha Veda led Iliya Rusul to an office on the left. Mr. Chaudhry, a middle-aged man with a thick mop of dark-brown hair and sepia skin, waved them in.

The two teenaged girls and two unseen, monstrous guardians—one cobalt blue and one with black-and-white patches—squeezed into the modest office. Iliya walked through her own guardian, causing him to slightly shiver like encountering a sudden chill breeze. He and Felicia bent and folded their flexible spiritual bodies to occupy the odd corners of the room. All these cramped urban buildings made him miss the freedom of the open desert. Although maneuvering in small spaces didn’t technically hurt, it also didn’t feel particularly pleasant.

Mr. Chaudhry sat in a plush black chair that swiveled with his movements, and he hardly even glanced up at his guests, his gaze stubbornly fixed on his viewscreen. “Hello, Miss Veda. How is your mother doing? I rarely get to see her anymore since her promotion.” He spoke with brusque rapidity.

“She’s doing well, thank you, Mr. Chaudhry,” Alisha answered without skipping a beat.

“Please sit down.”

Obediently, Alisha and Iliya sat in the two chairs facing the man’s large silver desk.

“Who is your guest?” he prompted.

“This is Iliya,” Alisha introduced.

As the man raised his eyes to Iliya, her guardian jumped toward her. She felt him prickling over her shoulder, alerting her that something was wrong. “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” she said stiffly.

Mr. Chaudhry gave them a perfunctory smile. “Girls, what is it you wanted to speak with me about?”

Iliya’s guardian slowly circled the desk, his black eyes fixed intently on Mr. Chaudhry’s face. Alisha’s guardian, Felicia, stood firmly behind her ward.

“We’ve been working on some research,” Alisha said. “And we think we have some ideas about how to help Pan’s profit margin.”

“That’s just wonderful, girls,” said Mr. Chaudhry in a patronizing tone. “Pan always appreciates our young minds coming up with fresh new ideas.”

Iliya’s guardian settled directly behind Mr. Chaudhry and carefully studied his heart. “There are demons here,” Iliya’s guardian warned Felicia in a low voice. “Stay steady.”

“Yes, well,” Alisha continued, “in return, we need some additional supplies for our research.”

Mr. Chaudhry frowned, a crease forming between his eyes. “You have everything you need through your high school and your research with the university. And your parents can buy you anything else.”

Alisha’s expression faltered at the mention of her parents—who would almost certainly disapprove of her actions.

Felicia gripped Alisha’s shoulders tightly in encouragement.

Iliya jumped in. “We need this research to remain secret. It’s very important that we only tell a few people about it.”

“I see.” Mr. Chaudhry narrowed his eyes. “What kinds of supplies do you need?”

“Medicines,” said Iliya quickly.

“Our needs will change as the research progresses,” corrected Alisha. “It will vary from medicines to certain technological devices and specs to transportation.”

“Sounds like you’re working on some very important things,” said Mr. Chaudhry, his suspicious gaze betraying his friendly tone. “Does your father know about this work, Alisha?”

“A little,” she lied. “But this is an interdisciplinary project. He doesn’t know all the sides of it.”

“And the research team sent the two of you to meet with me?” His voice dripped with doubt.

Their story was falling apart.

“It’s over,” Iliya’s guardian warned urgently. “Wish for a miracle!”

Iliya shot to her feet like a bolt of lightning. Both Alisha and Mr. Chaudhry looked up at her in surprise.

“On the second floor of this building, a man named Kim is stealing large sums of money from the Zaycor division,” Iliya announced in a hollow voice. “He’s routing it through a fabricated line of products that doesn’t actually exist. If you go downstairs right now, you’ll stop his latest heist and recall billions of nomos.”

Mr. Chaudhry leapt from his chair, his expression visibly unnerved and alarmed. “I don’t know how you would know about something like that, but . . . you girls stay here. I’m going to check this out.”

He hurried out the door, leaving behind the two prophets and the two guardians.
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Iliya sensed her guardian’s relief.

“What was that?” Alisha rounded on Iliya. “I thought we agreed we wouldn’t give him any information until he agreed to help us.”

“This is going nowhere,” Iliya complained, swallowing her frustration. Clearly Alisha preferred to operate within the boundaries of epicenter laws and traditions, but Iliya had little patience for corporate greed. “He’s not going to give us coveted supplies just because we show him how to be more profitable. I needed to ask for a miracle. Couldn’t you feel that sinking feeling in your stomach? My guardian was urging me to act.” Iliya swung around to the other side of the desk and sat in Mr. Chaudhry’s chair.

“What are you doing now?” Alisha asked, hovering behind Iliya’s shoulder.

“What we need most is medical supplies. If Mr. Chaudhry won’t give them to us willingly, then we need to take them. I’m going to figure out how to get us security clearance. There must be a way.”

“Here, let me. I’m more familiar with the system. I can hack in and enter our names into the system.”

Iliya leaned to the side and allowed Alisha to start typing. She had to respect Alisha for helping even when she disagreed with Iliya’s tactics.

“They use a system called Allegra for access to medical supplies,” Alisha explained. “I’ve used it before when doing research for the university.” She continued typing. “Mr. Chaudhry has clearance to grant priority access. It recognizes his computer e-dress, but we need to type a code to enter our information in the system.” Alisha closed her eyes, and Iliya watched in fascination as her eyelids flickered for a few moments.

Iliya wondered if she looked the same way when she wished for miracles.

Then Alisha’s eyes popped back open. “Got it.” Alisha typed a code, and the screen lit up. “I’m going to type our names under the highest level of access. That way, we can get almost anything we want. What’s your last name?”

“Rusul. R-u-s-u-l.”

“Do you carry any identification?”

“Huh?”

“Okay, we’ll create that later. I’ll give you a fake ID number for now, and we’ll just need to get you an ID card later.”

Footsteps clattered outside the office.

“I’m shutting this down,” whispered Alisha. She clicked all the screen windows closed. They jumped back into their chairs on the other side of the desk.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Mr. Chaudhry, shaking his head. “You were right. Mr. Kim was laundering money through a fake line of products. The police are taking him in for questioning. How did you know about this?”

“We know lots of things,” said Iliya.

“We can be useful as advisers to you,” suggested Alisha.

The man stared at them. “All right girls, what is it you need? Medicine for your lab? I can’t get you anything too expensive, mind you—”

“Actually, e-rooks to start,” said Iliya, figuring they now had all the medicine they needed through the hacked Allegra system. “At least five thousand.”

“They can be older models,” Alisha qualified.

The man shook his head. “That’s a lot of e-rooks. A lot of money we would be throwing away. Plus, you have plenty of computers at school already and much better quality than e-rooks.”

“It isn’t throwing money away,” said Alisha. “And they can be older models . . . no one’s buying those.”

“The spoke townspeople are,” Mr. Chaudhry corrected.

“I’m sure you just saved much more than that by apprehending Mr. Kim,” said Iliya with a bite of acrimony.

Mr. Chaudhry held up his hands. “All right, all right. You ladies will get your e-rooks. And tell the university that the next time they need a favor, they can send some real researchers. No need to task low-level interns with their dirty work.”

Iliya chanced a side-glance at Alisha, whose cheeks had reddened. Iliya was surprised by her obvious irritation. Even though Mr. Chaudhry had clearly insulted her, she had, so far, responded to challenges with unwavering enthusiasm and focus.

Regardless, it was clear that the meeting had ended and that Mr. Chaudhry wanted nothing more to do with them. He’d already busied himself on his viewscreen.

Iliya and Alisha left the office and walked back down the hall into one of the elevators.

“We must be careful,” said Alisha as the elevator doors slid closed. Already she was back to her usual intellectual self who calculated all the potentials and possibilities. “If he gets suspicious and tries to figure out how we knew about the money laundering—”

“He won’t look into it. He wasn’t taking us seriously. And he wouldn’t have given us any truly valuable supplies. He thinks that the university sent us out of laziness and that someone tipped us off about the money laundering to give us leverage.”

“But I know we could continue to feed HQ advice and get supplies in return,” insisted Alisha. “We can think of lots of ways to improve their efficiency and increase their marketability.” Alisha pondered it as they rode the elevator down. “I’ve got it. Our problem was starting at the top. Instead, we can get individual subsidiaries to trade with us. They won’t care where we’re getting our information from or what we’re doing with our supplies.”

Iliya nodded slowly. “Okay, that can work. But if it doesn’t, we’re doing things my way.”


CHAPTER 26

While Alisha attended her afternoon biology test, Iliya took the opportunity to ask her guardian a few questions. When her meditation brought her to the spirit realm, she found him leaning against Alisha’s desk.

“Is Alisha right?” she pressed him. “Will it work for us to trade with subsidiaries?”

“I’m not sure,” the guardian replied. “But I feel confident you’ll find a way.”

Iliya wished she shared his confidence. “Mr. Chaudhry wasn’t very cooperative.”

The guardian chuckled. “No, I suspect not.”

“It almost felt like . . . he was determined not to take us seriously.”

“Yes, well, there’s something you should know about that.” The guardian shifted position, and with a pang of shock she realized he seemed unnerved—his gaze darting, his broad shoulders taut, his lips pulled into a tight frown.

“What is it?” she asked in a hushed voice.

The guardian grew still and gave her a helpless look. “I sensed demons inside Mr. Chaudhry.”

“Demons . . . inside him?” Iliya asked in horror. “What does that even mean? How is that possible?”

“I don’t know,” the guardian replied, and he began to pace. “I’ve never seen anything like it before now. No one in your village, or Pan-C, had demons so intricately linked to their spirit.”

Iliya sought to recall the teachings of her youth and the myths about demons and guardians. “There were rumors of demon possession in the early days of my village’s founding,” Iliya explained slowly. “But . . . those stories faded into obscurity. I’ve never heard of any recent incidents.”

The guardian suggested, “Maybe the demons decided to focus on the epicenters for some reason.”

“Is there anything we can do to help him?”

He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. It would be dangerous for you to try to heal someone possessed like that. The demons might be capable of harming you.”

Iliya shuddered. “Okay. Well . . . let me know if you see other people who are possessed by demons. At the very least, it would help if I could avoid working with possessed people. Chances are, they’ll be ill-disposed toward helping me.”

“Quite right,” the guardian agreed. “I’ll do what I can.”

Iliya returned to her body, her head spinning, as she considered the implications of demon possession for her ongoing quest.
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That evening, Iliya and Alisha ate dinner together in the cafeteria. A variety of dishes were available for purchase: chicken in a red sauce, cheese cubes wrapped in flatbread with mint sauce, lentil stew, vegetables in a brown sauce, and sides of rice and cucumber-yogurt salad. Alisha grabbed a tray and loaded it with a subset of vegetarian dishes. Iliya followed suit.

“Do you think other executives will have demons inside them as well?” Iliya asked in a hushed whisper.

“It’s not something I’ve encountered before,” Alisha replied. “We should keep track and see if we can determine any patterns to their movements.” Alisha led Iliya to a small table.

The surrounding students chatted, laughed, and ate together in larger groups.

“What are the other students here like?” asked Iliya.

Alisha shrugged. “They’re fine, I guess. It can be a bit competitive. Other kids tend not to like me because I get better grades. When I was younger, they would taunt me and threaten to beat me up. But nowadays, they just tend to ignore me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Iliya.

Alisha shrugged again. “I don’t worry about it too much. The other avatars say they experience something similar. We all feel like there are things that set us apart. The most obvious thing is that we’re not addicted to the ticker.”

“What’s that?”

Alisha leaned in, her eyes intent. “You know how everyone loves playing games, right?”

“Well . . . mostly children and addled adults.” Iliya thought of her mother and all the games purchased to pacify her.

Alisha shook her head. “Everyone loves games. The advertisers figured that out. So now everything is a game. Everything you do, from when you wake to when you sleep, earns you points. If you choose a Chandra Sitaara shirt to wear and share a picture of yourself, Chandra Sitaara gives you ten points. If you choose to play a song sponsored by Porta Music, Porta Music gives you five points. Everything is assigned a point value, and Pan subsidiaries give you points for all the decisions you make throughout the day.”

“What happens to the points?”

“They’re like coupons. If you get enough points, you get discounts. Wear Chandra Sitaara clothes enough times, and they give you 20 percent off at their store. Listen to Porta Music enough times, and they’ll give you discounted tickets to concerts. It’s an incentive to continue shopping there. The ticker keeps track of all your points.”

“Oh.”

“But there’s more. The companies wanted to make earning and spending points even more fun. So now you can compete with friends. There are thousands of games you can play during the day, like when you’re walking from place to place, when you’re on the sub, or anytime you’re bored with nothing to do.”

“So that’s why all the people on the street looked so distracted,” Iliya realized. “They were all playing games.”

“Probably,” said Alisha.

“So . . . you don’t like the games?”

“They distract from real life. Felicia warned me about the dangers of getting addicted to the ticker. The other avatars and I have vowed to remain as distant as possible from the ticker so we can maintain a sharp focus on this world. It does raise the cost of living, though, without all those discounts.”

“It sounds like the technology here in the epicenter can be very dangerous,” noted Iliya. She wondered if she should reconsider sending all available technologies back to her home village.

“I’m not anti-technology,” Alisha added swiftly. “Technology is neither good nor bad—how we use it is what matters.”

“I see.” Iliya glanced around the cafeteria. Most of the kids were engaged in conversation with each other, but some were clearly distracted. “And because you don’t play the games, it’s harder for you to make close friends here.”

Alisha nodded. “It’s all they talk about, most of the time.” She heaved a sigh. “Once I graduate high school and start at the university full-time, it’ll be different. The university is big enough that there are some students who don’t care about the ticker. I hang out with them when I can, but they’re much older than me. At least I can talk to the other avatars, and other people my age who don’t like the ticker, through the internet.”

“That must be nice,” said Iliya. “With the internet, you probably never feel lonely.”

Alisha gave Iliya a sad smile. “Nothing is that good.”
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The next morning, a message on Alisha’s e-rook confirmed that Mr. Chaudhry had shipped five thousand older-model e-rooks to her university address as promised.

“This would be a good time to get you a fake ID,” Alisha told Iliya. “That will allow us to use our new medical clearances to order some medicines from the university labs.” As they left the dorm, Alisha instructed, “We’re not going to the safest part of town. Make sure any cards or chips are facing inward so that no one can scan your info.”

Iliya glanced down at herself. “I don’t think I have any . . . cards or chips.”

Alisha tapped Iliya’s pocket. “Your e-rook. Make sure the chip on the back is turned toward your body.”

“Oh.” Iliya obediently flipped her e-rook to the correct side. “Why does it matter which way the chip is facing?”

“The inner layers of pockets keep the chip from being scanned. That way you can choose when you want other people to scan you. Most of the time, people find getting scanned helpful—like when getting directions or playing the ticker—but there are times when it can be dangerous.”

Iliya wondered if she would ever fully adjust to this strange urban world that was highly accessible yet also incredibly isolating.

They rode the sub to the far edge of town. The surrounding passengers, with gazes as vacant as gray spirits, played games on their holographic Z-chips and e-rooks. One by one, they each exited the sub, leaving Alisha and Iliya alone.

Alisha nudged Iliya. “Next stop.”

Once they were above the sub station, apartments even smaller than the ones near the shopping center were crammed in dense rows. People clustered in groups on the front steps. They were eating and drinking but not talking—also distracted by their games.

“This way,” said Alisha, leading Iliya into an alleyway.

They found a shabby storefront with the sign mostly peeled off. Alisha opened the door, and Iliya followed her inside.

A random assortment of odds and ends cluttered the store—from broken e-rooks to stained pieces of furniture. Behind the back counter stood a man with scraggly gray hair, russet-brown skin, and a thick layer of stubble.

“We would like a fake ID,” Alisha said confidently.

The man eyed her. “What for?”

Alisha gestured to Iliya.

“What’re you planning to do with it?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your concern,” Alisha asserted.

The man puffed up his chest. “Seems like it is.”

“Who comes in here?” asked Iliya, still glancing around at the thick clutter. “Who buys these things?”

“Different types of folk,” said the man. “Who’s asking?”

“Do people from the spoke towns ever come here?” Iliya pressed him. “Or do you only sell to people in the epicenter?”

“Now just what exactly are you two doing here?” He squinted at them.

Alisha rolled her eyes at Iliya in exasperation. “We don’t want any trouble. We just want the ID.”

The man nodded and walked to the back storeroom.

“What are you getting at?” Alisha hissed at Iliya.

“If he has a way of distributing these things to spoke towns, we may be able to use existing channels to get our goods outside the epicenter,” Iliya explained.

The man returned with a square-shaped black box, about the size of a small animal, with a reflective circular screen in the center. He pointed it at Iliya. “Say cheese.” His device clicked, flashing bright light, and Iliya blinked in confusion.

“We want this ID number on it,” said Alisha, sliding a piece of paper forward. “Doesn’t matter what district she’s from, as long as it’s Pan proper.”

“Birthday?” asked the man.

“Make her eighteen.” Alisha looked at Iliya. “It’ll make access to certain things easier.”

“Any particular month and day?” asked the man.

“I don’t know how your calendar works, but I was born on the seventh day of winter,” said Iliya.

“Just say December seventh,” Alisha instructed.

The man retreated to the back room again.

“Technically winter begins at the end of December, but this’ll make it easier to remember,” Alisha explained to Iliya in a quiet voice. “Plus, the other prophets also have birthdays that fall on the seventh of the month. Mine’s February seventh.”

Iliya fell silent suddenly wondering how many days she’d been gone. She tried to calculate how many days it would be until her birthday—or had it passed?

The man returned from the back room and brandished a small laminated card. “There you go. One thousand nomos.”

“That’s too much,” Alisha demanded.

The man grinned. “Depends on how much you want this ID.”

“Five hundred is the most I’ll pay.”

Iliya whispered, “But Alisha, isn’t it worth one thousand to us? We can easily afford that.”

“Hush,” Alisha whispered back.

The man watched them with a smile. “I won’t take a nick under nine-fifty.”

Sighing, Alisha handed over the money. They walked outside with Iliya’s new ID in hand.

“Tuck that away with the chip facing inward,” Alisha instructed. “Haggling is part of the process, Iliya. It doesn’t matter if we have the money to pay for something . . . for things like this, you must haggle.”

“We should wait here in the alley.” Iliya glanced around the storefront. “We should see if a distributor comes here, someone who sells goods illegally in the spoke towns. There must be someone like that.”

“Do we really want to get involved with that sort?” asked Alisha disdainfully.

Iliya looked at her in surprise. “Alisha—we are that sort.”

“We’re trying to go through proper channels as much as possible.”

“Yesterday we broke into someone’s computer and granted ourselves priority access to medical supplies.”

“But that’s different than hanging out in an alleyway where we could get robbed at any moment while waiting to see if a criminal will help us out.”

Ignoring Alisha’s concerns, Iliya charged back into the store to the man at the counter.

He glanced up in alarm. “No refunds.”

“If someone wanted to get supplies out of Pan covertly . . . what might be the best way to do that?”

The man’s eyes widened. “I’m not involved in any such behavior.”

“Don’t feed me a line. I have something I need to get out. And you know someone.”

The man started wringing his hands. “How do I know . . . how do I know you’ll leave my name out of this if you get into trouble?”

“We could report you right now just for giving us the ID. I imagine you don’t want the police taking a look inside here. Just tell me whom to talk to.”

He fished out a small card and slid it across the counter.

“This is the guy you want. Runs a black-market line down in the spokes. He can transport what you need.”

“Thank you.” Iliya walked back toward the door where a stunned Alisha stood waiting.
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As they rode the sub back toward the town center, Iliya examined the card the store manager had given her.

“I really don’t think we should contact this guy,” said Alisha. “He could mess everything up for us.”

“Or he could help us set this whole thing in motion.”

Alisha led them aboveground to the university campus. It resembled the boarding school—a similar quad replete with benches and students—but it was much larger, and not surprisingly, the students looked older. Some of them wore the dazed expression of Z-chip gamers while others engaged in active conversations.

Paved pathways wound between the low brick buildings. A stone fountain depicted a man with a funny-looking square cap. Students thronged in all directions. Alisha approached a squat orange brick building and gestured for Iliya to enter with her.

Inside the well-lit, low-ceilinged hallway, they came to a door plastered with hazard signs.

In a flash, Iliya remembered running through the Pan-C plant with Reth.

Alisha pushed the doors open. Scientific laboratory equipment—glass jars, metallic eyepieces, plastic dishes, and other items Iliya couldn’t identify—occupied long tables, and shelves of powders and liquids lined the walls.

“Over here.” Alisha located a viewscreen across the room and typed on the keyboard.

Iliya watched in silence, wishing she could be more helpful.

“What kinds of medications should we order?” asked Alisha.

“Hmm . . .” Iliya stepped closer and peered at the screen. “I think pretty much anything, to start, would be appreciated.”

“It would probably be a good idea to order a bunch of vaccinations—that way you can prevent the breakout of many diseases before they start. And we’ll order treatments for some of the more deadly diseases.” Alisha typed furiously.

Using their new medical clearance, Alisha ordered seven hundred of the most important medications Pan had to offer.

“And you don’t think Mr. Chaudhry will be able to see what we’re doing?” asked Iliya.

Alisha shook her head. “He would never check the logs to see whom he’d recently given clearance to. It’s such a minor transaction in his world. And we’re not really ordering anything dangerous or even cutting-edge. These are basic medications that won’t turn many heads. In fact, if anything, it might seem unusually dull for the university labs to be studying medicines we already know so much about. Any authorities will probably just assume we’re using them as a basis for developing new ones.” She continued typing. “Okay, how should we pay for all this? Until we can convince a subsidiary to finance us, we’ll need to use our own funds.”

“Use the money in my account,” instructed Iliya. She felt a little guilty taking more out of her shared account than she’d promised, but she knew Reth would consent.

Alisha nodded. “I can also use some of my university research grant—but not too much, or it’ll raise suspicion.” She entered the payment information. “Okay—we’re all set. It should be delivered to my address here in a matter of days.”

“Won’t all those boxes seem a little strange?”

“I order things for our lab all the time. Unless my professor visits the package room and looks for my name—which is highly unlikely—I don’t think anyone will ask questions.”


CHAPTER 27

That evening in Alisha’s dorm room, they played an old-fashioned card game—a simple game Iliya had often played with Pamela and Baq years ago during happier times when their father would occasionally join in.

Iliya wore a borrowed pair of Alisha’s pajamas—exceedingly soft fabric and pale yellow in color—while Alisha wore a matching set with pink hearts on it.

“Alisha . . . when did you first learn you were a prophet?” asked Iliya.

“Hmm . . . when I turned thirteen, I met Felicia. She appeared to me in a dream. But I think I knew long before that I was different somehow. I far exceeded my classmates in all my classes, even from a young age. I just picked up on things more quickly. My mind worked differently.”

“Oh.” Iliya couldn’t remember feeling so different from her own peers, but she also hadn’t attended school for a long time.

Alisha placed a card face down on the pile in front of them. “What about you?” she asked.

“I got my guardian at thirteen too,” said Iliya. “It was just after my father died. For a while, I thought the two events were connected, but . . . I guess I was always destined to get him at thirteen.”

“I think that’s the way it works.” Alisha thumbed through her cards.

“Did your parents teach you what to expect?”

Alisha chuckled. “Not exactly. They raised me Hindu, but they would never believe I’m an avatar. After Felicia told me, I looked up everything I could find on the subject. And now I’ve had a chance to talk to the other avatars online. They all got their guardians at thirteen too.”

Iliya nodded. “My mother taught me folklore about guardians, so I knew some of what to expect. And she’s a seer, so she has a special connection to the supernatural.”

“Your mother is . . . a seer?” asked Alisha.

“She . . . has a way of knowing things most people don’t, a mysterious connection to the spiritual world. But after my father died . . . it just kind of took over. Now she can’t tell reality from her visions, and she gets it all mixed up.”

“You know, in the epicenter, we have treatments for mental illnesses as well as for physical ones,” Alisha said casually.

Iliya’s heart thumped in her chest. “You think my mother is ill.”

Alisha’s eyes widened in apology. “I didn’t, it’s . . . just . . . I never meant . . . you said she couldn’t tell reality from visions, and . . . that sounds a lot like certain psychotic disorders, that’s all.”

“It’s just because she’s a seer, and she had to deal with . . . too much.”

“Maybe we can bring a treatment for her. Maybe it’ll help clear the visions.”

Iliya fell silent. She had never considered the possibility that a cure might exist in the epicenter for what ailed Cassandra, a cure for emotionally ravaged seers. “But . . . they don’t believe in things like seers here in the epicenter, do they?”

“Well, no. They would probably diagnose her with something and prescribe her medicine.”

“What would the medicine do to her?”

“From what I understand, it would keep her grounded in reality and stop her from perceiving things that aren’t really there.”

“You mean it would take away her abilities as a seer?”

Alisha shrugged.

Iliya wondered if it was a fair trade: clairvoyance, special sight, connection to God—in exchange for sanity.

Alisha drew another card from the deck. “What did you think of your guardian when you first met him?”

“That he was a pompous ass,” said Iliya with acrimony as she drew a card as well.

Alisha giggled at Iliya’s swift and extreme response. “Really?”

“He did all kinds of nasty things to me at the beginning, always trying to use me to amuse himself. He created difficult situations and made things worse, all just for a laugh. He was never any help.”

The heat of his silent protests shook her ears, but she willfully ignored him.

“That’s awful.” Alisha gave her a look that seemed full of sweet naiveté and sympathy. “I thought all guardians were sworn to protect us.”

“Maybe. But they don’t need to be very nice about it.”

“Felicia’s wonderful.” Alisha lowered her head with a soft smile. “She comforts me when I’m frightened. She encourages me to do what’s right. She helps me whenever I’m in trouble. I don’t know what I would do without her.”

Iliya wondered if perhaps she was being a bit unfair to her guardian. “I suppose he has been helpful, on occasion, but he certainly can be rather irritating.”

Alisha leaned in, her eyes bright. “How do you think our guardians know each other?”

Iliya shrugged. “I don’t know, but it seems like my guardian can’t stand Felicia.”

“I think maybe they’re scorned lovers. They had an intense romantic relationship, and it ended badly. Maybe one cheated on the other.”

Iliya raised her eyebrows. “I think maybe you’re inventing what you wish was true.”

Alisha laughed, leaning back. “Maybe. But they definitely have a history.”

“True. And one my guardian seems intent on forgetting.”

“Pinkle.” Alisha placed a card face up on the stack. “I win. This is a fun game. Want to play again?”

“Maybe later.”

“Ooh, I have a great idea.” Alisha grinned. “Why don’t we ask our guardians to tell us the real story of their relationship?”

“Oh, I don’t know—”

“Come on. Aren’t you dying to know?”

“Not really.” Iliya shrugged. “I doubt mine will tell us anything anyway.”

“Maybe Felicia will.” Alisha tilted her head. “I’m going to ask her. You can come, too, if you want.”

“All right, I’m coming,” Iliya relented. She couldn’t deny she was a little curious to learn something, anything, about her guardian’s previous mortal life.

After giving a quick glance across at Alisha—she seemed so composed, so comfortable in her meditative pose—Iliya evened her own breathing and projected into the spirit world.

They emerged standing beside their bodies in Alisha’s bedroom. Both guardians hovered nearby taking up the rest of the room with their hideous forms.

Alisha began directly, “Felicia, how do you two know each other?”

“Really?” Iliya’s guardian cried.

Felicia laughed. “We grew up together from the time we were children. He was in love with me.”

“In love with you?” he sputtered. “What arrogance—”

“We were from different religions, and it was strictly forbidden,” Felicia continued undeterred. “Our families never would have approved.”

“Wow,” said Alisha.

“It wasn’t just our families,” said Iliya’s guardian sternly.

“I suppose that’s true,” Felicia capitulated with a smile. “He was so . . . rigid, so strict in his religious adherence. I was much more . . . freewheeling.”

“That’s one word for it,” he grumbled.

Felicia giggled, and her frizzy orange hair bounced around her gigantic blue head. “I followed almost none of his rules, but I had my own way of serving the divine—through volunteer work and acts of charity. He could never get behind my lifestyle, though. It never would have worked.”

“Finally, something we agree on,” Iliya’s guardian added.

“He became a surgeon—top in his field, world-renowned.” Felicia grew wistful, gazing into the distance. “But he was always at odds with the newly rising epicenter government. He didn’t let them tell him what to do. He believed only God was the ultimate authority.” She grinned. “I covered for him on quite a few occasions and bailed him out of trouble. I don’t think he even knew about it.”

“Well, now you’re just making stuff up.” He rolled his giant black eyes. “My status as a surgeon protected me. They needed my expertise. You had nothing to do with it. Your charity work had no standing.”

“Eventually the government bought my nonprofit, and we had some sway,” Felicia argued.

Iliya’s guardian scoffed.

“But if you both became guardians, then whose religion was right?” asked Alisha.

“Turns out we were both right, in a sense,” Felicia replied with a shrug. “Must have come as quite a shock to him—”

“Let’s refrain from speculating about my afterlife experience, shall we?” said Iliya’s guardian with an edge to his voice.

Felicia leaned down close to Iliya. Despite the terrifying gruesomeness of her monstrous form, her expression held evident warmth. “I know he’s sarcastic and irreverent. He can be cavalier about human life—he had to be as a surgeon. But I promise, he valued it more than anyone. He saved so many lives—and he treated everyone equally, regardless of how much money they had. It drove the government crazy. He’s deeply compassionate in his own way—he just hides it well.”

“Very well,” Iliya muttered.

Felicia grinned at her. “And he has a wicked sense of humor.”

“That, I know.” Iliya replied glumly.

Iliya’s guardian cut in, “If we’re done with this little waltz down memory lane, I think we should get back to the mortal world where the demons cannot threaten us.”

“You can’t blame our humans for being curious,” said Felicia with a wink.

“Let’s just get back to work,” Iliya’s guardian urged in a low mumble.

After giving each other a shrug, Iliya and Alisha dove back into their bodies.

“Wow,” cried Alisha once they returned to their seated corporeal forms. “That wasn’t at all what I expected. Can you believe it?”

“What I can’t believe is that my guardian did anything even remotely altruistic,” Iliya said snidely. “A surgeon? That sounds like far too useful a profession for him.”

“Want to play another game of Pinkle?” asked Alisha.

“No thanks. I think I would like to rest for a while.”

“Okay.” Alisha collected the cards and gave Iliya a tender smile. “I’m really glad you’re here, Iliya. I don’t ever get to see the other prophets since they live in other epicenters. I rarely get to talk about stuff like guardians. It’s fun having you here.”

Iliya returned the smile. “I’m really glad I met you too, Alisha.”

As Alisha put away the cards and busied herself at her desk, Iliya reclined on the air mattress and thought idly about her guardian—and about how much had changed since she first met him almost two years ago.

It had been a particularly cold morning mere days after her father’s death. Her mother had been observing the customary mourning period, sitting at home while friends and other visitors brought meals. In the following months, all those so-called friends would dissipate, chased away by the ravages of Cassandra’s visions.

Iliya had gone outside for fresh air and to escape the sour taste of grief that filled the house. Sitting among the dandelions, the tears had streamed down her cheeks as she realized her father would never again clear the yard.

If only she had known how difficult the following years would be, how her mother’s condition would tear their family apart—she would have cried even harder.

“Happy birthday,” the wind had whispered.

She had glanced up in surprise, but no one was there—just the swaying trees, the grass, and the bushes perched in their inanimate silence.

Her cheeks had flushed with shame; she had wanted so badly for it to be her father, for him to take her in his arms, kiss her face, and bring cheer back into their lives.

Over the next few days, the guardian had begun to send her signs, quirks of nature and coincidences that led her to happy circumstances. At first, she had hoped perhaps her father was watching over her. But she knew the folklore, and her experiences were consistent instead with something else.

Then one morning, Cassandra had asked, “Iliya, who’s your new friend?”

“Who?”

“That big thing hovering beside you?”

“Mother . . . there’s no one here.”

“Oh. I could swear . . .” She had squinted at the space beside Iliya. “Ah.” A thin smile had spread across her face. “Looks like you’ve gotten yourself a guardian, Iliya.”

“I have?”

“Seers can often perceive them. Your great grandfather was a prophet, and he taught me what to look for in case someone else in the family was ever gifted the power.”

“Oh.”

And that was it. No great reveal in a dream like Felicia. No conversation of import. Just a few signs, her mother’s affirmation, and a possibly imagined birthday wish.

And over the coming months, her mother would descend so far into her own visions that she would no longer distinguish reality. Then Iliya would rely on her guardian’s signs to provide for her family as best she could.
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CHAPTER 28

Over the next few days, Iliya and Alisha gathered supplies. In addition to the medicines, Alisha collected educational materials from her high school and university: guides for building key technologies like e-rooks, medical devices, and cars; textbooks on human biology; historical volumes of epicenter political struggles; and anything that wasn’t readily available and easily searchable on the broader internet. Because the epicenters prioritized lightning-fast and reliable internet, even remote locations could likely glean access, but Alisha also acquired technological devices that could amplify distant signals, just in case.

In the meantime, Iliya sent an e-message to the fake ID salesman’s smuggler asking him to meet at a café near Alisha’s school.

That afternoon, while Alisha attended her classes, Iliya waited at a small table in the café. She watched the doorway and wondered if the smuggler would come.

She knew him at once: tall, long brown hair, unshaven ochre-brown face, and eyes cut from steel. He wore simple clothes—loose trousers, a tunic, and worn-in shoes—and though he held himself confidently, he moved with caution. In one scan of the café, he surveyed all the people and the exits.

He sat at Iliya’s table. “You’re just a kid,” he said in a gruff voice.

“Kids need things transported too.”

He gave her a direct, even look with shrewd eyes beneath a curtain of hair. “We can’t talk here.”

Iliya glanced around. “Why not?”

He jabbed his head upward. “Surveillance all over this place.”

“Really?”

The man frowned at her. “Either you’re really stupid, or the cops sent you.”

“Unfortunately, it’s the former.”

He stared at her for what felt like hours. Eventually, he nodded. “Walk with me.”

She followed him out of the café.

They walked in silence down one street and up the next. Iliya started to worry that perhaps she should have heeded Alisha’s warnings. But her guardian could probably help her out of any trouble.

“What do you want?” asked the man so quietly that she could hardly hear him over the hum of the city.

“I want to transport goods outside the epicenter.”

“What kinds of goods?”

“Medicines. E-rooks. Textbooks. Tools to ensure a basic standard of living and access to the internet, education, and healthcare.”

“Already got that in the spokes.”

“Not in the villages beyond.”

The man stopped walking. “You’re out of my element. I don’t do anything past the spokes.”

“And there’s no way you would change that?”

The man shook his head.

“Fine. Then what about getting things to the spoke towns?”

“They already got that stuff in the spokes. They can get it legit.”

“But I remember hearing there’s a hierarchy. Better hospitals get things first, and the lesser hospitals can’t always get what they need in time.”

The man nodded. “So?”

“So . . . what if we had access to the good supplies and could get them to those lesser hospitals sooner?”

He fixed her in his intense gaze. “Some parties might be interested.”

“We just want to get people what they need,” Iliya continued. “My main priority is getting things to the outer villages, but we could also help people in the spokes.”

“What kind of cut are you after?”

“Excuse me?”

“Before we talk this out, I want to know up front what kind of profit you’re looking for. I take a standard twenty-percent cut, and that’s non-negotiable.”

“I don’t want a profit,” said Iliya.

The man stared at her, his expression completely blank. “What?” he asked in a dead tone.

“We’re more like . . . activists. We’re not looking for a profit.”

The man started laughing—his voice echoed around them, filling the empty street. “Let me get this straight,” he said, still chuckling. “You want to just . . . give away prime materials—medical treatments and the like—to poor people?”

“Yes.” Iliya was getting irritated.

The man doubled over laughing.

Iliya waited, hands-on-hips, and tapped her foot.

The man dabbed at his eyes. “Look, dear, I’ll transport whatever you want me to transport as long as you pay me enough.”

“What would it cost?”

“Well, normally I take a cut of whatever you get. But since you’re not charging—I guess I’ll come up with some kind of fee based on weight and distance.”

“We would be asking you to transport medical supplies, technology, and things like that.”

The man nodded. “I’ll get back to you.”

“You have my e-dress.” Iliya swung around, leaving the man still chuckling weakly. Though disappointed by his attitude, Iliya felt certain he knew how to transport goods under the authorities’ noses—and as long as she paid him enough, he would get the goods where they needed to go.
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When Iliya got back to the dorm room, Alisha told Iliya she had managed to track down one subsidiary executive, the chief officer for a chain of hair products. Iliya agreed with Alisha’s plan to convince him to set up a partnership where she and Iliya could exchange their miracle knowledge for payment.

The next morning, Alisha led Iliya to the subsidiary office.

“This is the Pan Lumer Office Park.” Alisha gestured to the rows of identical gray buildings. “A lot of the more influential subsidiary office buildings are located here.”

“I thought . . . subsidiaries were located in the spokes,” said Iliya.

Alisha nodded. “A lot of them are. There’s a pretty strict hierarchy of subsidiaries. The ones that make Pan the most money have central locations, and the ones that earn less are further out. They’re always vying for the top.” She led Iliya toward one tall gray building. “That’s why I think they’re more likely to take our help and less likely to ask annoying questions.”

They crossed the front lawn adorned only with flat, fake green grass. The doors were unlabeled and had no security.

“Are they scanning us somehow?” asked Iliya warily.

“Maybe, but you’re in the system now. I wouldn’t worry,” Alisha assured her.

They walked down a hallway as bland as the rest of the building with beige walls, a gray nondescript floor, and doorways containing small individual offices.

“Where is everyone?” Iliya whispered.

Alisha shrugged. “Working?”

They found a staircase and climbed one flight. Light streamed in from windows bookending the hallway.

Alisha pointed to a large corner office. “That’s our guy, Mr. Patel.” She knocked on the door.

“Come in,” said a voice.

A young man, maybe twenty-five years old, sat behind a thick wooden desk that seemed oddly oppressive and heavy against his spry and avant-garde style. His slick brown hair topped umber-brown skin and bright orange eyeglasses, and he flashed them a wide smile. He wore a floral blouse with a matching floral hair ornament.

“Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Patel,” Alisha greeted.

“Actually, it’s Mx. Patel,” the man corrected lightly.

“Oh, thank you for letting me know,” Alisha responded smoothly.

Iliya glanced in confusion between the two of them. “Mx.?” she asked.

Alisha simply gave her a discreet wave urging her to be quiet.

Iliya wondered if Mx. meant Patel was neither male nor female.

Mx. Patel gestured for them to sit in the two chairs facing the desk. “You really piqued my interest with your e-message. You said you had some fresh marketing insight. We’re always looking for new ways to target your age group.”

“Yeah, you might say we’re really plugged in.” Alisha took a seat as Iliya sat beside her.

“Okay, what are you thinking?” Mx. Patel prompted.

“We would like to give you some new marketing ideas—new campaigns, new product lines, new messages—if you give us some kind of freelance payment.”

“Looking to make some extra money while you’re in school?” asked Mx. Patel.

Alisha smiled brightly. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I have to admire you two. I started a business while I was in school. It was a whole new line of hair accessories, and a year later I was bought by this subsidiary. Happiest day of my life.” Mx. Patel spoke with an unabashed enthusiasm in marked contrast to the staleness of the beige office building.

“Very impressive,” said Alisha, somehow knowing just what to say. Iliya wondered how she could remain so unwaveringly focused.

Mx. Patel pointed at them. “I like you. You’re my type of go-getters. All right. I’ll give you one hundred ticker points for each idea we end up using.”

“I don’t want points,” Iliya interjected. “We need real payment.”

“The points are incredibly valuable,” Mx. Patel argued. “They’re just like money but even better. You can use them for all sorts of discounts, and if you qualify for our elite loyalty program, you’ll even get sneak-peek access to our newest seasonal items.”

Alisha intervened, “While your loyalty program is exciting, we have operating costs the points simply can’t cover. You know what it’s like when you’re just getting started.”

“The points are especially valuable for aspiring novices,” Mx. Patel insisted. “How about three hundred points each? That’s a steal.”

Alisha folded her hands in her lap. “I’m afraid we won’t accept anything except nomos.”

Mx. Patel regarded them. “All right. Give me your ideas, and I’ll pay you some kind of fee. Let’s say a flat rate of ten nomos per idea plus five percent of any profits we make using the idea.”

“Ten percent,” said Alisha.

Mx. Patel laughed. “Now, you need to understand—our profits can be in the millions with the right product, the right idea. Five percent is a feast.”

“We deserve at least ten for coming up with the ideas,” Alisha insisted.

“I can’t go over six percent until you’ve proven yourselves.”

“Come on, Mx. Patel. You know ten percent is more than fair. We won’t settle for less than nine.”

Mx. Patel shot them an approving grin. “I’ll give you seven for the first few ideas, no more. And then if this goes well, we can talk about raising it. Deal?”

Alisha glanced at Iliya, and Iliya nodded.

“Okay,” said Alisha.

“Wonderful. I’ll get my assistant to draw up the papers for you to sign.”

As Mx. Patel left the office to prepare the papers, Iliya turned to Alisha. “Mx.?”

“Sure,” said Alisha with a shrug. “Mx. Patel is non-binary.”

“Non . . . what?”

“It means not identifying as a man or a woman.”

“Oh.” Iliya considered this unfamiliar concept. “In my home culture, people only have the option of choosing Mr. or Ms. and nothing in between.”

“Well, what if people don’t fit that binary?” Alisha cocked her eyebrow. “Surely people are born in your village who are intersex or trans or who simply don’t identify with either gender.”

“People can choose to change their gender if they want, but they must pick one or the other,” Iliya explained. “There are no rhetorical options in our language for them to choose otherwise. If people don’t feel they fit either category, I guess they just choose whichever fits the closest.”

“Historically, Pan was the same way, but we’ve come a long way.” Alisha gazed thoughtfully at Mx. Patel’s empty chair. “As corporations began to take over government, the change paved the way for all kinds of identifications to become normalized. Corporations are happy to sell to whomever will spend money—and there were entire untapped markets for non-binary clothing, hair styles, accessories, and all kinds of products.”

Mx. Patel returned with a handful of papers and an eager smile. “Ready?”

Alisha read the papers carefully; Iliya couldn’t understand most of the jargon. After a few minutes, Alisha voiced her approval, and they all signed.
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That afternoon, Iliya and Alisha sat on her dorm room floor and brainstormed ideas for Mx. Patel’s hair product company, Zahara.

“Hair products typically go through cycles of fads,” Alisha explained. “For a few years, straight hair is super in. Then a few years later, everyone wants wavy hair. They try to drum up business by manufacturing a new fad.”

“How do they do that?”

“Through advertising, celebrities, music, movies, and things like that.”

“Oh.” Iliya considered everything. “What about giving people products for the hair they already have?”

“They do that too. They try to create customizable products, a product for every little thing your hair might need, so you need to buy more. A product for washing, a product for conditioning, a product for smoothing, a product for holding, a product for strengthening, a product for enriching—”

“Wow,” said Iliya. “And people buy all those products?”

Alisha nodded. “And they get ticker points for every product they use. But I know we can think of ways to improve.” She closed her eyes, and her eyelids flickered then popped back open. “Got it.” She typed at the viewscreen on her desk. “The recent Pan-C scare has some people, particularly in the spokes, worried about pollutants. Zahara can sell a product that specifically detoxifies your hair, freeing it from all the harmful toxins in the air so it can retain its natural luster.”

“Can that really work?” Iliya crept closer to Alisha, who was still typing furiously.

Alisha nodded. “Yes, people will buy that. It’s the latest concern, and the company’s not capitalizing on it.”

Iliya ran a hand through her own long, dark tresses. “People worry more about their hair than what they’re breathing?”

Alisha shrugged. “Modern medicine can cure most lung problems. But people are never satisfied with the way they look.”

Iliya sat back in astonishment.

After finishing her typing, Alisha closed her eyes again.

“Wait, it’s my turn,” said Iliya. “I won’t have you shortening your lifespan just to sell more hair products.”

“Just enough so we can buy our first magnicopter,” said Alisha. “Besides, you must save your miracles for the other epicenters. This one’s my domain.”

Iliya shook her head. “No, it doesn’t work like that.” She closed her eyes and reached meditative calm to ask her miracle. What other products can Zahara design that will really help people?

A fuzzy, cloudy feeling told her she hadn’t phrased the question clearly enough.

“Um . . .” She pulled back into consciousness and peered at Alisha. “What exactly did you ask for?”

“I asked how Zahara can get people to buy more of their products.”

“Like . . . what products people need?”

Alisha shook her head. “Companies don’t make money by selling people only what they need. They make money by selling people what they want. Or even better, what they didn’t know they wanted until you sold it to them.”

“But . . . it seems wrong to get people to spend money on things they don’t even need.”

Alisha shrugged. “How else are we going to make enough money to give people outside the epicenter what they really need?”

Iliya considered the concept. “It just . . . doesn’t feel right somehow.”

“These people have plenty of money. And it’s not like we’re forcing them to do anything. They’re buying this stuff consciously. It’s their choice.”

But it didn’t quite seem that way. “And . . . God is okay helping us drum up artificial business for Zahara?”

“Sure. It’s for a good cause, isn’t it?”

Iliya wondered, as she often did, whether God always had his heart in the right place.

“Why does it bother you so much?” Alisha’s eyebrows drew inward.

Iliya considered the question. Particularly after her father’s death, when her family barely had enough money to survive, she budgeted very carefully, and she struggled to find enough paid work for bread and milk. The prospect of someone tricking her, or even Cassandra in her addled state, into buying something they didn’t really need . . . the prospect of someone using God-given powers to discern weaknesses and temptations and then exploiting that privileged knowledge for profit . . .

“It just seems wrong,” said Iliya simply.

“Look.” Alisha’s shrewd brown eyes met Iliya’s. “These people are going to buy things they don’t need. That’s just our culture in the epicenter. People are constantly buying things they don’t need. We might as well get them to buy our things, and then we can do something useful with the money instead of feeding it back into the system.”

Iliya took a deep breath. “Okay.” The truth was they needed the money. Even if she emptied the account she shared with Reth and if Alisha used what funds she could without raising eyebrows, they wouldn’t have enough to maintain a steady operation. So Iliya closed her eyes and asked the universe, How can Zahara get people to buy more of its products?

The answer came—and with very little payment of her own life. God wanted her to perform this miracle.

“A recorded performance will soon be released, a story about two separated sisters who switch places,” Iliya explained in an empty voice. “We get one of the lead actresses to use the new hair product and sing a song about it.”

Alisha’s eyes lit up. “Of course, Vamakshi Singh—she’s known for her gorgeous hair. And her new film will be the biggest of the year. We can plan a big dance number; the song will end up everywhere. That’ll spike sales for sure.” She shook her head gently. “I feel ashamed you had to waste a miracle for that—I should have thought of it myself.”

Iliya shrugged and swallowed the tug of guilt for manipulating people through art. If her mother were still cogent, she would almost certainly disapprove.


CHAPTER 29

They received their first payment from Mx. Patel along with an enthusiastic e-message praising their ideas. Zahara quickly developed the detoxifying product line—cleansers, sprays, and healing root masks—with products Iliya didn’t even understand. How many creams, liquids, and foams did a person need for one head of hair?

As they sat together in Alisha’s dorm room, Alisha insisted that they purchase a magnicopter to travel long distances beyond the epicenter. “The one snag is,” she said, “we can’t just fly all these goods out of the epicenter, even with a magnicopter. Pan monitors the airspace, so we’ll need to systematize using our miracles to transport the goods—something like the paper I used to get you into the corporate park.”

“Actually . . .” Iliya sighed, wondering how to confess her secret meeting to Alisha. “A few days ago, I met with that smuggler, the one we learned about when we got my fake ID.”

Alisha’s eyes went wide. “Oh, Iliya, I wish you hadn’t done that. How do we know we can trust this man?”

“He’s motivated purely by money. As long as we give him what he wants, he won’t give us any trouble.”

“Well, what did he say?”

“He won’t transport anything outside the spoke towns.”

Alisha huffed. “Then what good is he?”

“We’ll need to transport things throughout the spoke towns too. At the very least, he can help us get goods out of the epicenter to the spoke edges where there’s less oversight. We can take things from there more easily.”

Alisha frowned. “You really think we can trust him?”

“Yes,” said Iliya. “But if you’re concerned, we could give him only half of everything and see if he gets it out okay.”

“Fine,” said Alisha. “Let’s give it a try. I may not trust him, but I trust you.”

Iliya wasn’t quite sure how to respond. “Y-you do?”

Alisha nodded. “Of course. You’re the prophet Elijah.”

“Oh.”

“And I would like to think you’re my friend.”

Iliya’s throat felt thick. The few friends she remembered from her hometown had vanished after her father’s death once she was no longer able to attend school or invite them over to play. “I would like that too.”

Alisha used Iliya’s fake eighteen-year-old credentials to order a magnicopter online while Iliya sent an e-message to the smuggler.

An hour later, they waited to meet the smuggler on a street corner near Alisha’s boarding school. The sun beamed high and bright overhead as cars zipped past them. Iliya glanced at Alisha; she seemed more anxious than usual, shifting position and taking her hands in and out of her pockets while her eyes darted around warily. A pang of regret hit Iliya’s chest for urging Alisha to engage in activities she clearly didn’t approve of, but Iliya felt confident in her own judgment. Still, she hoped she would justify Alisha’s faith in her.

The smuggler arrived wearing jeans too large for his frame and a solid gray T-shirt. He ambled to their street corner and peered at them with his signature steely eyes. He offered no pleasantries, no greetings—just watched them.

Iliya spoke first. “We have some goods for you to transport to the western edge of the spokes. Pan-W.”

The man nodded. “I want nomos up front,” he rasped.

Alisha held up a small black device; the man held up an identical device, and they tapped the two devices together.

“That’s two thousand,” she said. “You can check. It’s all there.”

The man gazed at his device for a moment, then nodded. “I’m charging two nomos per pound, plus an additional fifty for each security checkpoint and one hundred per high-risk item.”

“Fine,” said Iliya. “These are old-model e-rooks and basic medicines. Nothing high-risk.”

The man nodded. “What you got?”

Iliya detailed the inventory for him.

“Everything’s stored at the university,” said Alisha. “Box number 5763. The manual passcode is 61734.”

“It’s an extra ten nomos for pick up,” he said.

“Well, we can’t easily transport it ourselves,” said Iliya.

Alisha turned away from the man. “He’s charging for every little thing,” she hissed to Iliya.

Iliya shrugged. “We gave you two thousand,” she told the smuggler. “That more than covers the initial ten.”

The man paused, then nodded. “Very well. You’ll have the goods in Pan-W in three days. Who’s the recipient?”

“Us,” said Alisha. “We’ll be waiting at the western gate.”

“Okay.” Without another word, he walked away.

Alisha gave Iliya a look—pleading, even a little pained.

“We’ll know right away if he takes more than we told him to,” Iliya assured.

The hours passed at a glacial pace as they allowed the smuggler time to complete his task. While Alisha attended her afternoon classes, Iliya waited alone in the small dorm room. She passed the time leafing through some of Alisha’s textbooks—most of which contained information well beyond Iliya’s comprehension. The afternoon sun sank low, insistent rays invading the small window.

After Alisha’s last class ended, she led Iliya to a storage room in the university research building.

Boxes lined the floor. Iliya’s breath returned in a rush. He hadn’t stolen everything.

They both counted the contents three times to be sure. But half the e-rooks, half the medicines—everything was there. The others, presumably, the smuggler had taken just as they had arranged.

“Maybe this will be okay,” Alisha conceded.
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When the requisite three days had passed, they woke early and took the sub to the magnicopter hangar. As they sat on the gently moving underground train, Iliya tried to swallow her bubbling exhilaration. Finally—they would bring goods to remote villages. Mere days from now, she might be home again. Her chest tightened—she was excited but also fearful. Would Baq and Pamela still resent her for leaving? Would they have forgotten all about her? Would she even get a chance to see them?

A soft tap on her shoulder alerted her, as Alisha signaled to her. They exited the train and climbed to street level.

Large garages housed rows of magnicopters along a large, flat concrete pad.

In an office, a woman wearing a pink hijab greeted them with a wide smile. After confirming Iliya’s identification and payment information, she beckoned them back outside. She led them past numerous magnicopters, each shiny white and massive, to a row of smaller, less expensive magnicopters.

“That’s yours, number forty-seven,” said the saleswoman. She handed Iliya the activation chip—a small, square-shaped silver device that fit within her palm. “Have fun out there. If you don’t have the proper garage at home, you can continue to pay to have it stored here. Just check into the office when you bring it in.”

“Okay,” said Iliya.

The saleswoman left them, and Iliya and Alisha climbed into the magnicopter—Iliya in the passenger seat, Alisha in the driver’s seat.

For a few moments, they just sat in their newly acquired vehicle.

“Do you know how to fly one of these?” asked Iliya.

“Well . . .” Alisha hesitated. “My parents were never very interested in magnicopters. I was required to take a flying class my first year of high school, but I’m not sure I really remember everything.”

Panic replaced Iliya’s excitement, and her stomach churned. “Then why did they let me buy this?”

“Well, your ID automatically contains magnicopter certification. Anyone who’s eighteen has been to high school, and if you attended high school in the epicenter, then they taught you the basics of how to fly.”

“And that’s it? You don’t need more certification than that?”

“People don’t really fly magnicopters that often. Where would we go? There are dedicated airways to fly commercial aircraft to other epicenters, and those airplanes are much faster than a magnicopter. And if your company needs you to fly a magnicopter, they can always train you. These days, magnicopters are much easier to operate than helicopters were a century ago. There’s anti-crash technology built-in and everything, so trips don’t even need to be monitored the way they used to.”

Iliya took a deep breath. “So . . . can you get us to Pan-W?”

“I think so.” Alisha tugged on levers and pressed buttons. “You may want to fasten your safety belt.”

They lifted shakily into the clear blue sky.
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After reaching a comfortable and relatively smooth altitude, Alisha set the controls to autopilot.

“See? No problem.” Alisha smiled. “I’ve got this under control.”

“How far until we reach the Pan border?” asked Iliya. She tried to keep her nausea and fear of heights from overwhelming her.

“Just a few minutes.”

Iliya nodded. “And the air authorities . . . they’ll stop us at the border?”

“The what authorities?” Alisha gave her a sideways grin. “You mean the AFI?”

“Sure.”

“Yeah, they’ll flag us down. All magnicopters sold in Pan are equipped with control chips. They’ll literally force us to stop.”

Iliya frowned. “That may be a problem for us later if they catch on to what we’re doing.”

Alisha shrugged. “For now, it’s useful for us to be compliant. No reason to bring undue scrutiny on ourselves. We can always find a way to deactivate the chip. I doubt they monitor it once you get too far outside of Pan anyway.”

“You don’t think they will?”

Alisha shook her head. “They don’t really care about the villages.”

“Then why do they monitor who leaves Pan and what they leave with?”

“Well, they don’t want anyone reselling Pan goods at a cheaper price. The black market does them no good in the spokes,” Alisha explained matter-of-factly.

“But . . . they don’t care if you physically leave Pan?”

“Most people don’t want to leave.”

The vehicle started to slow down, and blue lights flashed ahead. A strange humming sound filled the compartment. Iliya held her breath.

Alisha entered numbers into her keypad. “I’m using your ID number.”

After a few moments, the humming stopped, and their magnicopter began moving forward again.

“They scanned the vehicle?” asked Iliya warily.

Alisha nodded. “Yeah, to see what we had on board. I’m sure they saw we have no cargo.”

“Oh.” Iliya paused. “And the scanning—it’s not harmful to humans in any way?”

“Probably not,” Alisha replied with a shrug.

They picked up speed as they soared over the Pan border.
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Iliya watched the view change as they left the epicenter. Rows of rooftops were replaced with sparser housing—less adornment, more functional. She and Alisha settled into a comfortable silence.

When they reached Pan-W, the furthest of the spokes, Alisha steered the craft lower. Each bump knocked out Iliya’s breath, but under Alisha’s steady guidance, the landing was gentle enough. When the magnicopter connected with solid ground, Iliya’s breath returned though her head still spun.

Alisha powered down the vehicle. They were alone in a grassy field far from the nearest residences.

“And now we wait,” said Alisha.

Iliya smoothed her palms on her lap and tried to ease her still racing heartbeat. “Have you been here often?”

“The outer spokes? No,” Alisha replied with a chuckle. “My parents would faint if they knew I was all the way out here.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Iliya glanced around the empty field. If anything, the alleyways they’d visited in the epicenter seemed more dangerous.

Alisha shrugged. “There’s just . . . not much out here, I guess.”

Iliya stared down at her hands. If Alisha considered the outer spokes so pedestrian, how would she judge even more isolated villages?

As the sun reached its zenith, Iliya spotted the smuggler heading their way. He drove a small pickup truck towing a large, wheeled trailer.

Iliya pointed. “He’s here.”

Alisha nodded. “I hope he has everything.” Her voice quavered.

As the smuggler approached, Iliya’s chest ached with urgency. She wanted to stuff the magnicopter full and soar west, outrunning the sun toward home. “This was just a dream, once,” she said softly. “This was something I merely imagined, a desperate and foolhardy reason for leaving my home. This will make it all worth it.”

Alisha gave her a half-smile. “Soon corruption in Pan will be a thing of the past. They’ll need to treat people fairly.”

Iliya wanted to explain that corruption in Pan was hardly her primary concern, but she decided to allow Alisha her own dreams.

They climbed out of the magnicopter and waited. The purring vehicle grew steadily louder as the smuggler approached them.

He brushed some hair out of his eyes and waved through the window. After he stopped, he said, “I ran into some trouble in Pan-Q. They’ve set up a new security contingent on the western side.”

“We want to make sure it’s all here,” Alisha insisted.

He nodded and pressed a button to open the trailer.

Iliya and Alisha counted the inventory. Everything was there, as promised. When Alisha was satisfied, she stepped back and nodded to Iliya.

“As I was starting to explain,” said the smuggler, climbing out to join them, “there was some unanticipated trouble. So you owe me an extra five hundred nomos.”

“That’s ridiculous,” muttered Alisha, rolling her eyes. “You should have taken that into account when you determined the initial rate. You can’t charge for every little thing that doesn’t go exactly according to expectations. You’re a smuggler for goodness’ sake.”

“Five hundred or I walk.”

“You can’t steal our property.”

“Who would you appeal to?” The man gave them a toothy grin as they glanced at each other. “Five hundred or no deal.”

“It’s fine,” said Iliya. “Thank you for your trouble.” She tapped her e-rook against his.

He unloaded the truck and stocked the cargo bay of the magnicopter.

“He’s scamming us,” whispered Alisha. “We can’t trust him.”

“He is what he is,” said Iliya. “He’s motivated by money, pure and simple. We know this. If we use his services in the future, we’ll know that’s the cost. It’s like our miracles. If we want goods transported from Pan to the spokes, he can do it effectively, but it requires a certain sacrifice.”

Without waiting for a reply, Iliya joined the smuggler, who was grabbing boxes and hauling them to the magnicopter. Though she lacked the smuggler’s wheeled equipment, she needed to do something besides simply stand there.

Finally, they were ready. Alisha triple-checked that all their goods were safe. The smuggler checked that they’d paid him the full amount.

“You know how to get in touch,” he said. “Until next time.” With a nod, he returned to his vehicle and drove into the afternoon haze.

Alisha and Iliya climbed back into the magnicopter.

“Where to first?” asked Alisha.

“If we retrace my steps, there should be a village called Ziya not too far from here in the desert to the west,” Iliya explained. “We can connect with the activists there.”

And then—what she didn’t say aloud—they would find her home village.

“Okay,” said Alisha with a shrug. “We’ll head west.”

As the magnicopter ascended, Iliya’s breath lightened in her chest, and her throat fluttered. She was going home.


CHAPTER 30

As Alisha deftly piloted, she asked, “Okay, this place, Ziya—what’s it like?”

“Hmm . . .” Iliya considered how to explain a place like Ziya to an epicenter native like Alisha. “When I first got there, it was a very isolated village—they didn’t even think other villages existed. They thought everything else had been destroyed by God.”

“Really?”

Iliya nodded. “They believed that anyone who did not fit into their narrow definition of righteousness should be put to death.”

“Wow.”

“But . . . things began to change. There were activists who advocated for change. I helped them as much as I could.” She paused. “I’m actually not sure how receptive they’ll be to receiving supplies. They might worry about things changing their culture too much.”

Alisha waved her hand. “How could they deny the benefit of medical supplies? I’m sure they enjoy healing themselves.”

“They did seem to appreciate my miracles,” admitted Iliya.

Alisha hovered the magnicopter closer to the ground so Iliya could find the village.

“It was near the mountains,” Iliya explained. “A few days’ walk.”

Alisha followed Iliya’s tentative directions, and eventually they spotted something against the horizon.

“There”—Iliya pointed—“see the white tents? That’s the village center.”

Alisha lowered the magnicopter into the sand. Iliya held her breath as they encountered a few small bumps, and sand whipped around the windows.

“Don’t worry,” Alisha assured her. “The magnicopter can handle it.”

Once safely on the ground, they jumped out of the magnicopter and padded along the uneven sand.

“This is my first time outside the Pan area,” said Alisha breathlessly as they trekked in the hot sun toward the village. “This is so exciting!”

Iliya smiled half-heartedly. She wasn’t sure how exciting Alisha would find the living conditions out here. “When we get there, we should find someone named Jonamos. Or maybe Amholy.”

“Okay.”

They reached the village outskirts—brown huts, made of mud and sand, with rounded rooftops as if hunching against the blinding sun and wind. Hard sand roads connected the buildings in asymmetrical winding lanes. The familiarity only made Iliya even more desperate to return home.

Iliya wove toward Jonamos’s hut, the activists’ hub. She knocked on the front door, and when no one answered, she slowly tipped the door open.

People’s voices echoed further inside.

Iliya led Alisha to the living room where the activists had held a party in Iliya’s honor and where she’d ultimately been captured and arrested by the Elders. Rabetha and Peetseth glanced up from their small wooden chairs.

“Iliya,” cried Rabetha in her rich throaty voice. She tightly hugged Iliya, and Iliya ducked around Rabetha’s thick, voluminous brown hair. “You came back. How wonderful! I love your outfit—it’s so colorful.”

“Just here for a quick visit. This is my friend Alisha.”

Though Iliya spoke in the local language, Alisha clearly recognized her own name; she pressed her hands together and bowed.

“Welcome,” said Rabetha.

“Where are the others?” asked Iliya.

“Well, we have a real headquarters now, not just a hut at the edge of town,” Rabetha explained. “It’s located next to the sanctuary.”

“Wow—that’s quite an upgrade,” said Iliya.

Rabetha laughed. “A lot has changed—thanks to you. We’ve still encountered some resistance, but the Elders are supporting us, and that makes a big difference.”

“I would imagine.”

“Is there someone specific you’re here to see?”

“Alisha and I have some very important materials—medicines and things like that. We want to distribute them to the villagers. How should we do that?”

Rabetha’s green eyes widened. “I’m not sure. Probably the Elders?”

“Thanks—I’ll find them. It’s good to see you.”

“You too.”

Iliya led Alisha back outside and toward the town center.

Beneath white tents, the marketplace bustled just as Iliya remembered. Some villagers recognized Iliya and whispered to each other, but no one was bold enough to approach her.

Ahead loomed the grand building with its colorful glass windows and substantial stone construction. Inside, the cool, dark entryway held the same intimidating hush Iliya remembered. She headed toward the meeting room where she had first met the Elders. As she rounded a corner, she nearly bumped into one of the Elders—the mustache-chewer who had always suspected her of evil.

“My word,” he exclaimed. “It’s you, the prophesied one.”

“Is that what they’re calling me now?” Iliya smiled. “Do you know where I can find Amholy?”

He pointed down the hallway.

As Iliya entered a small office room, she found Jonamos working hard at a desk full of papers.

“Iliya!” He jumped to his feet and embraced her. “We could sure use your help. We’ve made great progress, but we need to wage a new campaign, and you’re just the person to lead it.”

His rambling excitement caught her off-guard. “I’m . . . not exactly here to influence local politics,” she said awkwardly, breaking his embrace. “Jonamos—this is Alisha.”

They gave each other a friendly nod.

“Alisha and I have brought supplies from the epicenter—um, do you know what that is?”

Jonamos shook his head.

“Some neighboring villages are much more . . . advanced than ours. They have much better medicines, technologies, and the like. We’ve brought some back for you.”

“Oh.” Jonamos’s face lit up, his eyes wide. “That sounds wonderful.”

“We need some help getting the supplies here from the magnicopter.” There was no word for magnicopter in the local language—at least not that she knew of—so she used the epicenter common language. “And then someone will need to figure out how to distribute all the goods.”

“I’ll alert all the Elders to gather here. Just a moment.” Jonamos headed down the hallway, presumably to ring some alarm bell or send messengers to find each of the Elders.

Iliya glanced at Alisha, who was busy gaping at the walls and ceiling. Iliya wondered if she was cataloging all the minute differences between the rudimentary building structures here and the metallic skyscrapers of Pan.

“What do you think?” asked Iliya.

“It’s so incredible how these people have built a life for themselves here in the desert without all the conveniences and technologies readily available to us in the epicenter. The ingenuity—did you notice the irrigation that runs throughout the village to source water from the oasis? And the plants they were selling in the market—they actually produce little pouches of water in them. The resourcefulness here . . . it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

Iliya marveled at the details Alisha noticed—and at how different her own observations had been. Rather than the technologies and innovations, Iliya had focused on the people and traditions of their society.

Jonamos returned, bounding with his usual energy. His black hair, grown longer since Iliya last visited, fell into his bright eyes. “The Elders should be here soon. Iliya—I’m so glad you’re back.”

“How is everything going?” she asked.

“The movement is going well. The killings have stopped. And we’ve even ratified a few laws protecting the Taboah.”

“Jonamos, that’s incredible.”

“We have a long way to go—a very long way. But it’s progress.”

“It’s fantastic.” She glanced briefly at Alisha. “I imagine these supplies will have a similarly revolutionary impact.” She could hardly conceptualize what would happen when Ziya got access to the internet.

Amholy entered the office and gave Iliya a smile. He looked unchanged—graying hair, softly wrinkled face, and stern brown eyes with a unique sharpness. “Good to see you,” he said simply.

“You too.”

“The Elders have convened down the hall.” He beckoned for Jonamos, Iliya, and Alisha to follow him.

Iliya walked into the same room where, some time ago, the Elders had debated whether she was demon- or heaven-sent.

She glanced around at the table of middle-aged men and noticed with pride that now a single middle-aged woman sat among their ranks—petite and severe, with a bob of straight brown hair and unblinking brown eyes that fixed onto Iliya without expression.

“Hi,” Iliya greeted.

The Elders received her with varying levels of warmth. Some smiled, while others remained cold and standoffish. The woman Elder gave a single nod.

“I brought supplies from the epicenter,” said Iliya. She felt she owed them directness after completely uprooting their traditions—which she was now threatening to do again.

“What kinds of supplies?” asked Zeal, the Elder she had healed.

“Medicines. Technology that . . . connects you to the larger world. Education. Ways to better feed, clothe, and care for yourselves.”

The Elders began muttering among themselves.

“Surely you cannot doubt the benefits of this?” asked Jonamos in shock. “You would deny our people better medicine?”

“Of course not,” said Amholy. “But this village was founded as a haven, a sacred space isolated from the rest of the world. You cannot expect us to simply toss aside generations of tradition and reconnect with the larger world at the slightest provocation.”

“Not all of us accept the premise that there is a larger world,” asserted mustache-chewer—always the pessimist. “We were taught that God smote the rest of the world for its sinfulness and that only our village remained.”

“But even Iliya’s existence disproved that,” said Jonamos with a sigh. “We’ve long known the rest of the world was not destroyed.”

“At least accept the medicines for now,” urged Iliya. “You can wait on the internet.” Since there was no word for internet in their language, she simply used the epicenter term. “Take what will cause the least disruption to start. We can always find a way to get you other things later on.”

The Elders all nodded unanimously.

Amholy gave her a weighty look. “Thank you.”

Iliya smiled. “Contrary to popular speculation, I’m not actually trying to destroy your society.”

The Elders sent a team of assistants to follow Iliya and Alisha back to the magnicopter.

Jonamos escorted them as well. “What kinds of things did you bring?” he asked, unable to contain his excitement.

“Cures for some of the most basic diseases,” Iliya explained. “And so many other things. Jonamos—this will really change the standard of living.”

“They have all this stuff in the . . . epicenter?” he asked. “And you can just take it?”

“Not exactly. We kind of took it without asking,” confessed Iliya. “But they have plenty of it.”

“Is this the only trip you’re making?”

Iliya felt a flutter in her throat. “We may visit a few other villages too.”

“No, I mean—are you planning on coming back here again and bringing more supplies?”

“Always the activist. Is one trip not enough?”

Jonamos grinned. “Just trying to look out for my people.”

They reached the magnicopter, and Iliya advised the assistants how to unload only the medical supplies. And she made sure they left enough for her own village as well.

Once the unloading was underway, Iliya pulled Alisha aside. “Jonamos asked me an interesting question. He asked whether we’ll bring more supplies here again later.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, it got me thinking—while we’re here, maybe we should try to set up some kind of . . . infrastructure, so the next time we bring more, there’ll be something set up to receive us.”

“Yeah.” Alisha’s eyes darted back and forth as she considered the idea. “We could designate someone to be the point person. But Iliya—that person would need to have internet so we could let them know of our arrival ahead of time and so they could let us know exactly what the villagers need.”

Iliya nodded. “I’ll talk to Amholy.”

Villagers gaped at them as they carried large boxes of supplies back to the main building. Amholy and a few other Elders supervised stacking the supplies in a storage room.

Iliya pulled Amholy aside as the assistants unpacked the boxes. “We want to be able to come here again. And we want to be able to bring exactly what the villagers need. But to do that, someone will need to stay in touch with us by using . . . the new technologies. We don’t need to disseminate it to everyone—but we need at least one person who can be in charge of contacting us.”

Amholy glanced around, then nodded furtively. “Don’t run it by the Elders. Tell Jonamos. Give him this technology and impress upon him the importance of not sharing it with anyone. He can stay in touch with you and let you know what we need.”

Iliya found Alisha and Jonamos, and together they trekked back toward the magnicopter.

“Are there more supplies?” asked Jonamos. “I thought we already unloaded everything.”

“Almost,” Iliya explained. “There’s one more item left.” She fished through the cargo boxes. “This is an e-rook. It allows you to connect to the internet. You can stay in touch with us even when we’re not here, and you can tell us what the villagers need so we can bring more of it.” She showed Jonamos how to work the device. “All the instructions for the supplies we gave you—the medicines and whatnot—are in the language of the epicenter. You’ll need to help translate.”

“How?” asked Jonamos. “I don’t know the language—”

Iliya gestured to the e-rook. “It can help you translate.”

“Wow.” Jonamos grinned. “This is going to be fun. And I can look up . . . anything? Like . . . the laws of other villages, their histories, how Taboah are treated elsewhere? I can get in touch with other activists in other villages?”

“Yes, but Jonamos—you cannot distribute this technology or allow other people to use this device. It would radically alter the fabric of your culture, and your community is not ready for it. Do you understand?”

Jonamos’s eyebrows creased. “But it would help people see how backward we are—”

“In time, Jonamos. Your village has progressed so quickly. Have some patience with them.”

“But—”

She grasped his shoulders and met his eyes directly. “For me, Jonamos. Do this as a favor to me. Please.”

Jonamos nodded. “Okay.”

“Amholy knows you have this, so I imagine he’ll be watching you.”

Jonamos tossed up his hands. “You told on me?”

“He was the one who suggested I entrust you with the device.”

Jonamos paused, visibly stunned by the prospect. “Really?”

Iliya nodded. “Seems you’ve gained some real support here.”

Jonamos grinned.

Iliya started to walk back toward the passenger seat of the magnicopter. “Well, we must move on to other villages. It’s been a pleasure, Jonamos.”

“You won’t stay?” asked Jonamos. “I’m sure Amholy and the others would love to prepare a feast in your honor—”

“No.” Iliya waved off his protests. “We really should—”

“Iliya?” Alisha interrupted.

Iliya glanced in her direction.

“I could use a bite to eat,” said Alisha softly. “Is he inviting us to stay?”

Iliya sighed. She wanted to get to her village as quickly as possible, but it had been awhile since they last ate, and Alisha was not accustomed to skipping meals.

“Fine,” said Iliya. In Jonamos’s language she said, “Thanks for the offer. I guess we would like to stay for one meal.”

Smiling and chattering the whole way, Jonamos led them back toward the village center.
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Throughout the entire dinner—an impressive feast of lamb presented with nearly all its parts atop a large platter of aromatic buttered grains—Iliya felt wracked with impatience. She tried to appreciate the generous gesture of the Ziyan people, and she did have some genuine curiosity about how they were all doing, but mostly she just wanted to finish so she could go home.

By the end of the meal, Alisha was yawning fiercely. Night had fully descended, the sky inky black except for the pinprick stars. With a sigh, Iliya accepted Jonamos’s offer to spend the night in his hut.

Iliya could hardly sleep. Alisha’s soft breathing was relaxed, but Iliya kept imagining different scenarios she might find when she reached her home village. What if her siblings hated her? What if they had been hurt while she was gone?

At long last, morning arrived. Iliya shook Alisha awake at sunrise, and they collected their belongings. Iliya found Jonamos and thanked him for his hospitality. He, of course, thanked her profusely in kind.

She and Alisha returned to their magnicopter bathed in the bright desert sun.


CHAPTER 31

“Where to next?” asked Alisha as they lifted into the clear morning air.

“Home,” said Iliya softly. “Just a short distance that way.”

Alisha followed her indication. “Are you all right? You seem . . . I don’t know.”

“I’m fine,” said Iliya. “Just . . . I haven’t been home in a while.”

“I’m excited to see it,” said Alisha.

“It’s nothing like the epicenter. Much more like Ziya, actually.”

“Ziya was nice.” Alisha smiled. “Is there . . . anything particular you’re looking forward to seeing when you get home?”

Iliya paused, gathering her thoughts. Would mobs of villagers accost her when she returned? How would her siblings be faring with the Clemences? “I’m not sure what to expect.”

“You’ll need to give me a full tour,” Alisha said with enthusiasm.

Iliya swallowed. “Let’s just . . . focus on the mission.”

They flew in silence.

But flying in a magnicopter was so much faster than walking. Hardly a few minutes later, Iliya recognized the giant desert chasm she had found long ago with her guardian—what felt like a lifetime ago—and the vegetative bubble sheltered within the shimmering glassy biodome.

“That’s it,” she cried.

“Hmm . . . I’m not sure where we should land,” said Alisha.

“We can land on the east side. There should be a crack in the biodome we can crawl through.”

Alisha found a patch of sand large enough to land on. The magnicopter fluttered to the ground.

Iliya’s heart jumped into her throat when her feet hit the sand. “This way.” She led Alisha to the biodome and slid her palms along the smooth exterior to find the crack.

There it was—the jagged edge.

“Here,” Iliya announced. “Be careful—the edges can be sharp.”

They climbed into a mass of tree branches, the air cooling around them. The sky once again curved into its bounded limit truncated by treetops.

“Let’s go home,” Iliya murmured.
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They hacked at tree branches and bushes as they forged a pathway. Iliya’s heart pounded, the pressure building inside her chest, and she was grateful for the opportunity to do something active with her hands. But when Alisha stumbled and winced after a branch scratched her arm, Iliya felt a twinge of embarrassment at the condition of her home village.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “I know it’s . . . not well cared for like the plants in the epicenter—”

“Don’t be silly,” Alisha panted. “It’s beautiful to see nature at its finest—when it isn’t beaten down and isolated like at home. This is wonderful.”

They emerged onto a flat plain of green grass. Iliya quickly realized they were outside the heart of the village on the eastern edge and in an uninhabited field.

“The center of town is that way,” said Iliya while pointing. “We can find someone to help us there.”

Alisha nodded, following Iliya’s lead. They walked up a dirt path toward the village center.

Iliya couldn’t help but grin at the familiar twists and bends in the road and at the trees she knew so well. The hydrangeas still in full bloom, the mighty oaks, and the evergreens—every recognizable plant and rock made her chest swell with delight. This was the connection she had been missing. Of course, discovering new places could be exciting, too, but the familiar sights made it clear just how much she ached to be home.

“Mrs. Sonia,” cried Iliya after spotting her old schoolteacher further down the path.

Mrs. Sonia waved. Her brown hair was a lot tidier than when she’d been tending to her sick child, and her clothing looked crisp and professional as if she was just now heading to the school building. “My goodness! Iliya—it’s been so long.”

Iliya ran up and gave Mrs. Sonia a tight hug.

“My word, look at your colorful clothes,” Mrs. Sonia exclaimed, eyeing Iliya’s purple sari. “What is this fabric? You look like a princess.”

“How’s Theo?” Iliya asked, smoothing her sari self-consciously.

“Better than ever. He just won an award for his essay about the ancient prophets.”

“That’s great.” She tried to take a breath, but her lungs felt too tight to let the air in. “How are—my siblings? Pamela and Baq?”

“Simply thriving,” said Mrs. Sonia with a warm smile. “They really took off in their studies after you left. Baq is number one in his class, particularly in math and reading. Pamela is the fastest reader in her class and by far the best writer. She’s won a number of awards for her essays. And she shows a real aptitude for science. They’re both in line to win scholarships for next year.”

“Wow.” Iliya’s head spun as she tried to take in the news. “That’s . . . fantastic!”

“What about you, Iliya? Are you returning to school?”

“Oh . . . no . . .” Iliya suddenly remembered Alisha’s presence and gestured toward her. “We’re here for a specific purpose, actually, and then I’ll be returning to the epicenter—uh—I’ll be leaving again.”

“That’s a shame.” Mrs. Sonia frowned, her brow creasing. “Iliya, I feel it’s only right to tell you—I don’t think you should see your brother and sister while you’re here.”

Iliya’s heart leapt into her throat. “What? Why not?”

“It will only disrupt them.” She shook her head gently. “The less you’re seen here in town, the better. I fear for you and your siblings’ safety if you stay too long. Baq and Pamela are finally doing well—they’re happy. It took them such a long time to adjust to your absence. If they see you, I think it will make things hard again.”

“Oh.” Iliya felt the life drain out of her. The excitement melted away, pulling her very essence down with it, down into the dirt below her feet.

“I can pass on a message if you want,” offered Mrs. Sonia.

“No . . . that’s all right. I’d better leave them be.”

Mrs. Sonia’s expression seemed tender, pitying. “I’m sorry, Iliya—I just want what’s best for them.”

“I understand.”

Mrs. Sonia gave Iliya a hug, but Iliya merely shrugged into it. “Best of luck on your journey, Iliya. It was a pleasure seeing you.” She turned and walked down the dirt path.

Iliya did not stop her.

“What did she say?” asked Alisha.

Iliya almost forgot Alisha didn’t speak the language of the village. Passing seamlessly in and out of dialects was a gift unique to Iliya, the traveling prophet. She blinked back tears and took a deep breath. “Nothing. We should find Dr. Alexandria—he’ll want our medicines, I think.”
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Iliya led the way to Dr. Alexandria’s office. She tried to feel happy at the news her siblings were thriving, but all she felt was disappointment.

They found Dr. Alexandria’s practice near the center of town—a moderately sized, sturdy brick building. Iliya rapped on the door. Then she remembered it would be unlocked during business hours, so she pushed it open.

Dr. Alexandria’s assistant sat at a desk facing the door. He was a young man, perhaps eighteen, slim with short-trimmed brown hair and a frenetic energy like a frightened mouse. “Are you Dr. Alexandria’s next appointment?” he asked.

“Um . . . not exactly. But we need to speak with him right away.”

“I’m afraid he doesn’t see anyone outside his appointments. If you have an emergency, a nurse can see—”

“Believe me, he’ll want to see us.”

“Is that Iliya?” Dr. Alexandria’s voice boomed from a back office.

The assistant seemed unsettled by the doctor’s sudden interest.

Dr. Alexandria stepped into the entryway wearing his signature white frock and pretentious smile. His mustache had grown into a bushy gray beard since she last saw him. “Why Iliya, how good of you to stop by.” He spoke with his usual exaggerated swagger; she wondered if he still harbored any resentment at her imagined spurns. “You’ve been gone quite some time—the village hasn’t been the same without your healings.”

“Well . . . um . . . Doctor, can we speak with you privately?”

“I have a few minutes before my next appointment—step into my office.”

They followed him into a small consultation room. He sat in a large, padded chair behind the desk, and she and Alisha sat in simple wooden chairs on the other side.

“Doctor, after our last . . . conversation, I realized there might be better medicines elsewhere, as you suggested,” Iliya explained. “So I went in search of these medicines.”

“Oh?” The doctor could not quite contain his brimming enthusiasm.

“Yes. And it turns out—you were right. There are better medicines elsewhere. Much better. So we’ve brought some back here for the villagers.”

“My, that is exceptional news,” cried the doctor, leaping to his feet.

Iliya eyed him curiously. “Yes, well . . . we have other things as well, besides just medicines—technology that can connect you to the rest of the world and to vast encyclopedias of knowledge.”

Dr. Alexandria’s eyes widened. “Incredible.”

“We have a magnicopter parked just outside the village. I figured you could help us unload the supplies and distribute them among the village doctors.”

“Of course, child, I’ll send Brent at once.” Dr. Alexandria instructed his assistant Brent to follow them back to the magnicopter and help them bring back the supplies.

After a few trips, they gathered everything inside Dr. Alexandria’s office. Iliya showed Dr. Alexandria what was in each box—the medicines and the e-rooks. Dr. Alexandra nearly bounced with excitement.

“So”—Iliya gave him a stern look—“you’ll make sure everything gets distributed to the villagers?”

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Dr. Alexandria briskly.

Something in his tone made Iliya hesitate. “You can’t charge for this,” she explained. “You must just give this to people.”

The doctor’s eyes narrowed, and he gave her a shrewd look. “Now why would I go and do something like that?”

Iliya’s stomach jolted. “Doctor, I didn’t do all this so you could make more money and keep our people in poverty. I did this so we could have access to better education and medical care.”

“Then I think you came to the wrong person.”

Iliya shot Alisha a panicked look, but Alisha merely shrugged, not comprehending. “Fine—we’ll take our supplies elsewhere.”

“I don’t think so.” Dr. Alexandria gestured to Brent, who approached on command. “We’re not going to let you take anything.” His tone was sinister, his eyes threatening, as he and Brent stepped forward to block the supplies.

Iliya closed her eyes and centered herself. “If you don’t give these supplies away, I’ll tell everyone in the town what you’re doing,” she warned.

“Oh? And what’s that?” asked the doctor haughtily.

“I’ll tell them you’re giving them sugar pills for most of their ailments. That you’re tricking them into paying for nothing.”

Dr. Alexandria continued advancing, undeterred. “I won’t need to give them sugar pills now that I have this.”

“I’ll tell them about your son.”

That threat hit home because the doctor stopped. “What do you know about that?” he hissed.

Iliya’s gaze flickered briefly to Brent standing by his side.

Dr. Alexandria’s face went white.

“I don’t think his adoptive father would be thrilled to find out he’s not the biological father. Do you?”

“Fine,” Dr. Alexandria growled. “Have it your way.”

“And if I find out you’ve been charging, believe me, I will seek revenge. I’ll be checking up on you.”

The doctor merely muttered something incoherent.

“Share the medical supplies with other doctors. Give the educational materials to the schools. And the e-rooks should go to everyone. There are instructions on how to use everything—it’s all in the language of the epicenter, and you can find translations using the e-rooks. Here, let me show you how to use an e-rook—”

“I understand how,” said Dr. Alexandria impatiently. “You press this button to turn it on and choose icons on the home screen.”

Iliya blinked in surprise. “How do you already understand how to use this?”

Dr. Alexandria gave a scoff. “It’s all quite intuitive.”

“I suppose.” Iliya decided the issue wasn’t worth pursuing. She turned to the assistant. “You’ll make sure all of this happens, Brent?”

Brent glanced uncertainly at the doctor, who nodded. “Y-yes.”

“Okay. Thank you.” Iliya stormed out of the office.

Alisha trailed after her. “What happened?”

“The good doctor wanted to charge a hefty fee for all these materials.”

“How did you ensure he would be fair?”

“I threatened to share a few of his secrets.”

Alisha grinned. “A few weeks ago, you would have considered blackmail immoral.”

Iliya shrugged. She couldn’t bear the thought of anyone denying Pamela or Baq medicine for selfish reasons. “I have a village to protect.”

“I understand.”

Iliya bounded toward the magnicopter.

“You don’t . . . want to stay?” asked Alisha. “This is your home, after all.”

Iliya shook her head. “No, we should be going.”

“I was looking forward to meeting your family.” Alisha’s voice wavered with disappointment.

Iliya cringed. “It’ll have to wait.”
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They sat in silence on the trip back. Iliya noticed Alisha glancing at her from time to time, but Iliya curled up in her seat and stared out the window. She tried to keep her mind blank, tried to will away any thoughts or feelings that gathered; she focused on the rhythmic sound of the whizzing magnicopter blades and the hazy blue sky stretching beyond the window.

“Do you want to visit any other villages this trip?” asked Alisha after a few minutes.

Iliya shook her head.

“Any chance you’ll . . . tell me what’s bothering you?”

Iliya took a deep breath but said nothing.

“For what it’s worth, I thought your village was lovely.”

Iliya buried her head into her folded arms.

A few more minutes passed as Alisha hummed softly to herself. Iliya watched the clouds glide by, their white wisps coiling against the air, their edges fuzzy and fading in and out of sight.

“Do you have any siblings?” Iliya asked.

Alisha glanced at her. “Nah,” she said, “I’m an only child.”

“I have two siblings. A younger brother and sister.”

“Oh.” Alisha hesitated, clearly wanting to ask a question.

“The woman we ran into first, Mrs. Sonia—she was my schoolteacher,” Iliya continued. “She said it would only disturb my siblings if we saw them.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

“No, she—she meant it well. My siblings are doing well, and seeing me might hurt them.”

“Still, you have the right to visit your own siblings.”

Iliya shook her head. “It’s not about rights. It’s about what’s best for them.”

“How does she know what’s best for them? Did she ask them if they want to see you?”

“Kids don’t always know what they want.”

Alisha frowned. “Well, I think you should have seen them. I’m sure they would have enjoyed seeing you.”

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you.” Iliya turned away again.

“Hey now,” said Alisha, her tone gaining fervor. “Don’t take this out on me. I understand you’re upset you didn’t get to see your siblings, but that’s no reason to—”

“You’re right,” said Iliya quickly, swallowing through the tightness in her throat. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Can we just—can we not talk about it?”

Alisha nodded, her warm brown eyes wide. “Sure.”

They sat in silence. Then without a word, Alisha put a hand on Iliya’s shoulder.

Iliya began to cry the silent tears she’d been holding back all day.


CHAPTER 32

They returned to Pan without incident and settled back into Alisha’s dorm room. No one came looking to scold them for their brief absence. All in all, it was a successful first trip.

“Iliya,” Alisha squealed in delight as they sat together on her dorm room floor, “that was the most exciting thing I’ve ever done. We simply must do it again.”

“We will,” Iliya assured her, “but first, we need to explore the areas surrounding Pan. We need to discover all the other villages that lie outside the spoke towns and inventory their needs.”

Alisha’s smile faded to a more pensive look. “Even for prophets, the world is much too large for us to traverse ourselves. What about . . . what if we hire a team of explorers and send them in various directions? Then they can work together to create a map of the other villages and start documenting their needs.”

“That’s . . . an interesting idea.” Iliya had never considered hiring a team to help her. “But . . . who would want to join us?”

Alisha frowned, the wheels clearly turning in her mind. “There are a few citizens of the spoke edges who blog about their travels outside the boundaries of Pan and into lesser known villages. They’re not especially popular bloggers, but they might be willing to earn some extra money. Or we could ask that smuggler of yours how to recruit explorers.”

“I thought you didn’t like our smuggler,” Iliya said with a smile.

“I don’t. But I have to admit, he proved effective, and he likely knows more than we do in this context.”

“Okay, so . . . assuming we do find potential explorers . . . what then?”

“We hire them as employees,” Alisha answered. “But we shouldn’t meet with them ourselves, because if someone decides not to take the job, they might pose a security risk.”

“The smuggler might have ideas about that as well,” Iliya suggested. “I’m sure he’s well-practiced at evading the authorities.”

Alisha jumped up and typed furiously on her viewscreen. Within minutes, the smuggler recommended one of his contacts who worked under a number of aliases along the spokes. If anyone tried to report him, the trail would lead to nothing.

Alisha then typed up scripts detailing exactly what the contact should tell potential recruits about the villages they would be charting and about the requests for supplies they would send back. The contact agreed to pick up the scripts from the university mailbox to avoid sending them over an unsecured e-message channel.

“We can’t keep doing everything by paper,” Alisha muttered, chewing on her lower lip. “With a team of cartographers, they’ll need ready access to a shared online tool.”

“Wouldn’t that be dangerous?” asked Iliya.

“Not if we properly encrypt it.”

Over the next few days, Alisha worked around the clock creating a secure online tool for the cartographers. Using their e-rooks, they would be able to create lifelike maps in real time and to request supplies directly from within the villages. The internet would be slow the farther they traveled away from Pan, but Alisha felt confident that it would be strong enough for their purposes. Alisha and Iliya would be able to supervise the accumulation and transport of the necessary items centrally from Pan.
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In a matter of days, Iliya and Alisha had signed up a team of fearless cartographers—amateur travelers who relished the possibilities of exploring new villages outside the realm of Pan, taking inventory of villagers’ needs, and sending word back to Iliya and Alisha. The cartographers traveled in each direction and began charting the villages along their routes.

However, they quickly ran into their first major issue—language barriers.

“What are we going to do?” asked Alisha in dismay as she read the latest e-message sent through her secure system. “The cartographers are encountering villagers who don’t speak ECL and whose languages aren’t translatable by the e-rooks. I can’t believe I forgot to plan for this.”

“ECL?”

“Epicenter common language. It’s the global language used in all nine epicenters.”

“Oh, right.” Iliya swallowed. “Well, this is one area where I might actually be able to help. I may not understand technology, but God did grant me a special gift with languages. I could try to translate for the cartographers.”

“But they can’t contact you every time. That would be far too inefficient.”

“True. I should go with them.” Iliya started gathering a few belongings for the trip, first a coat, then a water bottle—

Alisha pulled the coat out of Iliya’s hands. “No, you and I should both remain in Pan proper. We need to be here to gather the goods, pass them off to the smugglers, and supervise the online traffic.”

“But online traffic is your thing,” Iliya mused, clutching the coat tighter again. “Traveling to new villages—that’s more my mission.”

“Supervision will be more difficult on the road,” Alisha cautioned. “Without ready access to fast internet, money, and other goods at our fingertips, you’ll be limited in what you can do. From here, we can respond instantly and efficiently to new requests—and believe me, it’ll be a full-time job with all these cartographers on the move.”

“But . . .” Iliya wasn’t sure how to explain that she would much rather explore new villages than help Pan subsidiaries trick consumers into spending more money.

“No one else can make money as effectively as two prophets,” Alisha urged, perhaps surmising the source of Iliya’s protestations.

“Fine,” Iliya relented. “If the cartographers encounter languages they can’t translate, they can call me, and I’ll do my best to translate from afar.”

“We’ll need to establish something more standardized”—Alisha began typing again—“and we can add a translation service into the online tool by building off what the e-rook already offers.”

“I only know a few languages so far, though, my home village and the languages in Ziya.” Iliya glanced over Alisha’s shoulder at the jargon code she was building on the screen. “If the explorers could share things with me—examples of people speaking, or even books—those might help me translate even more languages.”

Alisha nodded. “I can create a space for the explorers to upload recorded clips of speech or excerpts from books. If you can determine the words most necessary for translation—numbers, for example, and anything else that might be printed on medical instructions—it would go a long way.”

“I’ll do my best,” Iliya promised as Alisha kept typing.
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In the following weeks and months, Iliya and Alisha set up a thriving operation—all supervised from Alisha’s dorm room.

One morning, Alisha shook Iliya awake. “There’s a problem reported in Hub B.”

“Which one is that?” asked Iliya blearily while rubbing her eyes.

“Southwest. Come see the viewscreen.”

Iliya clambered to her feet and hurried to Alisha’s viewscreen.

Confetti exploded like a firework on the screen, then dripped little colorful pieces toward the keyboard. The words Happy Birthday, Iliya! scrolled across the screen.

“It’s the seventh day of winter,” Alisha cried and giggled with barely contained glee. “You’re officially fifteen years old.”

Iliya blinked back at the screen, a hollow sense of longing forming a lump in her throat—had she really been away that long?

“I got you something,” Alisha declared. She gave Iliya a small, neatly wrapped yellow box with both hands. “This is the finest chocolate available in the epicenter. Lab-created. Very hard to find. Chocolate isn’t all that common in Pan.”

“Oh . . . thank you,” said Iliya, overwhelmed by the memory of her mother eating a chocolate bar not that long ago—a lifetime ago, it seemed.

Alisha unwrapped the box. “I wonder why your birthday is on the seventh day of winter instead of the seventh day of the month like the rest of the prophets?”

“Oh . . . I don’t know.” Iliya’s head spun. “My village doesn’t have the same months as yours. We use only the seasons in our calendars. From what I understand, our founders wanted us to stay true to nature’s seasons instead of an externally imposed timetable.”

“Fascinating—do you mind if I eat one?” Alisha sheepishly pulled out a chocolate.

“Go ahead.”

“I suppose your birthday is consistent with the other prophets’, but within your own culture,” Alisha surmised while chewing. “Clearly the number seven is valued for the prophets’ births, but culture is respected first and foremost. Rather nice, really.”

Iliya thought Alisha’s interpretation of God’s will was rather charitable, but she kept her editorializing to herself.

“Try a chocolate,” Alisha prompted.

“Maybe later.”

Alisha shrugged. “Suit yourself, birthday girl. I’ve got a whole day of birthday activities planned for you. Get dressed, because after this, we’re headed to a Pan amusement park.”

“So . . . that problem in Hub B was just a ruse?”

Alisha merely giggled in response.

As Alisha started to change her clothes, Iliya glanced out the window at the murky blue sky and wondered how her family was holding up without her.
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The guardian gazed out over the quad and watched his charge, Iliya Rusul, walk with her friend, Alisha Veda, in the bright morning sunshine. He could hardly believe almost a year had passed since the two first began the Robin Network—now the premier method of access to top-notch goods and services from the epicenter, a network giving remote villagers better healthcare, education, and internet. It was now autumn again, though the air was warmer than the autumns of his youth.

A voice sighed from beside him. He’d almost forgotten she was there. “This is nice,” Felicia cooed. “Alisha never used to spend so much time outdoors before Iliya came.”

Iliya’s guardian nodded. “Iliya is accustomed to spending time outdoors.”

“It can be so taxing for us staying cramped in all those indoor spaces. It’s nice to stretch and feel the sunshine.”

“You always did have an unnatural penchant for sunshine,” he muttered.

Felicia chuckled. “There was nothing unnatural about it. You were the unnatural one holed up in that hospital for hours.”

His breath caught a bit, and Felicia took note.

“Do you still remember it?” she asked in a small voice.

“I remember what I need to,” he answered with finality.

Felicia resumed gazing across the quad. “It’s very impressive what our humans have done, isn’t it? They have four fully operational routes now, which almost reach the other nearest epicenters. And their four spoke-edge hubs have warehouses, supplies, facilities for travelers to rest and recuperate—it’s quite the operation. Our humans work together like a well-oiled machine.”

“Yes, very impressive,” said Iliya’s guardian, not really listening.

“It’s a wonder they can do so much at such a young age,” Felicia continued. “At their age, I was hardly so responsible.”

“You certainly were not,” he agreed.

She shot him a teasing grin. “Well, to be fair, I also wasn’t blessed with prophetic abilities.”

“That’s a relief.”

Felicia returned her gaze to Alisha. “She’s such a lovely girl. I want so very much to keep her protected. Do you think the authorities will find out what they’re up to?”

Iliya’s guardian shrugged. “Not unless God sees fit.” When he realized his words didn’t soothe her, he added, “Pan rarely polices the edges of the spokes, and the smugglers are highly efficient at sneaking goods outside the epicenter. Iliya and Alisha have built up enough capital to order large amounts of supplies undetected. And the internet is far too numerous and diffuse for authorities to notice new villagers pillaging the edges of their network.”

“Still, it seems extraordinarily fortuitous that the authorities have neglected to stop them, doesn’t it?”

“God rewards his servants.”

Felicia paused as they both soaked in the fresh sunshine. “What is that?” She pointed toward the horizon.

“What game are you playing now?” asked Iliya’s guardian with evident exasperation.

“I’m not playing games,” insisted Felicia. “There, look.”

Iliya’s guardian rolled his eyes, but he looked in the indicated direction. “It’s just some storm clouds. You won’t fool me that easily.”

“Please, my sweet,” Felicia urged.

Her endearment caught him by surprise. He blinked more carefully at the horizon. “They just look like clouds to me. What’s the matter?”

“I know these skies well,” Felicia insisted. “Those are not natural storm clouds.”

“So . . . maybe some strange epicenter advertising.”

Felicia shook her head. “It’s not that either. The lighting is different. Look.”

“Are you saying it’s—”

“I don’t know what I’m saying. But those clouds are not of this world.”

He peered at them as closely as he could. “But . . . why would God—”

“I don’t know. But something is coming. Something terrible.”

“Maybe it’s not meant for us,” Iliya’s guardian suggested unconvincingly.

Felicia gave him a dubious look.

“Everything is going so well, though,” he mused.

The storm inched closer, thick charcoal-black clouds casting an eerie pall over the prickly campus quad.

“We must do something,” Felicia declared.

“For once, we agree.”

“Save your efforts.” Felicia gave him a tender look. “Let me try first while we’re here in my epicenter.”

“If you insist.” Iliya’s guardian bowed his head in gratitude.

Felicia summoned her supernatural powers to cast the storm clouds out of her domain. But the clouds’ trajectory remained unchanged as they continued gathering overhead and darkening the sky. “I can’t,” Felicia gasped. “That is . . . far more powerful than I.”

“Let’s try together,” Iliya’s guardian urged.

He sought to push the clouds, to will them away. But he, too, hit the same brick wall. Even if he tried to use all the power at his disposal, he knew it would not be enough to combat this ominous, spiritual storm.

He gaped up at the massive collection of smoky vapor. “That is easily the most powerful cluster of malevolent energy I’ve ever encountered.”

Felicia nodded, swallowing her unease. “I’ve never seen anything quite so threatening.”

“What could possibly cause such a phenomenon?”

“The cause doesn’t matter,” Felicia counseled. “All that matters is how we cope with it.”

“It must be from God, right? To be that powerful? But then . . . why would God do this to us? To our humans?”

“You’re getting off track,” Felicia warned sternly. “In life, you always trusted God. Trust in his plan now.”

“Trust doesn’t equal acquiescence. God still relies upon us to make good things happen.”

“You don’t think I understand that?” she retorted, clearly offended. “I dedicated my life to good works. Just because we defined serving God differently, that doesn’t mean I can’t serve as an excellent guardian—”

“I’m not . . . I’m not trying to insult you.” He surveyed the thickening storm clouds. “I’m just trying to figure out how we can fight this.”

“We can’t fight it—so we must stay close to our humans and do whatever we can to protect them.”

“I’m not giving up just yet.” Iliya’s guardian studied the sky and tried to identify a weakness, but the poisonous wrath was palpable, like a wildfire spitting embers. His own monstrous chest stirred with panic as the memory of possessing a real human heart thumped its frantic echo. Whatever controlled those clouds, it presented so great a threat that even a guardian could remember what human fear felt like.

“Don’t exhaust yourself, dear,” Felicia willed, giving him a concerned look. “I’ll be wrapped around Alisha’s shoulders if you need me. I suggest you do the same for Iliya.”

The guardian glanced down at his human, who was returning to the dorms. “I’m no good to her down there,” he muttered. “Not unless I can prevent whatever is happening up here.”


SECTION NINE:
FAILURE


CHAPTER 33

The trouble started slowly. So slowly that Iliya didn’t notice anything at first.

The Republic began buying an unusually high number of Pan’s subsidiaries—first one, then two, then four. It was a minor inconvenience for the Robin Network. Iliya and Alisha needed to negotiate higher pay with some existing partners to compensate for the loss. But the Robin Network’s operation had become so smooth, they didn’t even need to waste miracles.

By the end of the week, The Republic’s activity became more than an isolated incident—a total of ten subsidiaries were purchased in half as many days.

Iliya and Alisha sat together on the floor of Alisha’s dorm room and scanned the news on their e-rooks.

“What’s The Republic up to?” Iliya wondered aloud.

“I’m not sure,” Alisha answered. “Obviously it’s part of some effort to increase profit, but it does seem like an exceptionally high number of acquisitions in an unusually condensed time period.”

“Can you ask the prophet from The Republic?”

Alisha shook her head. “He hasn’t been responding lately.”

“What do you mean?”

Alisha shrugged. “He used to log on pretty regularly, but he’s ignored my last few messages.”

Iliya recognized the feeling gathering in the pit of her stomach, the slight lightheadedness like she couldn’t quite catch her breath. It was the same feeling that often preceded her mother’s more destructive episodes.

“Something’s wrong,” said Alisha, echoing the thought in Iliya’s mind. Her brow furrowed over keen brown eyes. “I can feel it in my bones.”

“Has your guardian sent you any signs?” asked Iliya.

“Well”—Alisha shifted—“I’ve felt her presence very close to me lately. She’s been sending lots of comfort but no signs about what I should do next.” She glanced at Iliya. “Hasn’t your guardian been trying to comfort you lately too?”

Iliya’s stomach dropped. “No.”

“Oh.” Alisha glanced down at her hands. “Well . . . I meditated a few days ago to ask her about it, but she just told me to go back to the mortal world. I’m sure she would have warned me if there was something we needed to do.”

“Still . . . we should meditate again and ask them what’s going on.”

“Let’s do it.”

They each settled into a comfortable position and closed their eyes. Iliya sought the familiar relaxation and allowed her chaotic thoughts to come and go.

They both emerged hovering in the small dorm room. Their guardians waited nearby, their hulking bodies taking up most of the remaining space—one vibrant blue with orange hair, one black-and-white patterned.

“The Republic has become unusually aggressive over the last few days,” Alisha explained to Felicia, wasting no time. “We both sense something’s wrong. What are they planning?”

“I sense a great darkness approaching,” said Felicia, uncharacteristically solemn and subdued. It was strange to see her typically cheerful face drawn in a tight frown. “You will be tested.”

“Tested? By whom? What does that mean?” asked Alisha.

Felicia merely shook her head. “I see no specifics. Just a feeling.”

“Do you sense anything else?” Iliya asked her own guardian.

He gave her a sad look and shook his head.

“Some help you are,” she muttered. “Do you have any idea what we should do?”

“You cannot stop it,” said Felicia in a grave tone.

“There must be something we can do,” insisted Alisha. “Maybe we can work harder to increase Pan’s stock. That’ll make it harder for The Republic to keep buying their subsidiaries.”

“Or maybe we can just make agreements with The Republic executives,” suggested Iliya.

Alisha frowned. “I would prefer to keep Pan intact, rather than helping another epicenter get more powerful.”

Iliya shrugged. She didn’t really care about Pan’s future as long as the Robin Network continued.

“Just remember, no matter what happens, we’re here for you,” Felicia reassured them.

Alisha blinked in surprise, as if unnerved.

Iliya glanced at her own guardian, but he averted his gaze. “And you’re sure there’s nothing more you can tell us?” she asked.

“I’ll do my very best to help you,” he said slowly. “But there is only so much I can give.”

Alisha and Iliya met each other’s eyes and shrugged.

Then Alisha dove forward and disappeared, presumably reentering her body. Giving her guardian one last questioning glance, Iliya jumped back into her own body as well.

“Well, that was deeply disturbing,” said Alisha flatly.

Iliya nodded. “I’ve never heard my guardian talk like that. ‘There is only so much I can give.’ What do you think that means?”

“Who knows? Felicia was equally cryptic. And she’s usually so clear.”

They sat in silence and considered their options.

“Well, regardless of what they say, we must try to help,” Alisha determined. “I’m going to send our subsidiary friends some free financial advice. Let’s try to jump-start these stock prices.”

Iliya glanced out the window over the school quad. She felt the darkness creeping in from the edges of her mind, just as Felicia had described. And she was no more able to articulate the cause.
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At 18:07 one chilly autumn evening, The Republic completed a hostile takeover of the Pan conglomerate corporation.

Iliya couldn’t understand the news headlines flickering on her e-rook.

“A hostile takeover is when one company buys another against its will,” Alisha said. She bit back tears—but it was like trying to stop an avalanche, and they fell anyway. “Pan didn’t want to sell all of its holdings to The Republic.”

“So . . . The Republic now owns all of Pan?” Iliya asked, astonished.

Alisha nodded.

“But . . . how could The Republic do this if Pan didn’t want it?”

Alisha swallowed. “The Republic took over through a tender offer. The stakeholders of Pan literally sold their own home to make a profit. The Republic offered to buy all of Pan’s stock for a higher price than what it’s currently worth, and the majority of shareholders agreed.”

“But . . . what does that mean for us? For the Robin Network?”

“It depends on how much The Republic wants to change things,” said Alisha with a shrug. “Maybe nothing. Maybe everything.”

A face flashed across Iliya’s e-rook—a face she never expected to see there.

Her own face.

Her own eyes staring back at her, her own thick hair falling in quiet waves past her shoulders, her own uncertain expression frozen in time.

Iliya’s heart seized in her chest.

“Oh dear,” whispered Alisha. “Is that . . . your fake ID picture?”

The words terrorist, criminal, and public enemy popped onto the screen. Iliya’s head spun.

“I think we’re in trouble,” said Alisha.

Alisha’s e-rook rang a jaunty, bell-like tune that seemed wildly out of place given the context.

Color rose in Alisha’s cheeks. “Sorry.” She went pale as she saw who was calling. “It’s . . . my parents.” Her hands shook as she accepted the call. “Hello?”

A voice yelled through the e-rook. Iliya couldn’t decipher the words, but the tone was unmistakable.

Tears re-formed in Alisha’s eyes, and she tried to blink them away. “Mummy,” she choked. “It’s . . . not what you think—”

The call ended abruptly.

Alisha lowered the e-rook, her expression shocked. “They’re coming here to see me.”
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Alisha urged Iliya to leave before her parents arrived, but Iliya had nowhere else to go. And given the news on their viewscreens brimming with pictures of Iliya’s face, she couldn’t risk leaving the dorm.

Iliya barely had time to squeeze into Alisha’s closet before the dorm room door burst open. She wondered if Alisha’s parents had keycard access. Iliya peered through a crack in the closet door.

Alisha’s mother strode in first—a confident woman with a formidable presence, jutting black eyebrows, glowing brown skin, and long black hair that was impressively silky for her age. Her silver and black asymmetrical Anarkali suit also seemed especially fashionable. Her husband followed behind, tall and slim with a thin mustache and Alisha’s keen piercing eyes. He wore a professional camel-colored Jodhpuri suit and moved with the jerky, focused energy of an introverted engineer.

“I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in,” declared Alisha’s mother, speaking so rapidly Iliya could hardly follow her words, “but whatever it is, we’ll fix it.” She exuded a sweeping sense of assuredness and control; clearly, she was accustomed to commanding the room.

To her credit, Alisha stood firm, her head high and matching her mother’s ferocity with determination. “Listen—”

“Obviously, there’s no way you could have possibly done all the crimes they’re charging you with,” her mother continued. “The Republic judge will see that. I’m sure there’s plenty of evidence that you weren’t responsible for any of this.”

“Well—”

“You’ll give them your e-rook,” Alisha’s mother asserted, pacing back and forth. “You’ll submit all of your possessions, and I’m sure they’ll see reason. We’ll clear your name of all charges.”

Alisha’s father, still standing by the door, spoke in a soft voice, “Jasleen, we’re no longer in a financial position to—”

“I still have friends in high places, Vivek,” Jasleen snapped. “We’ll get the best lawyers. Surely, the very idea that our Alisha could be responsible for these crimes—stealing supplies, forging credentials, paying illegal smugglers, setting up an entire network of black-market goods outside the epicenter . . . it’s preposterous.”

Alisha began to tremble.

Vivek cautioned gently, “Let’s give her a chance to explain.”

“Oh, I presume she fell in with the wrong crowd somehow,” said Jasleen with a dismissive wave. “But we’ll sort it out.”

Iliya’s stomach churned. The Robin Network belonged to Alisha just as much as Iliya—as a source of pride, not shame.

“Please, just listen to me,” Alisha urged. “It’s . . . not a mistake, okay? I’m guilty.”

“You’re what?” asked Jasleen. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

Alisha’s lip quivered, her eyes glassy with tears, but she held her ground. “Our plan was to expand the markets with access to Pan’s goods, to hold Pan accountable to a wider base, improve the corruption—”

“So you decided to take that on yourself?” Jasleen charged in rising fury. “Without getting any approval, without checking with anyone?”

“There are proper channels, Alisha,” Vivek agreed. “You didn’t take the steps you should have.”

“We partnered with subsidiaries. We were helping Pan make money.” Alisha’s tone frayed as she clearly lost confidence against her parents’ combined onslaught.

Iliya tightened her fists and willed Alisha strength. Following the rules would have only gotten them so far. Alisha had been reluctant to break any rules, but it had been necessary.

“You can’t be serious,” Jasleen scoffed. “How is this even possible? You’re just a child.” She seemed floored, stunned, and—Iliya was surprised to note—fearful.

“I did what I thought was right,” Alisha insisted. “You may not understand, but—”

“Understand?” Jasleen interrupted, her eyes apoplectic. “No, I don’t understand why you would break about fifteen different laws, take it upon yourself as a child to partner with a terrorist, and steal from corporations.”

“Is this report from the authorities correct, Alisha?” Even Vivek’s calm voice was starting to shear. “Did you really do all those things?”

Alisha took a deep, shaking breath and nodded.

“I can’t believe it,” Jasleen said in a breathy voice. “I feel like I don’t even know you anymore. What happened to our accomplished, brilliant daughter? What happened to the precocious girl who wanted to become the youngest professor in Pan history?”

“I’m . . . still that person,” Alisha choked.

“The Republic officials know about everything, Alisha,” Vivek warned. “They’ve arrested many of the Robin Network volunteers, and they’ve put a bounty on the heads of all the smugglers involved.”

“You’ve jeopardized your entire future.” Jasleen cut in. “You have no idea how much trouble you’ve caused.”

“We had to give a lot of money to The Republic government to convince them to keep you out of prison.” Vivek’s quiet voice could hardly be heard over the humming air conditioning. “We lost the majority of our estate.”

Tears streamed down Alisha’s cheeks. “I’m . . . sorry,” she whispered.

For long moments, no one spoke. Alisha sobbed softly, her mother glowered in the corner, and Vivek stood gazing down at his daughter with a grim, pitying expression.

“Everything will be different now,” Vivek said finally, breaking the heavy silence. “You’ll be escorted to and from classes with a Republic-assigned chaperone. Your days of freely moving about the epicenter are over. There will be no lawyers, no arguing. All three of us will work three times as hard to ingratiate ourselves with the new Republic government, so that we all might be allowed to continue our work and you might be allowed to continue your education. We can only hope CEO Cheng Qiang will allow us to prove our worthiness.”

“Thank you . . . for helping me,” Alisha stammered.

“You’re our daughter, Alisha,” said Vivek, his voice breaking. “We love you, no matter what.”

Jasleen shook her head. “I just can’t believe you would do something like this. What got into you?”

Alisha shrugged. “I was just . . . trying to do the right thing.”

“From now on, let the government decide what the right thing is,” said Jasleen with a bite.

“We can come back from this,” Vivek encouraged them. “We’ll all work hard to restore our family’s status.”

Iliya backed into the soft fabric of hanging clothes and tried to stop her head from spinning. With Alisha clearly devastated, where did that leave the Robin Network—and Iliya?
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Once Iliya was sure Alisha’s parents had gone, she crept out of the closet.

Alisha sat on the floor and leaned against her dresser. Her eyes were puffy with tears. “My parents got me out of the worst trouble,” she rasped in a hoarse voice.

“So I heard.” Iliya sat beside Alisha. “Are you . . . okay?”

Alisha shook her head. “My parents had to lose a lot of money.” Her voice trembled as fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. “They’re so angry with me. They’ll never understand why I did this. They don’t know I’m an avatar—they would never believe something like that.”

“We had good reasons,” Iliya assured her. “I just don’t understand . . . why it all fell through. What did we do wrong?”

“I tried so hard to protect Pan,” Alisha sobbed to herself. “And yet all my efforts only facilitated its demise.” She rounded on Iliya, her brows drawn together. “It’s all your fault! You said the Robin Network would end corruption in Pan, but all it did was weaken Pan.” Her voice rose to an angry shriek. “You paved the way for The Republic. You destroyed my home.”

“Come on, stop it,” Iliya muttered. “You were in on this, too, just as much as me. We made a mistake.”

“You’re Elijah! You’re the traveling prophet! You promised me you would help. It’s your mission.”

Iliya couldn’t help but notice how similar to her mother Alisha appeared in that moment. “I did my best,” said Iliya weakly.

Alisha glared at her. “No, I see it now. All you really cared about was helping your own village and getting supplies to the less fortunate. You didn’t care what happened to Pan. You didn’t care if we lost everything as long as you got what you wanted.”

“That’s not fair,” said Iliya. “I was trying to help Pan too—the corruption—”

But she couldn’t argue with the ferocity in Alisha’s eyes.

“Okay,” Iliya confessed. “Maybe Pan wasn’t my top priority. But I’m not happy about this either. Now the Robin Network will be dissolved—”

“That’s all you care about? The Robin Network? You don’t even care that I’ve lost my home, my parents have lost their wealth, I’m now an enemy of the state, and the epicenter I’ve sworn to protect now lies in ruins?”

Iliya had nothing to say. She shook her head, trying to speak through the tightness in her chest, but no words emerged.

“Well?”

“Alisha . . . I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well . . . I’m sorry too. Sorry for trusting you.” Alisha jumped to her feet and stormed across the room. She pulled random things out of her closet.

“What are you doing?”

“You must get out of here,” Alisha muttered. “The authorities will be here any minute to arrest you.”

“Alisha . . .” Iliya tried to find something to say, anything that might placate her friend, but the relationship seemed hopelessly broken; Alisha’s entire countenance, from her clenched fists to her flashing eyes, exuded hate and bitterness.

She shoved a bag into Iliya’s hands. “Here—some food, clothes, I don’t know—stuff you might need.”

“Alisha—”

“Just go,” insisted Alisha. “Get out of here while you can.”

Iliya stood still, her ears ringing like the deafening silence after an explosion. She studied Alisha. The tears had hardened onto her cheeks, shimmering ashes of grief and defeat, and her eyes were blazing orbs of fire.

It seemed there was nothing left to say.

Iliya nodded thickly and turned to leave.

“Wait,” said Alisha.

Iliya glanced back, hope bubbling up her chest.

“Give me your ID.”

Wonderingly, Iliya handed Alisha her fake identification card. Alisha grabbed a pair of scissors and cut the ID into pieces.

“Why’d you do that?” asked Iliya in dismay.

“They can track you that way.”

“Oh.” Iliya fished through her pockets. “Well . . . what about my e-rook?”

Alisha took Iliya’s e-rook and pressed some buttons. “We can assign you a new e-dress unconnected with your previous identity.”

Iliya felt a knifing ache at Alisha’s use of the word we—like they were still on the same team.

Alisha handed the device back to Iliya. “There. Go. Be safe.”

“Goodbye, Alisha. I hope . . . goodbye.” Iliya opened the door and sprinted through the dorm corridor. She forced herself not to look back.

The cold night air whipped against her cheeks as she emerged into the open quad. She tried to stick to the shadows as she headed for the sub. Every person she passed caused a sickening jolt of panic in her stomach—a fear that they might recognize her, report her. But everyone wore the vague expressions of obsession with the ticker games. She looked for signs from her guardian, some indication of where to go next, but saw nothing. When she reached the sub station, she bought a one-way ticket to the furthest edge of the epicenter—the industrial train station where she had first come to Pan about one year ago. She used what little cash she had; actual coins were rarely used in the epicenter, but they did exist for emergency purposes. The Republic had frozen her virtual assets.

As she rode the sub, she tried to process everything that had happened in the last few minutes—The Republic’s unexpected takeover, the dissolution of the Robin Network, her new status as an enemy of the state, and the fracturing of her friendship with Alisha—who had correctly accused Iliya of caring more about her own village than Pan.

It reminded her of a time walking back home after being fired from Mr. Clemence’s newly acquired company. She had broken down and cried in the middle of that dirt road, wondering how she would ever recover, how she would support her family, and how they would survive in such poverty.

And she knew that, this time, she would not cry. Because wealth was something that could be lost and gained and lost again. It was too capricious, too treacherous to be trusted. She vowed never again to rely on money to make things stable.

And Alisha—the thought struck knives in Iliya’s heart—Alisha was not the first person Iliya had ever lost.

She reached the edge of the epicenter and climbed to the street surface. The familiar train station waited ahead with the familiar workers loading trains for their overnight departures. The midnight darkness enveloped the sleepy warehouses, and lamps cast an eerie white glow over the tracks.

She closed her eyes and wished for her miracle. She didn’t want any hassle this time. She wanted things to be easy, just this once.

She walked right past all the workers who simply did not notice her, courtesy of her miraculous bargain. She climbed onto a westward-facing train and settled behind some boxes, with Alisha’s bag of food and clothing in tow.

She waited patiently as the workers finished loading the train and closed everything up. All her emotions faded into a numb emptiness. She heard the rumble of engines as the train began to move, back toward the spokes, back toward her home.


CHAPTER 34

She awoke in a remote spoke town—according to her e-rook’s navigation somewhere between Pan-O and Pan-P, or perhaps more recently The Republic-O and The Republic-P.

There were no windows, but the e-rook identified local conditions as midmorning.

She meditated, floated out of her body, and peered at her guardian, who sat in a corner of the car. “I guess I’m going home now,” she said.

He nodded wordlessly.

“Any objections?”

“No.”

“You were the one who told me I had to leave home in the first place. I guess I failed to fulfill my destiny?”

The guardian remained silent.

“So what now? No missions for me? No higher purpose?”

“Iliya.” The guardian gave her an exasperated look. “This fight was not yours to win. It just wasn’t your time.”

“Ah, I see. It just wasn’t my time. Well, that’s very comforting.”

The guardian visibly sighed.

“You don’t have any sage advice for me?” she pressed him. “No signs? No path you want to hurl me down against my will and better judgment?”

“Not this time.”

“You told me earlier that there’s only so much you can give. What did you mean by that?”

He shrugged. “What does it sound like? I have my limits.”

Iliya felt there was more to it, but she didn’t know how to phrase the question. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“I did what I could, on my end, to prevent this from happening. But God works in ways above my comprehension.”

“So you still cling to the childish hope that everything is okay because it’s all part of God’s plan?” she asked scathingly. “That somehow God’s supervision obviates pain and evil?”

The guardian frowned back at her. “We are sentries, you and I. We were sent to Earth to fulfill God’s purpose. We try our best—sometimes we fall short. What else can we do but keep trying?”

She shook her head. “I’m tired of acting on someone else’s orders.”

The train slowed to a stop. Iliya reentered her body, gathered her belongings, and hopped onto the tracks.
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She used her e-rook to navigate toward the western Robin hub where she hoped to steal a magnicopter. But even from a few kilometers away, she could see police magnicopters descending, likely tearing her hub apart and arresting the brave volunteers. She would not be able to go home so easily.

Could she simply wish for a magnicopter? Would God grant her such an ability? Perhaps she could wish for a cloud to swoop down to Earth, lift her up, and carry her back home?

Or what if she allowed the police to arrest her? Would God step in and demand that his minion be let free?

She sat beside the old gravel road and listened to the distant sirens whirring.

Get me home, she requested to the universe.

As she expected, the miracle request was too general. The universe sat waiting, unresponsive.

I want a magnicopter.

Too much, the universe replied by imparting the words into her mind.

It was too great a request for a magnicopter to emerge out of thin air or for matter to materialize from emptiness. Was it really so much to ask, relative to healing wounds, or helping companies make more money, or bringing Nadia back from the dead?

Tell me how I can get home, she asked.

Walk, replied the universe.

Very funny, she responded.

Perhaps she was destined to perish in the desert. How many protective bubbles would she give her life for just to return home a failure?

Her e-rook indicated home was located west by northwest.

She began the laborious walk out of the Pan spoke toward the inhospitable desert.
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She used the extra clothing from Alisha to keep herself shielded from the worst of the sun’s effects. And she used her e-rook to access Alisha’s Robin database, which had not yet been shut down.

A message was posted there, from Alisha, telling all Robin employees to abort their missions and find safety outside of Pan. She thanked them for their service and apologized that it had to end like this.

Iliya found the next closest Robin point, a village called Kyyr. Perhaps the villagers there would be amenable to helping her since she had helped them get supplies through the Robin Network.

Kyyr’s brown huts resembled those in Ziya, but a broader oasis with more vegetation ran through the village. Herbaceous plants, olive and fig trees, and date palm trees adorned the sandy pathway, their feathery green leaves symbolizing vitality in the arid desert. Villagers socialized outside their homes, children played, and townsfolk aired their laundry.

One child pointed a finger toward Iliya. “It’s the girl from the screens,” he called. “It’s Iliya.”

Her breath caught in her chest. Perhaps these people were not as loyal as she’d hoped; perhaps the promise of a reward from The Republic had seduced them. A crowd of adults began to gather, eyeing her carefully.

“I just need some help getting home,” said Iliya, meticulously adopting their dialect of the epicenter common language. “I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

A woman in her mid-thirties with messily tied brown hair stepped forward and gave Iliya a purposeful smile. “Because of your Robin Network, my son was cured of tuberculosis.”

An elderly man joined the woman, his gaze stern. “Because of your Robin Network, I can walk again.”

“We owe you our lives,” shouted a young woman with a fierce expression. “We humbly offer whatever assistance we can provide.”

The villagers crowded around her, each expressing their gratitude, reaching out to touch her shoulder or arm, and murmuring their stories.

“Please,” said one woman, “allow us to prepare a feast in your honor.”

Iliya shook her head. “That is very kind. But The Republic government is after me. I must leave at once.”

The villagers brought forward their best vehicle, a mag-scooter. Certainly, it was no magnicopter, but it would traverse the desert much more quickly than her feet.

She expected someone would want to escort her so they could take back the vehicle once she was home. But the villagers insisted that she keep it as a gift for all she had done for them.

She found the mag-scooter rather intuitive to drive. With inner magnets somehow harnessing the magnetic field of the Earth, it felt like the most powerful bicycle in the world as it glided over the sand with a smoothness no bicycle could possibly achieve.
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Some number of days into the trip, she ran out of water. She searched her e-rook, using what was by this point extremely spotty internet, to find the nearest Robin village. Unfortunately, there were no villages nearby. The open desert stretched around her on all sides with undulating waves of sand as the oppressive sun blazed hot overhead.

She closed her eyes and wished for water.

Nothing happened.

Sighing, Iliya meditated and projected into the spirit world.

Her guardian was waiting nearby.

“Tell me something, Guardian,” she said with a bite of impatience. “Was it God’s will that I should fail at sustaining the Robin Network? That Pan should fall to The Republic? That I should die out here in the desert?”

“I do not know God’s plan,” said the guardian tonelessly. “But I doubt he intends for you to die out here.”

“I have no water.”

“Yes, I see that.”

“I cannot wish for more.”

“You know, I tend to keep track of what’s going on in your life, particularly when you’re in dangerous situations.”

Something blotted out the sun. Insects hurtled at her face. Angry red wasps buzzed and hissed, stinging her everywhere.

She shrieked and tried to request protection. But she couldn’t calm down enough to articulate the words.

They were more than just wasps—they clawed at her. Tiny fists grabbed her. They were everywhere. She couldn’t fight them all. They seized her arms, her torso.

With a sinking feeling, she realized they were dragging her below the sand and into a pit of darkness. A numb hopelessness stole over her, a grim inevitability as the crushing weight of defeat sucked the breath out of her chest. Her body dissolved. Her mind melted into a semiconscious chaos.

Bright light flashed, searing the darkness. The clawing hands hissed and retreated. Something stabbed her chest, and she screamed as everything faded into the blinding light.

She awoke choking for breath. Her heart pounded wildly. She lay somewhere on the sand. She didn’t know if she was in spirit or corporeal form, nor if much time had passed. “Guardian?” she called.

“I’m here,” he said softly and with the vocal clarity he only possessed in the spirit world.

“What happened?”

“It seems they’ve been preparing that attack for some time.” He sounded exhausted. “The demons stole your water back in Kyyr. I’m not sure how. They wanted you to run out precisely here, and they staged an all-out attack. The good news is they’ll be weak for a long while after this. The bad news is so will I.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Having recently failed in your task, and with the human authorities armed against you, you must have seemed particularly vulnerable to them. Perhaps they even facilitated The Republic takeover. I don’t know.”

“They . . .” Molten rage seethed in her chest. “They’ve been planning that? Why? What did I ever do to them?”

“You’re the prophet Elijah. They very much want to forestall the fate you usher in.”

“And what fate is that?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

Iliya took a deep breath and stretched her sore limbs. She located her guardian crouching some feet away.

His massive hulking form looked oddly vulnerable with his head slumped, shoulders hunched, and palms flat against the ground.

“How did I escape their attack?” she asked. “I wasn’t able to wish for any miracles.”

The guardian peered at her. “I suppose it’s time I explained this to you.” He sighed. “I am permitted to perform rare and powerful supernatural acts, on occasion, but I can only exercise them through you and only in emergencies.”

“Really?” asked Iliya.

The guardian nodded. “When you do miracles, they shorten your lifespan. But I cannot shorten my own lifespan because mine is tied to yours. I live exactly as long as you do—no more, no less. So when I perform a miracle, I sacrifice not my future but my past.”

Iliya tried to understand. “What does that mean?”

“When I do a miracle, I give up a piece of what makes me who I am, a memory of my past life as a human. The most poignant, most defining, most intimate and cherished memories are the ones I must sacrifice first. They are stripped from my spiritual existence—they are no longer a part of my spirit. Forever.”

“That’s . . . horrific,” Iliya gasped. “That’s monstrous. That’s . . . evil.”

“It is the way of things,” said the guardian with a shrug. “It is my path to walk.”

“So . . . when the demons disappeared, you saved me, but you lost some of who you are?”

He nodded.

“And you have no memory of those things anymore?”

He nodded again.

“Guardian, I . . . I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything. I just want you to understand. We are tied together, you and I. When you breathe your last breath, I breathe mine. I was granted this existence, this life, to guide you. Every time you perform a miracle, you shorten my life along with yours. I know I make my jokes, play my tricks. I make light of our situation. But ultimately, I am your servant.”

“No, Guardian,” said Iliya fiercely. “We are both God’s servants.”

He shrugged. “Believe what you will. But my fate is bound with yours, and I approach my death as unrelentingly as you approach your own.”

A bird cawed loudly overhead. Iliya jumped at the noise.

“The bird indicates water must be near,” said the guardian. “Go back to your body now—there is hope for us yet.”

“How can I hear a bird in the spirit world?” she wondered.

“That is no ordinary bird,” the guardian said mysteriously. “Go now.”

Iliya found her body resting limply in the sand beside the mag-scooter.

Once back within her body, she blinked her eyes open and took a slow, deep breath. “God may have taken pieces of you, Guardian, but I’ll do my best to protect what’s left.”

She jumped back onto the mag-scooter, revved the magnetically-powered engine, and drove off into the distance toward the bird and the promise of water.


CHAPTER 35

She arrived the next morning. The biodome walls were unfortunately too thick to take the mag-scooter inside, so she parked it on the sand alongside the border. Then she ran her hands along the translucent glassy wall until she found an opening large enough to crawl through. Keeping her head down, she pressed through the thick vegetation and dense forest trees until she came to a clearing. She walked along the winding dirt pathways until she arrived at the old cottage.

The weeds had completely overgrown it, but she was prepared for this inevitability. The house seemed strangely dark and quiet, but otherwise it looked exactly as she remembered it.

She dared not go inside; the loneliness and oppressive quiet would surely drive her mad. But after confirming the house’s continued existence, she headed down the familiar path toward the Clemences’ house.

She didn’t encounter any old acquaintances, which she found rather comforting; she dreaded explaining why she had come home or why they would soon stop receiving the medications and supplies they had come to expect through the Robin Network.

She approached the Clemences’ house. Colorful flowers dotted the front lawn, and the house seemed as warm and inviting as the day she had dropped off her siblings. For all she knew, there would still be hot cocoa brewing in the kitchen.

She knocked tentatively.

Nadia opened the door and gave Iliya a blank look. “What are you doing here?” she asked in a less-than-friendly tone.

“Um . . . I’ve come home,” Iliya murmured, confused by the strange welcome.

“Oh, well . . . come in, of course!” Nadia seemed to force her usual charm and warmth. Her long dark hair was tied back, and soft wrinkles had begun to appear around her eyes and lips like the echoes of previous smiles. “Would you like something to drink? Eat?”

“Water would be great,” said Iliya.

Nadia bustled to the kitchen. “I’m sure you want to see your siblings—they’re in school right now, of course, but they’re doing so well. Both are excellent students, and they’re so happy. Pamela plays club ball, you know, she’s quite good. And Baq, quite the student.” Nadia, still clearly disconcerted, handed Iliya a glass of water. “There you go, dear. Let me know if there’s anything else you want. Some cheese and crackers? We have leftover cake.”

“I’m all right for now, thank you.” Iliya glanced around the empty living room; besides Nadia, the house seemed completely quiet. “Nadia—where’s my mother?”

“Ah . . . yes, right.” Nadia wrung her hands. “Well . . . that takes a bit to explain—”

“Did she die?” Iliya had no desire for an indirect, meandering story culminating in the death of another parent. Why couldn’t adults ever say anything unpleasant directly?

“Oh no, nothing like that,” Nadia assured her. “No, it’s just . . . she’s not here, is all.”

“Where is she?”

“Well, you see . . . taking care of her had become a bit of a . . . strain. We love Pamela and Baq with all our hearts. They’ve become our own children, and they’re very dear to us. But Cassandra . . . well, she was quite a handful, as I’m sure you understand.”

Iliya waited for the rest of the story.

“And one day a friend of hers came to call on her—we were so thrilled since she rarely got visitors—and he seemed so taken with her. She was calm when they were together . . .”

Nadia’s increasing embarrassment created a gnawing, cold feeling in Iliya’s stomach. “Where is my mother?”

Nadia frowned. “She’s with Mr. Canton, the baker. He’s looking after her now. But I haven’t heard anything from any of the other villagers, so she’s probably doing fine there.”

Iliya ignored Nadia’s rationalizations, and without another word, she bolted toward the door.

“Iliya,” Nadia called after her, but Iliya kept going.
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She sprinted toward the town center, toward Mr. Canton’s shop. Though the Clemences lived nearby, the pathway felt like it was extending beneath her feet. She tried to keep her mind blank, tried not to imagine what the last few months had been like for her mother.

She burst into Mr. Canton’s bakery. The air, thickened with the smell of baking pastries, taunted her with its sweetness. “Where are you?” she screamed. “What have you done with her?”

“Oh my, what is this racket?” Mr. Canton emerged from the back. He looked exactly the same—a slightly overweight build, a friendly round face, and an apron dusted with a soft layer of flour. He spotted Iliya, and his face went as white as the flour. “What are you doing here?”

“No, no, no. You don’t ask me questions. Where is my mother?” The words rose from a seething pit of rage tight in her chest, setting her skull ablaze with pounding behind her eyes.

“Why, she’s safe of course,” he offered hastily. “We’re very happy together. I take good care of her.”

“Where is she?”

“Iliya, you must understand—we’re in love.” He tried to infuse his words with joviality through a wan smile. “She’s happy with me. She wants to be with me.”

“She is not clearheaded enough to know what she wants,” insisted Iliya. “You’re taking advantage of a sick woman, a mentally unstable woman—”

“She’s not at her best, sure,” he conceded, “but that’s why she needs me to take care of her.”

“She needs someone who won’t take advantage of her.”

“That’s preposterous—I’m not—I don’t—she likes it,” he sputtered.

“Mr. Canton, if you don’t tell me where she is this instant, I’m calling the police.”

He frowned and deflated a bit. “She’s upstairs—she lives with me above the shop.”

Iliya raced toward the wooden stairway in the back and past the cases filled with fluffy bread loaves.

“Iliya, stop,” he called after her. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

She bounded up the stairs two at a time and found a small studio at the top, stuffy from the rising heat of the ovens below.

Cassandra lay resting on the couch, her wiry gray-brown hair puffed around her head, her eyes gazing at nothing, her body draped and angular like a collection of elbows and knees. “Hello, Iliya,” she said in a wistful, almost fatigued voice. “I’m so glad to see you. Are we going home now?”

“Yes,” Iliya replied firmly, her mouth going dry. She helped her mother slide off the couch. Her body felt light as a feather, yet it was hard to handle with all her jutting limbs.

“Stop this,” huffed Mr. Canton, who had bounded up the stairs after Iliya. “We’re happy.” He tried to meet Cassandra’s eyes, but her gaze seemed to melt away, her eyes not really focusing on anything. “Tell her, my love,” he demanded. “Tell her what we have is special.”

Cassandra merely began humming to herself.

“Mr. Canton,” Iliya cut in, “you must understand—with my mother, the lack of dissent is not consent. She is not strong enough to rebuff your advances.”

“That’s silly—of course she is. I never force her to do anything. If she didn’t want to be with me, she could tell me so.”

Iliya shook her head and tried to blink back angry tears. “She was never in love with you. You always loved her, but she . . . she never felt the same way. She told us the stories growing up. Yours was unrequited love, always.”

His eyes also welled with tears. “All of that changed,” he croaked. “I took care of her, and she—she grew to love me.”

“I miss your father,” Cassandra said to Iliya.

“I know, Mother,” said Iliya thickly.

“Frank just wanted to play pretend,” Cassandra explained. “He wanted to pretend that he’s your father, pretend that I’m Mother. It was a game of pretend.”

Iliya remained silent.

Mr. Canton made small choking sounds as he sought the right words. “I never hurt her,” he managed.

“Sometimes the pretend games got too physical,” Cassandra continued, her tone so light the words almost floated away. “But then I would just go away, somewhere else, and leave my body behind—”

“No,” he breathed.

Iliya fought to speak past the tightness in her chest. “I’m sure you never meant to hurt her, but you cannot take a woman in her condition and pretend she’s your wife. You just can’t.”

Mr. Canton inhaled a few slow, heavy breaths. In a small voice wracked with pain, he whispered, “How could she dance with me like that if she didn’t love me?”

Iliya glanced at her mother, whose eyes drifted along the ceiling.

They stood in silence. There was nothing left to say.

Cassandra finally broke the weighty silence. “Let’s go home. I’m done playing pretend.”

Mr. Canton stepped aside to allow them down the stairs. Iliya supported her mother as they descended the staircase back into the sweet-smelling bakery and out into the crisp midmorning air.

They said nothing as they traversed the familiar path to the old house. Cassandra seemed entirely focused on moving her feet. Iliya hated herself more with every step for allowing her mother to come to such circumstances.

They reached the house, and Iliya let her mother inside. Cassandra ran to her usual couch; a cloud of dust exploded around her.

“Just wait, Mother, I must tidy up,” said Iliya.

But Cassandra didn’t listen; she began rolling around on the couch, clearly happy to be home. “I knew you would come back. The savior comes back after three days.”

“It’s been a little more than three days,” Iliya corrected, grabbing some cleaning supplies from the closet.

“Oh, I know,” said Cassandra lightly. “The savior only needed to do that because he failed. You won’t fail, will you, Iliya?”

The words stopped Iliya cold. She looked into the hopeful, confused eyes of her mother. “I’m sorry, Mother,” Iliya whispered, “but I’m afraid I already have.”


SECTION TEN:
APOSTASY


CHAPTER 36

Iliya cleaned the house all afternoon, starting with the rooms most frequented by Cassandra.

In the early evening, Iliya realized Baq and Pamela might not know to return to the cottage. They might be waiting for her at the Clemences’ house instead.

She glanced at her mother lounging on the couch and wondered which would be more difficult for her: remaining alone in the house or venturing outside. Iliya decided—for her own comfort more than anything else—that her mother should remain by her side.

“Come, Mother, we’re going on a little trip to the Clemences to get Baq and Pamela.”

Cassandra nodded and joined Iliya by the front door.

Iliya led the way down the path toward the Clemences’ house. She wanted to talk with her mother, but she couldn’t think of anything to say, and her mother seemed content to hum to herself and watch the wind play with the surrounding leaves.

They reached the Clemences’ house as twilight set in. Iliya knocked on the door.

“Who is it?” asked Mr. Clemence.

“Iliya,” she said, wondering why he would ask.

The door cracked open just a bit. Mr. Clemence peeked through. “Hi there, Iliya. Good to see you.”

“You, too, Mr. Clemence. I’m just here to pick up my siblings.”

“What do you mean?”

Iliya paused, confused; she thought the request had been clear.

“Do you mean you want to see them?” asked Mr. Clemence. “Of course, you’re welcome to join us for dinner.”

“N-no, I came to pick them up. To take them back home. I don’t know if Nadia told you, but I’m back in town now.”

Mr. Clemence eyed her through the half-open doorway. “She mentioned it,” he said slowly.

“So, I figured . . . I would come and get them.”

“See, the thing is, they’re our children now,” said Mr. Clemence. “I mean, we’ve taken them in as our own, and we’re a family. We didn’t expect you would be returning, at least not any time soon. You can’t just . . . take them away.”

“I’m pretty sure I can.” Agitation rose in her chest. “And I will.”

“Iliya”—Mr. Clemence sighed—“we don’t want you creating a dangerous situation for them. Last time you were here, a mob nearly burned your house down.”

“Just . . . tell everyone my miracles are all spent, and I can’t do any more miracles for anyone. I’m not here to conduct more healings. I’m just here because it’s my home.”

“Even so, you’re not exactly in a condition to care for them,” Mr. Clemence added. “You’re just a child yourself. You can’t exercise custody. And your mother . . .” His eyes flickered to Cassandra, who was enthralled by a small beetle crawling across the window ledge. “Well, I’m sure the authorities would agree she’s not a stable caretaker.”

Iliya tried to steady her breathing and keep her mind clear. But the thought of giving her siblings away for good made her want to shriek and throw something at Mr. Clemence’s awkwardly sympathetic face.

She tried her best to suppress the impulse.

“Mr. Clemence, you must understand.” Her voice shook despite her efforts to keep it even. “They’re my siblings. I can’t just . . . give them away. Surely you understand that?”

“But you did give them away. And we’re so glad you did. It’s best for them to be in a stable home. Don’t you want what’s best for them?”

The simmering fury in her chest erupted. “Of course,” she said through gritted teeth. “But we were a family, before you ever were, and I’m not willing to tear it apart.”

“Oh dear,” said Mr. Clemence. “I was hoping this would be a more amicable chat.”

“Well, it’s not,” Iliya grumbled.

“You can come see them whenever you want,” he stipulated. “In fact, I’m sure Nadia wouldn’t mind if you joined us nightly for dinner. We don’t have any extra bedrooms, so we can’t exactly have you stay here with us permanently, but you can essentially be part of the family too.”

“How generous,” she muttered sarcastically.

“Iliya, they’re doing so well.” His eyebrows drew inward earnestly. “All their teachers say so. They’re remarkably well-adjusted, given . . . I mean, they’re doing great. Let’s agree to find a compromise that puts their well-being first.”

Iliya glanced briefly at her mother, who had stopped examining the beetle and now gave Iliya a wide smile.

Perhaps Pamela and Baq were doing better under the supervision of a qualified guardian. Perhaps being free from Cassandra’s addled episodes allowed them a real childhood. Maybe Iliya couldn’t give them what they needed, couldn’t compensate for the gaping hole left by two parents. Maybe her presence did put them at risk. As much as she hated to admit it, she had to consider that staying with the Clemences might actually be the best option for her siblings.

“Fine,” she relented. “They can stay here, but only under the conditions that I can come whenever I want and they can come visit me in our house whenever they want.”

“All right,” said Mr. Clemence. “You’re welcome to join us for dinner tonight, if you would like.”

“That would be great, thank you,” Iliya replied, and he opened the door wider.
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Iliya led her mother into the lovely home. The smell of garlic chicken and vegetables greeted them, and flickering flames in the stone fireplace augmented the warm lamplight.

Pamela’s voice giggled from a back room, “—couldn’t even lift a finger after that.”

Her voice, her laughter, caused a deep ache in Iliya’s chest. For a moment she couldn’t breathe.

Then Baq and Pamela came bounding into the room.

They froze when they saw Iliya. Pamela’s smile, the echo of her last laugh, melted into a gape. Baq’s expression remained guarded and inscrutable.

They looked older—Iliya noticed it immediately. Baq’s hair was longer; the Clemences must have allowed him to grow it. Unlike the scraggly mess Iliya remembered, it was styled carefully, perhaps even with fancy gel. Pamela’s rounded face had sharpened with more prominent cheekbones, and red ribbons bound her sand-colored hair in sections.

“Hi,” said Iliya sheepishly.

“Oh, Iliya!” Pamela ran forward and seized Iliya in a fierce embrace.

Iliya buried her face in Pamela’s hair and clutched her. “I missed you so much,” whispered Iliya.

“We missed you too.” Tears leaked down Pamela’s cheeks. She loosened her hold just enough to gesture wildly at Baq. “Come on.”

Baq’s lips twitched into the start of an emotion, but he swaggered over slowly, as if to suggest he was too cool for hugs and too distant to care what was happening. Nevertheless, Pamela eagerly gathered him into a sibling group hug. Iliya cherished the firm reality of her healthy, happy siblings.

“Are you just visiting?” asked Baq as they broke apart. “Or are you here for good?”

“For good,” she answered. “Things . . . fell apart for me out there. But I’m so glad to hear you’re both doing so well. Everyone marvels at your school performance.”

Baq and Pamela grinned at each other.

“Dinner’s ready,” called Nadia.

Baq and Pamela took their seats at the table. Iliya found her mother standing by the door and helped her into one of the empty seats. Then Iliya sat as well.

“Iliya, we’re so glad you could join us,” said Nadia sweetly.

Iliya gave her a tight-lipped smile.

“Have you been to the old house?” asked Baq.

Iliya winced at the word old. “Yeah—it was pretty dusty, but I think I’ve just about whipped it into shape.”

Baq nodded. “I would love to see it.” He glanced at Careem and Nadia for permission.

Cassandra seemed not to notice; she was busy pushing mashed potatoes around her plate in a swirling pattern.

Careem gave a curt nod. “You and your sister are welcome to see it anytime—outside of school hours, of course.”

“Can we really?” Pamela gushed. “I would love to play in the yard again.”

“So, Iliya, tell us about your travels,” Baq requested. “Where did you go?”

“Well . . .” Iliya wondered what—and how much—to say. “I went to an epicenter. It’s like a really, really big village with lots of people, and there’s technology much more advanced than ours. I worked on getting supplies back to villages like ours.”

Heads nodded around the table. “We’ve used the Robin Network a number of times,” said Careem. “After Dr. Alexandria showed us what was out there—the e-rooks, the vaccines—well, we wanted everything we could get.”

“Unfortunately, the Robin Network has been shut down,” Iliya explained. “The Republic—uh, another epicenter—bought the epicenter we were operating in and shut everything down. That’s why I had to come home.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Nadia. “That Robin Network was a great thing.”

“I’m sure we’ll miss it,” agreed Careem. “But don’t worry, Iliya. We’ll get by as we always have.”

Iliya nodded, her chest tight. “Sure.”

“What was it like in the epicenter?” asked Baq.

“It was . . . loud,” said Iliya. “There are speakers along the walkways, and they try to sell you things. In some parts of the epicenter, the sky is one big advertising banner.”

“Weird,” said Pamela. “What were the people like?”

Iliya tried not to think about Alisha. “They were nice, mostly. Like us. They just have more things. But otherwise, they’re the same.”

Iliya spent the rest of the meal answering her siblings’ questions about the minutiae of Pan—the colors, the smells, and the things sold in the shops. She wanted to hear more about their lives here—their friends and their classes—but they were much more interested in learning about life outside the village.

When they’d finished eating, Careem began clearing the dishes. “Time to do your homework,” he instructed. “Iliya can come back tomorrow.”

Iliya kept her gaze down and awkwardly wound her hands as her siblings stood from the table.

“You will come back tomorrow, won’t you?” asked Pamela.

Iliya nodded. “I can come as much as you would like.” She gave them each a hug.

“Goodbye, Mother,” Pamela offered gently. “It’s good to see you too.”

“Sweet dreams,” Cassandra returned.

Then Pamela and Baq scampered to their bedrooms.

“They . . . really seem happy.” Iliya sighed.

“You’re doing the right thing, Iliya,” said Nadia softly. “I know it’s hard, but too many disruptions in a child’s life can be damaging.”

Cassandra gave Iliya a winking smile. “See? I told you Father would take care of us while you were away.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Iliya said with a bite as she led her mother to the doorway.

“Goodnight,” said Nadia.

They left the cozy lamplight and plunged into the chilly night.
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Iliya ate dinner with her siblings every night that week. She heard stories about their friends in school, their academic achievements, and their extracurricular activities. They really did seem to be thriving.

During the day, Iliya cleaned the house, tended the garden, and looked after her mother. She knew she would need to find work soon if she wanted to provide breakfast and lunch for herself and her mother. The supplies she’d brought back from Pan and the non-perishables left in the kitchen were dwindling. At least now that she was over fifteen years old, she would not need to rely on performing miracles anymore. Maybe she would even find a job doing something she liked, something that could take her mind off her failures in Pan.

While eating dinner with the Clemences one evening, Iliya asked Mr. Clemence if he could help her find a job. “It would be nice to earn some money for us to use during the day,” said Iliya. “I’ve built up quite a number of skills now, so I think I would be fairly useful at a variety of things.”

“I would be happy to help, Iliya,” Careem replied with an encouraging smile. “Nadia and I actually both work part-time. Half the week, she stays home to tend house and prepare dinner, and I stay home the other half. That way there’s always someone here for the kids.”

Iliya grimaced. Was he trying to insult her for working when she’d been their stand-in parent?

“We run one of the local shops—a hardware store,” he explained. “We could hire you as an assistant. You could help attend to the customers.”

Iliya considered his offer. She had plenty of experience with business and marketing after providing Pan subsidiaries with advice; however, she had relied on miracles to be effective. Perhaps it would be nice to do some honest work without help from her prophetic abilities.

“Helping tend the shop would be great,” said Iliya.
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Shopkeeping was not the most enthralling work, but it suited Iliya just fine. She cataloged the inventory, updated prices, and shelved new products. The intermittent appearance of customers added a layer of human interaction that kept the work interesting. Iliya enjoyed helping people find what they needed.

Plus, the Clemences allowed her to run home and check on her mother periodically throughout the day. Cassandra remained surprisingly quiet and stable. She ate well and passed the time playing with yarn and other such activities.

Iliya tried to keep her miracles to a bare minimum. She took the small step of repairing the shattered, fracturing biodome walls to renew the village’s protective covering, prevent the dust storms, and enable the habitat to become self-sustaining once again. She also managed to locate a series of proper hatches that could open and close more securely. Without access to the Robin Network, it was the least she could do to feel useful. But she avoided anything highly visible that would attract any violence toward her family.

Gradually, the villagers began to realize the Robin Network had been cut off, and they came looking for Iliya. They peppered her with questions—on her way to and from work, in crowds that visited the shop, and at night knocking on the cottage door—all wondering if she’d brought any supplies from the epicenter or if she could do miracles instead. Iliya always insisted she was no longer able to conduct any miracles.

Over and over, she performed these same conversations, daily reminders of all her failures.

Iliya avoided using her e-rook to check on the geopolitical situation in Pan. She trusted Alisha’s connections would keep her safe and out of prison, and beyond that, she didn’t really want to know what The Republic did to Pan. Sometimes she wondered which of the Robin Network volunteers had been arrested, but the prospect of finding out only made her throat feel hollow.

The guardian remained quiet as well. If he had any signs, any recommended directions for her life, he kept them to himself.


CHAPTER 37

A few weeks after Iliya Rusul had returned, while eating dinner with the Clemences one evening, she noticed that Pamela didn’t look well; her eyes were half-closed, she wasn’t eating, and she seemed nauseated. Pamela assured Iliya she was fine and just needed some rest.

Over the next few days, however, Pamela continued to feel unwell; she was tired, sluggish, slightly out of breath, and had no appetite. When she came down with a fever, Nadia insisted on taking her to a doctor. While Careem and Iliya worked and Baq attended school, Nadia took Pamela to see a family friend who lived two houses away. Of the four doctors in town, he was one of the newest.

The doctor couldn’t find anything wrong with Pamela. He decided she probably had a low-grade infection—a cold or the flu—and he sent her home with mild medication for the fever.

That evening over dinner, Nadia told the family the good news that Pamela would be fine. She just needed rest and fluids. Pamela went to bed early after barely touching her food.
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Iliya felt encroaching darkness, much like that fateful day in Pan when Felicia had warned of impending destruction. It filled her lungs like breathing ash. Her heart raced.

She excused herself from the dinner table to use the restroom, but instead she crept to Pamela’s bedroom and waited outside the door. Pamela whimpered as she climbed into bed and tried to get comfortable.

Iliya closed her eyes, meditated, and wished for Pamela to be well.

An icy chill seized her senses. It was like running into a solid wall, insurmountable and hostile. She had never felt anything like it before. She knew even if she sacrificed all of her remaining life force, this illness, whatever it was, would not lift.

She returned to the dining table and tried to eat, but she felt numb with shock. As soon as she could leave without inviting suspicion, she excused herself and took her mother home.

After they arrived home and she ensured her mother was comfortable, Iliya meditated and sought her guardian.

He was hovering nearby, clearly anticipating her confrontation.

“Pamela doesn’t have the flu, does she?” Iliya pressed him.

The guardian shrugged.

“Tell me what’s going on.”

“Pamela is quite ill, yes.”

“What’s wrong? How can I fix it?”

“You can’t,” said the guardian with a grim finality.

“I won’t accept that.”

“You must.”

She shook her head. “There must be something I can do.”

“Iliya . . .” The guardian shifted and paused as if carefully choosing his words. “If you want my advice, the best thing you can do right now is leave.”

This was honestly the last thing she expected him to say. “What?”

“Your sister is ill, and it will only get worse. You cannot help. This . . . is not a good situation for you to be in.”

“So I should . . . run away? Not even try to help her?”

“Your sister is a lost cause,” he said bluntly. “You should leave her to die. You can escape to another remote village and hide there. There are people to save elsewhere—people whose illnesses you can heal.”

His callous detachment stunned Iliya. He truly seemed to be losing more of his personality, his humanity, with each of his miracles.

“Guardian . . . you must realize I’m not leaving. Surely you realize that. I could never leave my sister while she’s in such distress. If anything happened to her while I was away, it would destroy me.”

He sighed heavily. “I did not expect you to heed my advice.”

“If I can’t heal Pamela, can I at least . . . find out what’s wrong with her?”

“No.”

“Can I wish for someone else to find out what’s wrong?”

“No.”

“There must be something I can—”

“No.”

“Guardian!” Iliya cried, her panic rising. “I don’t understand. I’m just . . . supposed to stand by while my sister gets sicker?”

The guardian shrugged. “If that is God’s plan.”

Iliya spat at the words.

Her guardian recoiled.

“Then God is evil,” she fired back at him. “And I want nothing to do with him.”

She returned to her body and stayed up all night trying to think of ways to help her sister.
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The next morning, Iliya left Cassandra with her yarn and visited Nadia. Late autumn had fully descended, bringing its invasive chill and splashes of burnt orange and crimson. A few wayward weeds dotted the Clemences’ front lawn, the only wild aspect of an otherwise pristinely maintained property with tidily trimmed bushes and imposing white columns.

Iliya knocked on the door, and Nadia answered hardly a moment later.

“Iliya—I thought you would be at work with Careem,” Nadia greeted with an edge in her voice.

“Nadia, I need to talk to you.” Iliya entered the house without waiting for an invitation and sat in the living room.

Nadia joined her on the couch. “What’s going on?”

“You know that I have . . . special abilities. I brought you back to life.”

Nadia’s eyebrows drew tightly together. “Yes, of course. But I thought you told everyone—”

“I told everyone I can’t do miracles for them, but that’s just to keep Pamela and Baq safe from the mobs.”

“I see.”

“So you must believe me—something is very wrong with Pamela.”

“Pamela?” Nadia bristled. “But she’s fine. We just visited the doctor—”

“I know, but the doctor is wrong. Pamela is going to get worse. Much worse.”

Nadia stared at her for a weighty moment. “Can you heal her?”

“No. Her healing is beyond my abilities.”

“You brought me back from the dead, but you can’t heal flu symptoms?” asked Nadia.

Iliya sighed. “It’s not really . . . under my control. I’m not the one who decides which miracles are possible and which ones aren’t.”

“So what should we do?”

“I think we should start by getting a second opinion. Take her to another doctor in town. Perhaps Dr. Alexandria. At the very least, we should know what we’re dealing with.”

Pamela peeked her head around her bedroom door. Her sand-colored hair looked a bit stringier than usual, and a thin sheen of sweat coated her face. “Is that Iliya?” she asked, rubbing her eyes. “What are you two talking about?”

Nadia glanced at Iliya before replying. “I’m taking you to another doctor.”

“Why?” asked Pamela in a small voice, her eyes darting between Nadia and Iliya. “The other doctor said I just have the flu.”

“We just want to make sure, sweetie,” said Nadia gently. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

Iliya winced and wished Nadia wouldn’t say things like that. Surely she of all people should know that you don’t always get better.

“I . . . need to get back to my mother,” said Iliya haltingly. “Good luck, and please keep me updated.”

Nadia nodded. “Of course.”

Iliya shuffled back to the cottage. She felt relieved that Nadia had heeded her advice, but it didn’t lift the stifling weight of dread that hung over her like a persistent storm cloud.
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Iliya tried to keep busy for the rest of the day by checking on Cassandra and tending shop with Careem, but she couldn’t shake the unease.

That evening, as the sun pressed low against the treetops, a knock sounded at the cottage door. Iliya already knew who would be standing behind it.

She opened the door and surveyed Nadia and Pamela carefully. They wore matching dazed expressions.

“Pamela has leukemia,” Nadia announced in a tremulous voice. The color drained out of her face. “It’s . . . a form of cancer.”

Iliya bowed her head. Although she had expected something like this, it still felt like a dagger ripping open her chest. Devastating news always felt the same. Each second contained eternities. Each second brought its own little explosion of staggering disbelief.

Tears streamed freely down Pamela’s cheeks. “I wanted to come back home.”

Nadia shifted in visible awkwardness. “I . . . offered to settle her by our fireplace with a bowl of homemade soup, but . . . she said she wanted to come back to her . . . her real house.”

Iliya swallowed the wave of tenderness that welled in her chest. “It’s where she recuperated the last time she faced a tragedy. It’s a place she associates with comfort. It’s nothing personal.”

Nadia nodded.

“I’ll help Pamela get settled in her old bedroom,” said Iliya.

“Okay,” Nadia agreed. “I can run back to the house and grab some more supplies.”

Iliya wrapped her arms around Pamela’s shivering shoulders and led her into the hallway.

Nadia murmured, half to herself, “I just . . . don’t understand. Leukemia. How could she have caught such a thing?”

“You don’t catch it, I don’t think.” Iliya peered at Nadia, at the tears welling in her eyes. “I don’t think you did anything wrong,” Iliya offered.

Nadia gave her a tight-lipped smile.

Iliya led Pamela to her old bedroom, which was rather sparse because most of Pamela’s possessions remained at the Clemences’ house. Even so, a few details—a stuffed bear in the corner and an old drawing tacked to the wall—marked the familiar space. Iliya helped Pamela into bed. “I washed the sheets,” Iliya explained. “Just in case you ever wanted to come back and stay here.”

“Iliya—will I be okay?” asked Pamela.

Iliya looked into Pamela’s teary eyes and felt only despair. “We’ll do everything possible in the universe to make you well again,” Iliya assured her.

Pamela grasped Iliya’s hand. The warm contact of her clammy skin, her sweetly comforted smile, the way her light-brown eyes glinted while gazing at Iliya as if Iliya were an angel and could do anything in the world, as if she could keep Pamela safe—it all brought tears springing to Iliya’s eyes. She blinked them away for Pamela’s sake.

Iliya pulled the covers up tight over Pamela’s shoulders and choked back the tears as she urged, “Get some rest.”

Then Iliya stepped away, closed the bedroom door, leaned against the wall, and collapsed into silent, gut-wrenching sobs.
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Over the next few days, Iliya tried countless methods of wishing for a miracle. But any way she phrased the request, she met the same intractable wall of refusal.

In the meantime, Dr. Alexandria brought the best chemotherapy drugs he could find. Without the Robin Network, access became much more complicated. Normally, he would simply input the diagnosis into the Robin database, and in a few days or weeks, a variety of treatments would appear at his doorstep. Instead, Dr. Alexandria had no choice but to use whatever supplies he already possessed or to ask around to see what extra supplies other nearby doctors had available. He started Pamela on a regimen of chemotherapy, unsure if it would successfully cure her form of cancer. But it was the only option. At least they had caught the cancer early.

The chemotherapy only made Pamela feel worse, but Dr. Alexandria told them to expect that. She could hardly keep down any food, and she became even weaker and more fatigued. Her beautiful blond hair fell out in clumps on her pillow.

While they waited to see whether the chemotherapy was working, Iliya vowed never to leave Pamela’s side. Careem and Nadia took turns running the shop and co-parenting with Iliya. Though Iliya had stopped earning money, Careem and Nadia continued to provide food. When she wasn’t feeding, holding, or medicating Pamela, Iliya cleaned the house, tended the garden, picked Pamela fresh flowers for her bedroom, checked on Cassandra, and prepared meals.

Before she knew it, Iliya had fallen into a routine of caring for Pamela around the clock.

Dr. Alexandria’s examination a few weeks later confirmed her fear: the chemotherapy could slow Pamela’s cancer but could not cure her. She needed an alternative treatment unavailable in the village.

Iliya poured herself into strategizing some way out of this. Maybe she could return to the epicenter and steal medications. Maybe she could contact Alisha or one of the smugglers and convince them to transport something illegally. Iliya asked Dr. Alexandria for all the details of Pamela’s condition and researched it on her e-rook. She identified all the potential treatments that existed, and she tried to formulate a plan for acquiring them. She attempted to determine which smugglers had been jailed and which still roamed free, and she reached out to potential helpers online.

But the treatments Pamela needed were not easily transportable; they required heavy machinery that could not be loaded onto a truck or magnicopter and smuggled through the spokes. And with Pamela’s diminished stamina and energy, Iliya doubted she could handle a trek into the epicenter, particularly given Iliya’s criminal status.

The Clemences brought herbal supplements and other nonscientific treatments, which Iliya allowed but had little faith in. Pamela’s condition remained unchanged.

One evening in her own bedroom, Iliya meditated and confronted her guardian yet again.

As she leapt from her body sitting crossed-legged on the floor, she demanded, “Who’s behind this? Is God doing this? Or is it demons?”

“It’s time to leave, Iliya,” said her guardian, hovering helplessly against the wall. “There’s nothing more you can do here. Your journey must continue.”

“Can I trade something? Anything?”

“If you head west this time, you can avoid The Republic’s authorities and settle in a village on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea—”

“If I bring Pamela to Pan, will she die? Will I get arrested?”

“It’s quite lovely there on the coast,” he continued. “The weather is balmy and mild.”

“What if I take her to another epicenter?” Iliya pressed him. “Would they arrest me there too? Can Pamela handle a trip that far?”

“You’ll find there are plenty of miracles well within your reach, there on the coast—you can save an entire town suffering from a nasty plague.”

“Guardian!” she cried, and he fell into silence. “Tell me how to heal Pamela.”

“I already told you—you can’t. You should just leave her to die.”

“Who is behind this? At least tell me that.”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if it’s God or demons?”

The guardian paused. “No.”

Without another word, Iliya dove back into her body. Her guardian was useless. There had to be another way. There had to be someone who could help.

A wild idea occurred to her. She found Cassandra humming softly to herself and playing with yarn on the couch in the den.

“Mother, I have a question for you.”

Cassandra fixed her eyes on Iliya and smiled. “Hi there, Iliya.”

“I need you to tell me how to save Pamela.”

Cassandra’s eyes slid out of focus. “Pamela?”

“Yes, she’s ill, and I need you to tell me how to heal her.”

“Healing comes from within,” said Cassandra softly, wistfully.

“Can you tell me who’s doing this to her? Do you see any demons? Do you sense something from God?”

Cassandra began to tremble, her gaze sharpening as her eyebrows drew inward. “I don’t want to see things,” she said warily.

“You must try,” insisted Iliya as she sat beside Cassandra. “I’m sorry, but otherwise Pamela could die. We need to save her. You’re the only one who can help me.”

Cassandra closed her eyes and shuddered. For a few moments, she sat in silence. Then her eyes popped open, and in a deep hollow voice, she said, “God is all things—demon and angel, good and evil.”

“He . . . what?”

“God is gods. God is all-powerful. God is a collective. Gods fight in constant turmoil. They compete for the souls of humanity.”

Iliya listened, hardly daring to believe what she heard.

Cassandra continued, “God’s consciousness is infinite, divided. The creator is but one manifestation of the all-knowing collective. God wants all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”

“What about Pamela?” Iliya breathed.

Cassandra paused, shaking. “God is at war with God. Some want you to succeed. Others bar your pathway. Salvation is not assured.” Then Cassandra fell to the pillows, her body limp and exhausted. “Go away now,” she said in a childish voice.

Stricken, Iliya crept back down the hall. She peeked in and watched Pamela sleeping, her forehead slick with sweat and her body trembling.

God is at war with God, Cassandra had said.

So the fairytale illusion that a singular consciousness or a benevolent parental figure had a plan for his prophets to fulfill was pure fiction. Demons came from God just as readily as guardians did. The evil that plagued her sister, that sickened her from within, was just as much a gift from God as any blessing was.

Back in her own bedroom, Iliya sat on the floor. Her heart sank palpably in her chest as an odd stillness stole over her—a calmness in admitting total defeat. She had been betrayed.

She meditated one last time to say goodbye to her guardian.

“I know what you’re going to say,” he murmured as she rose from her body. His voice sounded deadened, numb, and not in his usual dramatic timbre.

“You lied. God does not have a plan for me.”

The guardian shrugged. “My understanding evolves with yours. I do not know all things.”

“But you don’t deny my mother’s claim.”

“No. I don’t.”

“I was never on a stable, singular pathway toward righteousness,” she said, heat rising in her chest. “I was tossed and buffeted around like a leaf in a storm. I was nothing more than a pawn, a plaything in a cosmic battle the likes of which I couldn’t even comprehend.”

The guardian paused as if letting the meaning of her words sink in. “Yes,” he said.

“And yet you still want me to go to some other village in pursuit of God’s will?”

“My orders from God are to advise you to leave,” the guardian explained slowly, meticulously. “But I understand if you don’t want to listen.”

Molten anger boiled in her chest and blazed up her throat. “Of course I don’t want to listen.” She took a few shallow breaths while watching her guardian simply hover there, infuriatingly silent and complicit. “How can you follow a God who takes the best part of who you are?”

“I chose my loyalties a long time ago,” said the guardian quietly. “But you—your choices are yet to be made.”

Iliya nodded and bent toward her meditating body. “Send me a sign if you see any way to heal Pamela.” She made no effort to hide the coldness in her tone. “Otherwise—don’t bother.”

“Do what you think is best.” His voice faded as she reentered her corporeal form and the spirit world melted away. “I will be here waiting for you until your dying breath.”


PART ONE EPILOGUE

Every day Iliya searched for new possibilities for healing Pamela. She tried to contact old allies in the epicenter. She researched new medications and even attempted to create a few on her own. She tried to arrange transport for Pamela to one of the epicenters. But nothing succeeded. The Republic’s controls were too tight, her allies too dispersed, and Pamela’s condition too severe.

Iliya even tried to reach Alisha, despite everything that had happened between them. From her online searches, Iliya learned Alisha had graduated as the valedictorian of her high school and had became a full-time student at the university in former Pan. But all signs of her former life—the Robin Network, the activism—had been stripped from her public profile. Some deeper searches revealed Alisha was watched by The Republic government and tailed constantly by one of their operatives. If she did anything suspicious—like help Pamela—she could be arrested, or worse.

With the internet, the former Robin Network influences, and the available resources, the village doctors kept Pamela alive while nearly three years passed. God’s purpose and her guardian faded to the back of Iliya’s mind. Iliya became nothing more than Pamela’s devoted caretaker.
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Iliya Rusul’s guardian struggled to fill his time.

“The thing is,” he explained to a gray spirit hovering nearby one warm Saturday morning, “even when we were arguing, at least I was speaking to someone. Sentient beings, we’re not built for solitude. Solitary confinement is a harsh form of punishment, you know.”

The gray spirit’s vacant eyes focused on nothing as it shifted aimlessly, its toes barely grazing the well-worn path.

The guardian turned toward the house and watched Iliya finish her yard work. “She hardly goes anywhere anymore,” he mused. “How often can I be expected to look at the same five shrubs? Doesn’t she tire of this? She didn’t even bother to celebrate her last few birthdays. She’ll be nineteen before long.”

The gray spirit showed no signs of listening other than continuing to hang around nearby.

“I know what you must be thinking,” the guardian continued, undeterred. “You must be wondering why I don’t send her any signs, why I don’t keep trying to communicate with her, or why I don’t compel her to leave. But what’s the point? She won’t listen anyway. Why bother injuring us both?”

The gray spirit ambled in a strange little circle like a dog chasing its tail but with significantly less purpose.

“She never meditates anymore either,” the guardian said. “I’m not sure if she’s avoiding me out of anger for my alliance with God or out of concern for my memories. Maybe she doesn’t want to risk drawing the attention of demons by chatting with me. I suppose that’s rather considerate of her.”

Finally fatigued with their conversation, the gray spirit glided over the hill and vanished.

The guardian sighed heavily. “At least in Pan, I had the opportunity to speak with someone else—even if it was Felicia, of all people. Gray spirits are hardly conversational.”

He returned his gaze to Iliya Rusul, his stubborn charge who was presently packing up her gardening tools.

“She must miss me,” he whispered. “Surely she must miss me even if she would never admit it. At least I offer a fresh perspective.”

She brushed the dirt off her hands and lifted her bag of tools.

He drifted closer, preparing to follow her back into the house. “Oh, Iliya.” He gave his head a forlorn shake. “Sometimes I wonder if we’ll die together here in this godforsaken village.” He glanced up at the sky, a deceptively vast-looking blue expanse even though it was just a large window in the biodome. The slightly warped edges gave away the illusion. “I suppose I would like to see the unbounded sky at least once more before I disappear entirely from this world.”

With that humble prayer, the guardian followed Iliya back inside.


PART TWO


SECTION ELEVEN:
RENEWAL


CHAPTER 38

Reth surveyed the woman before him, her round youthful cheeks and large brown eyes brimming with a sweetness so conspicuous it seemed almost naive—she was like a cute cartoon character. Her figure was petite with delicate contours. Could she really be the powerful, brilliant engineer she was rumored to be?

But Reth had learned not to underestimate potential allies based on their looks. Given what he’d read about her from her school transcripts and a long list of awards and accolades, she was a formidable genius.

She didn’t seem interested in starting their conversation; she sipped her chai, as she idly watched a nearby couple share a moon cake.

Reth had no trouble taking the initiative. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.”

“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t leave me alone.” Alisha pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “So what is it? What do you want?”

“I want to restart the Robin Network.”

Alisha’s eyes darted to the cameras placed strategically throughout the university café. She and Reth sat at a small table for two nestled among many other busy tables full of bustling students, faculty, staff, and other such community members. The clanking of baristas preparing drinks and the low murmur of patrons chattering filled the air along with the resinous smell of coffee. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Reth insisted. “I know you worked with Iliya to—”

“Shut up, don’t say her name,” hissed Alisha. She glanced around with evident anxiety. “You’re going to get me in trouble.”

“I won’t.” Reth grinned to show he wasn’t afraid. “The Republic won’t touch you as long as I’m with you.”

She peered at him with narrowed eyes. “And why is that?”

“I have quite a rap sheet on The Republic. The instant they cross me, their stock is finished. I hold the keys to their hegemony.”

Alisha paused, regarding him. “Who are you?”

“My name is Reth. I’m from—”

“Pan-C, yeah, you said.” She took a deep breath. “You must understand, Reth, the Robin Network got me in a lot of trouble. My parents had to pay their entire life savings to keep me out of prison. The Republic has me under constant watch to make sure I don’t do anything subversive. I can’t step outside without some Republic cop on my back.”

“But you have the database,” said Reth. “They haven’t been able to crack that. You still have all the village information, all the routes. You could help me restart it.”

“And why would I want to do that?” asked Alisha.

“Because in your heart, you know it’s the right thing.” The words came to him as they often did—the key phrases that would compel someone to align with him. “Because you haven’t given up on Pan. You still believe we could become a nation founded on goodness, on righteousness.”

Alisha took a slow, deep breath. “We’re a long way from that vision.”

“But you still believe we can get there. I know you do.” He leaned in and gave her an intent look as he asked in a quiet voice, “What does your guardian think?”

She blinked at him. “How do you know about that?”

“I once met a girl who changed my life.” He leaned back in his chair and tried to summon the image, the memory of her. “Before that day, I was a privileged boy from the spokes, an aspiring writer who lived in a world of books and philosophies. But she came and showed me what it felt like to do something real. Since that day, I’ve never been able to sit on the sidelines. I worked my way up The Republic hierarchy, gained access to their darkest secrets, and earned the support of the people so that I could make this world better.”

“You knew Iliya,” whispered Alisha.

Reth nodded. “I knew her before this mess with The Republic, before they labeled her a violent terrorist and plastered her face all over the internet. And when I found out you were working with her—which, by the way, was rather difficult to find out in the first place—it was immediately obvious to me why she would have picked you.”

“She didn’t—I found her . . .” Alisha fell silent.

“So go ahead. Ask your guardian what to do. I’ll wait.”

Alisha rolled her eyes. “The signs warned me someone like you might come along.”

“And?”

Her lips twitched into a smile. “And my guardian thinks I should help you.”

“Perfect.” A rush of excitement stirred his chest. His plan was falling into place. “We have a lot of work to do.”
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Iliya’s routine had become so typical that anything peculiar stood out prominently.

One afternoon, while Iliya cleaned the kitchen, the doctor’s assistant stopped by. His short brown hair fluffy from the crisp autumn breeze, Brent bustled through the door wheeling a box of supplies. “We got a new shipment of cancer medications delivered this morning,” he said in greeting. “Dr. Alexandria wanted me to deliver some today for Pamela.”

“W-what?” Iliya watched in surprise as Brent unpacked the box. “Where did that come from?”

“I’m not sure,” he replied with a shrug.

“How can you not know?”

Brent glanced up at her with his signature nervous energy, his brown eyes wide like a cornered animal. “I don’t manage the details of our suppliers. Dr. Alexandria manages those relationships.”

“Well . . . where is he?”

“He’s away.”

“Away?” Iliya pressed him.

Brent surveyed the bottle labels. “Out of town.”

Iliya put down her mop and tried to process Brent’s news. Despite the events of years ago, travel outside their village was still rare. Where would Dr. Alexandria have gone?

“Has the Robin Network restarted?” asked Iliya in a hushed voice. “Is it possible?”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

His ignorance infuriated her. “Is there anything you do know?”

Brent handed her three large bottles. “Dr. Alexandria said what Pamela really needs is magnetic resonance therapy, possibly even a stem cell transplant, all of which require technology well beyond our capabilities here. But he said we can start Pamela on a higher dosage of the medications she’s already been using.”

“All right.” Iliya accepted the bottles. “Thank you.”

Brent smiled. “Don’t worry, Iliya. Things are going to turn around.”

Iliya’s chest tightened. “Is that so?”

Brent secured the box. “Dr. Alexandria said he expects there will be new treatments coming in the near future.”

“What—did he say why?”

“No, sorry.” Brent seemed genuinely apologetic. “I must go . . . lots of deliveries to make this afternoon.”

Iliya sighed as Brent wheeled away the new medicines.

With fumbling hands, she tried to search her e-rook for anything that might explain what was going on. Had the Robin Network really restarted? Or was it some kind of trap? Had The Republic discovered where she lived? Could she trust that the medicines were safe?

Her stomach dropped as her e-rook screen went black. Of course—she’d forgotten to charge it.
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Early the next morning before the sun had risen, a knock sounded at the front door. Iliya tried to ignore it, figuring it was a villager looking for healing, but the knocking grew louder. Careful not to wake Pamela, Iliya opened the front door a crack.

“It’s terribly early,” she whispered. “Pamela’s sleeping.”

“You’ll want to take this visit,” said Dr. Alexandria in the epicenter common language.

Iliya opened the door wider and gasped.

Opal, Reth’s mother from Pan-C, stood beside Dr. Alexandria. She’d lost some weight since Iliya last saw her, and her hair had grayed, but her expression was just as stern, her brown eyes just as penetrating. “Where’s the patient?” asked Opal.

“In-in here,” stammered Iliya, stepping aside.

“Dr. Alexandria has briefed me on her condition.” Opal walked toward the bedrooms with Dr. Alexandria trailing behind. “We may need to take her back to Pan-C.”

“I don’t think she can make the trip,” said Iliya dazedly while following the doctors down the hall. “She’s very weak.”

“Amithi brought the magnicopter,” explained Opal. “We can fly her straight to the hospital.”

Iliya’s breath stopped in her throat. She wondered if she was dreaming.

Pamela stirred awake with a moan as Opal began to examine her. “What’s happening?”

“This is Opal,” Iliya said.

“I prefer to use Dr. Alem with my patients,” said Opal.

“Right, Dr. Alem,” corrected Iliya, still feeling disoriented. “She’s . . . a very qualified doctor from the spoke towns. She’ll take good care of you.”

Opal examined Pamela using tools from her handbag. “I would like to get her to the hospital as quickly as possible.” Opal turned to Iliya and Dr. Alexandria. “Will you help me carry her to the magnicopter?”

“What’s a magnicopter?” asked Pamela.

Iliya scooped up Pamela; she weighed hardly anything as a fraction of her former self. “It’s a vehicle that takes you up into the air like a bird so that we can take you someplace where they have everything they need to make you feel better.”

Pamela buried her head into Iliya’s chest, and Iliya cherished the feel of her breath, the rhythmic proof of her continued survival.

Iliya followed the doctors into the cool predawn air.

“I’ll alert the Clemences,” said Dr. Alexandria as they trekked across the lawn. “I’m sure they’ll want to know where you are.”

Iliya held Pamela closer.

“And . . . what is to be done with your mother?” Dr. Alexandria asked.

Iliya swallowed. Her mother must have remained on the couch. Had she even noticed the commotion?

Dr. Alexandria continued, “I’m sure I can find suitable care for her if you can send me supplies from the epicenter hospital.”

“Yes—of course, I’ll see what I can do,” Iliya assured him. She hated the idea of leaving her mother’s care in someone else’s hands again, but she didn’t see any alternative.

With a nod, Dr. Alexandria broke off to find the Clemences, and Iliya followed Opal toward the outskirts of town.

Watching Opal hurry through the empty streets with impressive alacrity, Iliya managed to stammer, “How . . . why . . . what brought you here?”

“I was told you needed a magnetic resonance oncologist,” said Opal matter-of-factly.

“But…surely you could have sent someone—”

“A lot has changed since you left former Pan-C,” said Opal, her tone cryptic, “but I don’t think I should be the one to explain it to you.”

Head still spinning, Iliya carried Pamela through the biodome to where the magnicopter sat waiting on the sand. The brisk wind from the spinning blades whipped Iliya’s hair around her face.

“Hi there,” shouted Amithi from the driver’s seat. “Three to the Pan-C hospital?”

They climbed into the magnicopter and tried to help Pamela get as comfortable as possible while still buckling her in safely. Iliya stayed with Pamela in the back, and Opal joined Amithi in the front. When the hatch closed, the roar of the magnicopter quieted.

Then the magnicopter lifted, and Iliya watched her village shrink—a bubble of green among sand that appeared purple in the hazy predawn twilight.

“Look, Pamela, see that?” Iliya prompted. “We’re going high in the air.”

“Cool,” murmured Pamela weakly.

Iliya held Pamela’s hand as they traveled east. “Is it still called Pan-C?” Iliya asked. “I figured they would rename it when The Republic took over.”

“They did, but many of us still use the old names,” explained Amithi. “It drives The Republic officials crazy—our little form of rebellion by keeping Pan pride alive.”

Iliya wanted to ask if Opal really thought she could heal Pamela, but the words dissolved somewhere in her throat. As she glanced down at Pamela, who was struggling to stay awake, Iliya decided to wait and ask more privately in case the answer was disheartening.

Amithi flew smoothly, encountering no bad weather, no surveillance, and no problems of any kind. Iliya fought to keep breathing through her shock. She blinked hard, trying to wake herself in case this really was a dream. But everything felt real—Pamela’s small clammy hand, the whirring engine, and even the sickening feeling of gliding far above the ground. With each passing minute, the sky brightened as the sun winked over the endless horizon.

When Amithi lowered the magnicopter onto the hospital roof, attendants rushed toward the vehicle. As the doors opened, Opal shouted brief code words, and the attendants slowed their frenzy. Iliya wondered if Opal had alerted them that Pamela’s life was not in immediate danger. The attendants helped Pamela into a wheelchair.

Iliya followed Opal as she wheeled Pamela to an elevator while Amithi stayed behind with the magnicopter. When the elevator doors opened, Iliya recognized the white hallways and fluorescent lights of the hospital.

Opal brought Pamela to the oncology ward. This time, the assistant Neha did not try to stop Iliya.

“I’m going to run a few more tests,” Opal explained to Iliya. “Then I’ll probably start magnetic resonance therapy. You can wait in the waiting room, or—”

“I want to stay with her,” insisted Iliya.

Opal nodded. “You can as long as she’s not inside the machines. Then you’ll need to wait in another room.”

Iliya watched Opal run all her tests. She took blood, wrapped various contraptions around different parts of Pamela’s body, and eventually put Pamela inside a full-body machine that took up the entire room. Iliya remained nearby the entire time; this was Pamela’s first trip outside her home village, and Iliya knew how frightening that could be.

A few hours later, Opal had determined the exact level of therapy that Pamela needed.

“It would have been better if we’d started treatment sooner, but we still have a good chance of beating this,” Opal explained. “How she responds to the initial treatment will be a good indication of what we can expect going forward.”

“What is it like? The treatment?” asked Pamela in halting epicenter common language. Iliya was impressed that she had learned so much through the Robin Network.

“We’ll put you in a machine, and you’ll see different colored lights,” Opal said gently. “It’ll be noisy, but don’t worry about that. You’ll feel a little warm sometimes and a little cold other times. Sometimes you’ll feel sort of tingly like someone’s tickling you. But it’s not a very painful procedure.”

“Okay.” Pamela glanced at Iliya. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”

Iliya’s eyes filled with tears.

“This is going to take a few hours,” Opal warned Iliya. “You might want to get some food.”

“I’ll be fine,” Iliya insisted.

“The magnetic resonance room doesn’t have windows—it can’t—but we can set up a chair just outside the room.”

Opal wheeled Pamela into the resonance room, and a nurse brought a chair for Iliya.

Iliya tried to stay awake, but the rhythmic whirring of the resonance machines lulled her into a light stupor. When she woke, a platter of food waited beside her with a note that read, “For I.R.”

Her stomach rumbled in appreciation. It was just some flat, slightly stale bread and crumbly cheese, but she ate with gratitude, nonetheless.

Finally, Opal and Pamela emerged. Iliya jumped up and searched Pamela’s face, body, and posture. She seemed weary, but her eyes held more hope than Iliya had seen there in a long time.

“We need to wait a bit before we’ll know how she responds to the therapy,” Opal explained. “Let’s set her up in one of the hospital beds. She can eat and get some rest.”

Iliya followed them to a private hospital room. Opal helped Pamela into bed and hooked her up to monitoring machines while Iliya sat in a chair beside the bed.

A nurse with short gray hair and a kind smile brought Pamela vegetable rice and bread, and Iliya’s heart leapt when Pamela took a bite.

“How was the magnetic resonance thing?” asked Iliya.

“Not bad,” said Pamela. “But it was really hard to stay still that whole time.”

“I would imagine.” Iliya gave Pamela a shaky smile. “You’re very brave, Pamela.”

Pamela shrugged. “I’m just excited these people seem like they can help me, maybe.”

The nurse returned. “Pamela—your parents sent a message to the hospital saying they love you and that they’re trying to find a way to come and visit.”

“Her parents?” asked Iliya in confusion.

“He means the Clemences,” Pamela explained. “That’s fine.”

Iliya fought down a wave of rage and unease. For a moment, even all these years later, she had hoped it would be their real parents again, somehow.
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A few hours later, as day faded to evening, Opal returned to share the test results.

“Pamela was extremely responsive to the initial therapy.” She thumbed through the papers on her clipboard. “That is a very good sign.”

“Really?” Pamela squeaked.

Opal nodded. “With a few more treatments, you should be cancer-free.”

The entire world spun. Iliya could hardly speak. “That’s . . . wow,” she managed to utter.

“It’ll take a few more weeks of therapy. And I would like to keep you in the hospital for another week or so, at least, until you get your strength back.” Opal gestured to Iliya. “Can I speak with you outside for a minute?”

Iliya nodded, and after giving Pamela’s hand a quick squeeze, she followed Opal out of the room.

“Pamela’s prognosis is extremely good,” Opal relayed, clutching the clipboard to her chest.

“That’s . . . such good news.”

“We’re trying to keep you here under the radar. We’re not putting your name in any records, and we’re marking this as a routine case,” Opal explained with an analytical detachment.

“Okay.”

“The political situation is a bit complicated right now.” Her gaze fell to the floor. “If Republic officials find out you’re here, it won’t turn out well for any of us.”

“I can’t thank you enough for doing this, Aunty,” Iliya murmured.

Opal shrugged. “I couldn’t exactly say no to my son.”

Iliya took a moment to connect the dots. “Reth?”

Opal nodded. “He was the one who found out Pamela was sick and arranged this illicit excursion. He was intent on curing her.”

“Oh.” Iliya was stunned.

“But I should really let him explain all this,” said Opal briskly. “He didn’t want me to tell you anything.”

“Well . . . I appreciate you telling me. Can I see him?”

“He’s in the epicenter taking care of some political nonsense,” Opal explained. Iliya couldn’t read her tone. “But I’m sure he’ll be elated when he finds out about Pamela.”

Iliya nodded. “Thank you again.”

As Opal walked away, Iliya tried to process the new information. She wondered how Reth had discovered her plight and arranged this aid.

For the first time in years, Iliya considered the possibility that everything would be okay.


CHAPTER 39

Over the next week, Opal and her colleagues continued treating Pamela. Steadily, she gained strength, whether from the treatment itself or from the hope that she might soon be cured. Iliya couldn’t tell which.

“We can’t keep you two in the hospital any longer,” Opal explained to Iliya one morning as they stood beside Pamela’s hospital bed. “It will raise suspicion. And we can’t keep you in our house. Because of Reth’s status, we’re under surveillance at home.”

Iliya didn’t know what Opal meant by Reth’s status, but inquiring seemed inappropriate. “So where can we stay?” she asked.

“Reth has some friends, Vera and Tenzin, who have agreed to take you in. You’ll come back to the hospital every few days for Pamela’s outpatient therapy and check-ups.”

“Friends?”

Opal nodded. “They’re waiting outside to take you back to their house, if you’re ready.”

Iliya glanced at Pamela, who smiled cheerfully from the bed. She looked so much better than she had a week ago. “Yeah, okay,” Iliya agreed. “If you think that’s best.”

Opal secured Pamela in a wheelchair and led them to a secret back entrance of the hospital—a narrow service hallway requiring keycard access.

Reth’s friends, a young couple in their early twenties, waited in a sun-drenched parking lot. Tall and slender with thick black hair down to her waist, Vera had features that seemed theatrically bold with a broad tawny forehead, a wide flared nose, and a gaping smile that seemed impossibly wide for her ovular face. Tenzin stood concealed a bit behind her, also tall and slim with braided black hair and freckles dotting his mahogany nose and cheeks.

Vera gasped upon spotting Iliya. “It’s really you? The Republic told everyone you were captured.”

“Fortunately not,” said Iliya. “Thank you for taking us in.”

“It is our pleasure to assist Reth Alem,” said Tenzin solemnly. His comparatively shy demeanor complemented Vera’s more expressively dramatic presence.

Iliya helped Pamela to their car, which was small, orange, and boxy. Vera and Tenzin occupied the front seats while Iliya sat beside Pamela and ensured her safety belt was buckled properly.

With a sickening whoosh, Vera drove them away from the hospital at a dizzying pace. Iliya never could quite adjust to the lightning-fast modes of transportation outside her home village.

“So tell me about Reth,” requested Iliya. “What is he up to these days? It sounds like he’s been pretty active in the political scene.”

Vera and Tenzin exchanged glances.

“I’ve . . . been living under a rock, so to speak,” Iliya stammered.

Vera explained, “After The Republic took over, they found the source of the Pan-C plant article and traced it to Reth.”

“Oh, no.” Iliya swallowed her guilt. “I never meant to get him in trouble.”

“Don’t worry.” Tenzin glanced over his shoulder at her. “Instead of getting him in trouble, The Republic celebrated it.”

“What? Why?” asked Iliya.

“They held him up as a truth-teller,” Tenzin replied, “an admirable figure in an otherwise corrupt Pan government.”

“So . . . what happened to him?” Iliya pressed them.

Vera answered, “The Republic staffed him as a speechwriter in their PR department and then pretty much forgot about him. They wanted him on staff so Pan citizens would trust The Republic’s PR and believe it was coming from someone genuine. They trotted him out to make occasional public announcements, that kind of thing. I guess they figured they would be able to control him. If he depended on them for his paycheck, maybe he would be obedient.”

“So that’s it?” asked Iliya, confused. “He’s a speechwriter for The Republic?”

“Well . . . that’s not the whole story,” said Vera with a grin. “At the same time, he began developing a secret identity by still using Veritas as his platform. He became the figure known publicly as RA.”

“He used that to build a following,” Tenzin added. “People hung on his every word. He dissected the current governmental system, pointed out all the flaws, and developed ideas for a more democratic system. He denigrated the ticker as an exploitative tool to maintain economic oppression. His ideas became wildly popular, particularly throughout the spoke towns.”

“Wow,” said Iliya.

“His prose is addictive,” Vera murmured, her tone betraying a certain intimacy. “Everyone wanted to figure out who he was.”

“Then one day, he finally revealed that RA stood for Reth Alem,” said Tenzin. “By then, he had worked his way up The Republic’s PR department and had become the regional director of marketing for the Pan spokes. No one knows what went on behind the scenes, like the conversations Reth must have had with top Republic officials to keep himself protected.”

Vera added, “Not to mention, that was when the Robin Network got up and running again, and rumors say Reth may have had something to do with it . . . it continues right under The Republic’s nose—”

“You think Reth started the Robin Network again?” asked Iliya, astonished.

“Well, someone did, and it was right around the time Reth revealed his true identity,” said Vera. “We’re just connecting the dots.”

“Some speculate Reth might try to take down The Republic from the inside,” said Tenzin. “Maybe he would even try to implement some of the ideas he wrote about.”

“While others think he’s just doing it for personal political gain. They think he wants to seem like a representative of the people just so he can game them more effectively.” Vera scowled, clearly disdaining those who held such a position.

“What do you think?” asked Iliya.

“Oh, given my . . . previous entanglements with Reth”—Vera winked with evident pride—“I think he’s trying to reform the system from the inside.”

“We’re big supporters of his writings as RA,” said Tenzin. “I just don’t think you can write like that if you don’t mean it.”

The car slowed to a stop.

“This is us,” said Vera. “Make yourselves at home.”
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Over the next few weeks, Iliya and Pamela stayed with Vera and Tenzin in their moderate, one-story house. Pamela and Iliya needed to share a bed, but it was the largest bed Iliya had ever seen and was quite comfortable.

Vera and Tenzin fed and clothed them and even drove them to the hospital for Pamela’s treatments. In free moments, Iliya browsed Vera and Tenzin’s ample library of history books, mostly about previous social movements such as civil rights and the women’s movement. They also had a large collection of fiction.

Pamela grew stronger. Her hair began to grow, just a thin layer of fuzz over her scalp, but it was encouraging. Vera lent her colorful, stylish scarves to wrap around her head. Pamela’s increasing energy and cheer warmed Iliya’s heart; Pamela devoured the library books with Iliya and enjoyed playing with technological gadgets only available in the spokes.

Whenever Iliya tried to ask about Reth and the current political situation, Vera and Tenzin seemed increasingly unwilling to share more information. “Find out for yourself,” Vera would tell her with a dismissive wave. “If you want to talk to Reth, just send him a message.”

Vera had lent Iliya her old e-rook, but Iliya could never bring herself to type anything. She would always simply stare at the blank screen. What could she say to Reth? She had known him years ago when he was only fifteen. Clearly, he had changed a lot in that time. Perhaps she should thank him for sending Opal to care for Pamela. But she couldn’t figure out how to shape the words in a way that didn’t sound hollow. Unlike Reth, she was no writer.

So she would always put the e-rook away only to try again another time.
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One morning as they prepared to leave for Pamela’s hospital treatment, someone knocked on the front door. Iliya and Pamela were rummaging in the closet for bags and other accessories; Vera had a collection of eye-catching scarves and purses, which she freely loaned to Iliya and Pamela.

Tenzin answered the door. “Pamela,” he called. “Your parents are here to see you.”

Iliya’s stomach dropped.

Pamela ran to the door. “Hi there! It’s so good to see you.”

Nadia and Careem enveloped her in a tight hug.

Iliya’s breath returned. Why couldn’t she adjust? Others viewed the Clemences as Pamela’s parents—legally and rightfully. Why did that unsettle Iliya each time?

“You look incredible,” gasped Nadia. “Look at you.”

“I feel good,” agreed Pamela with a grin. “The magnetic resonance treatments are working really well.”

Iliya crept forward, swallowing the tightness in her throat. “How’s Cassandra?” she asked from the shadows.

Careem and Nadia seemed a bit startled. “Good,” said Careem. “Dr. Alexandria found her a spot in the Golden Assisted Living Facility. They take excellent care of her.”

Iliya had never possessed enough money to purchase that kind of care. She reminded herself to do something nice for Dr. Alexandria when she returned home. “And Baq?”

“He’s still doing great,” Careem answered. “Mrs. Sonia is watching him while we’re away.”

“It took us awhile to find passage here,” said Nadia. “But we hitched a ride with one of the Robin Network deliverers.”

Tenzin interjected in the epicenter common language, “We’re just heading to the hospital for one of Pamela’s treatments. Would you like to join us?”

The five of them—Tenzin, Pamela, Iliya, Careem, and Nadia—went in Tenzin’s small boxy car to the hospital. Vera stayed home to leave room for them all. Iliya sat with crossed arms, resenting the Clemences’ presence even though she understood why they came. And at least Pamela seemed pleased to see them.

A few minutes later, Iliya sat with the Clemences and Tenzin in the waiting room while Pamela received her treatment from Opal.

“So . . . how have things been?” asked Careem awkwardly. “Pamela looks great.”

“She’s doing really well,” said Iliya. “I hope you don’t mind the way we just . . . ran off like that. It was a really great opportunity—”

“No, we understand,” assured Nadia. “Dr. Alexandria explained everything to us. He said someone from the epicenter contacted him to find out how you were doing, and once they heard about Pamela, they were determined to get her the care she needed.”

“You must have some really good friends in the epicenter,” said Careem.

Iliya merely shrugged.

A few minutes later, Opal brought Pamela to the waiting room. “You must be Pamela’s parents. I’m Dr. Alem.”

“We don’t even know how to thank you,” Nadia uttered effusively in surprisingly coherent epicenter common language. “You saved her life.”

“We thank God every day for you,” agreed Careem.

Opal waved her hand. “Just doing my job. I wanted to let you know—we’re down to Pamela’s last treatments.”

“That’s wonderful news,” exclaimed Nadia.

“Yes. I think by the end of this week, she should be free to go home. I’ll give your Dr. Alexandria some notes about her ongoing care.”

Nadia beamed a smile at Iliya, and Iliya tried to smile back, but she couldn’t quite process the good news. After so many years battling this illness, she simply couldn’t imagine life without it.
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With the Clemences in town, space at Vera and Tenzin’s house was tight. The Clemences joined Pamela in the guest room while Iliya occupied the den couch.

Over the next few days, Iliya mostly kept to herself. With their upcoming departure becoming more real, Iliya read everything she could about the current political situation. She also tried to discover what happened to Alisha.

According to Vera’s e-rook, Alisha seemed to be thriving at the Pan university, now a satellite campus of The Republic university. She had published a few papers on obscure biological subjects and was ranked at the top of her class. Iliya considered logging into the old Robin database, but she didn’t want to raise suspicion.

She also considered sending Reth a message, but she still didn’t know what to say.

One evening, hoping to find Vera or Tenzin to ask them some more questions, Iliya wandered around the house.

Pamela was playing a board game with Careem and Nadia in the den, and Tenzin was practicing religious rituals in his altar room. Iliya found Vera using a large e-rook device in the office.

It was a small room stocked to the ceiling with books, magazines, newspapers, odd trinkets, and even a few framed awards. The large oaken desk seemed surprisingly old-fashioned for someone of Vera’s taste and sensibilities.

“Hi,” said Iliya. “Am I disturbing you?”

“Nah, come on in,” said Vera, leaning back in her chair. “I’m having a bear of a time trying to edit this article.”

“Oh . . . is that your job?”

Vera nodded. “I’m an editor, yes.”

“What do you edit?”

“Well . . .” Vera frowned, shifting in her chair. Her thick black hair hugged her shoulders like a curtain. “I’m the chief editor of . . . a very special media outlet.”

The puzzle pieces clicked together. Iliya couldn’t believe she’d missed it. “Vera—Veritas. Of course. You’re the editor of Veritas.”

“In the flesh.” Vera raised her arms dramatically and gave Iliya a sparkling smile. “I didn’t want to spell it out for you. We’re very secretive at Veritas, you know.”

“So that’s how you know Reth.”

Vera nodded. “Reth came to me shortly after The Republic took over, and we began building his public persona together.” She tilted her head. “I suppose it was his doing more than mine. I just provided the platform. He composed the music.”

“Music?”

Vera waved her hand. “Just a metaphor.”

“So you and Reth . . .” Iliya didn’t know how to phrase the question on her mind.

Vera grinned. “Yes, we were an item.”

Iliya almost said something inappropriate about Vera being a few years his elder, but she managed to bite her tongue.

“We sure had some fun—and I admit that boy impresses the hell out of me—but it was never really anything more than that. We both wanted . . . something else. The real deal.”

“And Tenzin?”

“Tenzin is another writer with Veritas. We fell in love sometime after Reth and I began to drift apart. Tenzin was always a good friend of mine, but then we developed into something more.” Vera became contemplative as if lost in her memories. “Funny, how you can suddenly look at the same person in a new way.”

Iliya remained silent.

“Anyway, don’t blow my cover, okay girlie?” Vera flashed a wide smile, her teeth gleaming. “I promised Reth I wouldn’t post anything about you—so I expect I can count on your discretion in return.”

“Of course,” Iliya assured her.

“Now run along.” Vera tossed her hair as she turned back to her viewscreen. “I have some work to finish up. Veritas won’t run itself.”

Iliya headed to the library. She looked up Reth’s e-dress on Vera’s old e-rook. The message would come from Vera’s e-dress, but Reth would likely figure out who really sent it. After a deep breath, Iliya began typing.

Dear Reth,

Thank you for saving my sister. She is doing much better now, and it’s all thanks to you, from what I’m told.

Iliya hesitated, wondering what else to say.

I will forever owe you a debt of gratitude. You’ve changed my life in ways I cannot even begin to count.

Wishing you the best,

I

She read the e-message once more, then pressed Send.


CHAPTER 40

The next morning, it finally happened—what Iliya wanted most, what she had almost given up on—Pamela was in remission. Her cancer was essentially gone, and all she needed was follow-up care.

After bidding Opal, Vera, and Tenzin a grateful goodbye, Iliya and the others hitched a ride with a Robin Network delivery magnicopter. They made a few intermediate stops and then returned home.

Upon their return, Pamela asked Iliya if she could live with Baq at the Clemences’ house again. Iliya told her she should live wherever she wanted.

Careem and Nadia reopened their shop, which had closed during their visit to Pan-C, and Pamela was excited to return to school. She would likely need to repeat a few grades, but it was a small price to pay for her return. She said she was determined to become a doctor one day like Dr. Alem.

Iliya visited the Golden facility the next morning to check on her mother. For once, Cassandra seemed to be doing quite well. Golden offered a plethora of fun activities, such as yoga, bocce ball, and dancing—much more than Iliya could ever provide at home. Cassandra had even made a few friends. The nurses checked on her regularly and attended to her needs, both physical and psychological. A therapist regularly talked with her about her visions and helped her integrate them into her life more harmoniously.

Iliya left the Golden facility that afternoon thinking for the first time that her family didn’t really seem to need her. It felt satisfying, yet oddly unsettling as well.
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When she returned home that afternoon, Iliya logged into her old e-message account. Even though Alisha had changed her e-dress to something anonymous before Iliya left Pan, Iliya had used a new e-dress in the village as an extra layer of protection. She found all the missed messages that had piled up over the years.

This is Reth. Trying to restart the R. Network. Please respond.

Reth again. Not sure if you saw my last message? Is this I.R.’s e-dress?

Alisha gave me your e-dress. It’s Reth—from Pan-C, remember? I want to help.

Are you aware that Magpro has merged with The Republic?

I’ve been in touch with Dr. Alexandria. He says your sister is ill?

I’ve arranged for better medicines to be sent to Dr. Alexandria. Should arrive soon.

Dr. Alexandria says your sister needs better treatments. Will send help soon. Hold on.

Iliya gazed at the messages in awe. She could hardly believe Reth had put forth such a concerted effort to help Pamela.

She opened a new mail composition addressed to Reth.

Dear Reth,

I’m back home now. Just saw all your missed messages—my apologies. I haven’t used this e-dress in a long time. It’s nothing personal. I appreciate all the trouble you went through to help my sister.

Warmly,

I

She put her e-rook on the bedside table and began the short hike over to the Clemences’ house for dinner.

When she returned later that evening, she saw a message from Reth.

Dear I,

Good to hear from you! I’m glad your sister is doing better.

Any chance I might get to see you again sometime soon?

- Reth

Iliya stared at the message and wondered how to respond. Then she began typing.

Dear Reth,

Unfortunately, I have left Pan-C and am back home now. No immediate plans to return.

She felt this was a solemn way to end an e-message, so she decided to ask a question or two.

Also, I was wondering—how do you know Alisha? How is she doing these days?

Iliya really wanted to know if Alisha still harbored any resentment toward her, but she thought such a question might sound desperate or insecure in an e-message, so she merely signed off.

Warmly,

I

She put the e-rook aside and went to sleep.
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The next morning, she checked for new messages but saw none. Swallowing her disappointment, Iliya went to work at Mr. Clemence’s shop.

All day as she tended the inventory and rang up customers, she thought about her e-rook on the bedside table. What new information might await her when she returned home?

Sure enough, that evening there was a new message from Reth.

Dear I,

I used to work under Alisha’s mother in marketing. I tracked down Alisha in an effort to restart the R. Network. She’s truly the brains of the operation. Within days, she had the whole thing up and running again. She’s doing very well—top of her class at the university, even despite all the extracurriculars. She misses you and sends you her best.

I agree it may not be safe for you to return to Pan. Any chance I could convince you to meet me in one of the other epicenters? Toyosoni and P&C are beginning to look like valuable allies to our cause.

Hoping to see you again soon,

Reth

Iliya read his words over and over again, dissecting them for every possible meaning.

Was he lying about Alisha? Did she really miss Iliya? Or was that something Reth had fabricated to make her feel good?

Why did he want her to meet him in another epicenter? Was there some political purpose he could not disclose over e-message? Or did he just want to see her again for personal reasons?

Sure, the prospect of starting a new adventure with Reth excited her, particularly given how slow life felt lately in the village. Of course, she celebrated her siblings’ success and her mother’s comfort, but with her family so suitably occupied, Iliya felt a growing restlessness. Shopkeeping was hardly her passion, and the days were often lonely.

Also, Reth’s use of the phrase our cause stirred some of her old activism first discovered in Ziya—the sense that she could change the world and make a positive impact. She hadn’t felt enlivened by such possibilities in years, not since before Pamela’s illness. She had to confess that it felt invigorating.

Dear Reth,

Thank you for the updates. Please give Alisha my love. We didn’t part on the best terms, but she will always have my heart and highest regard.

I appreciate your offer, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to leave the village so soon after Pamela’s illness. Maybe down the road, if and when I’m convinced she’s completely well, I’ll consider leaving.

Warmly,

I

That night she dreamed of traveling across faraway lands, discovering new cultures, and making a difference in foreign villages.
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While Iliya Rusul tended shop, her guardian hovered nearby as usual. He gathered his massive body by the front window, which advertised various hardware goods, and he watched the sunlight dance across the dirt whenever a nearby tree waved in the wind.

The sunlight coalesced and grew into a massive ball of light accosting the shop front. The guardian shielded his eyes against the sudden intrusive light.

He exhaled a small sigh as the familiar woman with feathery white wings and braided golden hair passed effortlessly through the solid wooden door. He’d been expecting—and dreading—this visit for some time now.

“I’m in trouble, aren’t I?” the guardian grumbled as he surveyed her cold expression.

The messenger stared back at him without pity. “Why is the prophet still here?” she asked in a firm voice that sent chills down his back. “Why aren’t you telling her to leave?”

“I tried,” the guardian huffed in exasperation. “She won’t listen to me.”

The messenger’s expression remained unchanged. “Then you should keep trying.”

“Come on,” the guardian implored. “I don’t have infinite power—as you well know. What would you have me do? Become a mindless drone with no ability to defend her against demons?”

The messenger’s expression hardened even further. “You should be so lucky to give the last of your independence and become a pure vessel for the Lord.”

He blinked back at her in confusion. “What?”

“Never mind. I didn’t come here to debate metaphysics with you.” The messenger fluttered her wings as if shaking off the remnants of their conversation. “We believe events have been orchestrated sufficiently so that the prophet will now be enticed to leave her village.”

The guardian gave a snide grin. “You mean now that God has decided to spare her sister?”

The messenger clearly recognized the mocking in his tone and clearly had little patience for it. “Do not concern yourself with God’s decisions. It is your job to obey without question.”

The guardian swallowed and squared his shoulders. “Believe me, I understand my job. Did you come here simply to scold me, or do you have anything useful to say?”

“If she reaches out to you, urge her to go.”

The guardian chuckled. “She doesn’t listen to me anyway. Perhaps I should tell her to stay. I trust she would do the opposite out of spite.”

“The sands of fate are shifting in her favor.” The messenger gently shook her head. “The girl will go.”

“Then I guess you have it all figured out. What do you need me for?”

“God sent me to ensure you are ready and prepared to lead her to the next step on her path.”

“Her path?” the guardian asked. “Don’t you mean God’s path?”

The messenger pursed her lips in frustration. “They are one and the same.”

“Perhaps they should be.”

The messenger backed away toward the door. “Take care and heed the word of God.”

The guardian watched through the window as the messenger ascended toward the sky and disappeared in a blink of light. “Always,” he sighed.
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Over the next few days, Iliya continued to receive messages from Reth urging her to visit another epicenter. He became increasingly insistent as the days dragged on.

Toyosoni needs your leadership, he implored. Magpro has merged with The Republic. Toyosoni is at risk of a takeover. They are on the cusp of resisting The Republic’s imperialism, but they need a sign, a strong symbol. You can bring them together.

I appreciate your compliments, but I’m not ready to leave, Iliya insisted.

She continued to tend shop during the day, join the Clemences for dinner at night, and visit her mother regularly. The Rusuls thrived. Cassandra was more content than Iliya had seen her in recent memory. Pamela sustained a clean bill of health in her regular check-ins with Dr. Alexandria. Baq continued to develop his academic prowess.

What can I do to convince to you to come with me? Reth asked one evening. Shall I show up at your doorstep and beg you in person?

Iliya laughed. He almost sounded fifteen again—the bookish and precocious self-starter.

You can come visit if you want, she typed. But I make no promises about my decision.


CHAPTER 41

After a few days. Iliya hadn’t heard from Reth. Was he taking her invitation seriously? Or had he finally given up on convincing her to join him?

Then one evening, as she was preparing to meet the Clemences for dinner, a knock sounded on the door.

Her heartbeat fluttered in her throat. She knew who it was.

Her pulse racing, she took a few halting steps toward the door. Another knock rapped against the door, and the sound rattled her bones as if it echoed into the spirit world. Pulled forward like a magnet, she opened the door.

There he was—the boy of her memories but evolved into someone older, more poised, and more confident. He had grown in every way possible. Though he’d always been tall, he now looked fully comfortable in his own skin. His unwavering gaze, still thoughtful and pensive, now held a strength and conviction that had barely begun to awaken when she first met him. He still wore a friendly smile, but with new determination—not the confusion and uncertainty of pre-adolescence.

He was now a powerful public figure, Pan’s savior, a force to contend with in the epicenter, and a loose cog in The Republic’s tight governance.

“Iliya.” He spoke her name in the deep voice of his father.

She couldn’t form words. She felt disoriented. His deep black eyes were the same, but some new, unfamiliar sensation stole her breath. His presence hinted at past memories and also suggested future ones, possibilities she hardly dared to conceptualize.

“It’s good to see you.” His quiet tone hid so much. He seemed happy to see her, but also cautious—like he thought she might hurt him again.

“You too,” she said shyly. “I . . . um . . . I was just heading to dinner. Would you like to join me?”

Reth nodded. “I would love to.”

They started down the pathway toward the Clemences’ house. The night air remained quiet as if holding its breath while their feet stirred the scattered autumn leaves.

“How did you get here?” Iliya asked.

“I flew. I have a magnicopter outside the village.” Reth gave her a sideways glance. “I came alone, but I’m hoping I won’t leave that way.”

Iliya felt her cheeks grow warm.

“How is your sister doing?” asked Reth.

“Very well. You’ll see her at dinner.”

Reth nodded. “Good. I look forward to meeting her.”

“Reth . . . why did you come here?”

“I was hoping to convince you to come with me to Toyosoni.”

Iliya sighed, her chest oddly tight. “It’s . . . difficult to consider leaving my family again. After all these years, it’s hard to remember why I ever wanted to leave.”

“But you do remember?” His hopeful tone reminded her more strongly of the boy he used to be.

Iliya nodded. “I admit that I’ve started to . . . daydream . . . about my old missions.”

Reth grinned at her, and she couldn’t help but admire how the smile lit up his features. “Good. Toyosoni is struggling to mobilize against The Republic. Not everyone realizes Toyosoni is the next target. If they don’t get their act together soon, The Republic will own the entire eastern hemisphere. Iliya—Toyosoni needs you. I need you.”

Iliya’s heart raced. “I don’t know, Reth.”

“Give me one good reason why you can’t come with me.”

Iliya thought for a moment. “My family may not need me right now, but what if that changes?”

“Then you’ll send help. With the Robin Network reconstituted—”

“That could always change.”

“Then you’ll find another way.” Reth raised his eyebrows beseechingly. “Iliya, don’t you feel this is your destiny? The girl I met years ago had such a crystallized sense of purpose. Even if you didn’t know how or why, you knew what. So what’s your heart telling you now?”

Iliya let out a long sigh. “My heart has been silent for some time.”

“What about your guardian?”

“I haven’t spoken to my guardian in years.”

He stopped walking and took both of her hands.

Her head spun. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was; all she could feel was the steady, warm pressure of his palms against hers. She just wanted him to keep holding onto her.

“I know you feel like you’ve lost your way,” his voice rasped softly like autumn leaves. “But you haven’t. I still have faith in you.”

“We’re almost there.” Iliya tried to regain her breath and calm the giddiness in her mind. “Come on.”
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Iliya knocked on the Clemences’ front door.

Nadia opened it. “Hi Iliya. Who’s your friend?”

“This is Reth. He’s a visitor from the Pan epicenter. I hope it’s all right if he joins us.”

“Of course, come on in.”

Iliya led Reth to the dining table, and Baq and Pamela joined them from the hallway.

“Hi there,” said Pamela. “Who are you?”

“This is Reth,” Iliya said. “Pamela—Reth is the one who sent Dr. Alem, his mother, to help you. He’s the one who orchestrated all of it.”

“Wow . . . thank you. You saved my life,” said Pamela breathlessly in the epicenter common language.

“I’m just glad my mother was able to help,” Reth replied—not in the epicenter common language but in the home language of their village.

Iliya was impressed and profoundly moved to find that Reth spoke her native language with remarkable ease. When and how had he found the opportunity to learn it?

As Pamela sat, she leaned by Iliya’s ear and whispered, “He’s cute.”

Iliya’s cheeks flushed with heat. “Mm-hmm,” she mumbled.

The family began ladling food onto their plates—tharid stew with spaetzle and gougeres.

“So Reth, any news from the epicenter?” asked Nadia in the epicenter common language.

“There’s a lot going on,” Reth answered with a nod. “The Republic has been expanding their reach and increasing their profit margin. They may be gearing up for another hostile takeover. My goal is to stop them.”

“What would that mean for the Robin Network?” asked Careem.

“The priority is to keep the Robin Network going, of course,” said Reth. “I’ll do whatever I can to prevent what happened last time.”

He glanced sideways at Iliya. She busied herself with her food.

“Will Iliya be going with you?” asked Baq.

Reth and Iliya met each other’s eyes.

“Iliya hasn’t decided yet,” answered Reth slowly.

“Oh, you should go, Iliya,” cried Pamela. “What a great adventure.”

“I just . . . want to make sure you’re all right,” said Iliya.

“We’ll be fine,” Baq assured her. “Honestly, Iliya, we were wondering when you would head out again.”

“You were?” asked Iliya in amazement.

Her siblings both nodded. “You’ve been bored out of your mind here—we’ve both seen it,” said Pamela, speaking again in their home language, which seemed to convey a greater sense of intimacy. “Baq and I have our own lives now, and we feel bad that we haven’t been able to spend as much time with you.”

The realization hit Iliya with a grim clarity: her family didn’t need her anymore. Why did she want to stay in the village so badly? Not for her family—for herself. She needed to be needed. Without an ill Pamela or an addled Cassandra, she had no driving purpose.

But she remembered a time, back in her traveling days, when healing the village of Ziya, destroying the poison in Pan-C, and setting up the Robin Network gave her life meaning. A time when she cared about bettering the world beyond the confines of her home. Her siblings would always have her heart, and they would always be her core motivation, but she needed to set them free and to forge her own path without relying on them to make her life meaningful.

“We have e-rooks now, so we can keep in touch,” said Baq. “Go save some more villages.”

A thrill coursed through Iliya’s body. “Okay. I’ll go.”

Reth grinned widely as he took another spoonful of food.
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After dinner, Iliya bid her siblings goodbye and accompanied Reth into the night. “We have one more stop to make,” Iliya told Reth in her native language.

“Of course,” Reth replied with a nod.

She led him a few blocks away to the Golden facility. Visiting hours had already ended, but sometimes the facility made exceptions.

The building was small but sturdy, adorned with fresh purple asters and pastel daisies. In the waiting area, simple paintings of fruit bowls lined the walls, unfamiliar bell-like music chimed from audio speakers, and a fireplace crackled in one corner.

They found the attendant Idris sitting at the front desk. Luckily, Iliya had seen him many times during her frequent visits. A pen was stashed over his ear and propped against his buoyant brown curls.

“Good evening,” Idris greeted them with a polite smile. “What can I do for you?”

“I know it’s after hours,” Iliya explained, “but we’re leaving the village right away, and I may not get another chance to see her for a while.”

Idris beckoned them further into the facility. More homey, colorful paintings and shelves of fresh flowers decorated the walls, and the beige carpeting felt luxuriously plush.

Cassandra sat at a small wooden table playing a board game with another patient, a woman about her own age with graying hair and lightly trembling hands. Cassandra seemed oddly stable in comparison, sitting tall and holding her small plastic game piece in firm fingers. “Iliya, what a nice surprise,” cooed Cassandra as they approached.

The attendant Idris returned to his desk.

“Mother—do you mind if we talk to you for a minute?” asked Iliya.

Cassandra and the other patient spoke a weird language of gestures, facial expressions, and moans. Then the other patient walked away.

“Sheila doesn’t really understand normal language,” explained Cassandra. “But she’s agreed to pause our game.”

“Oh, okay.” Iliya sat beside her mother. “Um . . . well, the reason we came so late is because . . . I’m going on another trip. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

Cassandra’s vague cheerfulness melted into a deep, pensive look. “I don’t believe you will come back,” she said in the shadowy voice of her visions.

A pang of fear hit Iliya’s chest. She glanced up at Reth in alarm.

Cassandra followed her gaze and seemed to notice Reth for the first time. “It’s you,” she cried happily, breaking the somberness. “You are good.”

“Thank you,” murmured Reth, his eyes wide with confusion.

“I’m glad you’re with him, Iliya. He increases your chances of success.”

Iliya thought about dismissing her mother’s crazy banter, as usual, but this time she wanted to know more. “Why do you say that, Mother? Success at what?”

“At salvation.” Cassandra spoke as if the answer were obvious. “Last time, the savior failed to save. You bring hope for the next savior.”

“She’s talking about the Messiah,” said Reth.

Iliya turned to him in surprise.

“She’s saying there was a failed Messiah.” Reth swallowed. “And you—Elijah—are foretold to precede the next Messiah.”

Iliya shook her head, baffled. “How do you know that?”

“Alisha filled me in on some of the prophecies about you,” Reth explained, shrugging a bit sheepishly.

“But . . . those are just prophecies. How do we know what’s true?”

“Search yourself,” said Cassandra. “You know what’s true.”

“Would you give us a moment, Mother?” Iliya asked, and Cassandra nodded.

Iliya beckoned Reth toward the edge of the room and whispered, “I think it’s time I had a chat with an old friend.”

Reth blinked. “You mean . . .”

Iliya nodded.

“Very well.”

Iliya sat against the wall, closed her eyes, and took a few deep breaths to reach the familiar dream-like state. Then she projected into the spirit world.

A group of gray spirits were collected near the back of the room. Iliya tried to ignore their empty eyes and gaping mouths. She wasn’t here to talk to them.

There he was, as always, waiting just off to the side.

“Hi,” said Iliya.

“Hi,” replied the guardian.

“So . . . it’s been awhile,” said Iliya cheekily.

“Yes.”

“Did you miss me?”

The guardian gave her a complicated look. “What do you want to know?”

“Is my mother right? Was there a failed Messiah? Do I bring hope for the next one?”

“I know as much as you do.” The guardian paused. “But it seems reasonable enough.”

“Why would a Messiah fail?”

“I don’t know the details.”

“Well . . . how do we prevent failure in the future?” Iliya pressed him.

“We try our best.”

“So . . . my job is to prepare the way for the next Messiah? So they don’t fail?”

The guardian nodded. “That seems to be the case.”

“How do I do that?”

The guardian gestured to where the living Reth was standing in the corporeal world. “He seems like a good start.”

Iliya’s heart quickened—and not merely at the prospect of traveling to Toyosoni.

“It’s nice when things align like that, isn’t it?” asked the guardian.

“Guardian . . . I’m sorry I abandoned you,” Iliya confessed haltingly. “None of this was your fault.”

“I know,” said the guardian.

“I just . . . didn’t want to be reminded of any of it. I felt so useless as a prophet.”

“I know.”

“I thought I had failed—irrevocably.”

“But you haven’t.”

Iliya glanced at the spot where Reth was standing. “No, I suppose not. Thankfully, my friends picked up where I left off.”

“Friends have a way of doing that.”

Iliya smiled at her guardian. “Thank you. You’ve always been there for me.”

The guardian gave a slight bow. “And I always will be.”

Not wanting to waste any more time, Iliya dove back toward her body that was resting lifelessly against the wall. Her corporeal form took root again, her back leaning against the sturdy plaster and her legs crossed against the floor. She jumped to her feet. “Come on,” she said to Reth.

She stepped to where her mother waited peering at Iliya with an inscrutable expression—eyes glassy and a slight smile that might have even seemed proud. Iliya pulled her into a tight hug and felt a familiar sense of comfort; this was Mother, the woman who had consoled her during storms and who had wiped away her tears. But now Iliya was the one whispering, “It’ll be all right, Mother. Take care.”

Cassandra’s body felt frail and bony, but her arms held a strength and assuredness that had been absent for a long time. “Good luck, Iliya,” she said in a wistful tone.

“It was nice to meet you,” said Reth.

Cassandra grinned at him, tears shimmering in her eyes. “The world is in your hands. Take good care of her.”

Iliya and Reth passed the colorful paintings, the fragrance of fresh flowers, the soft bell-like music, and the logs popping in the fireplace. At the front desk, the attendant Idris waved them out.

As Iliya headed into the crisp night air and breathed it deeply into her lungs, she felt more alive than she had in weeks—maybe even years.

“Let’s go to the next epicenter,” she declared in the epicenter common language. “I’m finally ready.”


SECTION TWELVE:
TOYOSONI


CHAPTER 42

For Reth, seeing Iliya again felt like swallowing fire.

She looked different now, of course. She was older, with more sharply angular cheeks and a fuller, curvier figure. An empty sadness clung to her eyes, as if her spirit had been beaten down from years of solitude and service.

But she was still the same person with a stubbornly set jaw, hazel eyes that glittered like bursting fireworks, and a quiet strength that made it hard for him to breathe properly in her presence. Even now, she was magnificent.

He knew he had to be careful not to idealize her. She wasn’t just a figment of his tantalizing dreams anymore. She was a real person with her own needs, inconsistencies, and flaws.

Still, when he looked at her, it was impossible to stop his heart from racing, his chest from aching, and his palms from tingling. Sitting across from him in the copilot seat of his borrowed magnicopter, buckling her seatbelt, and checking twice to make sure it was fastened securely—she was real. After all these years, she was finally here.

He could hardly believe he’d managed to contact her, find her, and convince her to join him.

Watching her in her home village had fascinated him. The way she had moved around the different spaces with comfort, owning each place she occupied, had conveyed new aspects of her personality he’d never noticed before. Her house, a picturesque stone cottage with a well-cultivated garden, had revealed her appreciation of pastoral beauty. Her siblings, solemn Baq and affable Pamela, had framed Iliya as the responsible, dedicated older sibling. He’d always seen Iliya as a fearless traveler—and, of course, she was—but now he also saw the home that had so completely dominated her heart. Even her mother, clearly a source of complex emotions for Iliya, had somehow helped clarify Iliya’s dual adventurous and conservative nature. He felt he understood her better now by situating her in her home context. It created a heightened sense of intimacy.

As he glanced across at her and flipped the switches to prepare for takeoff, his chest swelled with gratitude at the prospect of spending more time with her. The steady desert skyline stretched before them with a canopy of stars above, endless waves of sand beneath, and infinite possibilities for their future ahead.

“I’ve never been a fan of flying,” Iliya confessed.

Reth couldn’t help but smile. “I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

After setting the takeoff sequence, Reth pulled the lever to engage the magnetic propellers and lift them into the air. Iliya gripped her seat as the magnicopter slowly ascended. Reth tried his best to keep the controls as smooth as possible, but some turbulence was unavoidable.

“No matter how often I do it, I can’t quite get used to the feeling of leaving the ground behind,” Iliya explained with a shrug.

“Some experiences are too powerful to grow accustomed to,” he murmured, swallowing the lump in his throat.
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Iliya found breathing easier when they reached a stable altitude above the clouds. As they glided through the starlit sky uncapped by a biodome, she wondered what awaited them. “Reth, tell me about what I’ve missed with The Republic situation.”

“Well, they’ve gained strength over the last few months.” As Reth leaned back in the pilot’s chair, with his black hair loosely styled up, he seemed remarkably controlled and confident, and she could hardly believe everything he’d accomplished during her absence. “There’s some speculation that they might try to take over Toyosoni the way they took over Pan. Toyosoni is not in the same desperate situation as Pan was, in terms of their stock prices, but it may not matter.”

“What will happen if The Republic succeeds?”

Reth sighed. “The problem is that the more massive these corporations become, the less they owe any particular citizen. It’s exactly this kind of consolidation that led to our current governance, if you follow the history books.”

“Are you saying . . . people will be less safe?”

“Essentially, yes,” Reth replied. “When The Republic took over Pan, they didn’t just lay off workers—they killed anyone they thought might threaten their profits.”

“That’s horrible,” Iliya exclaimed.

Reth nodded gravely.

“Anyone we know?”

“No,” he said slowly, his gaze trailing downward. “My father was . . . fired from his job, but that’s all.”

“What can we do?”

“Toyosoni is split. Some executives want to take preventative action while others don’t. Your presence could be the deciding factor.” He cleared his throat, adding awkwardly, “You’re . . . quite the political hero.”

“I am?” Iliya asked, perplexed. “I thought I was a criminal.”

“To The Republic you are. But that only endeared you to anyone outside their government.” Reth pressed a few knobs, adjusting their heading. “Besides, most people appreciate the Robin Network.”

“But you and Alisha did that, not me.”

“Alisha is undercover. Not everyone knows about her involvement. And for her sake, we need to keep it that way. I suppose some people have put together that I’m somehow involved with the Robin Network, but even that isn’t proven. You’re the one who’s really associated with it.”

“That seems . . . unfair. You two should get credit too.”

Reth shrugged. “Just the way it is. You’re the one who started it, after all.”

“With Alisha.” Iliya paused. “How is she, by the way?”

“She’s good. Doing well in school, I think I told you. And we’ve managed to keep her out of the public eye for now. There may be a role for her in the future government. But The Republic is determined to keep her weak.”

“What do you mean?”

“They have her under constant surveillance—it’s why she can’t send you any messages of her own.”

Iliya exhaled as an invisible weight lifted. “That’s why she hasn’t sent me any messages?”

Reth peered at her. “Of course. I wasn’t lying when I said she misses you.”

“I . . . wasn’t sure,” Iliya admitted.

“Well, she feels just as bad as you do about the way everything went down, from what I understand.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“She’s still doing a lot behind the scenes, but I’ve had to give her a good bit of cover.”

“Why doesn’t The Republic have you under constant surveillance?”

Reth grinned. “They try—they have my family under watch at home. But I have my button on the trigger.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think Vera may have explained to you. I’m the ghostwriter known as RA. I have quite a bit of public support. If I wanted to, I could tank The Republic’s stock tomorrow.”

“So . . . why don’t you do that?”

“I need to save the big guns. If I did something like that now, they would just be back on top in a few more years.” He kept his gaze focused on the windshield. “No, first we must secure the support of the other epicenters for our own protection. Then we must extend the Robin Network worldwide.”

“Worldwide?” asked Iliya in amazement.

Reth nodded. “If we do that, epicenters as we know them will be toast. Wealth and knowledge will become much more evenly distributed, and then the platform for social change will be established. That’s when I use my clout as RA to take down corporate governance and establish governments chosen by the people.”

Iliya blinked at him, bewildered by his sweeping self-assuredness. “But won’t The Republic do something to stop you before then?”

Reth shook his head. “They just care about their profits now and in the near future. They haven’t really considered the possibility that I might wipe out corporations as governing bodies. Plus, if we have the support of Toyosoni and P&C, there’s only so much The Republic can do.”

“Why would the other epicenters help us?”

“Because we can help them avoid a hostile takeover by The Republic.” Reth adjusted the magnicopter dials. “Corporations are really far more short-sighted than they seem.”

“Reth . . . this all sounds so complicated. You really think this can work?”

He met her gaze. “I don’t know, but isn’t it worth trying?”

Iliya considered the question as Reth steered them into the night.

“I do want to clarify one thing,” Reth gently broke the silence. “So far, this has been my project. This is the vision I had for our future. I’ve managed to get Alisha on board, but really all she cares about is the well-being of Pan citizens. At the end of the day, you’re the prophet. If you see a different vision—if you think I’m headed in the wrong direction—then tell me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Iliya . . .” Reth’s brow furrowed as he watched her with intense black eyes that seemed to ache for something unspoken. “I’ve tried to live your path and help make this world into something greater. But I’ve had to labor in your absence. Now that you’re back, I welcome your judgment. I’m here to serve your vision—not the other way around.”

Iliya shook her head. “I don’t have a vision. I’ve done this day-by-day and taking actions as they felt right to me. I have prophetic insight in particular moments, but . . . I don’t know what the overall vision looks like.”

Reth smiled, his gaze softening again. “Then I guess I’ll just need to keep you by my side so you can advise me every step of the way.”
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As morning dawned, Iliya watched out the window while Reth navigated the magnicopter over the largest body of water she’d ever seen. As they neared a Toyosoni spoke town, the landscape, filled with roadways winding through tightly clustered buildings and with precious little greenery, resembled the Pan spokes. Reth lowered the magnicopter, and Iliya saw more simple gray offices and moderately sized houses.

Reth glanced at her. “One of the Toyosoni executives—a prophet like you and Alisha—is expecting us. He sent appropriate transportation for us because I must return the magnicopter I borrowed. It’s an incredibly powerful one. Not long ago, this trip took ten hours instead of only four, plus the time zone changes.”

“You didn’t . . . use Amithi’s?” asked Iliya, trying to focus on their conversation instead of her stomach dropping as Reth plunged the magnicopter down.

They approached one house’s backyard, a wide, flat patch of fake-looking grass. Iliya couldn’t remember ever seeing natural grass so vibrantly green.

Reth shook his head. “You didn’t notice? Amithi’s is an entirely different type.”

“All these metal birds look pretty equivalent to me,” Iliya said with a shrug.

Reth chuckled as the magnicopter touched down. The landing was surprisingly smooth with just a mild bump and release.

Relieved to be back on solid ground, Iliya unbuckled and climbed out. Her breath returned in a rush as her feet hit the soil. “What now?” she asked as she cherished the bouncy grass under her shoes.

“I sent a message before we took off. Someone should be on their way to pick us up.” Reth took out his e-rook—not the new Z-chip but one of the older models—and scanned for new information. He muttered under his breath, “Damn, she didn’t waste one second, did she?”

“Who?”

Reth shrugged. “I made Vera promise she wouldn’t publish anything about your whereabouts. I didn’t want The Republic to find out you were in Pan-C or to come looking for you in your home village. But she was dying to let her readership know you’re alive and free. I told her that once we were safely in Toyosoni, she could announce that you are, in fact, not being held by The Republic. It will really galvanize those sympathetic to our cause—you’re quite a symbol.”

“Oh.” Even though she understood her status as an insurgent to The Republic, she still felt dazed by the prospect of so many people finding her whereabouts interesting. “So . . . Vera posted something about me?”

Reth nodded. “Tenzin wrote the article. It says you sneaked into a Pan spoke town to get cancer treatment for your sister, then returned to an unspecified remote village before jetting off to Toyosoni. Republic officials are expected to begin negotiations with Toyosoni for your return.”

Her stomach jolted with fear. “Is that last part true? The Republic wants to arrest me?”

“They must try,” said Reth. “Don’t worry. Toyosoni is not about to extradite their most significant political visitor.”

A long black vehicle pulled up to the house.

“I believe that’s for us,” said Reth. “Have you ever ridden in a limo?”

Iliya climbed into the odd vehicle and tried to find somewhere stable to sit among all the available benches.

Reth seemed quite at ease. After confirming a few things with the driver, he sat beside Iliya. “It’s a few hours into Toyosoni proper. And we’ll get stopped at the border—I’ll be required to show them my credentials.”

“You’ve been to Toyosoni before?”

Reth nodded. “A few times. I’ve spent a good deal of time there recently. The prophet Hiroshi—he calls himself a shaman—is well-placed in the Toyosoni government, and he’s been working with me to prevent The Republic takeover.”

“Oh, okay.” Iliya considered. “How did a prophet become well-placed in the government?”

“From what I understand, it’s rare because prophets typically don’t govern, at least according to the historical record. And Hiroshi spent a good part of his childhood training as a shaman. But I suppose at some point he decided his optimal role would be within the Toyosoni government.”

“He’s older than we are?”

Reth nodded. “He’s in his late thirties, if I had to guess.”

“Huh.” Iliya sat back in her seat. “I just assumed all prophets were about the same age.”

Reth smiled. “I’m sure Alisha could have told you that assumption was false.”

Iliya shrugged. Her conversations with Alisha seemed like a lifetime ago. “Tell me more about Toyosoni. Is it very different from Pan?”

“I wouldn’t say very different. All epicenters have their own cultural influences, of course, and Toyosoni has considerably fewer spoke towns than Pan, but epicenters tend to be remarkably similar across the board.”

“Really? That’s odd.”

“It’s not that odd, if you think about it,” said Reth in a good-natured, didactic tone. “Saturating a place with wealth and emphasizing consumerism above all else tends to supersede any other vestigial cultural influences. Really, it’s the villages beyond the spokes that have their own unique cultures.”

“True,” said Iliya thinking of all the villages she’d visited and how Ziya differed from her hometown even though they were only separated by a few days’ walk. “Then again, they have their similarities too—being so isolated from the wealth of the epicenters.”

“The one thing that does tend to differ among the epicenters is the food, at least if you get someone to prepare you a traditional meal.”

Reth described the customary foods served in Toyosoni—fish, vegetables, and rice. He also talked about the emphasis on technology in educational settings; many of the newest e-rook gadgets were created in Toyosoni, often by relatively young engineers. And every epicenter had its own music, fashion trends, and religious traditions.

Soon they reached the border of the Toyosoni epicenter proper. The vehicle slowed to a stop.

“Stay here,” instructed Reth. “We’ll explain your presence if we must, but my credentials should get us a free pass without inspection.” He ventured outside with his documents.

Iliya examined her strange surroundings—the cup-holders, funny lights, and cushy seats. She even found an icebox full of alcohol bottles.

Reth climbed back into the car. “No trouble. Hiroshi’s good on his word.” He tilted his head as he looked at the bottles in her hand. “Wanted to get started early, eh?”

Iliya hastily returned the bottles to their box. “I was just curious.”

The car rolled through the security checkpoint.
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A few minutes later, the car slowed to a stop.

“This is the Ryu,” Reth explained, “a hotel near the Toyosoni headquarters. I must warn you—you might get a lot of staring. Just try to ignore it and keep walking. Your face will likely be all over the local news as soon as we step out of the car.”

“Oh . . .” Iliya felt unsettled by the warning. “Um . . . okay.”

Reth opened the limo door while Iliya hastily smoothed her hair.

The sunlight blinded her. As her eyes adjusted, she realized it wasn’t just sunlight. E-rooks flashed as surrounding crowds snapped captures.

“Just walk forward,” urged Reth gently while slipping a hand underneath her elbow. “You’ll get used to this.”

Dazed, she let Reth direct her into the hotel.

Once she was inside, the barrage of e-rook captures faded, although the surrounding patrons stared at her. Almost life-size dragons curved along the walls and ceilings of the massive lobby. Multicolored and extravagant, the dragons leered at the entryway with their fierce, painted eyes and pointed teeth.

Iliya and Reth approached the front desk.

Without a word, the attendant bowed low, then placed two keys on the counter.

“What are those for?” asked Iliya.

“Your accommodations are ready, Honored Ones.” the attendant explained.

Reth and Iliya grabbed their keys and headed for the nearby elevator. The doors swished closed, and Iliya breathed a sigh of relief to be alone once again and away from the crowd’s prying eyes.

They rode to the fifth floor. The carpeted hallway was much less opulent than the dragon-filled lobby, but it still had bright colors of gold, burgundy, blue, and green.

“What room are you in?” asked Reth.

“Oh, um”—Iliya checked her key—“511.”

“I’m 513. Good, they put us next to each other.”

Iliya had to wonder whether Reth had specifically requested separate bedrooms or whether Hiroshi had guessed the dynamics of their relationship.

“Tonight, there will be a banquet with the most powerful executives in Toyosoni,” Reth told her. “You and I will each give a short speech urging the executives not to sell to The Republic. With you there, the executives must take notice.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Iliya replied with a shrug.

“The reception will be here in the hotel at 19:00, so I’m going to wash up and try to take a nap before then. Feel free to come find me if you need anything. If you dial five-one-three on the hotel e-rook, you should be able to reach me.”

Iliya smiled. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been on my own before, you know—and in much less luxurious settings.”

Reth grinned back. “My apologies. I just feel like . . . since I convinced you to come here, I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”

“Well, don’t worry. It’s lovely.”

“I’ll come knock on the door when it’s time to leave. We should head downstairs for the banquet at about 18:30.”

“Okay.”

“See you in a few hours.” He lifted his key. “Oh, and if you want food, you can order room service. Just use the e-rook in the room to—”

“Reth, I’ll be fine.”

He paused with a sigh. “Okay. Bye then.” He headed into his room.

Smiling faintly, Iliya shook her head and entered her hotel room.
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The room was quite comfortable, with a viewscreen facing the large bed and other gadgets and amenities Iliya didn’t recognize. Since they had traveled through the night, Iliya decided to follow Reth’s example and nap—but only for a short while since she needed to adjust to the time zone.

Upon waking, she ordered food from room service, a simple rice bowl with some meat and vegetables. She brought the tray into bed and followed the printed instructions to switch on the voice-activated viewscreen.

The screen lit up. There was her own face, blinking and shying away from the captures, with Reth guiding her as they exited the black limo. Robin Network Hero Arrives in Toyosoni, the headline boasted.

A news host popped onto the screen—Reporter Nakamura according to the label. A mid-thirties woman with long black hair and glowing golden skin, she said in a resonant voice, “Will The Republic demand that Toyosoni extradite the Honored Iliya Rusul so she can stand trial for her crimes?” She arranged her heavily painted features into a rigidly cheerful expression and gestured to three panelists sitting at a round table.

The screen panned to the first respondent and labeled her as Republic Diplomat Wang, a woman in her early forties with a black bob hairstyle and contrasting parchment-beige skin. She said, “The authorities in The Republic are currently determining the appropriate course of action, given the magnitude of her crimes.” Her words dripped with a haughty, suave assuredness. Her piercing black eyes didn’t seem to match the friendliness of her smile. “The Republic values our ties with the Toyosoni government and will do everything we can to come to a mutually beneficial solution.”

“What is your response, Director Takahashi?” Reporter Nakamura prompted while addressing a staid middle-aged man whose beechwood-brown face somehow seemed both bored and alert. The news host added, “If The Republic requests that the Honored Ms. Rusul be extradited, will Toyosoni cooperate?”

Director Takahashi’s face filled the screen. “We don’t want to leap to any hasty conclusions,” he said in a deep, authoritative voice. “It has not been established that Ms. Rusul has done anything illegal. In fact, many people believe her actions are nothing short of heroic. Toyosoni authorities would never allow someone potentially dangerous to threaten the lives of our citizens.”

The whole panel of people flashed onto the screen, and Reporter Nakamura said, “With respect Director, some claim Ms. Rusul is a terrorist.” Her smile didn’t waver. “It has been established that the Robin Network stole expensive supplies from the former Pan government.”

Diplomat Wang chimed in, “And this type of corruption is exactly what tanked former Pan’s stock and led to their takeover.”

“The Republic caused the takeover,” countered Director Takahashi in evident frustration. “Ms. Rusul had no say in that. Will you also blame her for the stock dip that followed the Magpro merger?”

The screen panned to the third person on the panel, a man possibly in his mid-twenties with neon-green asymmetrical hair and thick black glasses over bronze skin. The news labeled him as Journalist Yoshida, a specialist in political news. He said, “The Republic just wants to pin all of Pan’s problems on the Honored Ms. Rusul. That way they can distance themselves from negative publicity and make it seem like corruption and unprofitability were relics of Pan’s bad management.”

“There’s no doubt that former Pan suffered from mismanagement,” said Diplomat Wang with sweeping confidence. “I think we can all agree their stock was not in a good place when The Republic took over. Otherwise, there would have been no takeover.”

“But how much of that was The Republic’s doing?” probed Journalist Yoshida. “The Republic publicized worldwide every mistake of Pan’s.”

“Should they not be held accountable for their actions?” asked Diplomat Wang with a shrug. “Should they have continued poisoning their citizens in former Pan-C without retribution?”

“Of course not,” scoffed Journalist Yoshida. “But the fact is The Republic conspired to lower Pan’s stock prices in preparation for a hostile takeover.”

“Former Pan’s majority stakeholders consented to the tender offer,” argued Diplomat Wang as she leaned forward. “We gave former Pan’s citizens exactly what they wanted. Their leaders weren’t taking adequate care of them, so they turned to us.”

“I’m afraid we must take a break,” interrupted Reporter Nakamura. She flashed a wide smile. “When we return, our guests will discuss what may be in store for the contentious figure, the Honored Iliya Rusul.”

The screen switched to commercials for various Toyosoni products.

Iliya turned off the screen and hugged her knees to her chest. When she considered the events of the past few years—the plant in Pan-C, the Robin Network, The Republic’s takeover, and her descent into criminal status—she wondered if God, or the gods, did indeed have a plan for her. If so, it certainly seemed rather circuitous.

She decided to meditate and ask her guardian a few questions.

“Hi,” she greeted as she hovered over her body.

The guardian waved a massive hand. He was leaning against the window, his shoulders hunched, with a casual smirk across his monstrous face. “Hello.”

“So . . . tonight I’m giving a speech.”

“Yes.”

“Is that . . . you know, on God’s path or whatever?”

The guardian grinned cheekily at her. “Oh, so now you care about God’s path again?”

“Well . . . I don’t know what to think. I mean, my mother told me God is actually gods. What am I supposed to make of that?”

The guardian shrugged. “My messages are usually quite clear.”

“But who’s advising you?” She glanced around the luxurious hotel room. “How can I follow a master that’s constantly at war with itself?”

“You’ve become pretty adept at following your own path,” said the guardian. “I can’t really control you, even when I want to.”

Iliya smiled. “That’s very sweet of you to say.”

“Do you know what you want to say tonight at the banquet?”

Iliya nodded. “The Republic is definitely up to something—I can feel it. And I agree with Reth—more consolidation is not a good thing, particularly when the ruling body wants me condemned.”

“So you’ll help Toyosoni keep their corporation?”

“For now. Reth has some grand plan to end all epicenters and restore representative governments.”

“And you?”

Iliya shrugged. “I just want to make sure people around the world can get what they need.”

“That sounds like an admirable goal to me,” said the guardian.

“Is that a message from God, or is that just your opinion?” she asked.

He paused. “I’m not sure I know the difference anymore,” he said wistfully.

Iliya descended back into her body and began to wash up for the banquet.


CHAPTER 43

While she was in the shower, she heard the soft clatter of a door opening, a rustle of something, and footfalls followed by the soft thump of a closing latch. Anxious to see what had just happened, she finished her shower. When she stepped out of the bathroom, she found a beautiful floor-length dress hanging in the open closet. It was a striking emerald-green, strapless, made of fabric smoother than anything available in her home village, and quite form-fitting. It seemed a little inappropriate for a business event, but she figured whoever had delivered it must have had some expertise. It was certainly far fancier than anything she’d ever worn before.

She used the beauty products provided in the bathroom as best she could, but she wasn’t quite sure where to put them all. Underarms? Hair? Feet? Finally, she pulled on the revealing dress—pushing and prodding her respective body parts so they sat where they were probably supposed to. The fabric had a stretchy quality to it, so even though it was tight against her skin, it expanded comfortably with her breathing. The gown had built-in cups in the chest, which she worried wouldn’t provide adequate support, but she was surprised to find the cups stayed firmly in place without feeling stifling. This dress clearly boasted feats of engineering her village’s fashion designers would fawn over.

Someone knocked on the door.

“Coming!” She grabbed the small green purse delivered with the dress, decided to fill it with her e-rook, slipped on silver sandals that also came with the dress, and opened the door.

Reth stood there, stylishly charming in a crisp suit and black tie. His hair seemed somehow silkier and more lustrous than when she last saw him. And his jaw fell open. “I’ve . . . never seen you dressed up,” he stammered.

She shrugged. “Not really my style. But this is what was delivered.”

“Well . . . Hiroshi knew what he was doing.” Reth cleared his throat. “It will probably help our cause for the attendees to . . . well . . . a lot of the top executives are older men, and—”

“Let me get this straight,” she muttered. “You and Hiroshi are trotting me out as some kind of showpiece so the executives will be distracted enough that they agree to follow your advice?”

“Uh . . . something like that,” said Reth. “Look, everyone values you as an intelligent, talented, and knowledgeable person. You’re a hero, a celebrity, a rallying figure. I guess Hiroshi assumed . . . it would also be good if you looked . . . sexy.”

“But this isn’t who I am.” She gestured to the lavish gown clinging to her body.

Reth clearly fought to keep his gaze at eye-level. “I would beg to differ.”

Something stirred in her chest, but she tried to ignore the feeling. Tonight was too important to get distracted by the way he was looking at her. “Reth—”

“I can ask Hiroshi to send something else if you’re concerned.”

She shook her head. “It’s too late now anyway. Just . . . promise to take me seriously.”

Reth nodded. “Of course, Iliya. Hiroshi . . . just had a different idea about the strategy for tonight. I guess when I told him I wanted you to be a symbol, he thought I meant . . . something different.”

“I’m not here to entertain him,” she muttered.

“You are not exactly his type,” Reth said flatly. “He and his partner Takumi have been committed to each other for nearly a decade.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sure Hiroshi was acting in good faith. He probably thought this was the best strategic approach given our goals.”

“It’s fine. Let’s just go,” said Iliya with a sigh. “We don’t want to be late.”

They stepped inside the elevator and stood in silence as the dial counted down the levels. Then the elevator chimed and reopened.

Reth led her through the wide lobby toward a ballroom in the back. Iliya silently praised Hiroshi for at least choosing relatively flat shoes for her.

In the large ballroom, golden tapestries lined the dark wood-paneled walls, and soft yellow lanterns dangled over circular tables and a wooden dance floor. Guests milled around, and to Iliya’s surprise, many wore similarly revealing gowns, all within a relatively narrow set of fabrics, shapes, and styles.

“So . . . people dress like this here?” she asked. “It’s not just me?”

“I thought you knew, I’m sorry,” said Reth. “The cultures in the epicenters are . . . a little different than what you’re accustomed to, especially regarding feminine styles.”

Iliya shook her head. “Alisha and I never attended formal banquets in Pan. And in my home village, for the few formal events we have, we . . . cover more of our bodies and don’t wear things that are so tight.”

Reth nodded. “It’s common in an epicenter for people to wear clothing like this to formal events. You don’t look out of place.” He paused, his eyebrows drew together, and he pursed his lips as if mentally debating whether or not to say more. Then he shook his head. “Hiroshi’s expecting us up at the front.” He pointed. “There.”

They strode through the mingling guests toward the front podium. Some guests openly stared at her, but most limited their stares to half-glances.

“Did the guests know I was coming?” Iliya asked Reth in a whisper.

He shrugged. “Some of them.”

Iliya tried to ignore them.

Many guests also wore excessive amounts of jewelry; their necks, ears, arms, and hands glimmered with various gems. Iliya wondered if she would seem odd by comparison for wearing nothing but her dress.

Reth led her to a tall, slim man wearing a sharp, formal suit. He had short black hair and a clean-shaven beige face. He broke into a smile, clearly pleased to see them, but there was something else in his smile—perhaps relief. Iliya wondered if his position as a prophet within the epicenter government was difficult to maintain and how he infused the rampant corporate greed and corruption with prophetic wisdom and righteousness. He looked like he was glad to welcome additional help.

“It is an honor to meet you, Prophet Rusul,” he greeted while bowing. He had a friendly, polite demeanor. “Welcome to Toyosoni.”

“Thank you,” said Iliya. “I’m happy to be here.”

“You look stunning. I’m pleased the dress fits.” His tone was matter-of-fact, professional, and without a trace of either irony or lechery.

Reth raised his eyebrows at her, clearly curious how she would respond to the compliment.

“Thank you,” she said simply, and she shot Reth a pointed look as if to scold him for expecting that she would be anything but appropriate.

“I hope the paparazzi didn’t trouble you too much on your way into the hotel,” Hiroshi said. “I’m afraid word of your arrival preceded you.”

“It . . . will take some getting used to,” Iliya admitted. “But it was no problem.”

“Good. There’s no need to worry from a security perspective. Toyosoni has the best security forces in the world. You will be safe within the epicenter.”

Iliya hadn’t noticed any security, but perhaps that was the point.

“Mr. Alem and I have been preparing for your arrival for some time,” Hiroshi told Iliya. He spoke with an earnest, focused quality, and his eyes carried a prophetic keenness that reminded her of Alisha—but he maintained a courteous aloofness unlike Alisha’s more animated warmth. “Tonight, you and Mr. Alem will deliver speeches imploring the executives to act with haste. Then all day tomorrow, we have meetings scheduled back-to-back. By the end of the week, we will hopefully have a consensus on what to do about The Republic’s impending invasion.”

“At that point, it’s likely you and I, Iliya, will be needed in P&C,” Reth said.

“P&C? Why?” asked Iliya.

“Toyosoni can only do so much,” said Hiroshi with evident regret. “We’ll need other allies.”

“Plus, there are certain things we need to do in the western hemisphere,” said Reth while raising his eyebrows at her.

Iliya nodded—the Robin Network expansion.

Hiroshi said, “I know it was not easy for you to come here, particularly for you, Ms. Rusul. You risk a lot by revealing yourself outside The Republic’s territory. But we appreciate the gesture, and it may very well save our government.”

Iliya nodded. “Happy to help. It was getting a little dull hiding from all the action.”

A new voice cut in, dripping with derision, “Hello, traitors.”

Iliya turned in alarm.

A woman a few years older than Iliya stood with her hip cocked to one side, her lips twisted into a wry grin. She wore a dress quite different than the others—floor-length and white with long flowing sleeves that fully covered her arms and fluttered down from her wrists in a uniquely flared, trailing style. It almost resembled some kind of religious ceremonial gown. She wore minimal makeup on her cool-toned beige skin except for bright red lipstick, and her black hair was pinned into discrete sections.

“Meihui,” Reth greeted. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“You know me—I’m a sucker for fancy parties.” She fixed her gaze on Iliya. “So you’re the prophet Reth’s told me so much about. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Are you a prophet as well?” asked Iliya.

Meihui gave a hearty laugh. “Nothing so metaphysically interesting. Just your average corporate shill who grew a conscience late in the game.”

“Meihui was a corporate spy for The Republic,” Reth explained, “but she defected about a year ago.”

“Now I’m a woman without a home.” Meihui shrugged.

Reth leaned over and whispered into Iliya’s ear, “She was critical to helping me gather information on The Republic.”

“Are you sure we can trust her?” Iliya whispered back.

Meihui loudly interjected, “I’ve learned to operate under conditions of no trust. Trust is earned, and we’ve only just met. But if we can help each other, then it’s worth the attempt.”

“I . . . really like your dress,” said Iliya awkwardly.

Meihui chuckled. “Hiroshi tried to impress upon me the importance of fitting in with epicenter fashions. Forgive me if I’m unwilling to give up some elements of my home culture.”

“Is The Republic . . . very different from Toyosoni?” asked Iliya.

“Not really,” Meihui replied. “The epicenters are all alike—isomorphism and corporatism being what they are—but there are occasional differences.”

Hiroshi cut in, “Do you know your assigned seat, Ms. Zhang?”

“Yes-yes, I can see when I’m not wanted,” Meihui jibed. “I’ll be at my table playing my role in the background by getting executives drunk and persuading them to your side.”

She sauntered away from the podium.

“Ms. Zhang can be a bit abrasive, but deep down she is truly heroic,” Hiroshi said. “She risked everything by revealing herself as a corporate spy and allying with Toyosoni. We are grateful for her service.”

Iliya watched her sit and wondered what would motivate her to do such a thing.

“Let’s allow the guests to trickle in and mingle for a while,” Hiroshi instructed. “Then I’ll call their attention, and you two can speak to the crowd.”

Reth nodded. “I’ll speak first, set the tone, and lay out our proposition in detail. Then Iliya, I think you should be the grand finale. Everyone will be waiting for you to talk, so it’s best to end with you and keep their attention.”

“Is there anything in particular you would like me to say?” asked Iliya.

Reth smiled at her. “You’re the prophet. Say whatever they need to hear.”

Iliya nodded, grateful for the freedom. Such knowledge usually didn’t come to her in advance; she would know precisely what to say when the time came.
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Iliya and Reth sat in lightweight wooden chairs beside the podium while Hiroshi greeted other guests.

“These are all members of the Toyosoni government?” Iliya asked Reth while they waited.

Reth nodded. “They span a range of positions, but yes—they’re all government executives of some kind.”

“Who are the ones against our cause?”

Reth discreetly pointed. “The most vocal opponent is Kaito Kimura, over there at a table toward the front. He believes our best option is to partner with The Republic as much as possible and give them everything they want.”

Iliya wondered if that included her.

“He mistakenly thinks some of The Republic’s success might rub off on Toyosoni,” Reth continued. “But he doesn’t realize the extent of The Republic’s imperialism. Even though they did the same thing to Pan a few years ago, he has enough pride in Toyosoni to believe they’re immune to such takeovers.”

“And some of the other executives agree with him?”

“Yes, unfortunately. He’s well-respected in the Toyosoni government. His division leveraged the ticker for unprecedented revenue. But a growing number of executives recognize the merits of our arguments. I believe tonight will make a difference. You’re a lightning rod.”

“But I failed to protect Pan,” said Iliya haltingly. “What makes them think I would be any better equipped to help Toyosoni?”

“You resisted The Republic’s authority when they wanted to arrest you. You’ve successfully remained in hiding for years, and you returned here to help Toyosoni at this critical moment.” He spoke with a quiet passion, his words rhythmic, almost lyrical. His gaze sharpened. “Believe me, it’s a powerful gesture.”

Iliya watched more guests walk in, greet each other, and engage in idle chat. Ornate jewelry and gowns, sleek suits and ties—everyone was smiling, laughing, and fabricating a false air of politeness.

“Are all corporate banquets like this?” asked Iliya.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know . . . are they all this . . . fancy?”

Reth’s lips twitched into a smile. “For the most part.”

Hiroshi returned. “Okay, it’s time.” He climbed onto the podium and lifted his gaze to the crowd. “Welcome, honored guests, and may I express my deepest gratitude for your presence here tonight. Please take your seats.” He waited as the chatter died down and the guests sat at round tables dispersed throughout the ballroom. “We’re so glad you’re all here to discuss this important moment in history. The preservation of Toyosoni’s profitability, the stimulus of our continued innovation, and the power of our brand must be at the center of our forward strategy. In a world with seemingly endless roadblocks and threats, we must persevere with a singular mind and purpose as the greatest epicenter on Earth.”

Hiroshi spent a few minutes describing the threat from The Republic and the need for bold Toyosoni leadership. Iliya wondered if he often drew on his prophetic powers to give speeches such as this. Had he wished for a miracle before he began? Or did he simply possess an innate sense of what to say?

Iliya hadn’t asked for any miracles since leaving home. She glanced sideways at Reth and considered the possibility that he might expect her to use a miracle for this.

“I would now like to introduce the former regional director of marketing for the Pan spokes, the Honored Mr. Alem.”

The crowd murmured and applauded as Reth took the podium. Hiroshi sat in Reth’s abandoned seat.

“Three years ago, The Republic completed a hostile takeover of Pan,” Reth began in a soft and engaging tone. “Evidence now suggests that The Republic had been conspiring to depreciate Pan’s stock for years preceding the event. I am deeply familiar with The Republic. Starting as a low-level speechwriter in their PR department, I worked my way up to regional director. I have seen, from the inside, how The Republic operates.” Reth paused, peering at the audience. “Believe me when I tell you—they will not stop at Pan.”

Iliya marveled at Reth’s ability to deliver such powerful statements without the benefit of miracles.

He continued, “They intend to consolidate the entire eastern hemisphere. If that happens, not only will most—if not all—of you lose your jobs, not only will your families lose the standard of living you have come to expect, but The Republic will also kill many of you. Anyone they perceive as a dissident, anyone who might get in their way or threaten their profits—those people will die, sometimes under mysterious circumstances and sometimes by clear and unequivocal homicide. Twenty-eight Pan officials died within three months of The Republic’s takeover. In at least half of those cases, The Republic’s operatives were clearly responsible—and those were only the killings we know about.” His husky voice had gained vigor.

Was that true? wondered Iliya. Reth hadn’t tallied the numbers for her. Did The Republic really execute so many people? Iliya glanced at Hiroshi, but he kept his head down.

“Some of you,” Reth continued, “they will kill simply because they don’t feel like paying you what they promised. The Republic cares only about preserving their profits and protecting those with enough stock to become majority shareholders. The rest will be treated like outer-rim spoke townspeople.”

A few guests shook their heads. Iliya thought living like an outer-rim spoke townsperson wouldn’t be so bad given her life in her village, but perhaps Reth assumed the audience would not have enough familiarity with villages beyond the spokes to use them for comparison.

“If The Republic succeeds in reducing your stock prices, their tender offer may become quite appealing,” Reth cautioned the audience. “Some of you in this room may earn a lot of money by selling your stock to The Republic. But that comes at a great cost. Once you have sold your company, you cannot get it back. The Republic will determine the company’s direction, your profit will be short-lived, and your life will be in danger. We must act before that day comes. We must keep Toyosoni’s stock high and triumphant. We must incapacitate The Republic before they can strike.”

Reth then began to detail the steps they would need to take to keep their stock afloat and prevent The Republic’s takeover. One possible strategy would be to buy enough of The Republic’s stock so that they would not be able to take over Toyosoni successfully. Another strategy consisted of simply increasing their own stock to the extent that The Republic would not be able to afford buying the company. They could also consider instituting emergency policies mandating that any takeover required a supermajority, rather than a mere majority of stakeholders, to agree to a buyout. In addition, Reth suggested allying with P&C to bolster against The Republic. Of course, P&C could always betray them, but if they set clear enough terms at the outset, such a powerful alliance would make a hostile takeover by The Republic more difficult.

“If we don’t take these steps, Toyosoni is in grave peril,” Reth warned everyone. “You’ve already seen it happen to Pan. Most of the government officials there have been laid off or killed, particularly in the spokes. Even in the epicenter proper, people live like spoke townspeople. The great wealth of the epicenter has been redistributed to The Republic.”

With a pang, Iliya wondered how Alisha and her family were faring in Pan. Were they still struggling to regain the wealth they’d lost?

Reth slowly looked at each audience member. “Toyosoni is a great corporation. Squander it, and you could be servants of The Republic begging for scraps, praying for a paying job to support your families, and pleading for your very lives. Protect Toyosoni, and it could be a bastion of success continuing through future generations and securing prosperous futures for you and your children.” He paused, as if allowing his conclusion to sink in. “And now, I would like to invite the famous Iliya Rusul to say a few words.” He gestured toward Iliya.

She stood, and all eyes turned to her. A strange heat prickled along her shoulders.

“Go get ’em,” Reth whispered as he took her open chair.

Iliya stepped up to the podium. She gazed at the well-dressed crowd. No one spoke.

“I stand here today a failure,” she said bluntly.

The crowd murmured.

“I failed to protect Pan. I failed to prevent The Republic from taking over. But it’s not too late for you.” As she drew breath, the room seemed to pulse with energy as if everyone eagerly anticipated her next word. “I started the Robin Network because I wanted to give everyone access to the opportunities you have in an epicenter. You have the best of what our world has to offer—the best education, the best medicine, and the best technology. Most of the world lives in a poverty that is much more extreme than in your spoke towns.”

The audience members exchanged glances. Iliya wondered if they possessed enough empathy and openness to understand her. Could her words possibly sink in?

Iliya continued, “You can’t just allow everything you have to become part of another epicenter. If you do, The Republic will only make it harder for people to access what they need. They will only deepen the poverty of the rest of the world while intensifying their own luxury. Reth and I can help you prevent The Republic from taking over. But we can’t do that if you won’t accept our help.”

This would be the quintessential moment to announce herself as a prophet, as she had in Ziya—but a prophetic claim might make her seem provincial to epicenter executives.

Still, even without calling forth a miracle, she intuitively sensed what the crowd needed to hear. “I risked my life to come here because I believe in you.” She allowed some emotion to shake her voice. “I believe you can protect your people. I believe you can resist The Republic. Don’t let them destroy you.”

She walked away from the podium. Her ending was abrupt, and the crowd seemed startled by it.

Hiroshi took her place at the podium. “Over the next week, we’ll be meeting with many of you,” he explained. “I ask you to keep an open mind and to remember what we’ve said tonight. I would also like to say a special thank you to the Honored Iliya Rusul for being here tonight. She is our guest of honor, and we humbly appreciate her commitment to Toyosoni.”

The crowd applauded delicately.

Hiroshi continued, “And now, we invite you to relax, eat, dance, and enjoy the rest of your evening. I would like to express my deepest gratitude for your presence and attention here tonight.”

The crowd began talking among themselves.

Hiroshi stepped down from the podium. “We’ve done all we can,” he said quietly to Iliya and Reth. “I suggest you two relax and try to enjoy yourselves alongside our guests. We’ve finished the hard sell, and we should allow them time to sit with our words before we attack again in the morning.”

“Okay,” said Reth. “Do you have a sense of how successful we were?”

Hiroshi gazed into the crowd, his concentration exhibiting a prophetic depth of thought. “We didn’t change many minds tonight,” he said slowly, “but we definitely have their attention.”


CHAPTER 44

Iliya accompanied Reth and Hiroshi to find placards assigning their seats at a table near the main stage. Meihui and Hiroshi’s partner, Takumi, already sat at the table. With longer hair than Hiroshi and wearing a rustic brown suit, Takumi had a bohemian, artistic aesthetic. But despite his comparatively quirkier appearance, he looked perfectly at ease among the executives; clearly, he’d attended such banquets before.

The waiters swiftly delivered the first course of green tea, jellied sweet potato, and sesame seaweed salad. Iliya carefully watched her companions use the long wooden utensils provided, and she tried to copy their movements.

Sitting on either side of her, Meihui and Reth both seemed distracted by other guests. Meihui attended to one executive by continually refilling his drinks and bending his ear about Toyosoni stock prices. Reth talked with Hiroshi about tomorrow’s plans and the details of each meeting, which Iliya didn’t find particularly interesting. Takumi chatted with another executive about Toyosoni celebrities. Iliya kept to herself and focused on the delicious array of foods, most of which she had never tried before.

She lost count of the courses—at least ten or twelve. Printed menus were posted at each table, and while most of the lettering was in the epicenter common language, she didn’t recognize a few characters that were from a more local dialect. Even among the words she could read, she didn’t understand all their meanings. She thought perhaps the words referred to foods she was unfamiliar with.

An appetizer platter followed the first course, and it held smoked salmon wrapped in seaweed and sticky rice, mustard-dressed greens with daikon radish, soft tofu with mushrooms and chestnut, and some reddish-orange balls that Iliya didn’t recognize. Distracted as she was with her executive, Meihui managed to lean over and whisper to Iliya, “Fish eggs.” Iliya boldly gave everything a try and found it all delicious, varied, and fresh with sweet, salty, and vinegary flavors complementing a rich, buttery mouthfeel and a contrasting crunchy texture.

Then came a course of otoro cuts from bluefin tuna, which the menu boasted as genetically engineered for superior quality, served with soy sauce and green onion. Iliya had never heard of such a fish, nor did she understand what genetic engineering might entail. The fish was unlike any she’d ever tasted—luscious and fatty, almost like steak but with a uniquely sweet, oily flavor.

The tuna was followed by a platter of crunchy fried shrimp and vegetables; Iliya wondered how the chefs prepared such delicate breading. The next dish arrived with a lid on top—the pot held black cod with miso, maitake mushroom, and ginkgo nuts. It was followed by something called grilled sanma with sudachi ponzu, which was a whole salted fish prepared in a citrusy sauce. Iliya had never eaten so many different types of fish. Since her biodome was cut off from the ocean, her hometown only provided the occasional freshwater fish, and her time living in Alisha’s dorm hadn’t exactly given her the opportunity to explore culinary variety.

“Do you see how all these courses are plated in the same type of dish?” Takumi asked the table, with a clear note of disdain in his voice. “Plain white plates and bowls with gold thread around the sides as if that makes it fancy?”

“Takumi . . .” Hiroshi began, his voice gentle yet with a slight sharpness.

Takumi shook his head. “No, this is exactly how fine traditions have become muddied through corporatization.” He gestured a bit wildly, drained his cup, and set it beside another empty one. “Look at where we are. Look at this giant ballroom. Kaiseki meals used to take place in gorgeously decorated rooms with garden views. Each course is supposed to be served on distinct, handmade bowls and plates that are expertly designed to complement the food and the season. Each course is supposed to be its own work of art. And instead—”

The waiters put on the table a palate cleanser of sudachi-wasabi sorbet—a small scoop of greenish-yellow ice plated in a simple white bowl.

Takumi scoffed.

Hiroshi cut in smoothly, “Takumi is, of course, deeply grateful for the corporate support of his art, without which he would be unable to share his gift with the world.”

Takumi gave a quiet grumble and spooned some sorbet into his mouth.

“And isn’t it wonderful,” Hiroshi continued, “how the Toyosoni subsidiaries have worked together to bring tradition into the modern age? It is precisely this type of modernization we hope to continue by protecting Toyosoni’s interests abroad.”

Iliya tasted her sorbet. It was somehow delightfully both cold and spicy.

Takumi remained in a surly silence as Hiroshi waxed eloquent about the importance of maintaining Toyosoni’s uniqueness and development amid The Republic’s bid for control.

Next, the waiters brought cabbage soup with pickled turnip and kelp, which seemed much more familiar to Iliya; cabbage soup was a common meal in her home village, although certainly not with kelp.

The main course, to the extent that it existed, featured a hot pot of lobster and Kobe beef with a variety of seasonal vegetables—kabocha and taro root—in a delicious ginger-flavored broth.

Next came matsutake mushroom rice, and although it looked like something familiar, the mushroom had a strong flavor unlike any Iliya had ever tried before. The rice was shorter and stickier than rice from home. By now, she felt so full, she could hardly stomach another bite.

The next dish, candied chestnuts and mashed sweet potatoes, was her favorite despite having hardly any appetite left. Finally, the waiters served a dessert of milk ice cream, sweet potato cake, and fresh persimmon, and they offered another round of green tea.

After the last course, lively music of strings and flutes began to play. Some guests headed to the dance floor in the ballroom’s center. Meihui yanked her executive’s hand and dragged him to the dance floor. As the guests paired off and began to dance, Iliya admired their deft, graceful movements.

Hiroshi droned on about the meetings scheduled for later that week. Even Reth seemed bored by now. He sat with his chin in his hand, as he studied the dancing couples. Reth noticed Iliya watching him and gave her a wink, then rolled his eyes toward Hiroshi.

She chuckled under her breath.

Reth cleared his throat. “Hiroshi, if you don’t mind, I think I might request that we pause this discussion until tomorrow.”

“Oh—all right,” Hiroshi replied, clearly caught off-guard.

Reth rose to his feet, and Iliya’s heart leapt into her throat. Suddenly, she didn’t feel full at all. She could float right into the ceiling. There was a fluttering ache inside her that no meal, however delicious, could satiate—and Reth’s intent black eyes reminded her of it all too viscerally.

He gazed down at her with a playful smile tugging his lips. “Would you like to dance?” His voice shook a bit, and he cleared his throat like he was trying to hide his boyish hopefulness behind smooth, casual charm.

“I-I don’t know,” Iliya stammered as she watched the other guests twirl masterfully on the dance floor. “I’m not familiar with any of the Toyosoni dances.”

“Neither am I.” He held out a hand to her, his adorable black eyes glinting in the low light. “We’ll make it up as we go.”

Feeling a bit lightheaded, she rose to her feet and took his hand. They walked toward the dance floor.

“It’s only recently in Toyosoni that dancing became popular at formal events like this one,” Reth explained. “From what I understand, it used to be practiced mostly by choreographed performers or at festivals.”

“My mother taught me some traditional dances from our village when I was younger,” said Iliya tentatively.

“I would love to learn some. Show me the steps,” said Reth.

When they reached the dance floor, Iliya taught him the basic steps of one partnered dance her mother had shown her many years ago. She demonstrated where he should place his hands—one on her waist and the other clasping her hand—and where to step. She walked him through each movement. He caught on quickly. He had an impressive awareness of his body, a poise and stability rarely seen among novices. Slowly, they began to dance to the music.

Reth did well for the first few measures, but then he took a wrong step and bumped into her.

She giggled. “No, wrong way.”

“Oh—sorry. I have two left feet.”

For the next few measures, he completed the steps as precisely as possible while staring down at his feet the whole time.

“You’ve got it,” she encouraged. “Now look up at me.”

His eyes snapped up to hers, and the heat behind his gaze sent a tingling sensation racing up her spine. She became uncommonly aware of his hand on her waist.

“Um . . . that’s good,” she said hastily. “You learn quickly.”

He gave her a warm, lazy smile. “You’re a good teacher.”

Her heart beat quickly in her ears. “So . . . um . . . tell me more about tomorrow’s plans.”

They continued dancing as Reth explained the details, but Iliya had to admit, she wasn’t really listening. Instead, she watched the way his hair shifted when he pivoted, the intelligence and thoughtfulness in his eyes, the movement of his lips—

“I’m boring you, aren’t I?” asked Reth.

“N-no, I was just . . . distracted. I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “We don’t need to worry about any of that tonight, anyway. We did what we needed to. We got the message across. Tomorrow we can work out the details.”

The song faded to a close, and Reth tilted her backward into a delicate dip. Her weight shifted as he braced her in a steady grasp. Then as he drew her back up toward him, her head spun, and she hoped for one wild moment that he would kiss her.

But he was already retreating, releasing his hold, giving her ample space to collect herself, and allowing her to determine what they would do for the next song.

“I liked that dance,” he said in a light, friendly tone.

Iliya nodded. “It’s a good one.” She paused, taking in the sight of him as the next song began. He was fresh-faced and energetic, and his attire looked just as crisp as when the evening began. “Want to learn another?”
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They danced for a few more songs—some more fast-paced and others slow and romantic. Reth remained at a respectful distance and didn’t encroach or do anything too suggestive. Iliya wished he would be somewhat less polite.

“We should probably turn in for the night,” he said at the close of a song. “We have a big day tomorrow.”

“Oh—right,” said Iliya. “Yeah, of course.”

She and Reth left the dance floor and headed toward the exit.

Some of the other guests had already departed; others were still mingling at their tables or swaying on the dance floor. Iliya and Reth exited the ballroom, then crossed the lobby to the elevators.

As they rode the elevator, Iliya glanced across at Reth. Despite an evening of dancing, he looked just as sharp and adorable as ever. How did he always manage to stay so composed?

They reached their floor and padded down the hall to their rooms. When they arrived at the space between rooms 511 and 513, Iliya stopped and waited expectantly with bated breath.

“Well . . . goodnight, Iliya.” Reth gave her a winsome smile, then keyed open his door and walked in.

“Oh—goodnight,” stammered Iliya while watching the door close softly behind him. Swallowing her disappointment, she fished her own key out of her purse and opened her door.

Even though she’d been living alone for a few weeks, the hotel room still felt lonely. Sighing, she peeled off her ballgown, tried to hang it as neatly as she could, prepared for bed, and climbed under the heavy covers. She replayed the events of the evening in her mind, but she changed certain details to lead to a very different outcome.


CHAPTER 45

The next morning, right on time, Reth knocked on her door. When she opened it, he immediately broke into a warm smile, and she tried to ignore the fluttering feeling in her chest. He wore a muted black suit, less shiny than the banquet’s formal wear.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She swallowed. “I think so.”

He beckoned her forward and escorted her into the elevator, then down to the lobby.

Except for the giant decorative dragons, the lobby was rather empty. But as she stepped outside, e-rook captures flashed. Voices shouted at her all at once.

“What are you doing in Toyosoni?”

“Is it true you’re trying to help Toyosoni resist a Republic takeover?”

“Are you worried you’ll get arrested?”

“Ms. Rusul, over here.”

She tried to compose herself and focused on walking. Reth kept a firm hand on her arm as they wound through the hollering paparazzi toward the corporate building.

“Must they take so many captures?” Iliya muttered.

“They get ticker points for each view,” Reth informed her in a low voice while steadily guiding her forward.

The reporters fell back at the corporate headquarters. Iliya took a deep breath as Reth led her into the pristine, high-ceilinged lobby that was bright white like a hospital. Strange electronic beeps came from somewhere. She and Reth took an elevator to floor thirty-three.

They passed offices uncannily similar to those in Pan’s headquarters—same cubicle organization, same sanitized beige walls, and same muted floors. The only real difference was a preponderance of technological gadgets.

Up here, no one stared at her.

“Here he is,” said Reth as he knocked on a door labeled Kaneko Hiroshi.

Hiroshi opened the door with a smile and bowed. He looked nearly unchanged from yesterday’s banquet, still friendly and a bit stiff. “Good morning. Our first meeting is with the consumer products division. I suggest you get some breakfast down the hall before we get started.”

“Thank you, Hiroshi,” Reth replied.

Hiroshi cleared his throat. “On that note—I didn’t have a chance to brief you before the banquet, but it would be prudent for you to refer to me as Mr. Kaneko or Kaneko-san in the business meetings. Among ourselves, you may call me Hiroshi, but the others will view it as a sign of disrespect.”

Reth gave him a small bow. “My deepest apologies—I should have checked with you ahead of time.”

“No offense taken,” Hiroshi assured him. “As we progress to the higher levels of command, it will become increasingly important for you to follow more traditional forms of address. Many of the attendees will likely use epicenter common language honorifics for your benefit as outsiders, but executives at the higher levels will expect more traditional forms of address.”

“Thank you—we’ll be sure to show respect where it is due,” Iliya assured him.

Hiroshi nodded.

As advised, Iliya and Reth headed to the breakfast area.

Meihui was already there. “Hey, good morning,” she greeted with an enthusiastic wave.

“Hi Mei—um, do you prefer to be called Ms. Zhang or Meihui?” Iliya asked.

Meihui chuckled. “Did Kaneko-san give you a lecture about proper forms of address? Don’t waste your formality on me—Meihui is perfectly fine.”

“Okay.”

“You must try the tea—it’s delicious,” Meihui urged her. “Trust me, if you’re new to Toyosoni food, you might want to skip the natto.”

Iliya shrugged. “I’m always up for trying new foods.”

“I’m not nearly so brave,” Meihui retorted.

“From what I hear, you are,” Iliya insisted.

Meihui waved her hand dismissively.

Iliya filled her plate with some of everything—the beans Meihui had referred to as natto, white rice, and a yogurt cup, and she took tea on the side. She brought everything to the conference room.

But as she sat, she realized everyone else in the room—Meihui included—wore a black pantsuit. She leaned toward Reth. “Was I supposed to wear a suit?” she asked in a whisper.

Reth slipped his hand in hers. “You look perfect.”

She self-consciously smoothed her woolen brown skirt. Other than the eye-catching green dress from last night, she only had the few clothes she’d brought from home. The corporate fashion in Toyosoni seemed comparatively rigid and uniform, using more expensive fabrics than those available in her home village. In comparison, Pan had permitted different styles and colors.

Reth added, “I’m sure Hiroshi would have sent a suit if he thought you needed one. Personally, I think you should wear whatever you’re most comfortable with. In fact, it might help if you look recognizably like yourself in these meetings—someone apart from the norm.”

Iliya nodded. She would be a symbol again.

Throughout the day, they met with various officials—regional directors, epicenter directors, marketing executives, research and development heads, and finance officers. Though Iliya had gained some experience working with Alisha, she felt she had very little to add. Hiroshi offered an inside perspective; he understood Toyosoni as well as Alisha had understood Pan. Plus, he used his prophetic abilities to sense what the executives would find persuasive. Reth brought his experiences from multiple epicenters; he knew Pan and The Republic well enough to provide a convincing cautionary tale, and he could anticipate The Republic’s plans. Meihui added colorful stories and strategic insights about The Republic’s inner workings and its contentious relationship with Toyosoni.

But the conversations all centered on either how to gain the most money or how to prevent the most loss. Saving lives, preserving the Robin Network, and everything Iliya cared most about—those details were absent from the discussions. Iliya spoke occasionally, but she had little patience for the minutiae surrounding Toyosoni’s profit margin. She’d wasted countless miracles in Pan selling hair products and clothing; she didn’t want to make the same mistakes again.

The meetings continued through lunch and the entire afternoon. Iliya grew weary of the long, repetitive conversations. As the sun began to set, the last meeting finally ended.

“Hope you’re enjoying yourselves,” said Hiroshi dryly. “We’ve scheduled an entire week of this.”
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They ate dinner at a fancy restaurant in the hotel. Iliya marveled at the size of the restaurant—nearly as large as the banquet hall and largely unoccupied except for a few other patrons seated far away.

Hiroshi started off with a lengthy critique of each meeting they’d conducted, and he suggested areas for improvement. Then he outlined tomorrow’s plans, listed each official they would be meeting, and described each official’s stance on The Republic. He advised them to brainstorm targeted strategies to convince each official.

Reth suggested particular tactics for each official, and Iliya found herself losing concentration.

Meihui leaned over. “You look bored,” she whispered.

Iliya shrugged.

“More sake?” Meihui lifted the bottle with a grin.

“Let me ask you something,” Iliya said. “Why did you defect to help Toyosoni? Isn’t it just as corrupt as The Republic?”

Meihui chuckled. “Oh, of course.”

“Then . . . why bother getting exiled from The Republic just to help Toyosoni?”

“I’m not here to help Toyosoni.” Meihui glanced around, then said softly, “I’m helping Reth. His vision is the only one I trust.”

Iliya swallowed and leaned back in her seat.

Reth’s eyes darted to Iliya. “I think you should speak up more,” he told her. “The executives will listen to you most of all. You’re the one The Republic targeted when they took over Pan. You know firsthand what they’re capable of.”

Iliya decided to bring up her real priority. “Should we get Toyosoni to promise, explicitly, that they will protect the Robin Network if they remain in power?” she asked.

Reth shook his head. “First, we must ensure they continue to exist. Then we can make demands.”

Hiroshi added, “The people of Toyosoni will be grateful to you. They will not destroy the Robin Network as long as it doesn’t cost too much to maintain.”

“How do we make sure it doesn’t cost them too much?” asked Iliya.

“Alisha has been tightly managing the finances,” Reth said. “With the combined help of Toyosoni and eventually P&C—plus the large number of volunteers from the spokes and the outer villages—we’ll be fine.”

But Iliya wasn’t convinced.

[image: ]

After dinner, Iliya and Reth rode the elevator together in silence. Iliya’s head spun with thoughts of the Robin Network, The Republic, and Toyosoni. Could she really trust that the Robin Network would stay protected?

The elevator doors opened, and they walked the short distance to their rooms.

“Goodnight, Iliya.” Reth started to insert his key in his door.

“Reth, hold on—I need to talk to you.”

“Sure.” He returned the key to his pocket. His eyebrows drew inward as he examined her. “What’s wrong?”

“I worry that we’re too focused on helping Toyosoni make money. That’s not what’s really important.”

“I agree. But if we don’t help Toyosoni, The Republic will take over and dismantle the Robin Network.”

“I guess . . . but last time, Alisha and I focused exclusively on helping Pan make money so we could finance the Robin Network. And in the end, we lost everything because we weren’t looking at the big picture.”

Reth stared at her for a moment. “And what about now? What’s the big picture?”

“I don’t care about Toyosoni’s profit.” Heat rose in her chest. “I don’t care about helping one epicenter make more money than another. I care about protecting the people, everyone on Earth, and making sure everyone gets what they need.”

Reth’s expression softened. “I know. And you’re right. We need to keep that vision front and center. We need to remember what we’re fighting for.”

She nodded.

He continued, “That vision, that drive, is what first attracted me to you”—he cleared his throat—“I mean to your cause. And we shouldn’t forget it.”

“Right.”

“One thing I’ve learned working my way up The Republic hierarchy is that sometimes you must play the game to change it.”

Iliya wondered if she could stomach playing the epicenters’ game.

“During the day, I did what I was told,” Reth continued. “I wrote speeches I didn’t agree with, and I spoke words I didn’t mean. But at night, I was RA. I could pour my heart and soul onto the pages—I could become my true self. And the people listened—they heard me, and they supported me.” His cheeks flushed, his eyes never leaving her face. “It’s not a fun game to play. And you must be perfectly vigilant, or you will fall victim to the crushing inevitability of it and the weight of their mind-altering machine. But if you stay true to who you are, then you can make a difference if you’re very patient and alert.”

Watching him remember his growth as RA, the secret passions that kept him sane, and the constant fire that lit his soul during those long Republic days, Iliya felt a deep gratitude for everything he’d suffered to keep hope alive when she had given up. Perhaps he was right. By convincing Toyosoni to resist The Republic, they would protect people and preserve the Robin Network in the long term. They were only pretending to care about helping Toyosoni make money so they could achieve their broader goals. Her fears were based on past mistakes, but that didn’t mean she was bound to repeat them. “Okay,” she said with a nod. “I just . . . don’t want us to lose ourselves. I’ve done that enough already.”

“You were never lost,” Reth said with quiet tenderness. “Just busy.” He pulled out his key, opened his door, and stepped inside. The door closed softly behind him.

After a thoughtful pause, Iliya followed suit.


CHAPTER 46

The next day, Iliya made a point to speak more. She used her knowledge of Pan, her understanding of The Republic’s position, and her business acumen to convince the executives why they must respond to The Republic’s threat.

“The Republic will lay you off in droves,” she warned them. “They will dismantle your company. Your home will not be yours anymore. They will criminalize your leaders to make themselves seem like saviors. Believe me—they did it to me. The day The Republic took over Pan, I had to flee the region. They froze my financial assets—I was thrust back into poverty. All in the span of an hour.”

And Reth was right—the executives listened. Perhaps Hiroshi, Reth, and Meihui were too close to Toyosoni, too woven into the business, and the executives saw Iliya as a mythic figure, a multinational sage.

That afternoon, Kaito Kumura—the most vocal opponent—joined the conference room with nine other executives. He was a broad-shouldered man in his forties with feathery black hair and brown eyes set in a birch-beige face.

Hiroshi flexed his hands and cleared his throat. After a brief welcome, he reminded everyone of the imminent threat posed by The Republic. “All the evidence indicates that they are gearing up for another takeover. They’ve approached subsidiaries, decreased in-house operations, and ramped up their media efforts. If we do not take decisive action, our corporation—possibly our very lives—will be at stake.”

Mr. Kimura cut in, “Now Kaneko-san, certainly you can understand why we think these conspiracy theories are overblown.” Mr. Kimura sat back and smirked as he surveyed his colleagues. “To be sure, The Republic is bragging in their own media, and they’re trying to make a profit. But we can hardly condemn them for that.”

“With all due respect, Director, it’s much more than that,” said Reth. “We’ve seen The Republic do this before, so we know what to look for. And I’ve been working inside The Republic for years now. I’ve been privy to many strategic conversations. Ms. Zhang has confirmed it as well—The Republic has been planning this for years.”

Meihui nodded. “It’s true. We know Toyosoni is their next target.”

“Then you must have very little faith in Toyosoni to believe we can be steamrolled so easily.” Mr. Kimura stood and began pacing while his colleagues watched. “Do you think we are no better than Pan? They were weak. Their stock was plummeting, their profits anemic, their people unskilled.”

Iliya glanced at Reth. Though he was too polite to scowl, his eyes had narrowed.

Mr. Kimura’s chest swelled with his deep inhale. “Toyosoni has completely dominated the technology market across the globe. We have distinguished ourselves as a world leader. We have a healthy profit margin. Our stock is high. Why do you insult us by comparing us to Pan? Our competitors cannot acquire us so easily.”

Hiroshi seemed like he wanted to respond, but Mr. Kimura palmed the table, and all eyes turned back to him.

“I have a different vision for this company,” Mr. Kimura said in a soft voice. “A vision of Toyosoni as strong and unconquerable. A vision of forging strategic partnerships with other companies to bolster our profits. Let’s not be afraid of The Republic. We are just as powerful, and it would be foolish not to reap the benefits of allying with them.”

Reth, Hiroshi, and Meihui exchanged concerned looks.

Iliya stood, and all eyes darted to her. A familiar rush of confidence seized her chest; she felt secure in her own power. “That’s a very nice story. Very convenient. Seductive, even. But it’s not true.”

Mr. Kimura clearly fought to keep his expression neutral as she circled the table.

She continued, “We all want to believe in the strength of our hometowns. Everyone has a lot of pride in where they came from. My village is my heart, my soul—it defines me, and I breathe it down to my very bones. But when we needed help, I swallowed that pride, and I went out in search of better medicines and better tools.”

“No one denies that you are indeed quite heroic,” said Mr. Kimura, his tone taking on a harsh edge. “We all respect what you’ve done. But we must be honest here—we don’t need you to save us. Perhaps you heroic types feel the need to create opportunities for yourselves to thrive. You need to start a fire so you can be the one to put it out. But I assure you— there are no flames here.”

“Kimura-san.” Iliya met his self-assured smile with a bold look of her own. “Toyosoni may not be on fire, but there is smoke on your horizon. Besides, this isn’t really about my penchant for playing the hero. Is it?”

Mr. Kimura shrugged, his smile unwavering. “You tell me.”

“No, I think this is actually about you.”

“Me?” Mr. Kimura raised his eyebrows. “How so?”

“Your story of Toyosoni’s glory and strength is quite compelling,” said Iliya. “But why do you really want to cooperate with The Republic? What’s your real motivation?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a flat tone, his eyes inscrutable.

“It’s not really for the benefit of Toyosoni, is it?” Iliya prompted him.

“I don’t—”

“You don’t really think Toyosoni would resist a takeover, do you?”

“Of course, I—”

“Kimura-san, level with us. These are your friends, your colleagues. Their lives will be at risk when The Republic comes on judgment day—”

“Ms. Rusul, just what are you accusing me of?” asked Mr. Kimura.

“Isn’t it true that you made a covert arrangement with The Republic’s executives?” charged Iliya. “Isn’t it true that you’ll earn quite a personal profit if you can convince your colleagues to lay down their swords and smooth The Republic’s path?”

His face reddened in splotches. “I just want what’s best for Toyosoni.”

She braced both her hands on the table and leaned toward him. She knew she had him now. “Answer the question.”

All eyes fixed on Mr. Kimura.

His face reddened further as everyone watched him struggle to find words. “It is foolish to resist them,” he hissed. “The Republic’s rise to power is inevitable—anyone can see that. Their projected growth far exceeds our own, which has been flat for some time. It makes no economic sense to resist them. The only way forward is to cooperate.” He glanced around at his colleagues. “If you want to survive the new regime, then you’d better get on board early. They will kill anyone who resists them. The sooner you join their team, the more they’ll reward you when they rule.” His eyes darted back to Iliya. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Anyone else can make the same choice I did—there’s no one stopping them. It’s a simple equation. Either cooperate and live, or resist and die.”

“Unlike you, I haven’t given up on Toyosoni,” Iliya countered. “For all your grandstanding talk of Toyosoni’s strength and power, I actually believe that Toyosoni can prevail. But not by putting your heads in the sand and certainly not by dooming your people to poverty or death so you can make a quick buck.” She peered at the other executives and willed her message to sink in.

They watched her with transfixed absorption.

“Kimura-san is right about the full force of The Republic descending upon you,” she warned them. “But there are very real steps you can take to prevent it. Reth laid them out for you. You have the power to protect your families. The choice is yours.” Iliya took her seat.

The executives sat in silence. Mr. Kimura stood aside with a grim frown.

Iliya glanced at Reth, who was watching her with an odd expression—admiration and awe mingled with something that she couldn’t quite name but that quickened her breath. His dark eyes were ardent, almost possessive, and suddenly she wished the executives would all disappear.

“Well, we clearly have a lot to think about,” said one executive with a sigh. “Honored Ms. Rusul, I must thank you for bringing us the truth. It’s the only way we can make a sound decision about our future.” He glared at Mr. Kimura.

“If you’re smart, you’ll make the same decision I did,” Mr. Kimura muttered.

The executives stood, bowed, and filed out of the conference room. After a bitter glance at her, Mr. Kimura followed.

“Iliya, that was brilliant,” praised Reth breathlessly. “How did you know he was bluffing?”

“One of those prophetic instincts, I guess,” she said with a smile.

Hiroshi grumbled, “Well, I hope you have more of that up your sleeve. Mr. Kimura is hardly our only problem—and I doubt every one of our opponents is receiving handouts from The Republic.”

Iliya shrugged. “I wouldn’t be too sure.”
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That evening, as they ate dinner together at the hotel, Iliya felt energized. They sat again in the vast, mostly unoccupied dining room at a large table made of shiny polished wood.

Waiters lowered steaming plates of delicious-smelling fish, vegetables, and rice.

“I think we can do this,” said Iliya, eager to share her excitement with the others. “The mood is beginning to shift. I think Toyosoni will listen to us.”

“The battle is not over yet,” warned Hiroshi with a frown.

“Toyosoni executives are not easily swayed,” Meihui agreed. “Particularly when it comes to money. But The Republic threat must be stopped.”

“I’ve heard some snide complaints behind the scenes,” Hiroshi added. “Even occasional inappropriate comments.”

“Ooh, inappropriate comments?” Meihui asked, clearly intrigued. “Like what?”

Hiroshi swallowed. “Just . . . wondering why they should listen to foreigners.”

Meihui snorted a chuckle. “Ah, yes. Good old-fashioned racism and xenophobia. Available in every epicenter. I’m surprised they didn’t call me anything worse—unless you omitted it to spare my feelings.”

“As we progress later in the week, we will meet with higher-level officials,” Hiroshi reminded everyone, deflecting Meihui’s remark. “On the final day, we will meet with Toyosoni’s Chief Executive Officer.” He glanced toward Reth, who sat in silence. “Mr. Alem, this was key to your strategy. You had hoped that, if we can secure the support of the CEO’s subordinates, it will go a long way toward convincing him.”

“We can do it,” Reth affirmed, still gazing into the distance. “I know we can. With our combined wisdom, passion, and drive, we can shatter their indifference and secure a future where citizens control corporations, not the other way around.” He spoke with such determination, such charisma, that Iliya understood how he could capture the hearts and minds of a population through only his words.

“I hope you’re right,” said Hiroshi. “We’ve been working toward this for so long. We need to stay focused on—”

“You were great in the meetings today,” Reth told Iliya in a rush, seemingly oblivious to Hiroshi.

“Thanks, Reth.” She thought of Mr. Kimura’s expression—his shock and embarrassment at revealing his betrayal. “I haven’t tried to tap into my prophetic abilities in a long time. I must say—it felt rather invigorating.”

“I knew you would make a difference,” said Reth. “I’m glad you agreed to come here.”

“Me too.” She considered everything it took for her to come here—all the pieces that aligned for her to feel comfortable restarting her journey. “I was in . . . a dark place. Being here, it’s like waking up from a long dream or stepping into the sunlight after months of darkness. Like breathing fresh air again.”

“Believe me, you’re the breath of fresh air.” Reth gave Iliya an intimate, private sort of smile that she knew was meant just for her.

Her head surged with that feverish, dizzying sensation that often came when she looked at him directly.

“We certainly can use your help,” agreed Hiroshi, frowning as he glanced between them.

Meihui chuckled. “It was definitely a lot less exciting before you got here, Iliya.”
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After dinner ended, Hiroshi and Meihui bid them goodbye. Iliya and Reth crossed the lobby to the elevator. The doors sealed shut, encasing them together. The outside world fell away. The elevator felt still and quiet.

“You look good tonight,” Iliya said casually.

Reth glanced at her, his eyes widening a bit. “Thank you.”

They waited in silence as the elevator rose, whirring softly. Reth stood tall and firm beside her. Then the doors opened with a chime. The hallway stretched before them.

“So . . . what do you plan to do this evening? Before you sleep?” asked Iliya. There was a strange fluttering sensation in the back of her throat.

“Oh, well . . .” He shrugged. “I’ll probably just watch the viewscreen for a while. Catch up on the local news.”

She nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

They arrived at the space between their rooms.

“Goodnight,” he said simply, reaching for his key.

Something tightened in her chest. “Reth—wait.”

He turned around and looked at her. Though he tried to keep his expression neutral, she caught a glimmer in his eyes.

Her heart beating quickly in her ears, Iliya leaned in and, in one swift movement, very gently touched her lips to his.

For one wild, staggering moment, time froze. Iliya didn’t know what to do next. She couldn’t breathe. The softness of his lips and the closeness of him created a hum in her mind like the silence after an explosion.

Then Reth came alive. He brought his hands to the back of her neck, drawing her closer. As he threaded his fingers through her hair, a shiver danced up her spine. He kissed her more deeply, and his hands trembled as a low moan escaped from deep in his chest, revealing his intense, anguished desire for her—a desire she realized had always been there, suppressed carefully beneath a layer of politeness. But now, he could no longer hide it or control it. He was ravenous.

Her entire body responded to his touch. Her skin tingled, ready to burst into flames. From the eagerness in his hands gripping her close and the pressure of his body against hers, she felt light-headed, disoriented, and confused about what this meant or what it was. But she knew she didn’t want to let him go. She was his for this moment.


CHAPTER 47

The next morning when the alarm went off, Iliya awoke in a hotel room that was a mirror-image of her own. The sun’s rays sneaked through the curtain edges. Reth’s suit from the previous day lay draped over a chair.

Then the memories of last night rushed back. Her cheeks grew warm as she recalled the intensity of her own desires. She and Reth had kissed for a small eternity, but they went no further. In the light of day, Iliya felt relieved since she didn’t want to move too quickly and risk straining their friendship.

From beside her in bed, Reth rose tall and lithe in the dim light, and he headed into the bathroom without saying a word. Iliya rubbed her eyes and tried to wake up. She didn’t want to chance any awkward conversation when he returned, so she gathered her belongings and clumsily crept next door to her own hotel room.

In a daze, she showered and prepared for the day. When she considered what they had done—what she had wanted to do—it seemed impossible with the hazy, magical quality of a dream.

After dressing and toweling her hair dry, she sat on the muted hotel carpet and meditated. She sought her guardian, who was hovering against the far wall.

“Guardian . . . I have an awkward question for you.”

He glanced at her. “Okay.”

“You’re with me . . . always, right?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“So . . . when Reth and I . . . are together . . . do you . . . watch us?”

The guardian bristled. “Human intimacy is natural. It provides connection to each other and the divine. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“But do you watch us?”

“I no longer feel sexual desire, as a guardian.”

Her discomfort only intensified. “You didn’t answer the question.”

He frowned at her. “I was sent to watch over you. I don’t study you with a pen in hand, but it’s not exactly like I can vacate the premises.”

“You’re gross.”

“Look,” he sighed, “when I know you’re . . . let’s say . . . safe . . . in the mortal world, I can choose to focus on protecting you in the spirit world instead. It’s not exactly an escape, but it does provide me some sense of distance from your mortal surroundings. It’s the best I can do.”

“But you can still . . . see what I’m doing, right?”

“See and hear you, yes.”

“Okay, enough,” she said. “I’m going back now.”

“By all means.”

She returned to her body and glanced at the spot where the guardian presumably sat staring back at her. In a way, she felt some pity for his situation—unable to control his own attention and forced to serve as an unwilling voyeur to her activities—but she was far too preoccupied with her own awkwardness to spend much time lamenting his perspective.

A few minutes later, there was a knock on her hotel room door—it had to be Reth. Taking a deep breath, squaring her shoulders, she opened the door.

There he stood as handsome as ever, fresh-faced and fully dressed, his eyes burning like hot coals, and his silky black hair styled and polished.

“Where did you go?” he asked with a hint of hurt in his voice. “I came out of the shower, and you were gone.”

“Well . . . I . . .” Iliya swallowed. “You didn’t say anything when your alarm went off, so—”

“I wanted to give you a few extra minutes to sleep.” The tenderness in his voice made something in her chest melt.

“Oh,” she said simply.

He gave her a tentative smile. “Come on. Let’s go. Big day today.”

Together they headed to the lobby, past the paparazzi, and toward the office. They said little during the walk. She couldn’t think of anything to say, but his solid presence beside her felt reassuring.
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Iliya Rusul’s first business meeting of the day featured the regional directors of Toyosoni spoke towns A through E. Five executives filed into the conference room with the two activists Reth Alem and Meihui Zhang, the two prophets Iliya Rusul and Hiroshi Kaneko, and two unseen guardians.

The conference room was adorned simply and colored in the idle neutrals reserved for places to conduct boring human affairs.

The humans all took their seats.

“Stay alert, Tenshi,” Iliya’s guardian warned Hiroshi’s in a low voice.

Hiroshi’s guardian—a shimmery, silver moon-like monster with thin, dispersed strands of black hair trailing long down her body—peered back at him with glowing green eyes like alighted emeralds. “Always,” she replied in a tinkling, musical voice.

Iliya already appeared distracted, sitting with folded hands and conspicuously trying not to look at Reth.

“Welcome,” Hiroshi began. “Thank you all for joining us today.”

Iliya’s guardian whispered, “I don’t see any demons this time, do you?”

“Not yet,” Tenshi replied as Hiroshi continued his introductory remarks.

“There were at least three in Mr. Kimura,” Iliya’s guardian muttered. “But I still haven’t figured out how to handle them.”

“Iliya was effective anyway.” Tenshi gave him a comforting smile.

Iliya’s guardian glanced glumly at his charge.

Iliya examined her fingernails and pretended to find a flaw that captured her attention.

“I’m not so sure we can rely on her this time,” her guardian mused.

“Look.” Tenshi pointed at one of the executives—Ms. Yui, a woman with short black hair and keen black eyes. “Do you see that?”

Iliya’s guardian squinted. “It is a demon,” he gasped. “A small one. How did we miss it?”

“I am not sure,” Tenshi replied. “It might be . . . concealing itself in some way. What should we do?”

Iliya’s guardian sighed roughly. “We must try something. I’m tired of feeling so helpless.” With an aggressive jolt, the guardian dove forward and tried to push the demon out of the woman’s body.

Unsurprisingly, the demon remained rooted to her soul and unaffected by the guardian’s strike. The guardian fell with a heavy thud that none of the humans could hear.

He felt the unmistakable sensation that accompanied each of his miracles. Like walking into a room and forgetting what he was looking for, he felt the telltale frustration and confusion of losing a piece of himself and not remembering which piece.

Tenshi gingerly helped him up. “I did not expect violence to be the answer,” she scolded gently.

He shrugged. “Worth a try.”

Meanwhile, Ms. Yui was busy denigrating the message Hiroshi and the others tried to communicate. “You can understand our hesitation,” she argued briskly. “Taking antagonistic moves against The Republic could be interpreted as a hostile act. We prefer to remain collaborative.”

Tenshi considered their options. “Perhaps there are other tools at our disposal. Let me think.” She closed her eyes.

“What are you doing?” asked Iliya’s guardian intently.

“I am trying to summon a memory,” Tenshi explained. “In my life, I was . . . a chanter of prayers, a crafter of spiritual music that brought people closer to the divine.”

Iliya’s guardian blinked in astonishment. “You . . . still remember your profession?” His voice held a clear note of longing.

Tenshi began to sing in a distant language.

Something stirred. The demon in Ms. Yui lifted its head, as if listening, and was distracted for a moment.

Ms. Yui—who had been in the middle of a sentence—stopped and shook her head in confusion. “I-I’m sorry, I seem to have lost my train of thought.”

Iliya’s guardian lobbed a glance at Iliya, willing her to seize the moment, but she was busy gazing absentmindedly at the air vent near the ceiling; apparently, she feigned fascination with a small crack in the metal while daydreaming about Reth.

“Iliya,” the guardian hissed. He knocked a stray pen off the desk, hoping to wrangle her attention, but Iliya didn’t notice it clatter to the floor. Another puzzle piece of himself lost for nothing.

The demon’s distraction didn’t last long. Soon it resumed its focus, and Ms. Yui gained faculty once again. “We must remember what is most important,” Ms. Yui declared. “As regional directors, our primary task is to protect our towns.”

“Exactly,” Hiroshi argued. “And the best way to protect them is to resist a takeover by The Republic.”

“With respect to you, Honored Kaneko-san, I disagree,” Ms. Yui countered. “The best way to protect them is to avoid stirring up trouble and to smooth relations with our neighboring epicenters.”

Iliya’s guardian gently placed his massive hand on Tenshi’s shoulder. “That worked for a little while,” he encouraged her. “Maybe I can help too. I may not recall many of my own memories anymore, but I have the new memories I’ve built here with Iliya. Let’s see . . . there was that phrase they always spoke in Ziya to honor God. Perhaps it too has the power to ward off demons.”

The guardian started chanting the key phrase. It had the desired effect; the demon winced and trembled within Ms. Yui’s body. Ms. Yui sat quietly while Hiroshi spoke with prophetic keenness.

“A grim future awaits us if we do not succeed in resisting The Republic,” Hiroshi charged. “We must act decisively to protect our spoke towns. Their future is up to you.”

The demon shook off the effects of the chant, and Ms. Yui snapped back to attention.

“We understand our responsibilities,” she said smoothly, “and we know better than to take on unnecessary risks by acting too rashly.”

“Excuse me,” said one of the executives, a small and unassuming man who had not spoken at all until now.

All eyes turned to him. Humans, guardians, and demon—everyone stared with rapt attention wondering what he would say.

He adjusted his glasses and spoke in a soft voice, “It seems to me our best option is to listen to whatever our superiors decide.”

The silence was absolute. For a moment, no one knew how to respond.

Hiroshi swallowed. “Yes, well . . . that is why we plan to meet with higher-level executives over the course of the week.”

“Why start with us?” the man asked in good-natured confusion. “We can’t make those kinds of decisions.”

Hiroshi glanced awkwardly at Reth before responding, “We . . . we wanted to drum up support before approaching the C-level executives. It was . . . part of the overall strategy.”

Ms. Yui gave them a perfunctory smile. “Well, then perhaps we should table this discussion until you’ve had a chance to confer with the CEO.”

“I suppose . . . if that is your decision,” Hiroshi stammered.

The executives rose to their feet and prepared to vacate the conference room.

The two guardians locked eyes.

“We can stall demons temporarily, it seems,” Iliya’s guardian noted, “but we cannot disable them.”

“So it would seem,” Tenshi agreed.
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Iliya tried her best to keep things professional. She averted her eyes completely and never once glanced in Reth’s direction, even when he was speaking.

When the first meeting ended, their subsequent meeting with the regional directors of Toyosoni spoke towns F through K began immediately. Hiroshi, Meihui, Reth, and Iliya remained in the same room while new executives filed in.

Hiroshi gave his usual starting speech, and then Meihui, Reth, and Iliya took turns answering the concerns of the executives.

“If The Republic isn’t planning to take over, and we avoid partnering with them or selling them subsidiaries, then that will be an inexcusable hit to our profits,” claimed one executive. “At the regional level, we could really benefit by leveraging the synergies The Republic can provide.”

“The benefits are not as extensive as you think,” said Reth. “The Republic cannot take on all the operations you have running here. Their technological market is not as robust. In addition, the partnerships put you at risk for takeover—and I assure you, that is their plan.”

“But then, what are we supposed to tell our people? That we’re afraid of The Republic?” asked the executive.

“Tell them that you believe in the strength of Toyosoni,” Iliya answered. “Tell them that you don’t need the partnership to succeed and that The Republic is only trying to trick you into selling your company bit by bit. You cannot be fooled so easily.”

Iliya unwittingly caught Reth’s eye. He smiled at her, and she lowered her head to hide her warming cheeks.

After the meeting ended and the executives filed out of the room, Reth stood to get a glass of water. “Do you want anything?” he asked the team.

They shook their heads.

When he passed Iliya’s seat, he squeezed her shoulder—just a simple little touch that set her heart racing as memories of the previous evening flooded back in a rush.

Reth swept out of the room.

“Keep it together,” Hiroshi told her in a low voice.

She slouched in her chair and wondered if her cheeks could get any redder. Meihui giggled.

During the next meeting, Iliya let the others answer more of the questions while she daydreamed and wondered if she and Reth might repeat their activities again that night.

After the team paused briefly for lunch, the afternoon passed in a slow blur. One meeting blended into another, and she couldn’t keep track of which executives they’d spoken with. Every group had similar concerns and questions with slight nuances based on their division. Hiroshi was best able to customize the message, and Meihui, Reth, and Iliya jumped in whenever he needed more muscle.

Then finally, when Iliya felt she couldn’t stand it any longer, their last meeting drew to a close. They left the conference room and walked the short distance to the hotel amid the usual flock of e-rook captures. Though the crowd had steadily dwindled, a few eager paparazzi still tried to snap her picture as she passed between buildings.

Over dinner, the team reviewed the day’s details and discussed strategy for tomorrow. Iliya tried to be polite, and she didn’t want to make Hiroshi or Meihui uncomfortable, but she could hardly eat a bite. All she could think about was what she and Reth might do later that night. Every time Reth raised his eyes to hers, heat blazed up the back of her neck, and she struggled to catch her breath.

When dinner ended, they all left the table. Though Hiroshi didn’t say anything specific about Reth and Iliya, he sternly furrowed his brow and pursed his lips after he bid them goodnight. Meihui, for her part, didn’t seem troubled.

Iliya and Reth crossed the lobby. With every step, her heart beat faster. They got on an empty elevator.

As soon as the elevator doors glided shut, Reth gathered her in his arms.

“Those stupid meetings,” he said in a husky voice while running a hand through her hair and kissing her neck. “I couldn’t think of anything except being with you again.”

She slid her hands down his back. “What meetings?” she joked.
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Later that evening as darkness gave way to early twilight, Iliya lay with Reth draped in her arms. The gentle hum of the air conditioning gave the silence and stillness a dynamic quality like the room had an organic life of its own. Iliya felt like she and Reth were the only two people left in the world and that the entire universe existed only there in that room.

His hair slid to the side, making him seem more accessible and less composed than in the outside world.

“You’re more experienced than I,” she stated.

Reth nodded. “I’ve had a few minor flings. And then there was Vera.”

“And you two . . .” Iliya wasn’t quite sure how to phrase her question.

“Yes.”

“Oh.” Iliya paused, processing the information. “I’ve never been with anyone before.”

“I know.”

She gave him a stern glance. Was he implying her inexperience was noticeable? “How do you know that?” she pressed him.

He laughed. “I don’t mean anything by it. Just that you’ve been in hiding for the last few years.”

“Well . . . maybe I hooked up with someone at home. Ever thought of that? People in my town may dress more conservatively than epicenter folks, but we still have relationships.”

“I know. But”—Reth’s smile faltered—“you were preoccupied with your sister.”

Iliya didn’t say anything. She knew Reth was right. Her own emotional growth had stalled in her formative adolescent years because she had forgotten herself.

“It’s okay,” said Reth. “I’m thrilled just to be with you. I didn’t know if you would ever feel the same way I do.”

“This is all new to me,” she said slowly. “I don’t . . . know exactly how I feel about you. I’m still figuring it out. But . . . all I know is, I really like being with you.”

Reth grinned widely. He leaned up toward her, grasped her face in his warm palms, and kissed her.


CHAPTER 48

Reth could hardly believe it was real.

After the long years spent fantasizing about her, pining after her, and structuring his life around the mere idea of her, it seemed like an impossible delusion that the past two nights he had held Iliya in his arms and cherished the weight of her pressing against him. But she was better than any fantasy. Each moment with her had burned into his brain—the tingle of her hair sliding against his cheek as she lifted her head to glance up at him, her captivating hazel eyes blinking open in the morning light, and the sweet smell of her skin when he nuzzled the curve of her neck.

Unsurprisingly, his concentration had faltered during the day’s business meetings, this time with the corporation’s senior directors.

He wanted to stare at her openly, to revel in each mannerism, like the way her eyebrows drew inward and wrinkled her forehead when she was concerned, the way her dark hair trickled over her shoulder when she shook her head, and the way her lips parted ever so slightly when she sighed.

Her every movement set him on fire.

Their work in Toyosoni was vital; they needed to convince the executives to resist a takeover. The work also required intense focus to analyze each executive in real time, to strategize how to persuade them, and to phrase each argument in the most effective way possible.

But seeing her across the table while marveling that he got to hold her, kiss her—it was too much.

In their meeting with the spoke senior directors, Reth tried to channel his energy by pacing around the room and shaking his wrists. He tried to concentrate on what the executives were saying. If he could just wait until the night . . .

She would be his again.

“But The Republic offers highly profitable partnerships,” one executive said. His black hair was clipped back, and he wore round wire-frame glasses that balanced his ovular jasmine-toned face. “It would be foolish not to consider them.”

Like reading from a Z-chip teleprompter, Reth replied reflexively, the script already so wholly committed to memory, “You may need to pass on short-term strategic partnerships with The Republic, even ones that essentially guarantee profits, if they will weaken you in the long term.”

“With all due respect, sir,” the executive continued, “you are asking us to make potentially dangerous strategic decisions in the name of preserving autonomy.”

“The danger is not in avoiding these partnerships but in pursuing them,” Reth retorted. “What you must understand is that The Republic won’t stop until they get what they want.”

From across the table, Iliya met his eyes.

Her gaze set his skin ablaze as if she’d touched him. He could almost feel the warmth of her breath as she exhaled. Her heavily lidded eyes, her lips parted—he knew she wanted him too. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

“But how do we know what they want?” asked another executive. “We’re making a lot of assumptions here.”

“Um . . .” Reth swallowed and tried to remember where he was. All he could see were her eyes—fiery, fierce, and fixed only on him. “The Republic . . . won’t stop until they get what they want,” said Reth through gritted teeth.

“You said that already,” complained the executive in a gruff voice.

“Right, uh—”

“What the Honored Mr. Alem meant to say is,” Hiroshi cut in smoothly, “he worked inside The Republic for many years. He knows their strategies. Besides, we watched The Republic do the same thing to Pan.”

Reth returned his gaze to Iliya—he couldn’t help it—and she was grinning at him. She had no idea what she was capable of or what they could be together. She made him feel like he could jump out of a moving magnicopter and land unharmed.

Then the allotted hour ended. Hiroshi thanked the executives for attending, and they exited the conference room while the core advocacy team remained behind in preparation for the next meeting.

Once sure the executives had completely gone, Hiroshi glared at Reth. “You need to keep your focus,” he said with considerably more force than usual. “I know these meetings can be tedious, but the most important ones are yet to come.”

Based on Hiroshi’s tone, Reth could only assume that Hiroshi was furious with him.

“It was my fault,” Iliya inserted, her cheeks flushing.

Heat surged through Reth’s veins as he fought the urge to pull her to him.

“Just . . . don’t get distracted,” Hiroshi grumbled.

Reth cleared his throat and tried to speak through the tightness. “I’d better . . . get some water.” He shuffled out of the room, his movements uncommonly jerky despite his attempts to smooth them.

Just a few hours left.
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Iliya longed to be with Reth again.

Every time she looked at him, she felt chills all over. Every hour apart felt like a waste.

The rest of the day passed in a boring, repetitive blur. The same concerns and conversations replayed in their familiar pattern. She had practically memorized the script by now, and everyone knew their roles.

Finally, mercifully, the last meeting ended. As they left the corporate building into the open air, the quiet pulsing of the city matched the wild beating of her heart.

The paparazzi had really begun to dwindle by this point. She hadn’t done anything newsworthy, and there were other targets to harass. Even so, a few blinking e-rook captures dotted the twilight as the team walked together toward the hotel.

Reth remained steady and quiet beside her. He seemed determined, reflective, and almost serene, like the calm before a storm. She suppressed a smile; she knew the intensity he was capable of and the secret passions he saved only for her.

They reached the hotel and walked inside. The life-size dragons scowled at them from the walls.

“Dinner?” asked Hiroshi.

“I think I’ll order room service tonight, if you don’t mind,” Reth said smoothly.

Her eyes darted to his—he fixed her in a gaze full of unspoken promises.

“Oh . . . all right.” Hiroshi frowned. “You too, Ms. Rusul?”

She could hardly breathe. “Yeah.”

Hiroshi rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine. I get it. You have matters of the utmost importance to attend to. I’m sure you have a very good reason for blowing off necessary strategizing meetings.”

Clearly, he was trying to make them feel guilty, but she was incapable of feeling guilt with Reth looking at her as he was.

Hiroshi sighed. “Come early tomorrow, then.”

“Count on it,” Reth murmured with the hint of a bite while still watching her.

“Stay safe, kids,” Meihui chimed.

Meihui and Hiroshi headed back outside. Reth and Iliya wasted no time crossing the lobby and finding an open elevator.

The elevator doors closed, leaving them finally, blissfully alone.
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The next morning, Iliya Rusul attended the next set of executive meetings with the rest of the team. High-level senior directors filed into the conference room, eight in total, and the two spiritual guardians scanned the newcomers for any demons.

“I count four already,” Iliya’s guardian remarked under his breath. “What is it about epicenter executives that seems to attract the demonic presence?”

“They are not very powerful demons,” Tenshi replied with gentle encouragement. “We can handle them.”

Hiroshi began his introductory remarks while the others remained in an attentive silence.

“My prophet is severely distracted,” Iliya’s guardian lamented as he saw Iliya blushing when she met Reth’s gaze.

“But she is still following the divine path,” Tenshi assured him. “Hiroshi and Iliya both are playing their assigned roles aptly.”

“I suppose,” Iliya’s guardian mused. “I don’t begrudge her the chance for some happiness, poor girl. But I just like to know I can rely on her.”

“It is not our job to rely upon our prophets—they rely upon us,” Tenshi corrected him.

Iliya’s guardian surveyed Tenshi in deepening dismay. “You don’t think it can go both ways?”

She shrugged. “They are laden with responsibilities already. Tending to our existence should not be one of them.”

He folded his arms in a surly silence.

After Hiroshi’s introductory statement drew to a close, one of the executives said, “We have already met in preparation for this morning, and we all agree that The Republic presents an immediate threat.”

Hiroshi blinked in surprise. “You . . . you do?”

The executive nodded. “There was some . . . disagreement, but after we heard of your confrontation with Kimura-san, the more vocal opponents . . . came around.”

“Ah, I see.” Hiroshi smiled. “Then I suppose we should shift the purpose of this conversation from persuasion to strategy.”

“That would be wise,” the executive agreed briskly.

Hiroshi detailed the recommended steps for resisting The Republic.

Iliya’s guardian turned to Tenshi in confusion. “This is going remarkably well,” he said with a note of suspicion.

“It is part of the divine plan,” Tenshi replied with confidence.

“I don’t even see any reason to start disarming demons.”

Tenshi nodded. “They appear to be behaving obediently.”

“For the moment, anyway.” Iliya’s guardian studied them. “Obedience to authority is not exactly a common quality among demons. They are likely waiting for something.”

“We will be ready,” Tenshi assured him.
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Iliya felt exhilarated—but not by the meetings.

The meetings all blurred together, mere interruptions punctuating her nightly communion. The day seemed like a dream, and the night was her reality.

Ignoring Reth felt like trying not to see the sun. His hands resting lightly on the table, his lips stirring in conversation—they held the promise of pleasure, transcendence, and personal salvation. He was everything real, everything significant, and everything that mattered in the universe.

When Hiroshi and Reth stepped out to get some water, Meihui scooted closer to Iliya. Her hair was tied back into a neat bun, and she smirked at Iliya.

“So . . . you and Reth are getting pretty serious, eh?”

Iliya shrugged and felt her face grow warm despite her attempt to stay nonchalant. “I guess so.”

“You could do worse.” Meihui glanced down the hallway toward Reth. “I had a boyfriend, too, back in The Republic. Super hot. An underwear model, actually, if you can believe it. More prudish than you would think.”

Iliya couldn’t help but smile.

Meihui inhaled a slow breath. “But . . . he wasn’t willing to come with me. I can’t say I blame him.” Her gaze fell to the floor. “I won’t ever see him again.”

“I’m . . . sorry,” Iliya said.

Meihui waved her hand. “It’s okay, really. It’s the price of doing the right thing. I’ll never see my parents, my sister and her kids, my friends . . . but at least I have the warm comfort of knowing I’m morally superior to them.”

Meihui was clearly trying to be funny, but Iliya saw the cracks in her weak facade of humor. Iliya laughed anyway to be generous, even though she didn’t really find the situation humorous.

Meihui continued, “Look, I don’t know you that well. You and Reth seem like a good match. But . . . just be careful.”

Surprised by the sudden shift in mood, Iliya peered back at her. “What do you mean?”

“Enjoy the ride, but try to keep your head on straight.”

“Are you scolding me for getting distracted? You sound like Hiroshi.”

Meihui laughed. “Perish the thought! I would never presume to scold you, Prophet.”

“But . . .”

Meihui frowned and furrowed her brow. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I can take care of myself,” Iliya assured her.

“I know you can. But I’ve been there, okay? I thought Aiguo and I would be together forever, but . . . things didn’t work out that way. These are dangerous times. Nothing is safe. And the more attached you get to someone, the more it hurts to lose them.”

Reth and Hiroshi returned from getting water. Reth looked at Iliya and tilted his head inquisitively.

Iliya smiled at him and ignored the sudden tightness in her chest. “Meihui, that’s a lesson I know well,” she whispered.


SECTION THIRTEEN:
P&C


CHAPTER 49

The night before their final executive meetings, Iliya lay together with Reth, tangled in each other’s arms, after a particularly satisfying tryst.

By now, she had become very familiar with the shadows that stretched along his hotel room ceiling as night gave way to the earliest hours of morning. With her head resting against his chest, Iliya cherished the slow rise and fall of his breath and the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. She watched the shadows dance as a gentle breeze stirred the few trees dotted between the tall epicenter buildings.

“Tell me something,” Iliya requested playfully. “If you wanted me so much, why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

Reth chuckled; the sound rumbled in his chest. “Of course I wanted you. But I also didn’t want to pressure you. You’re usually pretty clear about what you want. I figured you would make a move if you felt the same way I did.”

“But you never told me how you felt.”

“Iliya . . .” He gave her a tender smile as she lifted her head. “My feelings for you haven’t changed since the day I met you. I loved you the first moment I saw you.”

He used the word love so casually, so comfortably. It rolled off his tongue and rang with certainty, as if he were merely stating a fact as mundane as the sun and moon hang in the sky. He proclaimed the word, this elusive feeling, seemingly without reservation, shame, or qualification. He was unafraid of its implications and undeterred by its sheer reckless power.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she replied while edging a rogue strand of hair out of his eyes and tracing the curve of his cheekbone. “You were intrigued by me, maybe. At most.”

He laughed softly, his breath tickling her fingers. “It was more than that.”

“You were only fifteen.”

“You changed my life,” he said, his eyes earnest. “Everything I’ve done since then has been for you. You taught me how to be selfless.”

“I take no credit for that. Your father taught you how to be selfless long before I arrived. And your mother, in her own way.”

He sat up against the pillows, took her cheek in his hand, and held her in place so all she could do was stare into his dark eyes.

She felt frozen, glued to the spot by the intensity of his gaze.

“Iliya.” He looked at her as if he couldn’t take in enough of her. “You’re the point everything else in my life pivots around. My memories, my sense of self—all divide into the time before you and the time after you.”

Iliya wanted to say she loved him, to return the strength of his affection for her, but she couldn’t manage to utter the words. How could she possibly be in love with him? To speak the words aloud would commit her to something terrifying and all-encompassing. It would inevitably set her up for pain.

But she knew when she was with him breath tasted sweeter, touch awakened her, and life held more possibilities. These intimate moments with him felt like flying straight into the sun. And she had never felt so alive.

“You changed my life too,” she said, her throat tight.

He smiled and kissed her. “I spent a long time dreaming about this, about being with you. Part of me thought it might never happen, but I never stopped hoping.”

Iliya shrugged and nestled deeper into his embrace.
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The next morning, Iliya Rusul, Reth Alem, Hiroshi Kaneko, and Meihui Zhang met with the C-suite executives—the most powerful people of Toyosoni, including the CEO, the COO, and the CFO.

As always, the guardians trailed behind ready to spring into action. This would be the most important meeting of all.

The CEO of Toyosoni, Shigenobu Matakatsu, sat at the head of the table. He was uncommonly attractive for his age, with white hair and glowing skin the color of sun-drenched sand. Muscular and fit, he clearly afforded the best in personal exercise coaches and chefs.

The activists took turns giving their usual pitch.

Reth spoke about the impending threat from The Republic and highlighted the information he witnessed as regional director of marketing for the Pan spokes.

Meihui echoed his warnings and drew from her experience working for The Republic as a corporate spy and gathering secret information about Toyosoni for The Republic’s ultimate strategic purpose of conquest and domination.

Hiroshi discussed how the takeover would affect Toyosoni internally, and he projected how various evasive tactics would improve their financials.

Iliya described the importance of protecting Toyosoni and warned the executives that whatever The Republic promised, they would not likely deliver. She detailed the demise of Pan and the rapidity with which The Republic eliminated her or anyone else they perceived as a threat. As the heads of Toyosoni, the C-suite would be prime targets of The Republic.

Meanwhile, the guardians remained silent in the background—waiting, watching.

“We have met with your subordinates throughout the week,” said Hiroshi. “We have quelled any opposition they presented. I’m sure you have heard their vast support for putting measures in place to prevent a Republic takeover.”

Shigenobu Matakatsu nodded. “We have indeed heard of their support. Your meetings have been quite persuasive. But the fact remains that we stand to gain a lot of money if we cooperate with The Republic.”

Hiroshi pulled out the charts and graphs demonstrating the long-term financial disadvantages Toyosoni would suffer if The Republic took over. “In the short term, yes, there might be gains. But in the long run, if The Republic does what they did to Pan, Toyosoni will suffer.”

“These little games may have worked on my subordinates,” Mr. Matakatsu drawled with a caustic sneer, “but I know better. You can make a graph say anything you want it to.”

“Steady,” Iliya’s guardian whispered.

“I see it,” Tenshi responded curtly and unlike her usual gentle demeanor.

Mr. Matakatsu continued with haughty assurance, “I suppose if The Republic were to lay off our entire workforce, demolish all our factories, and abandon all our name brands, then we would suffer. But they won’t do that. They’re not stupid. They’ll take the wealth and stability of the empire that we’ve built, and they’ll use it to their advantage. We will all prosper—I guarantee it.”

“Not all,” corrected Iliya darkly.

Mr. Matakatsu shrugged, unconcerned. “My job isn’t to protect everyone. It’s to make a profit.”

“And what happens after?” asked Reth pointedly. “Do you really think The Republic will let you keep the money you get for selling the company? They’ll come after you, like they did in Pan. They’ll kill you just so they don’t need to pay you.”

“That is incorrect,” said Mr. Matakatsu, making no effort to polish his bluntness as the other executives watched with wide eyes. “First of all, they would still be obligated to pay my family, so the point is moot. Second, they know I’m a profitable leader with considerable support behind me, and I would only be an asset to their government. Third, I’m wealthy enough already to hire adequate security. How exactly would they have me killed?”

“Didn’t you pay attention to what happened in Pan?” asked Iliya incredulously. “Who’s going to enforce the law that states your families should get what they’re owed? The Republic will own the courts.”

Tenshi nudged Iliya’s guardian. “She should not speak to someone in a position of power that way.”

“I learned long ago it is futile for me to attempt to regulate her speech,” her guardian replied.

Reth cut in smoothly, “I would be willing to bet that your staff isn’t as well-paid as you are. How much would it cost to get one of them to betray you? To slip something into your tea?”

Hiroshi bristled and shot him a look of warning about his inappropriate candor.

Ignoring him, Reth continued, “How many people do you interact with on a daily basis, and how many of them could be bribed for a hefty bonus?”

“All right,” said the COO, the CEO’s right-hand whose expression revealed mounting disgust. He was younger than the CEO, with smooth sepia skin and a wide jaw he kept tightly clenched. “That’s enough.”

Iliya scoffed. “If you can’t even handle talking about it, I don’t understand why you would risk it.”

A storm was gathering within Shigenobu Matakatsu. The two guardians crept closer as the chaotic presence grew more powerful each second.

“Every epicenter kills people it doesn’t like,” spat Mr. Matakatsu in a callously sinister tone. “The goal is to win enough money and power so that you’re the one pulling the trigger.”

Iliya blinked back at him in shock. “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re going to try to kill The Republic executives first?”

Mr. Matakatsu shrugged again. “If that’s what it takes.”

Iliya’s guardian warned in a shaking voice, “These are higher-order demons. Higher than any we’ve confronted before now.”

“I have never seen anything like this,” Tenshi gasped. “I did not know demons at that level even bothered with humans. What do you think their purpose here is?”

“I don’t know, but we won’t be able to distract them,” said Iliya’s guardian in dismay. The palpable heat radiating from the demons caused him physical pain just to remain nearby. “We’re in danger here.”

Iliya probed the CEO, “Do you really think you can kill them all before they kill you?”

Mr. Matakatsu replied calmly, “I would prefer to find a way for us all to profit enough so that no one needs to kill. For now, it’s in The Republic’s best interest to keep me alive and for me to keep them alive. Everybody wins.”

Reth studied each executive. “The Republic has personally promised each of you a lot of money.”

Some executives averted their eyes from the accusation, but Mr. Matakatsu glared back at him boldly and unashamed. “That’s how this game is played,” he hissed. “If you thought you would win us over with some idealistic babble about protecting our people, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

“If you won’t protect your people, at least protect yourselves,” said Iliya with barely contained rage.

Tenshi tapped the other guardian’s shoulder. “We should protect our humans,” she urged. “We need to get them out of here.”

“Iliya will not leave before she is ready,” her guardian replied sadly.

Iliya eyed Mr. Matakatsu with righteous fury. “You think you can outsmart them, but what if you’re wrong?”

“I’m never wrong,” said Mr. Matakatsu, grinning with bright white teeth. “That’s why I’m CEO.”

Iliya rolled her eyes. “There’s no way you’ve run a successful company without ever taking someone else’s advice.”

“We allowed you to conduct this little pony show out of respect for Kaneko-san. He’s led an honorable career here. Plus, it didn’t hurt that the international acclaim you’ve gained gave us considerable positive press. Our ticker points this quarter exceeded projections. But the show is over now. Kindly stop wasting our time.” Mr. Matakatsu rose to his feet with sweeping authority, and the other executives followed his lead.

“Wait,” said Iliya.

They all stopped and peered at her.

Shigenobu Matakatsu smiled grimly. “Yes? What does the poster girl have to say? The so-called hero of the Robin Network. We’ve already done plenty to support your little network. It helps our brand quite a bit, not to mention it whets The Republic’s appetite for a very pricey buyout so they can be the ones to shut down the whole parade. I’m listening. What can you say that will change my mind?”

Everyone in the room watched her.

Reth and Meihui were breathlessly waiting. Hiroshi sat with his guardian’s hands rooted firmly on either shoulder.

With all eyes upon her, Iliya sought a prophetic solution. She cast her mind toward the celestial source of miracles.

But instead of divine words of wisdom, she received a distinct cosmic silence, a decisive lack of empathy from the spiritual world.

Her guardian watched her with a mixture of fondness and defeat.

“Nothing,” said Iliya in a flat voice. “Go ahead. Sell yourselves to The Republic.”

With a curt and self-satisfied nod, Shigenobu Matakatsu walked out of the conference room. His other C-suite executives followed.

“What are you doing?” asked Reth in alarm. “Why would you say that?”

“Just wait,” said Iliya quietly.

“But . . . you had his attention, and you only—”

“Wait,” Iliya repeated.

They stood in silence in the empty conference room, the loss and quiet settling in.

A piercing scream echoed down the hall.

Tenshi gasped and released Hiroshi’s shoulders. “The demons,” she breathed. “They have been . . . annihilated.”

“Our Father, Our King,” Iliya’s guardian murmured, bowing his head. “God overpowered them all.”

“But . . . imagine what that must do to a human heart,” Tenshi murmured faintly.

“It would be catastrophic to have demons still fused to your soul when God destroys them,” Iliya’s guardian replied.

Giving Iliya a bewildered look, Reth left the conference room. Meihui followed close behind. Others began rushing to the scene.

“It was his time,” Iliya said sadly.
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Although Reth had little respect for the CEO of Toyosoni, he found the man’s death incredibly disturbing.

Shigenobu had died instantly when his heart exploded in his chest as if a grenade had detonated. While doctors could determine no logical explanation and found no evidence of foul play, the mysterious circumstances surrounding his gruesome death clearly struck fear in all his employees.

Toyosoni authorities had confined witnesses to the conference room until the autopsy returned. But it was clear the COO, acting as CEO until the board could appoint a new CEO, would sign into law all the preventative measures Reth had recommended.

Shigenobu’s death seemed like an expertly placed domino that set the rest of their plan smoothly in motion.

Reth knew he needed to talk to Iliya, but it was difficult to isolate her. With all the executives and security personnel—plus all the paperwork—Reth could hardly steal her gaze let alone a moment with her.

His moment finally came after the authorities approved their release. When everyone stood to leave the conference room, Reth seized Iliya’s elbow.

She glanced at him, then studied him. He could hardly imagine what his expression conveyed. He usually prided himself on his ability to shield his more assertive emotions, particularly during delicate diplomatic negotiations such as these, but Iliya had a way of unsettling him.

The executives, along with Hiroshi and Meihui, vacated the conference room. Only Reth and Iliya remained.

He tried to find the words.

Her chin tipped up a bit, her eyes firm and unyielding. Her quiet strength never failed to intimidate him.

He broke their gaze first and paced around the conference table. “You didn’t . . . kill him, did you?” His voice came out sounding weak and almost queasy.

Iliya shook her head. “No, I would never do that. He signed his own death sentence when he decided to sell Toyosoni.”

“But . . .” Reth sought the right phrasing. Clarifying this point was vital. “You knew he was going to die?”

Iliya sighed. “When I tried to use my prophetic powers to convince him, I hit a wall, and suddenly I knew what God had planned.” She frowned at him. “I told you—God is cruel. When something doesn’t fit his design, when he can’t force someone to follow his path, he just moves them out of the way.”

Reth tried to process the information. “So . . . God decided to kill him.”

“Not just kill him.” She took a step closer, her gaze unblinking with an almost eerie, otherworldly hollowness. “Kill him publicly. Kill him miraculously. Kill him in such a way to frighten people into submission.”

Reth shivered reflexively. “That’s cold-blooded.”

“Yes.”

“And you . . .” Reth swallowed, helplessness forming a knot in his throat. “You still follow this God anyway?”

“Not exactly.” Her gaze dropped to the floor. “I only follow him when it suits me. And I guess in return, he’ll keep me alive as long as I suit him.”

The prospect of her dying—of her not being alive—struck cold dread down his spine. He struggled to breathe. “That’s . . . not exactly comforting.”

Iliya closed the distance between them, but her closeness felt overwhelming. He needed her too much, too intensely, and he would surely collapse from the weight of it.

She grasped his hand, holding him steady, and guided him into a chair. She was truly capable of such tenderness when she wanted to be.

She sat beside him. “There’s something my mother told me once,” she said softly.

Reth blinked in surprise. Given the complexity of Iliya’s relationship with her mother, he was afraid to say anything lest he discourage her from continuing.

Iliya took a deep breath. “She said God is gods. And then she explained that gods are at war with one another over the fate of humanity.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” Iliya leaned back with a frown, and Reth wondered if she expected him to have the answer. “But it’s bothered me ever since she first said it. Who am I following? Who killed Shigenobu Matakatsu today?”

“I just assumed you knew everything about the God you follow.”

She shook her head. “He may set my direction, but he remains a mystery to me.”

A knock sounded on the door, and Hiroshi peeked his head in. “Ms. Rusul? Mr. Alem? Your presence is requested.”

Something tugged Reth’s chest. He wanted more time alone with Iliya to discuss her predicament until it made sense, but they had a job to do.

Iliya rose, and Reth followed quickly, slipping his hand into hers. He wasn’t ready to let go of her just yet, even if they needed to rejoin the others.
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Iliya did what she could to help Toyosoni executives weather the shocking demise of their leader and establish a strategy for resisting The Republic.

The CEO’s funeral was a massive affair; everyone in the epicenter was invited to attend. His wife and two children—a girl and a boy about Baq’s and Pamela’s ages—sat at the front while some of his friends and colleagues took turns speaking on his behalf. The wife did not speak at all; she remained in a sullen, trance-like silence. The speakers talked of Mr. Matakatsu’s determination, drive, ambition, and intelligence. No one mentioned qualities like kindness, compassion, empathy, or love.

After the funeral, Toyosoni executives ratified policies mandating that any new takeovers required a supermajority rather than a mere majority of stakeholders. They also agreed to establish stronger alliances with P&C, a competitor to The Republic. Some Toyosoni subsidiary executives prepared to negotiate with The Republic’s subsidiaries with the goal of buying some of The Republic’s stock.

Iliya gave them advice, similar to what she and Alisha used to provide, about how to keep their stock prices high.

Back at the hotel that evening, the team remained silent as they ate dinner. The ambiance seemed strangely subdued—even the food somehow tasted bland.

“Was this really the only way to get them to agree with us?” asked Reth softly, breaking the silence.

Hiroshi shrugged. “I’m sure if the gods saw a better way, they would have suggested it.”

Iliya laughed bitterly. “Maybe some gods are just punitive and vengeful.”

Hiroshi shook his head. “We may not always understand the logic of the divine, but it is not our place to judge. It is our task to intuit and obey.”

Reth raised his eyebrows. “You’re okay with the fact that you watched someone get murdered?”

“The gods do not murder,” Hiroshi corrected lightly. “It was his time to depart this world.”

“No.” Reth pushed his food away. “No, I don’t accept that.”

Iliya gave him a grim look but said nothing.

Meihui watched as she continued eating.

“We all have our time,” said Hiroshi serenely. “That is fate—we can’t fight it. As prophets, we feel it most of all. Every miracle shortens our lives. We will die young, our lives half-lived.”

Reth turned to Iliya, his eyes wide. The force of his emotion surprised her. Then he threw his napkin onto the table and stormed off.

Hiroshi turned to Iliya in puzzlement. “He does know miracles shorten our lives, right?”

Iliya nodded. “I told him a long time ago, but it’s possible he forgot. Or he just hasn’t thought about it in a while.”

They remained in silence.

“Iliya . . .” Hiroshi creased his brow, and his gentle tone seemed unusually tender. “The love of a prophet is . . . temporary. Divided. Any partner of a prophet must understand that.” He spoke slowly as if gathering his thoughts and trying to phrase his message in the best possible way. “It is a life of devotion to the masses. It is not a partnership to be taken on lightly.”

“I know that,” Iliya snapped more harshly than she intended. Softening, she squeezed Hiroshi’s hand. “I appreciate your wisdom. But . . . I’m not sure it will help in this case.”

“He’s right,” Meihui added in an uncharacteristically quiet and somber tone. “You’ve chosen the life of an activist, Iliya. And when you’re an activist, it’s best not to get too attached to anyone. Even those of us who aren’t prophets have trouble sustaining relationships. Revolutions and romance aren’t really compatible.”

“I’d better go after him.” Iliya left Hiroshi and Meihui sitting in silence.

Once inside the elevator, Iliya took a deep breath. Her heart fluttered strangely in her chest, and her throat was tight.

She reached Reth’s hotel room and knocked on the door. When no one answered, she tried again. She could hear him moving around, possibly pacing. “Reth, I know you’re in there. Let me in.”

He opened the door. His hair was ruffled, his shoulders taut. He seemed restless, scattered.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I can’t accept this,” he answered.

“The CEO’s death? Or . . .” Iliya fell silent, knowing full well what he was really upset about—that her fate was bound so immutably to the will of a capricious and vengeful God.

His big black eyes fixed onto her like he could never tire of looking at her. He threw his arms around her and pulled her into a fierce embrace. His arms trembled as if he could keep her alive forever and bind her body to the Earth just by holding her tightly enough.

“Reth,” she whispered, breathing him in. “I’m not gone yet. Let’s be alive tonight.”

Clutching her hand, Reth welcomed her inside and shut the door behind her.


CHAPTER 50

The next morning, Iliya could see Reth was eager for them to leave Toyosoni.

“We’ve done what we came to do in Toyosoni,” he declared as he packed his belongings. “It’s time to start somewhere new.”

Iliya had to admit she agreed with him. But still, she figured it would be wise to check with her guardian just to be sure.

While Reth continued packing, Iliya sat on the floor and meditated.

As her spirit lifted out of her body, she spotted her guardian hovering against the wall. She was always impressed by his ability to stuff such a massive body into the corners of small rooms.

“Hi,” she greeted. “Reth thinks it’s time for us to leave.”

“So I heard,” the guardian drawled.

“Well . . . do you agree?”

He shrugged. “Does my opinion really matter to you?”

She rolled her eyes. “It just . . . seems like our work here is mostly done. The executives agreed to everything we suggested. And the media coverage is focused on the CEO—interviews with his friends and family, the headhunters tasked with replacing him—”

“So what is it you really want to know?”

Iliya frowned as her guardian surveyed her with his usual cheeky smile. “Why did God kill the CEO?”

“You already know the answer to that question,” he replied slowly.

She ducked her head. “Because it needed to be done.”

He gave a single nod.

“But . . . I thought humans had free will. If God can just . . . kill anyone who doesn’t fit his plan—”

“Humans die in their time,” the guardian explained—without really explaining anything. “God cannot take a life before its time. But he has the power to bend many cosmic laws we cannot even comprehend. Lives can be shaped by the push and pull of those forces.”

Iliya sighed, exasperated by the guardian’s maddeningly vague explanation.

“Not to mention,” the guardian continued, “I sensed demonic presence within CEO Shigenobu Matakatsu.”

Iliya blinked in surprise. “Demonic presence? You mean he was possessed like Mr. Chaudhry?”

The guardian nodded.

“But . . . what does that mean?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” the guardian confessed. “At the very least, it implies that his fate may be shaped by more than one supernatural entity.”

“What is his fate?” Iliya pressed him. “What happens to humans after we die? When eventually God sees fit to . . . dispose of me, like he did the CEO . . . what will happen to me?”

The guardian bowed his head, his voice gaining gravity. “Every religion has its own mythos, of course. But my understanding is that there are rewards for the righteous, and perhaps corresponding punishments for the unrighteous, but the specifics elude even us guardians.”

Her chest tightened. “Guardian,” she asked gently, “what will happen to you after you die?”

“I am already dead,” he reminded her matter-of-factly.

“No, I mean . . . after you die again. With me.”

His gaze softened as he looked at her. “I’m . . . not sure. It’s not clear to me whether the rewards that are promised to the righteous are also available to guardians. Perhaps my actions as your guardian will count toward God’s final judgment for me. Or perhaps I will simply cease to exist after serving you.” He broke into his usual cheeky smile, though his eyes still held a sad sort of gravity. “Perhaps serving you is my reward,” he added.

Iliya didn’t know what to say; she was stunned by the prospect.

“After all,” he said, his smile gaining warmth, “the chance to aid a prophet, the chance to impact the world long after my mortal life ended . . . it’s quite an opportunity, don’t you think?”

“But . . . you sacrifice so much,” she choked, peering into his wide, monstrous black eyes. “You sacrifice all memories of your mortal life, not to mention . . . you might be sacrificing your eternal life.”

He held her gaze steady. “What good is eternal life if you don’t make the most of life when you have the chance?”

Dark shapes crowded the corners of the room, and the guardian raised his head like a dog sniffing the air. “You’d better go.” His giant body glided closer, blocking out the intruders. “I’ll protect you.”

Iliya gave him a pitying, grateful smile, as she slipped back into her material body. “You always do.”
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Iliya and Reth checked out of the hotel that afternoon.

Bidding them goodbye in the hotel lobby, Hiroshi and Meihui seemed subdued but resolute. Iliya couldn’t help but admire their resilience.

“My work is cut out for me here,” Hiroshi told them in a quiet voice. “I will help repair the pieces.”

“Me too,” said Meihui. “I may not be a prophet, but I still have some tricks up my sleeve. Don’t worry about us—we’ll take care of things here.”

“We must make sure this doesn’t shake the people’s faith too much,” Hiroshi added. “We need to keep the stock high. But the executives are all on the right side now. We will stay strong.”

“Iliya and I will begin negotiations with P&C,” Reth informed them. “We have our own business to attend to there, but we will also do what we can to convince them to ally with Toyosoni. From what I understand, they’re already favorably disposed to such an arrangement. Toyosoni was the hesitant one.”

Hiroshi nodded. “That is my understanding as well.” He gave them a low bow. “Goodbye, honored guests. Best of luck on your journey.”

“Good luck to you too,” said Iliya.

Meihui wrapped Iliya in a tight hug. “Be well, my friend,” she whispered.

“Take care,” Iliya replied.

“Thank you both for all your help,” said Reth. He took Iliya’s arm, and they headed toward the exit.

“Where to now?” asked Iliya. “Do you have a magnicopter waiting somewhere?”

“Not this time,” said Reth. “We’ll take the common route. P&C flies commercial airlines directly from Toyosoni.”

Outside in the bright sunshine, a regular-sized black car waited, less conspicuous than a limo. They climbed in and watched the hotel roll away amid a crowd of eager paparazzi snapping captures of their departure—a smaller crowd than usual since most news outlets were busy covering the CEO’s death.

“Is anyone expecting us in P&C?” asked Iliya.

“Yes,” said Reth. “I haven’t told too many people, but the media will catch on soon enough. We aren’t exactly trying to make this subtle. I want everyone to know we have full confidence in Toyosoni.”

“And what kind of reception can we expect in P&C?”

“I don’t know precisely what to expect.” He gazed out the window. “On the whole, P&C officials have been anti-Republic ever since The Republic started throwing around their weight. P&C likes to think it’s the best epicenter by sheer force of will, almost a birthright of sorts. P&C companies financed the initial magnetic resonance technology that made epicenters possible. They’ve been resting on their laurels, at least according to their reputation. P&C culture is known for being rather . . . arrogant.”

“Aren’t all the epicenters arrogant?”

Reth smirked. “P&C is especially, at least according to the stereotypes. So any move to undermine The Republic typically has their support. I’m not sure how they’ll feel about a formal alliance with Toyosoni. They like to think they can dominate the world market on their own, like cowboys of the corporate world—but perhaps they can be persuaded if we frame it like a superhero salvation tactic.”

“So P&C has a rather strong culture.”

Reth shrugged. “All the epicenters are remarkably alike, but P&C does have a certain self-confidence that is somewhat unique.”

“And . . . what are their feelings about the Robin Network? About me?”

Slipping his fingers between hers, Reth took her hand. “They’re supportive,” he said in a gentle voice.

They sat in silence and watched the city bustle around them, holding onto each other as they approached their next adventure.
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Later that day in the Toyosoni airport, Iliya sat with Reth in a row of crowded cloth-covered and metallic seats at gate 25C. Passersby watched her and whispered to each other as they walked past, and some people captured her face with their e-rooks.

Iliya watched their airplane approach through a wide window. The massive vehicle far surpassed the magnicopters she’d grown accustomed to.

“These fly higher,” Reth explained after noting her gaze. “And faster.”

“Faster?” Her voice squeaked in apprehension.

Reth chuckled. “It’s actually a smoother ride. You’ll hardly feel like you’re moving at all.”

Because of Reth’s status in the Pan epicenter, they were permitted to board the plane first. The attendant checked them in without incident, and they followed a narrow hallway onto the airplane.

It resembled a small ovular house filled with tightly packed seats. Tiny windows revealed neighboring planes lined up nearby. A faint, sweet smell permeated the air. Reth indicated their seats toward the front, and Iliya sat beside him.

Other patrons scrutinized her as they passed.

“The flight’s only a few hours,” Reth explained. “These commercial lines have really improved their efficiency over the years.” He pulled out his e-rook.

Iliya watched over his shoulder. “We’re already all over the news.”

“Not too surprising. They can only focus on the late CEO for so long, right?”

Iliya shrugged. “They’re like vultures. Seems they can always find something to talk about.”

Reth laughed. “I think some people would be offended to hear you say that. Vera, for one, as a bona fide member of the media.”

“Vera tries to broadcast the truth through all the distraction. That’s admirable.”

His casual amusement faded into a more probing look. “I agree. If it weren’t for outlets like hers, I might never have built up credibility as RA.”

“How did you . . . get people to listen to you?” asked Iliya. “How did you find the words to inspire them?”

“I imagine it’s much the same way you do,” he answered with a shrug.

She shook her head. “But you have no miracles, no guardian.”

“Yes, I do.” He smiled. “I always had the thought of you to guide me.”

She rolled her eyes and grinned at him. “That’s very sweet,” she muttered, “even if it’s a load of crap.”

He laughed, took her hand, and brought it gently to his lips. “Is it so hard to believe you inspire the best in me?”

She gazed into his endless black eyes. “I’m very lucky you came back for me,” she said softly.

The plane’s engines whirred in preparation for their takeoff.
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As Iliya watched the ground drop far below them, she marveled at how smooth the ride felt. As Reth had predicted, it put magnicopters to shame.

Using her old e-rook, she searched for archived Veritas articles so she could read Reth’s old pieces as RA. His language was eloquent and beautiful, like poetry, and he painted a vision of a government accountable to its people. In addition to the broad and sweeping vision, he often provided specific suggestions for electing and structuring such a government, along with measures to limit the power of both the corporations and the separate governing body.

“You really think we can make all this happen?” asked Iliya in astonishment.

“Huh?” Reth glanced over her shoulder at his own articles and grinned. “You’re reading my work.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s really hot.”

She looked up at him in surprise and laughed. “I wasn’t doing it to impress you.”

He put down his e-rook and wrapped his arm around her. “Well, it did.”

The plane lurched. Iliya smacked against the window. Everything tilted to one side. Reth was pressed against her back.

Then the plane plummeted. A sickening sensation gnawed her stomach, and pressure built in her ears as they dropped like a stone through the clouds.

Reth was on his feet before she could catch her breath. He grabbed the arm of the nearest flight attendant—Camila, according to her name tag. “What’s happening?” he demanded.

“I’m sure it’s just . . . typical turbulence,” Camila said. “Please return to your seat, sir.”

Iliya could perceive it now—the prickling of her prophetic senses, a meditative calm settling over her. She knew they all faced imminent and fatal danger.

As much as she hated unbuckling her safety belt and leaving the confines of her seat, she rose and stood beside Reth. “Let me see the pilot.” Her voice sounded surprisingly unshaken.

“I can’t let you do that,” Camila replied. “Please return to your—”

The plane jolted, and oxygen masks popped down from ceiling compartments.

Camila said, “I must insist—”

Iliya pushed past her and entered the cockpit.

One pilot was slumped, unconscious, in his seat. The co-pilot desperately adjusted dials, flipped levers, and flailed at the controls. His name tag showed his name as DeShawn.

“Stand aside,” Iliya commanded.

DeShawn glanced up. “You can’t be up here,” he panted.

From behind her, Reth cut in, “Let her through.”

Iliya leaned forward and placed her palms on the control panel.

The universe told her it was a programmed malfunction and deliberate sabotage. God intended for her to fix it with very little cost. The universe acquiesced, and the machinery bent to her will.

DeShawn stirred as the controls became obedient beneath his hands. He pulled a large lever, and the steep descent of the plane gradually returned to normal flight. He gasped for breath. “What happened?”

“The plane was sabotaged,” Iliya explained evenly. “It’s fine now.”

He checked the gauges while Iliya grabbed the unconscious pilot’s shoulder.

“Electrical shock knocked him out,” she explained. “He’ll be fine, but he should see a doctor after we land.”

The pilot groaned and blinked open his eyes.

“We should probably return to our seats,” Reth suggested, glancing back down the aisle.

A crowd of passengers gaped at them, a huddle of wide eyes and open mouths.

“So much for keeping a low profile,” Iliya muttered.


CHAPTER 51

When the plane landed safely, Iliya and Reth were permitted to exit ahead of the crowd. They hurried into an airport that looked almost identical to Toyosoni’s.

Reth leaned in close. “Do you know who sabotaged the plane?”

Iliya shook her head. “No. But it was definitely sabotaged.”

Reth cursed softly. “It’s hard to believe The Republic would challenge P&C’s sovereignty to such a degree, but . . . it’s not impossible.”

They arrived at a security checkpoint. Reth led them through a designated fast lane, and they pulled out their documents to show the guard.

“Iliya Rusul, Reth Alem,” spoke the heavyset guard in a gruff, inscrutable tone. He was bald with a trimmed brown goatee and dry, patchy eggshell-hued skin. “Please step this way.” He gestured to a narrow, cordoned-off hallway.

“Are we in trouble?” asked Iliya.

“I’m supposed to show you this way,” said the guard.

Reth touched Iliya’s arm. “I’m sure it’s fine. We just rescued an entire plane of people. P&C is on our side.”

They followed the guard down a series of hallways to a small office. The guard gestured for them to enter.

“Grayce?” asked Reth in surprise.

A woman in her thirties, her head haloed by curly sunlight-blond hair, sat in a chair. Like an octopus claiming a wide space, her legs and arms sprawled at odd angles. She gave Reth a crooked smile. “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” she spoke in a loud, powerful voice. “You sure are a sight for sore eyes.”

Reth said, “Iliya, this is Grayce—P&C’s local prophet.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Iliya.

“The pleasure’s all mine,” drawled Grayce, swinging her leg over the chair and leaning her hand toward Iliya.

Iliya accepted Grayce’s hand. Grayce had a firm, commanding grip.

“Hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of meeting you here,” said Grayce. “I wanted to catch you before you got derailed by any paparazzi.”

“Of course,” said Reth.

The security guard closed the door behind them, leaving Iliya and Reth alone with Grayce.

“What’s the latest news?” asked Reth.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” said Grayce, settling back into her chair. “Word on the street is your plane almost crashed.”

“Word travels quickly,” Reth marveled in a wry tone.

“I also heard you stirred the pot in Toyosoni.”

Reth nodded. “They’ve agreed to take measures to prevent The Republic’s takeover.”

“Good,” said Grayce. “That’s great news.”

“What about here?” asked Iliya. “What’s P&C’s stance?”

“There’s no way folks here are letting The Republic get away with anything,” insisted Grayce. “We’re a proud people. Everyone supports putting those Repros in their place.”

Iliya had never heard the term Repros, but she guessed from the slight jerk of Reth’s head that it was a derogatory term for citizens of The Republic-Magpro merger.

“We should get an audience with the P&C C-suite,” said Reth, ignoring Grayce’s outburst.

“I’ll set it up,” agreed Grayce. “In the meantime, I can get you started at the Palace Hotel.”

Reth and Iliya followed Grayce through a back exit toward her car outside. Clearly, she had special dispensation to park in a protected lot. It was nighttime here, well-lit by artificial streetlamps, and the air was brisk.

“Grayce—what is your position exactly?” asked Iliya. “You know . . . your job?”

“Hasn’t Reth told you that?” asked Grayce with a grin as they climbed into her bright red vehicle. It was considerably larger than the cars in Toyosoni and Pan, and Iliya had to brace against the footboard just to hoist herself all the way up. “We’ve only spoken once or twice, but I figured he would’ve mentioned me.”

“My apologies, Grayce,” said Reth.

“I’m in the RAG office,” said Grayce.

“The . . . what?” asked Iliya as she buckled in beside Reth in the backseat.

Grayce occupied the driver’s seat. “Don’t you know about RAG? Of course you know—how could you not know? You’re the head honcho prophet.”

Iliya shook her head. “I don’t know very much about P&C.”

“That’s a real shame.” Grayce revved the engine, and it roared. “RAG is the religious consulting wing of the government.”

“There’s a religious wing?” asked Iliya.

“Oh my, yes,” answered Grayce.

They sped forward. Colors and shapes blurred past the windows, and Iliya’s stomach leapt into her throat.

She glanced at Reth. “Aren’t most epicenters secular? After the Great Religious War, didn’t epicenters turn away from religion?”

“Yes,” he replied. “After the war, religion was restricted here like the other epicenters. But over the years religion became more of a . . . fashion. P&C exploits it for profit. It’s less about spirituality or ritual and more about consumerism.”

“You can get all sorts of Christian stuff—for your house and even clothes,” Grayce explained while steering them through the P&C streets. “Christianity is the most common religion we develop products for. It’s true most of the RAG officers are marketers more than anything else. But a few of us traditionalists focus on the right path.”

“Do you believe in one God?” asked Iliya.

Grayce chuckled. “Of course. Oh my, multiple gods. That would be something. I’ve heard talk of such things, but I expected the prophet Elijah to be monotheistic, at least.” She took one hand off the steering wheel to wave it expressively. “We do have the Trinity—God came to Earth once, long ago, in the form of the Messiah. And then there’s the Holy Spirit. I suppose I can see how some might get confused.”

“What do your traditions say about the Messiah?” asked Iliya in fascination.

“Well, he came to Earth thousands of years ago to save mankind,” said Grayce, her thick voice becoming more serious. “He forgave us our sins.”

“So . . . he didn’t fail?” asked Iliya, confused.

“What?” asked Grayce, her voice a screech. “Fail? Why, that’s sacrilege. Of course he didn’t fail. We’re still here, aren’t we?”

Reth glanced at Iliya.

“Why would you say something like that?” Grayce pressed her.

“I’m sorry,” said Iliya. “It’s just . . . something I heard somewhere.”

“Clearly they don’t know what they’re talking about,” cried Grayce. “Pish, the Messiah failed—I never heard such nonsense.”

“Accounts differ greatly in different parts of the world,” Reth explained smoothly. “We mean no disrespect.”

“It’s all right,” Grayce said, catching her breath. “Just be sure not to run your mouth like that out in public.”

They reached the Palace Hotel—a gorgeous building designed to look like an ancient castle with golden columns and a simulated drawbridge. White lights shined down directly from the sky itself.

“I’ll set up those meetings,” assured Grayce. “You make yourselves comfortable here, and I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you, Grayce,” said Reth.

She waved a hand. “Of course, I’m happy to help.”

As Iliya climbed out, Grayce leaned all the way across the seats to whisper loudly, “He’s a tasty dish. Are you tapping that?”

“What?” asked Iliya.

Grayce made an unseemly motion with her hips.

“Oh.” Iliya averted her eyes. “Um . . . we—”

“Well, if you aren’t, move over honey because I want a ride.”

Fighting her discomfort, Iliya climbed out of the car and jumped to reach the ground. Then the massive vehicle pulled away.

Reth tried unsuccessfully to stifle his laughter.

“What is the matter with her?” asked Iliya.

“The culture here is a bit more . . . open and communicative,” said Reth. “And Grayce has a particularly strong personality.”

Inside the hotel, rich red carpeting and stone walls embodied the castle motif. Iliya and Reth checked in at the front desk and received their keys—to the same room this time.

“I guess Grayce went ahead and made an assumption about us,” said Reth, eyeing the two keys. “Are you comfortable with this arrangement?”

Iliya smiled at him. “I think Grayce will be disappointed when she learns she can’t have you to herself.”
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In the hotel lobby the next morning, they met up with Grayce, who wore bright red scarves crisscrossed over her curvaceous body and a matching red headband barely containing her wild curly hair. The red clothing highlighted the rosy tint of her pale freckled skin.

“Hi friends,” she greeted cheerfully.

Iliya gave a half-hearted wave and yawned, in spite of herself. Coming from Toyosoni’s different time zone, she hadn’t managed to sleep much.

“The place is swarming with paparazzi,” Grayce informed them. “I suggest you move quickly.”

They followed Grayce into the bright morning sunlight, which was instantly amplified by arresting flashes of e-rook captures. Blinking lights and shouting voices bombarded them, much like Iliya’s first day in Toyosoni.

“Iliya!”

“What are your plans in P&C?”

“Is The Republic about to attack?”

Iliya ignored the questions and beelined for Grayce’s big red car. She climbed inside—but unlike the respectful paparazzi in Toyosoni, these insistent reporters banged on the doors and windows. She could hardly close the door for fear of damaging one of their hands.

Grayce began driving, and the reporters fell back.

“They really are determined,” gasped Iliya.

“Oh yeah, anything for a story,” agreed Grayce.

Reth casually checked to make sure Iliya had properly buckled her seatbelt amid the chaos. “What’s the plan for today?” he asked Grayce.

“Meeting with the COO, Jaxon Kent. He’s interested to hear your pitch.”

“Good,” said Reth.

The daylight offered a clearer view of the epicenter landmarks. They passed a shopping district with flashing logos in the sky and banners along the walls. Then they reached the corporate headquarters, a large steel skyscraper towering into the clouds. Grayce parked in the back, and they entered through a doorway flanked by two armed security guards.

“No reporters are allowed here,” Grayce explained.

After riding an elevator, they came to a layout almost identical to those in Pan and Toyosoni—closed-door offices lining the outer layer of the room, open desks threading through the inside, and muted neutral decor.

They followed Grayce into a conference room functional and minimalistic in design, with a long gray table, comfortable black chairs, and wide windows overlooking the epicenter.

“He should join us in a few minutes,” said Grayce.

“Thanks for setting this up,” said Reth.

“Of course. Anything for you two.” She gave them a warm, affectionate look. “I don’t meet too many genuine people of God these days.”

Iliya smiled nervously.

Then the COO, a middle-aged man in dark jeans and a blue button-down shirt, stepped into the office. He had a brisk, strident energy like a fast-moving shark. His pale face was clean-shaven, and he had a full head of wiry brown hair.

“Hi there.” He flashed a smile full of bright white teeth, reminding Iliya even more strongly of a shark. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” He shook Iliya’s and Reth’s hands.

“Thank you for taking the time to see us,” said Reth.

“Nah, it’s an honor to have you in P&C,” Jaxon assured them. “Let’s cut right to the chase, shall we? What are you here for?”

“We want to start a Robin Network here in the west,” said Iliya quickly. This time, she didn’t want any dancing around. She wanted P&C’s full support, and she wanted it up front.

Reth tensed beside her.

Jaxon hissed through his teeth. “That might be tricky,” he said slowly. “And here I thought you would ask me to ally with Toyosoni.”

“We came to ask about that too,” said Reth eagerly. “We think it would be good for the business—both yours and Toyosoni’s—”

“Preaching to the choir,” Jaxon cut in. “I’ve been pulling for an alliance with Toyosoni for months now. It’s obvious what The Republic wants to do, and there’s no way we’ll let them take over the world that easily.” He pulled a small notebook out of his pocket. “Most of the executives here are convinced, but there are a few who think we shouldn’t risk getting involved. I think if you have a little chat with them, they’ll come around.”

“Okay,” said Reth.

“And the Robin Network?” asked Iliya.

“Well, that’s harder to justify,” Jaxon repeated. “See, P&C won’t just give products away to the villagers. I know Toyosoni caught a case of altruism, but our marketing department does its job just fine.”

“Could you market it as a religious thing? Christian charity?” asked Iliya while glancing uncertainly at Grayce.

Jaxon chuckled. “That’s cute. Grayce, have you been chatting with her about what it means to be a real Christian?”

“I think she gets it on her own,” said Grayce in a low tone.

Jaxon’s smile faded a bit. “It just doesn’t make sense financially. It isn’t fair to the people here in the epicenter for them to pay full price while villagers get things for free. Epicenter folks work hard for their ticker point discounts.”

“What if you sell to villagers at a discount?” asked Reth. “Like the microfinance loans P&C gave villages in other ancient nations.”

“What now?” asked Jaxon, raising an eyebrow.

“You could sell products to key distributors along the western line at a discount,” Reth answered. “Then they can sell to the villagers, make a small profit, and give you a cut. You’ll be accessing a much wider market than you’ve ever accessed before, plus it’ll do wonders for your PR.”

“You laugh, but you could market it as a Christian act of charity,” added Grayce.

“You would need to sell at a large discount,” Iliya qualified. “Otherwise, no one in the villages would be able to afford it. And they will need to pay their distributors in their local currencies—perhaps even trading goods and services in return.”

“That’s okay,” said Reth. “Then the distributors can even things out by trading between villages. They’ll make a profit, and you’ll double your market share.”

“Double?” asked Jaxon in disbelief. “And where would we get all the money for all those extra supplies we’re selling at such a markdown?”

Grayce suggested, “You could keep costs low by giving people ticker points for donating their old e-rooks, clothes, and that kind of thing. Plus, you can convince customers to upgrade faster if they donate. Tell them they can save money on the newest upgrade and help the poor.”

“Give us a few days to crunch the numbers,” Reth requested. “We can work with your financial department. I really believe this will benefit your bottom line.”

Jaxon nodded. “Okay. You’ll work with our finance team. Grayce, get Lizette from your team to help with the marketing. Figure out a reasonable estimate of what this will do to our financials. Then report back to me, and I’ll run it by Cwen. If she signs off, you’ll have my support.” Jaxon stood, reaching to shake their hands one more time. Then he left.

“Who’s Cwen?” asked Iliya.

“Seriously, do you brief her before she walks into these meetings?” Grayce asked Reth. “Cwen is our CEO.”

“That was a bold move, Iliya, but I’m glad you took it,” said Reth. “If we can get P&C to agree to set up the Robin Network outright—to build it into their portfolio with their projections for investors—we can take it so much further than we could have before. We’ll have this thing up and running in no time.”

“It was your idea to turn this into something other than community service,” praised Iliya. “They won’t listen to anything unless it involves making more money.”

“That’s just the language they speak,” said Reth. “We’ll figure something out. We can make the numbers sing to them—and then once we have the infrastructure set up, we’ll make sure the people benefit.”

“You’re not talking about stealing, are you?” asked Grayce. “I heard that’s what you did over in the east. I won’t stand for that. If we make this agreement in good faith, we’ll stick to our projected numbers.”

Iliya and Reth gave each other a brief, flickering glance—but it was enough to communicate their true intentions to one another.

“No, we’ll do this honestly,” Reth assured Grayce. “I really do believe this can benefit P&C’s profit margin. All I mean is . . . we need to secure the executives’ support by coming up with a palatable plan. We can always renegotiate the terms later, if necessary.”

“All right,” said Grayce, her tone wary. “I’ll start scheduling with the finance department.” She left the room, her blond curls bouncing.

“I don’t mind stealing,” said Iliya quietly once sure Grayce was out of earshot.

Reth took her hand. “We’ll do whatever is necessary to get people the supplies they need at an affordable cost.”

“Some people don’t have enough money even to buy cheaply from distributors.”

“We’ll hire our own distributors from the villages. We’ll own this,” Reth affirmed, keeping his voice low. “We just need to report the numbers quietly enough that P&C officials continue to think they’re making money hand over fist.”

“And when they discover the truth?”

Reth smiled. “Hopefully by then, it’ll be out of their control.”
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To Iliya’s satisfaction, Reth had no trouble convincing the finance department that drastically broadening their market base, even at a severe discount, would increase profits. The sheer number of villages and the vast uncharted geographical areas outside P&C’s spokes promised untold revenues. Grayce also worked with the marketing department to strategize how P&C could advertise their development of a Western Robin Network. By the end of the day, they had an optimistic plan for Jaxon.

That evening, Grayce took them to a popular restaurant close to the hotel. Unlike the rather secluded hotel restaurant they’d frequented with Hiroshi, this one teemed with people—and frequent e-rook captures flashed every few seconds.

Grayce grinned at the passersby as she led Iliya and Reth to their table. Low, thumping music played in the background, and dim lighting changed colors every few seconds, reminding Iliya of the sky in the shopping districts. What was it about epicenter citizens that made them so enamored with colorful lights?

Iliya could hardly hear Grayce or Reth over the other patrons and the music, but she tried to be friendly. “P&C—what does that stand for, exactly?” she asked.

“Oh, it’s the stuff of legend,” Grayce shouted back. “Everyone has a different story. Some say it’s named after two early companies that merged. Some say it combines the names of early top executives. Some say it stands for profit and capitalism. Who knows?”

“What do you think it means?” Reth asked.

Grayce chuckled at him. “I always liked to think it meant Psalms and Corinthians. Old and New Testament. You know?”

“I doubt the founders of P&C were so pious,” Reth mused.

“I should hope they were to begin such a consequential endeavor,” Grayce cried.

Iliya cut in, “So . . . should we talk about the plan for tomorrow? The conversation with Jaxon?”

“Best not.” Grayce gestured at the surrounding patrons and the continuing e-rook captures. “The media jackals will likely report snippets of our conversation tomorrow.”

“Then I guess we should stick to talking about how intelligent and talented we all are,” Reth joked.

“You can start by listing all your favorite things about me,” Grayce teased and batted her eyelashes at him.

Iliya ducked to hide her expression from the prying captures. It would be unseemly if tomorrow’s news story showed her sanctimoniously rolling her eyes at her generous host.

They spent the rest of the evening discussing trivialities, such as the food, the restaurant, the weather, and the latest celebrity gossip in P&C. Iliya tried to ignore the crowd and focus on enjoying her meal—a deliciously oily, salty, and sweet combination of ground meat, cheese, and bread. By the end, she felt stuffed and sleepy.


CHAPTER 52

The next morning, Iliya waited in a P&C conference room with Reth and Grayce while Jaxon presented their plan to the CEO in her office.

They had met with Jaxon earlier that morning to outline their plan. Jaxon had seemed pleased. “Okay, this is something I can present to Cwen,” he’d praised. “I guess there’s a reason you’re so famous.”

Now Reth and Grayce sat with Iliya in silence. Grayce drummed her fingers along the conference table, the tapping sound adding percussion to the quiet whir of the air conditioning machine. An attendant wearing a bright blue kippah brought cups of bubbly water that tasted vaguely like grapefruit. The sun gleamed through the wide windows above the sprawling epicenter.

“I wonder why we aren’t allowed in the meeting?” asked Iliya.

Grayce shrugged. “Cwen is really picky about whom she meets with. She runs a tight ship.”

“I just hope Jaxon is representing us accurately,” said Iliya.

“Hopefully, we’ll have a chance to correct any errors,” Reth added.

Jaxon came into the conference room with brisk energy. “You presented a very compelling case,” he said, shaking his head, “but I’m afraid this Robin Network just isn’t something P&C can pursue at this time.”

“What?” Iliya rose to her feet. Her throat went hollow. “But . . . you said—”

“The numbers are powerful, no denying it,” said Jaxon in a patronizing tone, “but we’ve got some other things on the horizon, and we don’t want to cannibalize our business. Now—the Toyosoni alliance, we’re quite keen on that. If we could send you back to Toyosoni armed with some talking points, maybe you could convince them to meet some of our trading terms—”

“Hold on,” said Iliya. “Why should we help you, if you won’t agree to give supplies to the outer-rim villagers?”

“We figured you want the same as we want—success for the epicenters and preventing The Republic from taking over everything that moves.” Jaxon folded his arms. “Am I right?”

Iliya and Reth answered at the same time: Iliya said, “No,” while Reth said, “Yes.” She exchanged an awkward glance with Reth.

“Excuse me,” Jaxon murmured. “Seems as if there’s some dissension in the ranks.” He gave them a cheeky smile. “I’ll be in my office if you want to chat about our options.” He turned and strode down the hallway.

Grayce peered at Iliya and Reth. “We put in a good effort, but when the boss has decided, that’s the end of the discussion. I’ve fought this battle countless times trying to live the will of God.”

Defeated, they headed back to the hotel. The car ride was unusually quiet. Iliya watched the bustling epicenter out the window. What could her next step be?

When they arrived, Grayce reserved a private section of the dining hall so they could talk without being overheard. Impossibly smooth white tablecloths contrasted against the rich navy and blood-red carpet dotted with white stars. Matching drapes were drawn heavily over the floor-to-ceiling windows. Iliya felt like she was dining in the middle of a P&C flag. She settled into a slim wooden chair.

“Jaxon seemed optimistic about an alliance with Toyosoni,” said Reth in a quiet voice. “So I think we should focus on the Toyosoni alliance to keep Toyosoni out of The Republic’s grasp. Later on, we can try to find a way to—”

“No,” insisted Iliya. She flattened her hands against the table. She was determined not to give in. “I’m not willing to compromise on this. I’m not willing to help P&C get what they want from Toyosoni while countless villagers live without the food and medicine they need. We didn’t come here to play politics.”

“We can’t get what we want in the long term without helping them in the short term,” Reth argued. “Sometimes you must delay what you want, put in the time, and earn their support.”

Grayce added, “Jaxon admitted the Robin Network was a good idea.” She shrugged. “At another time, maybe he’ll reconsider starting it.”

“I agree,” said Reth firmly. “We must secure Toyosoni’s safety first, and once we’ve endeared ourselves to P&C, they may be more likely to help us later on.”

Iliya kept her eyes fixed on the tablecloth. “Grayce, do you mind if Reth and I discuss this alone for a few minutes?”

Grayce’s grin faltered. “I’ve . . . got some work to do for the RAG department anyway. I’ll give you two some time to work this out.” She stood and headed to the hotel lobby.

Iliya and Reth sat alone together. The air conditioning hummed softly. Everything felt still and peaceful except for the tightening feeling in Iliya’s chest.

“You told me I was a partner in this effort,” she said, keeping her voice quiet. “You told me that you trusted my judgment.”

“I do,” said Reth, his black eyes round and wide. “I never would have . . . done everything I did if it wasn’t for you. You inspired me.”

“Then why are you fighting me on this?” She could feel her tone sharpening despite her efforts to keep cool. “What could be more important than setting up the Robin Network here for all the villagers in this hemisphere?”

“Iliya . . .” Reth sighed. “It’s just not that simple. We can’t jump right into what we want. We must deal with the current political situation as it’s unfolding.”

“What do you really want in the end, Reth?” She sensed a deeper discrepancy between their positions than perhaps he realized. “What do you hope to achieve?”

Reth squared his jaw. “I want to destroy corporate governance. I want to stop corporations from running the government.”

“But that’s never been my goal,” said Iliya. “I don’t care who’s running the government as long as the people get what they need.”

“Iliya, you’re being so short-sighted.” Reth’s voice rose in frustration, his eyebrows drawn tight. “If we follow a long-term strategy, we can secure a good future on a more permanent basis. If we run behind their backs now, they’ll just find a way to destroy the Robin Network again.”

“So you’re saying I failed last time because I didn’t have the right strategy?”

“Isn’t that what you told me?”

Iliya considered his argument. “Your plan . . . it sounds good on paper, Reth. In an ideal world, it would all work out perfectly. But if any step is miscalculated, if at any time they do something you don’t anticipate—you’ll lose everything.”

“I would rather aim high.”

“I only care about giving people what they need to survive. Helping everyone, in every village, to get the resources they need to live a good life—that’s the only thing that matters.”

“I care about that too,” Reth insisted, leaning closer to her. “But to do that, we need to wrest power away from the epicenters and establish a more representative form of governance.”

“I know in my gut that fulfilling P&C’s wishes won’t get us what we want,” Iliya argued. “I’ve learned by now to trust my instincts. If they turn on us, we’ll be left with nothing. At least if we get the Robin Network connected—”

“Then we’ll just fail, like you did the last time,” Reth interrupted. “Iliya, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Iliya clenched her jaw, but she couldn’t stop the anger rising in her chest. This man she so fiercely adored was insulting her very essence. It was more than she could take. Her resolve to keep calm broke apart. “You’ve trotted me out like a mascot to speak an occasional inspirational word, to wear sexy green dresses, and to impress the people. Iliya the revolutionary. Iliya the terrorist.” She took a deep, shaking breath. “But I’m more than just a symbol, Reth. And I will not bow to their authority—not now, not ever, not for the short term, not for any length of time. I will do only what I think is right. I will make sure villagers who are suffering get what they need. Now!”

“Sometimes you need to play the game to change—”

“No, you don’t. Do you know what happens to people who play the game hoping to change it? They turn out like your father—misguided, well-intentioned, and ultimately just pawns in the war for profit.”

Reth’s face reddened. “My father was a good man. I would be lucky to turn out like him.”

“Even when he knew what was right, he didn’t do it if it conflicted with the—” Iliya hesitated, replaying Reth’s words in her head. “Wait . . . your father . . . was?”

Tears glistened in Reth’s eyes.

“You told me . . . he was fired.”

“Yeah, at first,” Reth said, his voice shaking. “But The Republic . . . with my fame as RA, they wanted . . . to control me—”

“Oh, Reth,” Iliya murmured.

He turned away, and Iliya remained silent, not knowing what to say.

“You’re right, okay?” Reth confessed hotly as he turned back to her. “I was using you as a symbol. I had my own goals. I was hoping you would just . . . fit into my plan, the plan I’ve been weaving for years. I slotted you in, and I intended for you to just go along with it.”

Iliya waited for the rest of it—his justification, his clear-headed reasoning. But he simply lowered his head and remained silent.

“Reth, why didn’t you tell me The Republic . . . why didn’t you tell me what they did to Kuron?”

Reth shrugged. “I didn’t want to make a big deal of it. That’s not what we’re doing this for. And thinking about him . . . they did that as a deterrence. My mother hates me for what I’ve done.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” said Iliya slowly.

“It doesn’t matter.” His eyes hardened, and his jaw tightened. “I’m not going to let them stop me.”

He and Iliya both fell silent, letting the weight of their collective thoughts hang in the air.

“I’m going up to the room for a few minutes,” Reth announced quietly.

“Reth . . .”

He rose from the table and strode out of the dining room. Helplessly, she watched him leave.

A waiter approached. He smiled at her, his brown eyes warm. “Would you like to order anything, ma’am?”

“No, thank you.” Iliya glanced down at the menu. His kindness only made her heart twist further. “We’ll . . . probably just order salads to go.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As the waiter walked away, Iliya took a deep, trembling breath. She hadn’t realized how terrified she was, how battling Reth had opened a pit of writhing lava in her stomach, and how watching pain well in his eyes had felt like stabbing her own hand. The fear of loss still tasted thick and bitter on her tongue. Her heart still thudded rapidly in her chest.

Should she have capitulated just to keep the relationship intact? Why did her most cherished relationships often seem the most fragile?

She closed her eyes and tried to clear her head. Her spirit lifted above her body.

Her guardian hovered beside her.

“Guardian . . . do you think I’m doing the right thing?” she asked in a small voice.

Her guardian nodded. “Undoubtedly. To bow to P&C’s demands now would be trouble. They have no intention of reciprocating.”

Iliya nodded, swallowing thickly. “That’s what I thought.”

“I know it’s difficult disagreeing with a . . . friend, but your instincts are correct.”

“That’s . . . good, I guess,” she muttered.

She lowered back into her body and wiped away the tears that formed in the corners of her eyes.

Would she and Reth repair their relationship? Or would Reth stubbornly insist on his stance? Would this disagreement between them mean the end of their alliance—professionally and personally? She knew she wasn’t willing to compromise—so what did that mean for them?

Reth returned, sweeping in with his usual commanding presence like he was the center of the universe. His soft black hair shifted elegantly with his stride, his dark eyes keen and purposeful. He knelt, surprising her; she hadn’t expected him to be so contrite. He took her hands, and his wide eyes pulled her in. Longing and fear tightened her chest. She was terrified to feel anything, yet it filled her, scorched her lungs and her throat. She couldn’t speak.

“I’ve thought about it,” he declared quietly, “and I think you’re right. We should be building the Robin Network. Whatever happens to Toyosoni and The Republic—if we don’t have the Robin Network built, we’ll never be able to mobilize the masses and get them what they need.”

Iliya nodded, the tightness in her chest easing into a warm sense of relief.

He leaned in and gave her a soft kiss on her cheek, sending chills to the base of her spine. “I’m sorry. You’re the prophet, and I’m going to start treating you like one.”

“I don’t want you to treat me like a prophet,” she said awkwardly.

“How should I treat you then?”

Iliya shrugged, her throat still too thick for words. “How about . . . a partner?” she squeaked.

Reth grinned. “I can do that.”
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Hand-in-hand, Iliya and Reth left the restaurant. They found Grayce working on her e-rook in the back corner of the lobby.

“Did you two quarreling lovebirds work out your differences?” asked Grayce in her characteristically forward manner.

Iliya felt her cheeks grow warm, but Reth merely squeezed her hand.

“Yes,” he said firmly. “And we’ve decided not to take no for an answer. We’re finding a way to start building the Western Robin Network whether P&C consents or not.”

Grayce creased her eyebrows. “That’s not smart.”

“We can’t be sure P&C will help us build it later,” insisted Iliya. “We must do what we think is right, now, and then keep fighting to protect it.”

“Well, if you’re set on doing it, at least give Jaxon and Cwen another chance to get behind it,” said Grayce. “It’s going to be much harder to do it behind their backs. Maybe if we present it in a different light and figure out how to counter whatever they have against it—”

“The problem is that we don’t know what’s really important to them,” said Reth, his brow furrowed. “Jaxon said they have other projects going on, and they don’t want to cannibalize their business. We must figure out what else they’re working on, what their real concern is, or whatever they’re hiding from us.”

They thought in silence.

“Well,” said Iliya slowly, “two of us are prophets, aren’t we?”

Grayce gave Iliya a toothy smile. “Good point.”

Iliya sat beside Grayce in a plush blue chair, and they both closed their eyes. Iliya meditated and rose out of her body.

Grayce popped into view along with her guardian—a buttercup-yellow monster, bald with big brown eyes and an unusually broad chest bursting with curly dark-brown chest hair.

Iliya found her own guardian waiting against the wall. “Hi again,” she greeted him.

He nodded.

“We’re trying to figure out what P&C is planning,” said Iliya, “and why they don’t want to start a Western Robin Network even though we’ve proven it would be financially viable.”

“So I heard.”

“Any ideas?”

The guardian shrugged.

“So . . . I’ll need to perform a miracle then?” asked Iliya.

“Seems that way.”

Iliya paused. “Guardian . . . is everything all right?”

“What do you mean?”

“You . . . you seem quiet. I haven’t felt you much lately.”

“You’re growing up. You need me less.”

“Oh.” Iliya considered his answer. “It’s not because . . . you’re losing your memories?”

The guardian’s expression twitched, but then it returned to its impassive state. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Maybe I could write them down for you,” Iliya suggested. “Or maybe we could ask Alisha to ask Felicia—”

“No,” said the guardian. “Felicia has her own memories. Seeing things through her eyes . . . it wouldn’t be the same.”

“What happens if you lose . . . all of your memories?” asked Iliya.

“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

“But . . . would you be unable to do any miracles of your own?”

The guardian sighed. “If I use up all my memories before you die, then I wouldn’t be able to do any more miracles. I wouldn’t be able to help you. I would simply watch. That’s why I take great pains to budget my efforts.” Under his breath, he muttered, “Of course, being Elijah’s guardian does necessitate that I use more than most guardians.”

Iliya swallowed and glanced at Grayce cheerfully chatting with her own guardian—a confident and friendly creature with a puffed-out chest and big smile. “I’m . . . sorry,” Iliya stammered, guilty at the prospect of being such a problematic prophet.

Her guardian took a deep breath. “Just focus on your own missions.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to set up the Robin Network here?” asked Iliya.

“I think you’re capable of many things once you set your mind to it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I’m still with you, you know,” he said softly. “Even if I’m quieter.”

She tried to smile at him, but her face felt frozen. “Thanks.”

Upon returning to her physical body, she sought Grayce, who had also finished meditating and stood beside Reth.

“My guardian doesn’t know about P&C’s plans,” Iliya announced, rising to her feet. “I’ll need to perform a miracle.”

“Or—maybe Grayce knows something,” Reth suggested hopefully.

Grayce shook her head. “My guardian doesn’t know anything either. It’s miracles or nothing.”

“Oh, well if you’re offering . . .” said Reth, but Iliya shook her head.

“Stop it, Reth. I’ll do the miracle.” She closed her eyes before he could protest.

She asked the universe what P&C was working on that made them unwilling to start the Robin Network.

The answer was vague. She would need to exchange much more to get a complete answer, and she didn’t want to risk it if she didn’t need to.

“Help me understand this,” she requested to Reth and Grayce. “P&C desperately wants to make certain trade agreements with Toyosoni to lower prices and gain a more extensive transportation network. But I’m not sure why. They don’t want us wasting time with anything else, and they believe they need our help with Toyosoni.”

“Well, we could say we’re only willing to help with Toyosoni if they start the Robin Network,” suggested Reth. “If they care that much about it, they’ll concede.”

“Maybe,” said Iliya uncertainly. “It’s more than that, though . . . there’s something else they’re planning, but I can’t tell what it is.”

“We’ll handle it, whatever it is,” said Reth. “If they’re up to something nefarious, we’ll put a stop to it.”

Grayce shook her head. “We should work in tandem with them as much as possible. We can get them on our side if we do it the right way.”

“I don’t know,” said Iliya. “But it would take a lot more miracles to find out. For now, we’ll need to proceed armed with the knowledge that they really want these trade agreements to happen.”


CHAPTER 53

Prophets Iliya Rusul and Grayce Christy Johnson ascended to the top floor of P&C headquarters together with their two unseen guardians and former speechwriter Reth Alem.

Grayce peered uncertainly down the hallway. “I’ve never tried to demand a meeting with Cwen before. Maybe we should just try to get her assistant to put us on her calendar.”

Iliya clenched her fists. “I’m not leaving here until she meets with us.”

Aurelio, Grayce’s yellow guardian with ample chest hair, gave a hearty chuckle. “Your prophet has moxie.”

“She can be quite stubborn,” Iliya’s guardian agreed.

They all approached the office door of P&C’s CEO, Cwen Hathaway.

“Ready?” Reth asked. He knocked.

Cwen’s assistant Nevaeh Williams, a petite woman with tightly coiled black braids and a crisp royal blue skirt-suit, opened the door. Shimmery taupe makeup highlighted her ebony skin. “Yes?” she asked with an aloof, impassive look.

“We’re here to see Cwen,” said Reth.

Nevaeh checked her e-rook. “Are you her 13:00?”

“No,” Reth answered.

“Then I’m afraid you must go,” said Nevaeh briskly. “If you call the dedicated line, you can schedule the next available appointment if you qualify.” She started to close the door.

“Not a very auspicious start,” Iliya’s guardian drawled.

Reth wedged his body in the doorway. “It’s very important,” he asserted.

Without a word, Nevaeh released the door and retreated into the office.

“She’s calling security,” warned Grayce.

Iliya closed her eyes.

“Attagirl,” her guardian encouraged. “Get it done.”

“She’s somewhat loose with those miracles, no?” asked Aurelio. “I always tell Grayce to try talking before walking.”

Iliya’s guardian glared at him.

Iliya wished for the miracle that would enable their entry. Her eyes popped back open. “Nevaeh, don’t do this,” she urged. “You can get that promotion, but Ingrid Tran stands in your way.”

Nevaeh’s finger hovered over the security button. She narrowed her eyes. “What? How do you—”

“Cwen doesn’t want to lose you as such a gifted assistant,” Iliya explained. “Ingrid’s the only one Cwen would accept instead, but Ingrid’s sleeping with her boss, Javier, so she’s unwilling to take the role.”

“I knew it,” Nevaeh cried with a guttural bite that broke from her detached demeanor. “She denies it, but—”

“If you go right now to the fifth-floor copy room, you’ll find them in there,” Iliya instructed. “You can blackmail them so Ingrid will take your position, thereby freeing you to take the one you really want.”

Nevaeh hurried past them toward the elevators.

“You’re encouraging blackmail now?” asked Reth with a surprised grin.

Iliya’s guardian laughed. “Whatever it takes.”

Iliya shook her head. “Ingrid wants the promotion to be Cwen’s assistant. But she’s worried about what Javier would do. This works out for both Ingrid and Nevaeh.”

Grayce shrugged. “If it be the will of God.”

Without Nevaeh blocking the way, entry was simple. The group passed the assistant’s desk and opened the door to Cwen’s private office.

A woman with sharp features—an angular face and pointed chin— glanced up from behind her desk. Her short white bob, more vibrant than the typical gray of age, shined like fresh snow and looked as soft as dove feathers. Bold plum lipstick contrasted with her chalky skin tone. She wore a textured, dusky-rose skirt-suit.

Behind her, four bright crimson demons—their fiery red color clashing with Cwen’s dewy pink tones—hovered with gleaming, toothy smiles and menacing red eyes.

“Whoa,” said Aurelio. “Those are new.”

Cwen shot to her feet. “Why are you here?” Her voice was firm and commanding. “Nevaeh should have escorted you out.”

“We just want to talk,” said Reth.

“Please, Cwen,” Grayce begged. “I’ve served you well. Hear what they have to say.”

Cwen gave a curt sigh. “Very well. But be brief—I have another meeting shortly.”

The demons closed ranks around Cwen.

Matching their movements, the two guardians glided closer to their prophets.

“I could take them,” shouted Aurelio, full of unchecked impetuosity.

“No, you can’t,” Iliya’s guardian retorted in evident exasperation.

“They don’t look so tough,” Aurelio insisted, tipping up his chin.

“Believe me, they are,” said Iliya’s guardian dryly.

Meanwhile, Reth began the pitch with Cwen. “We can help you with the Toyosoni trade agreements,” he offered. “But we won’t do it unless you agree to set up the Western Robin Network.”

“It’ll benefit us financially anyway,” added Grayce. “They crunched the numbers with the finance department. We come out in the green.”

“We’re determined to set up the Robin Network in this hemisphere,” said Iliya. “That is our top priority.”

The demons reached inside Cwen’s chest and pawed at her heart like cats batting a ball of yarn.

The guardians stood at the ready, their monstrous fingers flexed.

“Are you seriously telling me there’s nothing we can do?” Aurelio cried in frustration.

“We can distract them,” said Iliya’s guardian. “But . . . they’re not really doing much at the moment.”

Cwen surveyed Iliya, Grayce, and Reth. Her shrewd ice-gray eyes fixed upon each of them like a steel trap. “This Robin Network . . . this is your sole purpose? Your focus?”

“Yes,” Iliya answered.

“Very well.” Cwen straightened and squared her shoulders. The demons fluttered around her like leaves stirred by a harsh wind. “We’ll devote the Kug subsidiary to establishing the necessary infrastructure. We can pull them from their current assignment.” She paced behind her desk, her movements graceful and spry, and the demons stirred in her wake. “As for Toyosoni—perhaps a strongly worded e-message from you will do the trick.”

Grayce flashed Reth and Iliya a gleeful smile.

“Now go away,” said Cwen. “You’ve wasted enough of my time.”

They exited the CEO’s office—Reth, Iliya and her guardian, and Grayce and Aurelio. Cwen closed the door securely behind them.

“I can’t believe she changed her mind,” murmured Grayce breathlessly. “She never changes her mind.”

“I guess we were very convincing,” said Reth, giving Iliya an intimate smile.

Grayce jabbed Reth in the ribs. “You sure have been able to accomplish a whole lot more since you teamed up with Iliya.”

Reth’s smile deepened. “I know it well.”

Iliya’s guardian braced his large hands on Iliya’s shoulders, steadying her—and perhaps himself too. But it was also a warning.

Cold dread shot through her body like an electrical current. Something still wasn’t right. All was not as it seemed.
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Iliya murmured her concerns to Reth as they held each other in bed that evening. “I’m worried Cwen gave in too easily. Something’s going on, but I just can’t tell what it is.”

The garish red-and-blue curtains were drawn over the windows, which leaked the sound of honking cars on the street far below them.

Reth planted soft kisses along her collarbone. “You’re the sexiest woman alive.”

“Reth . . .”

He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Iliya, whatever it is—we can handle it.”

“At the very least, I know we can’t trust P&C. We were right to not listen to them and to insist on building the Robin Network.”

He resumed his trail of kisses. “I already conceded to you. And it wasn’t easy—I have a very damaged sense of pride.”

“Uh-huh, you seem devastated,” she muttered as he nibbled the soft skin under her jawbone.

He chuckled, his hot breath tickling her. “You should see the way I address my critics in my writing. I don’t let anyone talk to me the way you did.”

“Oh yeah?” Her breath quickened in spite of herself.

“Mm-hmm.” He pressed his lips against hers with earnest insistence. Her pulse raced, stirred by his reckless energy. “I love everything about you, Iliya,” he whispered, “even if that means we disagree sometimes. I wouldn’t want to be with someone who never challenged me, who always accepted me as the intellectual authority. That’s not what I want.”

“What do you want?” she purred, gazing into his bottomless black eyes, into what seemed like the depths of her own soul.

He smiled and kissed her sweetly. “I want you.”

An emotion surged in her chest—warm and tingling like sunlight, like new breath. She pulled him close and mouthed the words so softly that no one could hear, except perhaps her guardian.

I love you.

Terrified, she held Reth tight and prayed that tomorrow she would wake up still with him, still attached to him and protected against the outside world and the distance it would inevitably wrench between them—when love and life would one day dissolve as determined by God.


SECTION FOURTEEN:
OUTLAWS


CHAPTER 54

The guardians watched their prophets, Iliya Rusul and Grayce Christy Johnson, as they met with the Kug subsidiary directors in a P&C conference room.

“You’re impressed, no?” asked Grayce’s guardian Aurelio. His monstrous yellow form sharply contrasted with the neutral conference room, though of course the humans could not see him. He lobbed a haughty glance at Iliya’s guardian.

“What?”

“You came to P&C, and my prophet helped you get things done,” Aurelio boasted. “I bet it didn’t run so smoothly in the other epicenters.”

Iliya’s guardian remained silent for long moments. “Each of the prophets has their strengths and weaknesses, like any human.”

“True, but what about the guardians?” Aurelio puffed out his chest, showing off his array of curly brown chest hair—certainly a rare human trait for a guardian to possess. “I can get a lot done, don’t you think?”

“Oh, yes.” Iliya’s guardian took no care to hide his disdain. “Very impressive.” He wondered if Aurelio’s chest hair was so core to his identity that he had managed to maintain it in the afterlife.

Aurelio seemed immune to his companion’s sarcasm. “I got a lot done in life too—what I can remember, anyway.” His tone betrayed no dismay, no discomfort with the mention of his lost memories—only pride. “I knew what real godly righteousness meant, and I didn’t let those corporate drones dictate how we should live.”

Iliya’s guardian peered at Aurelio in surprise. “That’s admirable.”

“And it’s impressive what our humans have accomplished here.” Aurelio beamed at Grayce while she talked the subsidiary directors through the forecast for the next quarter. “They hired fifty cartographers to map out the surrounding villages, implemented new software, and set pricing, supply schedules, and distribution costs—all in just six weeks.”

Iliya’s guardian hesitated. “I wonder why the prophet Alisha hasn’t responded to any requests for her assistance.”

“Which prophet is that?” asked Aurelio.

“Alisha Veda. Pan’s prophet.” Iliya’s guardian frowned as Iliya stood to begin her part of the presentation. “Iliya and Reth sent her a few messages, but she hasn’t responded. They wanted her to visit P&C as an adviser or to at least communicate through encrypted channels if visiting would be too dangerous.”

“Why do we need another prophet?” Aurelio puffed out his chest again. “We can accomplish plenty on our own.”

“Still, Alisha handled many of the logistics of the Robin Network back in Pan.” He ducked his head. “And I know my prophet would be happy to see her friend again.”

“With the Kug subsidiary openly at our disposal, we’re fine,” Aurelio assured him. “You won’t need to do any covert ordering or smuggling like you did in Pan. Kug operates efficiently and with much more muscle than you had access to in Pan. Can you argue with the results? The Western Robin Network is thriving.”

“I suppose even without Alisha’s software our prophets have approximated sufficiently, and villages are receiving their requested goods.”

“Local distributors in the villages are already collecting a profit selling epicenter goods at reduced prices, and the P&C corporation has received a percentage of the profit as agreed.” Aurelio cocked his head, giving Iliya’s guardian a scolding look. “Didn’t you see any of Grayce’s presentation?”

“You were talking through the whole thing.”

“I’ll admit, the initial start-up costs were heavy,” Aurelio continued, “but projections indicate P&C’s finance department accurately assessed the likelihood of profiting longer term.”

“How fortunate for P&C,” Iliya’s guardian muttered.

Aurelio seemed surprised for the first time. “My friend,” he said in a low voice, “you are here to help P&C thrive, are you not?”

“My interests are broader, remember?” Iliya’s guardian watched Iliya command the room’s attention. “I must protect the welfare of the entire world.”

Aurelio laughed—a booming, boisterous sound. “Is it a competition, then? Because overseeing the best epicenter would put me on top, no?”

Iliya’s guardian gave him a tight smile. “It’s always a pleasure chatting with you, Aurelio.”
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Iliya and Reth had been in P&C for weeks—long enough to celebrate Iliya’s nineteenth and Reth’s twentieth birthdays.

“Have you heard anything from Alisha?” Iliya asked Reth one evening as she fought to speak through the tightness in her chest. She hovered over his shoulder in their hotel room and scanned his inbox on the viewscreen. If anything had happened to Alisha . . .

“She’s probably fine,” Reth assured her gently. “Given The Republic’s recent posturing, Alisha’s mobility will likely remain limited.”

“Still, can’t she send us an encrypted message?”

“Look—a message from my colleague Zahir. I had asked him to visit Alisha and make sure nothing’s wrong.” Reth clicked it open. “He says Alisha’s no longer enrolled at the university.” His eyebrows drew inward. “The last person who saw her reported she was on an eastbound train five days ago.”

“What? But . . . why?”

“I’m not sure.” Reth typed quickly. “It looks like she can be traced to a train heading directly into The Republic headquarters. But she disappears after that.”

“My God.” A jolt hit Iliya’s stomach. She felt queasy. “Does that mean—”

“I’m guessing The Republic must have staffed her on a covert mission,” Reth explained. “I can’t think of any other reason why she would have been on that train.”

“But . . . that doesn’t tell us whether she’s currently safe.”

Reth frowned. “She can handle herself, Iliya. She’s quite powerful.”

Iliya sighed and walked to the window. Typically, she and Reth kept the curtains tightly drawn to ward off prying paparazzi, but she took a chance and peeled the curtain back. Even at this time of night, the city bustled with life—lights flickering, cars whizzing past, and patrons frequenting the local restaurants and shops. “What if I never see her again?”

“Then you’ll both be enriched by the friendship you’ve had.”

Iliya turned back to Reth. Even when his words were didactic, his eyes remained soft.

“What about Grayce?” she asked. “Does Grayce know anything about Alisha’s whereabouts?”

“Apparently not.”

“Where is Grayce, anyway? We’ve seen so little of her lately. Has she sent you any messages?”

Reth shook his head. “She’s working with the RAG department to come up with a proper marketing campaign for the Robin initiative.”

“Marketing campaign? Is that really necessary? I feel like we’ve been all over the local news.”

Reth chuckled. “Yes. They’re touting us as heroes protecting the powerless masses that live beyond the privileged domain of the epicenter. Much like in the eastern hemisphere, you’ve become a figurehead.”

“You as well.”

Reth shrugged as he returned to his viewscreen.

“I don’t much care about P&C’s profit as long as they agree to keep the Robin Network running,” Iliya mused. “Thousands of villages now have access to medicine, information, tools, food, and other supplies they never imagined they could access.”

“Oh, here’s an update from Hiroshi.” Reth clicked open the message. “Toyosoni’s stock is holding steady, and The Republic has stopped meeting one-on-one with Toyosoni executives.”

“Well, that’s good news, right?”

“I think so.” Reth resumed typing. “I also asked him about the trade agreements P&C requested. He said he would look into it.”

“That sounds promising.” Iliya heaved a sigh. “Now if only we could find Alisha. I think I’ll ask my guardian—maybe he’s learned something new.” She sat on the floor, closed her eyes, and meditated.

Her guardian hovered near the window and peered through the slit Iliya had opened in the curtain.

“Guardian?” Iliya called. “Do you have any idea where Alisha is? Is she safe?”

The guardian shrugged. “Sorry, Iliya. I have no more information about her whereabouts than you do.”

“I thought so. I suppose I just . . . wanted to ask anyway.”

Her guardian frowned at her. “I would like to see them again too,” he offered in a gentle voice.

“Does Grayce’s guardian know anything?”

Iliya’s guardian scoffed. “I would prefer to spend as little time with that braggart as possible. It’s a blessing that Grayce has been otherwise occupied lately.”

“I suppose the prophet apple doesn’t fall far from the guardian tree, or something like that?” Iliya joked.

Her guardian grinned. “That would suggest you and I have something in common.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Go back to your body, Iliya. Try to enjoy the success you’ve earned.”

Iliya reentered her body and peered at Reth, who was still busy typing at his viewscreen. “My guardian didn’t know anything,” she announced.

Reth looked up at her.

“Perhaps . . . we should try to get some rest,” she suggested.

A warm smile broke across his face. “I think that’s a good idea.”

[image: ]

Iliya sat beside Reth in a fancy black car that he had hired for the evening.

“What could this be about?” she asked him. “Why did Grayce want to meet us so far outside headquarters?”

“She must have something she didn’t want to say there,” Reth replied, gesturing for Iliya to be quiet in front of their driver.

Earlier that day, they’d received an odd e-message from Grayce asking them to meet her for dinner at Jellico, a secluded restaurant in a borough almost an hour outside the busiest areas of the epicenter.

As they weaved through the crowded streets—a mess of concrete and steel in a city overtaken by giant skyscrapers and monstrous roaring vehicles—Iliya felt a disturbingly familiar sense of foreboding creep steadily in like a curtain of smoke settling over the horizon and threatening to ruin the successful routine they had just barely achieved. She tried to shake it off—perhaps it was just her imagination.

The car slowed to a stop in a half-empty parking lot as the sun began setting. Inside, the restaurant was dimly lit with old-style candles casting a homey glow over the cream-colored tablecloths.

Grayce beckoned them to a table near the back. “Hi,” she said. “Thanks for meeting me here.”

“We did think the choice a bit odd,” admitted Reth. “But we’re happy to accommodate.”

“I know the owner here, José Cruz—a good Christian,” said Grayce. “I knew this would be a trustworthy place where we can talk.”

“What’s going on?” asked Iliya.

Grayce summoned a waiter with a white apron and slick black bun.

“Beers all around,” Grayce instructed. “Then the house special platter, and please give us privacy.”

The waiter nodded and walked away.

Grayce hesitated, her sea-blue eyes expressive and troubled. “I have something to tell you. You won’t like it, and you’ll want me to do something about it, but I can’t. I’m telling you that up front so you don’t bother trying to ask me.”

The waiter returned, lowered mugs of amber liquid to the table, and left. Grayce grabbed her glass and took a hefty swig. Reth glanced at Iliya, then reached out and sipped his beer.

Iliya left hers on the table and kept her gaze fixed on Grayce. “What’s going on?” Iliya asked again.

Grayce wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “P&C has been planning something, but I couldn’t tell you about it before now. And I shouldn’t even be telling you about it now, but I felt like I owed it to you.”

Reth and Iliya waited as Grayce took another sip of her beer.

She continued, “The reason P&C wanted Toyosoni to change its trade agreements . . . the reason Cwen didn’t want to build the Robin Network at first . . . the reason she eventually agreed to let you work on the Robin Network—”

The waiter returned with platters of steak, potatoes, vegetables, and bread. He placed them on the table, then hurried away.

“Yes, what is it?” asked Iliya impatiently.

“P&C is planning to buy Toyosoni jointly with The Republic,” announced Grayce. “The two epicenters are planning to complete a hostile takeover together and split the company in half. P&C will buy some subsidiaries, and The Republic will buy the others. Neither one can take over the company on their own, but together they have the power to destroy Toyosoni.”

Iliya blinked as spots formed before her eyes. She tried to comprehend the meaning of the words. Just like before, the epicenter she had fought to protect was now being purchased by enemies who marked her a terrorist. The same damn thing.

“No,” she uttered. “No, no, no—this can’t happen again! It can’t—”

“Iliya,” Reth interrupted her quietly. His clenched jaw showed that, behind his veneer of control and rationality, he felt the same fear and defeat. He turned to Grayce. “With the limits we helped Toyosoni create—like majority voting—couldn’t they still resist a hostile takeover?”

Grayce shrugged. “I guess it wasn’t enough.”

“But I thought P&C was against The Republic gaining more control.” Reth said.

“They were. They are,” Grayce said. “But this was too good a deal to pass up. It increases P&C’s power and market share substantially.”

Reth shook his head. “Don’t they realize the dangers—what this does for The Republic? For P&C in the long run?”

Grayce shrugged again. “The models all suggest this is a good decision. The deal almost didn’t go through, but at the last minute it did.”

Reth banged a fist on the table—his first sign of weakness. Grayce jumped a bit in her seat, but Iliya felt too numb to be startled.

“Fools,” Reth muttered, his tone callous.

Sheepishly, Grayce began eating her steak.

“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” asked Iliya.

“My hands were tied,” said Grayce between bites. “I knew you wouldn’t be pleased, but my loyalty is to P&C first and foremost.”

“I thought your first loyalty was to God,” said Iliya with bitterness.

Grayce narrowed her eyes. “Serving P&C is serving God. I know my purpose. Do you know yours?”

“That’s enough,” commanded Reth. “We cannot dissolve into petty insults. Grayce—we need to know the details. When is the transaction occurring? How can we—”

“Tomorrow,” she answered. “Believe me—there’s nothing you can do. Everything is already in motion. Cwen hoped you would be sufficiently distracted by your Robin Network to not notice what was happening.”

Iliya’s heart fell; focusing on the Robin Network had blinded them—again. How could she be so foolish?

“Then why did Cwen refuse to let us build the Robin Network at first?” asked Reth. “If she wanted us distracted, why would she refuse?”

“At first she hoped you would help pave the way with Toyosoni,” Grayce answered. “To get them to agree to trade propositions that would smooth P&C’s takeover. But once you made your priorities clear, she figured it would be best to keep you out of the way.”

“So . . . by focusing on the Robin Network, we . . .” began Iliya.

“They would have hidden the truth from us regardless,” said Reth softly. “They knew we were trying to prevent The Republic’s takeover, remember? They knew about our goals for less consolidation. They were tricking us from the start.”

Grayce nodded. “I just found out a week ago. Not many people in the P&C office know. But it won’t be hard to convince people we’re doing the right thing. Everyone in P&C makes a fat profit from this deal.”

“What do we do now?” asked Iliya. Her voice sounded dead and detached, despite the hollow thumping in her chest.

Grayce took another bite of steak. “I’m telling you this so you can make arrangements for yourselves. P&C doesn’t plan to extradite you to The Republic, at least not yet, but it’s only a matter of time before someone targets you. You don’t have Toyosoni behind you anymore, and Cwen will only play nice as long as it suits her.”

“We must run again,” murmured Iliya. “Everything we’ve built will be dissolved.”

“Not necessarily,” said Reth. “P&C will keep the Robin Network running if it’s making money. And it clearly is.”

Grayce nodded. “That’s true. The epicenter populace, the media—they’ve all celebrated Robin. It’s a net positive. It’s not going anywhere. If anything, it’ll be expanded.”

“So it’s good we focused our attention where we did.” Reth gave Iliya an encouraging nod. “This was bound to happen, and at least now, we have the Robin Network set up.”

“Where can we go?” asked Iliya, her throat thick. “Where should we run?”

Grayce covered her ears dramatically. “No, no. I don’t want to know. Don’t say it in front of me. I want plausible deniability.”

Iliya made no effort to conceal her outrage.

“Tell us more about the plan of events,” Reth requested.

Grayce explained the details—when the announcement would occur plus which subsidiaries would be incorporated by P&C and which by The Republic. Iliya didn’t touch her food; she had no appetite. Reth picked at his potatoes and vegetables but not much else.

Then the meal ended; Grayce gestured to the waiter and paid the bill. They all rose, and Grayce escorted them to the door.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her eyebrows creasing. “I wish things had been different. But this is the way of things—God will be with you.”

“As, apparently, he is with you,” said Iliya, still fuming.

Grayce frowned. “Surely, if God wanted you to stop us, He could’ve told you ahead of time,” she said softly.

“I guess sinning is easy when you can trust it’s all part of God’s plan,” Iliya retorted.

Grayce bowed her halo of curly blond hair but said nothing.

Iliya and Reth climbed into their hired car. By now, night had fully descended upon the sleepy borough. As the doors snapped shut, the silence encased them, pressing from all sides. The driver pulled the car away from the curb toward the hotel. Muted lights flickered beyond the tinted windows, and the engine emitted a quiet hum as they glided smoothly along the paved urban roads.

“We’ll leave tonight,” Reth whispered to her, as the sleek black vehicle whisked them back into the heart of the epicenter. “By the time the announcement is made, we need to be clear of the epicenter border.”

“Reth . . . what does this mean for us? For our plan?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “But we’ll make a new plan. We’ll set things right. The war isn’t over. We have the Robin Network. We can still prevail.”

Iliya watched the glinting city lights blur around them and wondered how many times a person could taste failure before losing their spirit.
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They gathered their belongings at the hotel that evening. Iliya took a few minutes to sit in a corner while Reth finished packing. She meditated and floated out of her body to check in with her guardian.

He was waiting nearby, as always, standing against the wall gazing at nothing.

“I’ve failed again,” she murmured.

The guardian simply bowed his head.

“Reth and I are planning to run away,” she informed him. “We’re planning to leave P&C before morning.”

“So I heard.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Do you have any problem with that?”

He shook his head. “There’s not really an alternative.”

“So . . . I should run away—again.”

“Looks that way.”

She stewed silently, watching him. “Don’t you have . . . some kind of opinion about where I should go next? What I should do?”

He shrugged weakly, and for a moment she was struck by how drastically he had changed—from the dramatic, brutally sarcastic trickster she had first met to this shell of a spirit with vacant eyes and a dispassionate frown. He almost resembled the gray spirits, at least in attitude if not in physicality.

It only served to highlight how much he’d lost just to help her.

“I guess . . . I’ll try my best to stay safe,” she hazarded, giving him a concerned look.

“I’ll do what I can to help,” he assured her somberly.

“How much . . . of your memory . . . do you have left to spend?” She was almost afraid to know the answer.

“I make every effort to ensure I always have a little left, just in case,” he replied softly.

“My mother once said . . . that God is actually gods. Gods are at war with each other. I’ve asked you about it, but you never really gave me an answer. I need to know. Is God . . . helping me or hurting me?”

“Iliya, even if I understood it myself, I couldn’t hope to explain it to you,” he said with evident exasperation. “There are more things in this universe than either of us is capable of understanding. I perceive some cosmic forces aiding your path and some barring your path. I do what I can to smooth the way for you, but I am not omnipotent.”

“I know,” she murmured gently. “I . . . appreciate everything you’ve done to help me, really.”

He nodded.

“I just . . . want to understand what’s getting in my way, I guess.”

His impassive features broke into a sad smile. “We are each responsible for our own actions.”

“Still—”

“I’ve told you all I can,” he insisted, becoming aloof once again. “It’s time for you to return to the mortal world.”

Sighing in defeat, she slipped back into her material body just as Reth finished packing the few bags they would carry with them.

Reth peered at her with keen black eyes like he was trying to read spiritual wisdom directly from her expression. If he expected her to have any answers, she knew she would disappoint him.

“Are you ready?” he asked earnestly.

She gave a quick nod. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 55

Although Reth had attempted to evade The Republic’s oversight in the past, this time he had one crucial advantage—Iliya.

Her solid presence beside him, her fierce eyes, and the rich velvety sound of her voice gave him quiet comfort. As the earliest hours of the morning crept in, they escaped the ever-present paparazzi and sneaked out of the hotel.

Throughout his life, he’d rarely gone without the luxuries afforded a spoke kid, and he hoped he wouldn’t embarrass himself by revealing to her just how fragile he was in comparison to her. He knew Iliya could get through anything. She had more grit and determination than anyone else he’d encountered. Warm gratitude flooded his chest; he knew he could handle anything as long as she remained by his side.

They located a truck transporting goods out of the epicenter to the P&C spokes. Iliya showed him how to hide among boxes of food and medicine, certainly quite different from their usual limo rides. Reth kept track of their position on his e-rook; they would need to disable their e-dresses once they left the epicenter.

He glanced across at her. Did she know how comfortable, self-possessed, and experienced she looked sitting among the heavy cargo boxes while he tried to conceal how his back was cramping? She distractedly ran a hand through her long dark tresses, and finally he caught a hint of frustration tugging the edges of her frown. She was devastated and trying valiantly to suppress it.

For his sake? His stomach dropped as he considered the possibility that she might be terribly disappointed in him. From the beginning, she had always known exactly what was right. She had always adhered to the most moral path, no matter the consequences and without regard for global politics or even her own reputation. He’d swept in with his own plan, assured her he’d anticipated all possibilities, and set all the chess pieces with expert precision—but in the end, the epicenters were playing by different rules. Somehow his king had slipped off the board.

Did Iliya regret joining forces with him? Would she have remained more nimble in the face of challenges, more resilient to opposition, and more singular in focus had he not persuaded her to join his team?

Still, he couldn’t bring himself to regret allying with her. Without his urging, she might have remained tethered to her home village, and the rest of the world would have lost its hero. He hoped, on some level, she felt grateful for his company.

As he pulled out his e-rook to check their location, a headline flashed across the screen: Anti-Republic Dissidents Executed.

“Iliya,” he choked over the rumbling and creaking of the truck. “Meihui—she’s been executed. Hiroshi’s in hiding, but The Republic has a warrant for him as well.”

“What—Meihui is dead?” asked Iliya, her jaw dropping open.

Reth tried to nod, but it was difficult while packed so tightly against the cargo boxes. “It looks like The Republic had her publicly executed, along with some of the executives who supported us.”

Iliya swallowed. “She was very brave. I hope her legacy will live on.”

They fell into an uneasy silence as Reth continued to monitor their location on his e-rook. He tried to concentrate on the next step, getting Iliya to safety, but his ears were ringing. Their enemies were so vastly powerful—it only reinforced the need to regroup and strike back.

They arrived in P&C-Tango on the southern edge a few minutes later. The truck pulled into a rest stop, and Reth and Iliya took the opportunity to clamber out. The sun had not yet emerged over the horizon, but the blue pre-dawn sky had begun to lighten.

They quickly tried to find cover by hiding behind other parked trucks. Reth’s heart pounded in his chest. “Give me your e-rook,” he whispered. “I’ll deactivate our e-dresses here.”

“Do you know how to do that?”

“I don’t know how to give us new, untraceable e-dresses like what Alisha gave you, but I know how to deactivate our current ones. We won’t be able to connect to the internet after this.”

“Maybe we should look up our next destination before we deactivate them?”

Reth shook his head. “I don’t want P&C to trace us to our next location. They already know we’re on the southern edge, but that much was predictable—there’s not as much available to the north, just more villages. This way, we might be able to ask for asylum in Brasa.”

“So . . . then they already know where we’ll try to go. What’s the point in hiding?”

“We shouldn’t head to Brasa right away in case they do decide to extradite us. For now, we’ll hide in one of the villages between Brasa and P&C. But it’s a good idea to keep that option open.”

Reth changed the settings—first on her e-rook, then on his own—to erase their e-dresses and deactivate the Wi-Fi. “Okay, we’re good.” He returned her now-useless e-rook. “Time to head further south.”

They walked toward the southern edge of the P&C spoke town along narrow roads that led away from the epicenter. They kept quiet, but occasionally Reth reached out to squeeze her hand—his attempt to provide her, or perhaps himself, the strength to continue. Staying awake all night had begun to take effect; the sun rose to their left and cast bright orange rays that only made Reth feel more tired. The roads were dusty and bleak, the air hot and humid, in the rural area with wide, empty fields.

“This way,” said Reth, determined not to show the extent of his fatigue. “I think I remember from the maps that there’s a collection of villages southwest of here. We can begin there.”

Iliya followed his direction.

Around midday, they found a collection of small brown huts, but it was a welcome sight. A village would provide a useful chance to replenish the limited supplies they’d managed to scramble together and carry.

They stumbled into the edge of town and approached the first person they saw, a petite woman with long black hair and amber skin. She was gathering materials from a nearby tree.

“Excuse me,” said Reth, summoning all his charm. “Would you be able to spare some water?”

The woman merely looked at him.

“She doesn’t speak our language,” Iliya explained. She met the woman’s eyes and gestured to signify drinking water.

The woman nodded and beckoned them further into town.

“She doesn’t recognize us?” asked Reth in surprise.

Iliya shrugged.

The woman led them to her hut made of an unfamiliar combination of wood and straw, and she poured water into wooden cups for them. They drank greedily, and she refilled their cups.

Another woman entered the room—this one taller, with a more ovular face, paler skin, and lighter brown hair—and the two women began chatting with one another.

“If I could just see a book or something,” muttered Iliya, “I might be able to comprehend this.”

“Are you familiar with this language?” Reth asked in surprise.

Iliya shook her head. “Apparently God hasn’t blessed me with the gift of instant understanding this time.”

The petite woman who had given them water glanced back at Reth and Iliya. Her eyes widened. Reth realized what had happened. The taller woman recognized them.

“You—Iliya Rusul and Reth Alem?” asked the taller woman in broken epicenter common language.

Reth prepared to fabricate some cover story, but in true Iliya fashion, she nodded before he could reply.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “What are your names?”

Reth couldn’t help but smile. Iliya could never pretend to be anyone but herself.

The taller woman tapped her own chest. “Alma.” She pointed to the petite woman. “Liliana.”

“Nice to meet you, Alma, Liliana,” said Iliya.

“Why . . . you . . . here?” asked Alma.

“Um . . .” Iliya glanced briefly at Reth.

Oh, now she wants advice? he thought with a grin.

She settled on, “Just visiting. We’re on a journey, visiting . . . villages in the Robin Network.”

“Robin,” cried Liliana. She spoke rapidly in her own language.

“I—I can’t . . . I don’t know what you’re saying,” confessed Iliya.

Liliana held up her finger as if asking them to wait a moment. Then she dashed into another room.

“Liliana—happy with Robin,” Alma explained.

Liliana came back with her arms around a young boy, perhaps six or seven years old, bearing a strong resemblance to her with black hair and amber skin. “Paolo,” she introduced.

“He . . . got medicine from Robin,” Alma explained. “He healed.”

As the boy peered back at them with large brown eyes, his mother’s arms clutched him around his shoulders. Something swelled in Reth’s chest—something new and deep and altogether unexpected. In his years of writing, postulating, and grappling with complex ideas, never had he impacted someone so directly as this little boy.

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Iliya more calmly and smoothly than he would have managed at this particular moment.

Liliana and Alma conversed for another moment while Reth and Iliya stood waiting.

“You . . . will stay? For lunch? We cook for you?” asked Alma.

“Um . . .” Iliya glanced again at Reth.

He tried to play it cool while also silently communicating his excitement at the prospect of a free meal.

“Yes,” Iliya replied.

Liliana allowed them to wash up, and she gifted them some colorful clothing—sky blue and green for Iliya and maroon and gold for Reth. The drawstring clasps and light, airy fabrics allowed for easier movement in the heat than the clothes they’d brought from P&C. The clothes were more like the clothing in Pan.

Meanwhile, the kitchen filled with the enticing smell of spices Reth didn’t recognize.

“We can’t stay here long,” Reth told Iliya as they waited together at the dining table. “We’re still too close to the P&C spokes. We must settle further south, preferably between P&C and Brasa.”

Iliya nodded. “But it’s nice to get some rest and food.”

“P&C officials won’t be seeking us yet. The announcement has probably just been made. But we can’t remain here.”

Liliana and Alma served them a delicious lunch—shredded meat in a spicy sauce, corn tortillas, beans and rice, and some kind of sweet mashed fruit. Liliana, Alma, and Paolo conversed mainly among themselves, given the language barrier, but Reth was grateful for the meal.

As they finished, a knock sounded at the door, and Liliana answered it. A man swept in, tall with black hair, a gold cap, and amber skin. He gestured to Iliya and Reth, then held up an e-rook.

Reth’s stomach dropped. He whispered to Iliya, “He’s heard the news about us.”

Liliana glanced back at Reth and Iliya with an inscrutable expression.

“More beans?” asked Alma, rising to refill their plates.

The man came further into the kitchen, his stern gaze fixed on Reth and Iliya. “You are welcome here,” he said solemnly in the epicenter common language. “You gave us life. What we have is yours to share.”

Reth’s breathing returned to normal.

“Thank you,” said Iliya. “We appreciate your hospitality.”

“We won’t burden you for too long,” Reth added. “We must be moving on soon.”

The man nodded. He and Liliana chatted for another moment in their language, and then he kissed her cheek and left the house.

“Liliana’s brother,” Alma explained. “He also likes Robin.”

Reth and Iliya offered to help clean the dishes, but Liliana and Alma wouldn’t allow them, so they sat on the floor and played with Paolo. He gave Iliya a feline figurine, Reth a mouse figurine, and himself a dinosaur figurine, and they chased each other’s figurines around the floor. Even though Paolo didn’t speak the common language, he had a sweetness and openness that transcended language, and they all managed to get along just fine.

An hour or so later, Liliana called to Paolo. He clutched his dinosaur with him as he hurried into the next room. Alma said it was time for the boy’s medication.

Here was Reth’s little window into Paolo’s daily routine—play, family, medication—all made possible with the Robin Network.

Reth leaned back on his hands. “I always wondered what it was like for you showing up in foreign villages and getting to know strangers,” he told Iliya. “It’s . . . quite an experience.”

“Every village is different,” Iliya cautioned him.

“I see now, more than ever, why we were right to make the Robin Network our priority.” Reth gestured toward Paolo. “These people have needs, right now, that can’t wait to be met.”

Iliya nodded. “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

“Besides—we never would have been able to run away so easily and find assistance if we weren’t already famous in the villages.”

Iliya frowned. “That’s very calculative.”

Reth shrugged. “If we’d been focusing on Toyosoni, we would have merely facilitated their buyout, and then we would’ve had nowhere to go.”

“I didn’t start the Robin Network for that.”

He peered at her carefully—her untamed hazel eyes, her confident stare. Despite their intimacy, she still remained an enigma to him. “Why did you start it?” he asked.

“Honestly?” She smiled. “So my brother and sister would have enough to eat, enough medicine, and whatever else they needed.”

Reth laughed. “I always thought you were so much more altruistic.”

“I care about the rest of the world too,” she defended with a playful grin. “But my priority was my family.”

Reth took her hand and tried to convey all the tenderness he could. “I think that’s noble.”

Paolo returned, enthusiastic for more play.
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Iliya sat together with Reth among low grass in an empty field as the sun pressed against the orange horizon. A few days had passed since their meal with Liliana, Alma, and Paolo. The journey had been tiring, but Iliya welcomed the exercise since it distracted her from thinking about her failures.

They’d kept moving at a brisk pace because Reth was clearly eager to put distance between them and the P&C epicenter. He hadn’t spoken much, but his stiff gait, furrowed brow, and clenched fists betrayed his agitation and determination. Occasionally, they’d stopped in villages to replenish their supplies or get a few hours of sleep; villagers were always kind and accommodating. But Reth wouldn’t permit them to stay anywhere for too long.

One village had gifted them a small, motorized vehicle to cover a considerably greater distance than they could on foot. It was not the most comfortable ride—Iliya needed to sit behind Reth while clutching him—but it permitted fast movement. The geography wasn’t always easy to traverse. They’d encountered mountain ranges split by narrow valleys and ravines, but the old roads still existed from a time before the epicenters formed, and although not properly maintained, they made the journey easier.

“I don’t know how you did this kind of journey alone.” Reth interrupted her reverie. “You’re the only thing keeping me together.”

She blinked in surprise. The warm air held the unfamiliar smell of new plant life. “You would find a way,” she assured him. “I’m sure you could handle it.”

He shook his head. “I’m not as strong as you think. Sure, I can write beautifully. I can mobilize the masses. But put me in the middle of nowhere? I would be toast.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit.” Iliya watched his black hair shifting in the breeze, his eyes full of energy and purpose. She wondered if he regretted joining her cause, linking his fate with hers, and causing the destruction of his family and future. “I don’t know how—or why—you even found the strength to start this journey.”

“We didn’t really have a choice—”

“No, I mean your decision to betray The Republic, restart the Robin Network, and come find me.”

Reth shrugged. “After you left, I . . . I was never the same. I couldn’t just sit there and watch the world fall apart. I had to do something.”

Iliya shook her head. “You never should have trusted me.”

His eyebrows drew inward. “What do you mean?”

“Well . . . look where I’ve led us—where I always lead my friends and allies. Alisha had to go into hiding, and God only knows where she is now. Meihui was killed. Hiroshi’s in hiding. Now you’re on the run too. Not to mention everything my guardian has sacrificed to help me. It seems I can’t ever manage to get things done without destroying lives.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Reth shifted his position and met her eyes more directly. “Nothing good comes easy. As for your friends—we knew what we were risking when we joined you. But it’s important that we keep going.”

“How? What can we do now? We’re back in hiding. Will we wait another three years while The Republic’s power grows? Will they disable the Robin Network again?”

“The Western Robin is safe for now,” Reth assured her. “The Eastern one may be in danger. But no, we won’t wait another three years unless we decide that’s the best course of action. We’ll see how this plays out, what happens to Toyosoni, and then we’ll decide on a strategy. I still have power as RA—particularly now that we’ve started a Robin Network in this hemisphere.” He spoke with such a sweeping confidence in the logic of his master plan that Iliya found it difficult to understand the source of his unflappability. He added, “Everyone around the world knows who we are and what we stand for. We can use that to stage a rebellion as long as we set the stage right.”

“I don’t know, Reth—this rebellion is looking a lot less likely.”

“The people have access to things they never did before. They can rise up against their corporations.” His gaze sharpened as if staring into an imagined future. “If we mobilize all the local leaders, we can plan a devastating strike. The epicenters rely on money, on consumers—we have more power here than we realize. Yes, the consolidation is bad for us. But it’s not impossible.”

“You’re so . . . optimistic,” said Iliya slowly.

He grinned. “Just dedicated to the cause.”

Iliya glanced around at the darkening sky. “We’d better turn in for the night.”

“I don’t think there’s a village nearby. We may need to keep walking through the night.”

“No—we should rest. We’re both tired.” Iliya closed her eyes, and a protective bubble formed around them. “That’ll protect us from the elements.”

Reth jumped to his feet and gaped at the magical translucent bubble surrounding them. “What—did you just perform a miracle?”

“A little one.”

“We—we could have found a tent or something,” he shouted, his eyes blazing with fury. “You didn’t need to do that.”

Iliya was surprised at his sudden, intense reaction. “It’s no big deal,” she said. “We’ll be more comfortable this way.”

“You can’t just . . . use your miracles for comfort.”

“Reth, what’s wrong?”

“Your miracles shorten your life,” he cried, his voice breaking a bit. “You can’t just treat it so flippantly.”

Iliya shrugged. “I’ve been doing miracles for years. I don’t worry about the small ones anymore.”

“But they add up, don’t they?”

“I guess.”

“Promise me.” He clasped her hands in his. “Promise me you won’t perform a miracle unless it’s absolutely necessary. You may not care about that extra life, but I do.”

She swallowed and nodded hesitantly.

Reth exhaled and released her hands. “Thank you.”

“Well . . . the bubble is already up, so get some sleep while you can.”

They lay down on one of their blankets, and Reth pulled her into his embrace. He held her a bit tighter than usual.

“Don’t leave me before you must,” he whispered into her hair.


CHAPTER 56

The next morning with the sun high and hot overhead, Iliya and Reth reached the outskirts of a village with closely aligned huts, rows of colorful crops, and villagers dressed in unique robes clasped in front with metal fasteners.

Some villagers eyed them, but no one seemed astonished in a way that would suggest recognition.

“This is a good sign,” Reth whispered. “We may be off the Robin grid. Perhaps this village was never reached.”

“Maybe.” Iliya studied the villagers who had resumed tilling their crops and following their daily routine. “Or perhaps this village didn’t want to be reached.”

Reth chuckled. “Why would any village deny the benefits the Robin Network could bring them?”

Iliya shrugged. “Not every village is so receptive. The Robin Network introduces major changes. Can you imagine what internet would do to a village accustomed to thinking they’re the only one in the world?”

“But the tradeoff is worth it.”

“I agree, but not everyone feels the same way.”

In the village, the townspeople gathered, whispering and conferring. Iliya swallowed her unease and continued alongside Reth.

A group of five villagers hurried into one hut, and a few moments later a man emerged. He approached slowly but with clear intention, seemingly a trusted leader among the villagers. His long brown hair was tied in sections, and he wore a bright red robe over skin the reddish-brown color of autumn leaves.

“Excuse me,” he spoke in a language Iliya could understand, one she had documented while establishing the Eastern Robin Network. His tone was polite but firm, commanding but not aggressive. “My citizens want to know what you’re doing here. We don’t see many outsiders. What are your intentions?”

“Benevolent,” Iliya answered quickly. “We needed to leave our home, and we are looking for a place to stay.”

The man nodded. “We may not be accustomed to visitors, but we are a very generous and peaceful society. We are happy to share what we have.”

“That is a relief,” said Iliya. She glanced at Reth, who merely shrugged at her.

“Come—I can take you to the town center,” said the man. “From there, we can find a place for you to stay.”

The man began walking forward, and Iliya whispered to Reth, “He’s taking us to the town center. He doesn’t seem to know who we are.”

“Excellent,” said Reth. “Let’s give fake names. Perhaps we can settle here for a while.”

Iliya frowned. “Fake names? But . . . that seems—”

Reth took her arm as they followed their guide. “If we will try to make a life here, at least for a little while, we must keep ourselves well-hidden.”

“But these people have no access to internet—they have no way to communicate with the outside world.”

“Can’t be too careful.”

The man beckoned them forward. “This is our farm area, where we grow the food we eat. In the town center, we trade with each other. I am the town’s trade leader—I make sure everyone gets what they need.”

“You have a very nice town,” said Iliya.

The man nodded. “We do well enough.” He led them further down the pathway in the pleasantly warm sun. “I am Xquenda. What are your names?”

“I am . . . Kayla,” said Iliya. “This is Rick.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” Xquenda glanced briefly at Reth. “He doesn’t say much.”

“He . . . can’t speak the language.” Iliya sought a reason why she would know their language, but Reth would not. “My . . . parents traveled a lot when I was young. They taught me lots of different languages.”

“Interesting. Is our language spoken in many other places?” asked Xquenda in what sounded like genuine curiosity.

“I’m not sure,” Iliya admitted. “Enough for my parents to learn it, I guess.” As they kept walking, Iliya pulled Reth back a bit. “I’m a terrible liar,” she hissed in his ear. “I can’t keep doing this.”

“Just stay calm,” said Reth. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Here we are,” said Xquenda. “Town center.”

Completely different from the town centers in Iliya’s home village and Ziya, here the entire market threaded up a mountainside. Sellers’ shops were etched within each rocky layer. Shops and open-air merchants sold beautifully woven wool rugs, brightly painted wooden animal figurines, iron frames and utensils, and a variety of meats, cheeses, and vegetables. Music wafted through the air—trumpets, guitars, violins, and wooden percussion.

“Wonderful,” remarked Iliya.

Xquenda nodded. “The mountain is the beating heart of our town. At the top is the most important building—the church and bell tower.”

“It’s beautiful,” Iliya said.

“I’ll ask to see if anyone has room for you two. Wait here.” Xquenda left to speak with the villagers.

“It’ll be nice to settle down somewhere,” said Reth. “I hope this works out.”

“If we plan to stay for any length of time, we shouldn’t burden their hospitality,” said Iliya. “We should get jobs. Find a way to be productive here.”

Reth nodded. “That’s fine as long as we leave ourselves enough time to plan our next step. And we must find some way to get connected to the internet so we can stay updated on what’s happening.”

“If we can find a way to conceal our e-rook signatures, we should be able to pick up some distant network signals,” said Iliya. “Internet is so powerful in the epicenters that it spreads widely. Alisha and I figured that out when we set up internet in remote Robin villages.”

Xquenda returned, panting slightly from running. “Angela and Enrique have agreed to take you in. They’re waiting for you on the southern side of the mountain. They sell jewelry.”

“Thank you,” said Iliya.

Xquenda led Reth and Iliya toward Angela and Enrique. As they passed the shops, Iliya caught the scent of unfamiliar spices—peppery, smoky, and citrusy with notes that reminded her of anise and cinnamon yet clearly differed from the spices of home.

They found the couple selling gold and silver jewelry made with fine metal thread that was woven and wrapped into shapes, including the clasps on the villagers’ robes. Angela and Enrique were an older couple, perhaps in their seventies, with graying hair and long robes threaded with gold. They both gave Reth and Iliya big, open smiles, and except for their skin color—hers an umber brown and his a pale pink—their smiles looked nearly identical after having clearly spent considerable time in each other’s company.

“Welcome,” said Angela. “We’ll be heading home when the sun sets. For now, stay and help us sell our jewelry.”

Iliya and Reth sat with Angela and Enrique. Xquenda left to attend to other matters.

“I remember when Angela and I were like you two, a young married couple just starting out,” said Enrique. “We were just as excited to take it all in and go on adventures. But we loved our home too much to go far.”

“We used to sneak out to the fields and make love under the open sky,” chuckled Angela. “We couldn’t get enough of each other.”

“We still can’t,” said Enrique, taking his wife’s hand.

Iliya smiled at Reth, but he was distracted fiddling with a metal clasp.
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They spent the afternoon selling Angela and Enrique’s wares. As the sun dipped below the horizon, Angela and Enrique led them home, a short walk away from the town center.

Iliya helped Enrique set the table while Reth helped Angela cook pork and vegetables in a delicious, spicy green sauce of tomatillos, seeds, and peppers along with some of the unfamiliar herbs and spices from the town center. Over dinner, Iliya asked more about the town’s customs—why everyone wore robes, what the people were like, and what things were sold in the town center. The robes were a custom without a known origin. Their village included a diverse mix of cultures and backgrounds with Xquenda’s ancestors having lived here the longest. And the town center housed all kinds of goods but very little medicine or other such supplies.

“What do you do if someone gets sick?” asked Iliya.

“Oh, then they visit the local healer, Galena,” said Angela.

“And what kind of things does Galena do?”

“Usually, she prays for the evil spirits to depart,” Angela replied.

Enrique added, “She has other chants she uses, too, if the case is particularly serious.”

Iliya blinked in surprise. “But . . . does she have medicine?”

“Prayer is medicine,” Angela answered lightly.

“No, I mean . . . chemicals,” Iliya clarified, “things people eat or drink that improve their condition?”

“Hmm . . .” Angela considered the question. “Galena will occasionally rub herbs on people’s bodies or give them something to eat. I’m not sure what you mean by chemicals, though.”

“Angela—would it be possible for me to meet Galena?” Iliya asked. “Tomorrow?”

“I don’t see why not.”

After dinner, Angela set up the guest room—a room with a garishly floral design as if a garden of mixed flowers had exploded all over the bedspread and wallpaper.

“We built this room in case we ever had children—but we never did,” Angela explained matter-of-factly. “I never could conceive.”

“Oh—I’m so sorry,” said Iliya.

Angela waved her hand. “That is a very old story. Enrique and I have learned to cherish the things we do have.”

Before retreating to her own bedroom, Angela showed Iliya where to find extra blankets and the washroom.

Iliya and Reth sat together on the bed, and Iliya told him what Angela had said about Galena, the local healer.

Reth gave her a stern look. “Iliya—you can’t do miracles here.”

“What? Why not?” She frowned at him. “If you’re trying to stop me because you don’t want me using any more of my life force, then you can forget it. I’m not—”

“No, though I admit, that prospect doesn’t thrill me.” He sighed. “I just think we should stay under the radar here. If you start performing miracles, it will become obvious that something is . . . different about us. A little poking around might reveal who we are. We don’t know what other villages are nearby, and if people grow suspicious, they may have a way of figuring things out.”

“I don’t like all this hiding.” She rose and paced around the small guest room. “I’m a prophet—I perform miracles, and I started the Robin Network. I’m not ashamed of who I am.”

“Of course not. Neither am I. But protection is key—at least until we know what’s going on.”

“Fine,” she conceded. “For now. But I will still visit Galena tomorrow. Maybe there’s something I can do to help without performing a miracle.”
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The next morning, Angela and Enrique escorted them to Galena’s hut on their way toward the town center. Reth continued onward with them to help sell their jewelry while Iliya approached Galena’s small brown hut—identical to the others except for some odd plants in the front yard. She knocked on the door.

“Yes, come in,” called a wavering, high-pitched voice.

Inside, Iliya confronted the heavy smell of exotic incense. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw shelves containing a plethora of unique objects—gems, books, and figurines made of metal and wood.

“I knew a strange visitor was coming,” said the wispy voice.

Iliya continued further inside.

A woman with frizzy brown hair framing a narrow pale face was busy shelving glass vials. A colorful robe draped messily around her body. “I told the villagers to expect you. They don’t always trust my clairvoyance, but I knew about you.” She tapped her nose. “How can I help you, dear?”

“Um . . . Angela tells me you’re the town healer.”

“That’s right.”

“I . . . used to be a healer, too, back in my home village.”

Galena’s eyes widened. “Is that right?”

“Yes. I guess I was just . . . curious about how you do things here.”

Galena chuckled. “Feel free to join me, dear. Not enough young ones are interested in learning the healing arts these days, and I won’t be around forever.” She checked on various objects around the hut and moved some to different positions. “I’m expecting a patient in just a few moments. You can sit over there.” She gestured to a wooden rocking chair near the corner.

“Thank you, I appreciate it.” Iliya sat in the rocking chair and watched Galena flit around the hut.

A middle-aged man ambled in. A red rash covered most of his face, and he seemed disoriented.

“Come in dear—sit down in this chair.” Galena helped him into a comfortable cloth armchair covered with shawls and blankets. Then she sat opposite him on a simple wooden stool. “Have you been reciting the chant like I taught you?”

The man nodded. “Oh yes, Galena. I never miss a day.”

“Good. I think your rash is looking a bit better.” She squinted at him in the dim light. “It’s bigger, perhaps, but it feels less angry.”

The man nodded. “Yes, I think we’re beginning to get along quite well.”

“Open your mouth,” she instructed. The man complied, and she peered inside. Iliya tried to catch a glance, but she couldn’t see from all the way across the room. “Hmm, you still have that strange infection. We might need to double your chanting.” Galena stood and paced around her patient. “And how have you been feeling?”

“The same—still nauseous, having trouble keeping my food down. And I get so dizzy, I need to lie down for hours at a time.”

Galena clicked her tongue. “God help me, I may need to alert the mayor. It seems the saints are not pleased with our town. We must be engaging in collective acts of sin to incur their wrath so broadly.”

“The saints?” asked Iliya.

Both parties turned to look at her.

“How foolish of me,” Galena cried. “I forgot to introduce my new apprentice. Actually, dear, I don’t believe I caught your name?”

“Il—um, Kayla.”

“I’m Jorge,” he greeted with a friendly wave. “Nice to meet you. If my sorry state can teach you anything, then please—learn away.”

Galena beamed at them. “Now Jorge, have you done any of the twenty-seven mortal sins?”

“Uh”—Jorge shifted a bit in his chair—“I mean, it’s possible . . . I might’ve . . . done some of them on occasion—”

“Come on Jorge, you know you can’t be healed if you remain in a bed of sin,” chastised Galena with a gentle smile. “God won’t cast out those evil spirits unless you serve him faithfully.”

“I understand,” said Jorge sheepishly.

Galena checked his various body parts, his pulse, and his breathing, and she asked him more questions about his symptoms.

“Well, your case seems clear,” said Galena. “Continue your chanting, but increase it to twice a day, and be sure to stay away from sin. Come back in four days, and we’ll see how you’re doing then.”

“Thank you, Galena,” said Jorge. “Your help is, as always, invaluable.”

“Yes, well . . . such as it is, I still appreciate payment, dear.” she chuckled.

Jorge gave her a small wooden box. “Some of my wife’s finest spices—the first pick of our crop.”

“How thoughtful,” said Galena, giving the box a sniff. “Take care, Jorge.”

“And best of luck to your young protégée,” he said with a nod.

Iliya smiled at him as he exited the hut. She knew his chanting would be inadequate to cure whatever was ailing him.

Galena huffed a sigh and walked toward the kitchen to put away her new spices.

“So . . . Jorge has what ailment, exactly?” asked Iliya.

“Oh—it’s a typical curse put on him by evil spirits,” said Galena. “It’s becoming a bit of an epidemic here in our village. Lots of people are reporting skin rashes, nausea, vomiting, and dizziness. It’s a common thing throughout history for villages to attract a curse collectively like this.”

“Is it?” Iliya followed Galena into the kitchen.

“Oh yes—many stories of things like this throughout history. Though I must admit, this feels far more powerful than anything I’ve come across.”

Reth had instructed Iliya not to perform miracles, but surely if Galena began to successfully heal her people, no one would trace that back to Iliya.

While Galena continued to root around her kitchen, Iliya closed her eyes and sought answers.

She learned that a nearby village, about a half-day’s walk east, had recently acquired new devices and technologies through the Robin Network. However, being unaccustomed to dealing with the waste products of these devices, the villagers dumped everything into the river that then drained downstream here and collected in this village’s only water supply. Villagers here had contracted illnesses from the chemicals polluting their water.

Iliya wondered how to nudge Galena in the right direction. “How might evil spirits . . . go about punishing people?” Iliya asked.

“Well, they would seize people’s souls and infect their bodies.”

“And how might people contract these infections?”

“It’s as simple as breathing,” said Galena. “The spirits just jump right in.”

“So . . . breathing is one way. Through the air. Can spirits also live in water?”

“Of course not,” answered Galena firmly. “No, demons hate water. They can’t survive in it.”

“Hmm . . .” Iliya considered this setback as Galena resurfaced from the kitchen.

“What strange questions. Didn’t you learn any of this when you were a healer in your village?” probed Galena with what seemed like genuine curiosity.

“We did things a bit differently back home,” said Iliya. “But I want to talk more about these demons. How exactly do they make people sick?”

“When they come into contact with human souls, the soul instantly becomes poisoned,” Galena explained. “Both cannot survive in the same body.”

“What about . . . other sources of poison? Like in food or water?”

Galena frowned. “I suppose it’s possible some of our villagers are sinning by becoming gluttonous, but we have so little food as it is—we must save everything between harvests. I don’t think we have much of a problem with food-related sin.”

“What about water?” Iliya threw subtlety to the wind. “You only have one water supply, right? Could there be poison in the water?”

“My goodness, that would be awfully cruel for someone to poison the water. Plus, I can’t think of any poison that would cause these particular symptoms. Water is sacred—it’s the one place demons cannot exist. No, I suspect this epidemic is caused by collective sin. That’s most consistent with the evidence.”

Iliya sighed sharply. Perhaps she would need to solve this problem herself and make it appear as if Galena had successfully healed her people.

More patrons visited Galena throughout the day, many with similar problems, and Galena always recommended similar treatments—chanting, righteous behavior, and wholesome thoughts.

That evening, Iliya thanked Galena for her time and walked back to Angela and Enrique’s hut. As soon as she arrived, she pulled Reth aside into their floral-decorated guest bedroom.

“There’s a plague in this village,” she said. “And I know what’s causing it.”

“Iliya . . . did you perform a miracle?” Reth asked sternly.

“I didn’t heal anyone. I just figured out what was wrong. No one suspects anything.”

Reth sighed. “All right—what did you learn?”

Iliya told Reth about the village upstream and the new pollutants. “It’s our fault the neighboring village is introducing these new chemicals into the water supply,” she asserted. “If the Robin Network isn’t properly educating people about the technologies they’re receiving, that’s a flaw in our implementation.”

Reth shrugged. “We couldn’t foresee all the implications ahead of time.”

“But now that we know this is going on, we can’t just let it continue,” Iliya insisted.

Reth nodded. “I know better than to try to argue with you about this. So let’s think of something we can do that won’t give us away.”

“I tried talking to Galena about it, but there’s no way she’ll suspect the water supply on her own. She’s actually not too far off, really, in presuming demons can sicken people, but in this case, the culprit is human negligence. I don’t think she would guess the real source of the problem unless I tell her.”

“We can’t go to the neighboring village ourselves,” warned Reth. “Not unless we want to try to find a new village to inhabit. If they’re Robin, they’ll recognize us, and we can’t risk being detected so nearby.”

“Maybe we can convince someone from this village to go ask them to stop polluting the water.”

“Who could we convince? You said the village healer wouldn’t believe you.”

“True. Maybe we should talk to leadership? The mayor?”

Reth shook his head. “But that sets us apart, calls attention to ourselves. Plus, if someone from this village goes, they could learn about the Robin Network—and our true identities—from the other village.”

“Well . . . we can’t just sit idly by.”

Reth’s brow furrowed. “Maybe we can decontaminate the water ourselves?”

“I certainly wouldn’t know how to do that scientifically. I can ask my guardian if he knows what we should do.”

“Okay, but don’t do any miracles if you can avoid it.”

Iliya sat on the floor and meditated. She located the guardian hovering against the wall.

“Hi,” she greeted.

He nodded. “At your service.”

“Do you know how we can inform the neighboring village about the pollution?”

“I have no special insight to offer you,” he replied tonelessly.

“We need to fix this, but we don’t want to risk revealing ourselves.”

“God’s will be done.”

Iliya blinked back at him in confusion. “What?”

“You are a prophet. It’s your job to walk God’s path.”

“Well . . . what is his path this time?”

The guardian shrugged. “I’m no prophet. But it seems to me, if God wanted you to fix the pollution, he would give you a sign.”

“But we can’t just leave it alone. Our Robin Network created this mess. We need to fix it.”

“Then I suppose it doesn’t matter which method you choose. God will find a way to enact his will.”

Iliya peered back at him suspiciously. He seemed resigned, his monstrous shoulders hunched, his piebald face less terrifying and intimidating than when she’d first met him. “I suppose so,” she said slowly.

Still feeling unsettled, Iliya jumped back into her body. “My guardian doesn’t know what I should do,” she informed Reth. “We’ll need to come up with something on our own.”

They sat in silence and considered their options.

“Maybe we could visit the neighboring village in disguise,” suggested Iliya. “Then they wouldn’t know it was us.”

Reth frowned. “I don’t know . . . that sounds risky.”

“It’s either that or convince someone here to go on our behalf.”

Reth heaved a sigh. “Okay—we’ll go in disguise.”


CHAPTER 57

The next morning, after Angela and Enrique left to sell their wares, Iliya and Reth looted the closets and donned as many garments as possible, covering all except their eyes. Decked in their ridiculous clothing, they waddled toward the eastern village under the hot sun.

Upon reaching the village, Iliya marveled at the Robin Network’s influence on sturdier houses, more robust crops, and energetic, well-nourished villagers.

She and Reth tried to ask passersby where to find the village leadership, but their bulky clothing garbled their requests. They managed to locate the mayoral office in the town center.

A woman in her late thirties with shoulder-length dark hair and olive-toned skin glanced up, her smoky eyes widening. “Who are you?” she asked in the epicenter common language. “And why are you dressed like that?”

“We have an important message from a neighboring village,” said Iliya as clearly as she could. “You’re dumping waste from your new technologies into the river.”

“Yes,” said the mayor. “I know—we needed to get rid of it somehow.”

“Well, that river drains westward, and it’s polluting the water there,” Iliya continued. “We can show you how to dispose of those products properly.”

“My God,” cried the mayor. “I had no idea there was another village so close to our Western River. I must prepare a diplomatic visit.”

Iliya panicked and glanced at Reth.

“Well . . . the villagers prefer to remain insular,” said Reth slowly. “We came here without their permission. That’s why we’re choosing not to reveal our true identities.”

“I see.” The mayor narrowed her eyes. “Very well. Show me how to properly dispose of these technologies.”

Reth and Iliya—mostly Reth, given his greater technological expertise—explained how to break down the waste products’ chemical components and release them in a non-toxic form. “You might want to alert your distributors to tell their superiors about this problem,” suggested Reth. “Other villages may have similar problems. The Robin providers should add this as standard training in all Robin distributions.”

“I’ll be sure to pass it along,” assured the mayor politely. “Thank you for your help.”

Eager to leave town before anyone recognized them, Iliya and Reth headed back.

As they ambled toward the lowering sun, a warm glow ignited Iliya’s chest. It felt good to help people again. “Thank you for coming with me,” she told Reth. “It was the right thing to do.”

“Okay, but . . . that may stop more people from getting sick, but it won’t cure the people who have already been poisoned,” Reth warned her.

“I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can work a few miracles through Galena.”

Reth glanced at her but said nothing.
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The next day, Iliya shadowed Galena and tried to heal villagers surreptitiously and under the guise of Galena’s help.

Iliya discovered that she couldn’t simply will the healings. She couldn’t cure the poisonings or decontaminate the water through miracles.

While Galena offered her therapies, Iliya wandered around the cottage and tried to find any materials that might prove useful.

“What about your husband?” Galena asked a young woman patient named Mireya. “Has he committed any of the sins?”

“I’m . . . not sure,” Mireya answered awkwardly.

An idea dawned on Iliya. “Galena,” she interrupted. “May I offer a suggestion from my village?”

Galena seemed startled, as if she’d forgotten Iliya was there. “Sure, Kayla dear—give it a try.”

“You told me water is pure, life-giving, and devoid of demons, right?” asked Iliya.

“Yes,” Galena confirmed.

“Well . . . if you boil water before using it, you release its . . . healing properties,” said Iliya haltingly. “It can repel demons.”

“Is that true?” asked Mireya.

Galena considered the information. “I suppose . . . given the properties of water . . . it is possible—”

“Give it a try,” urged Iliya. “At the very least, it may prevent the demons from spreading to more people, even if it can’t fully eradicate the demons that have already infected some victims.”

With new excitement, Mireya paid Galena with a beautiful yellow scarf. “I didn’t know you would have an assistant,” she explained sheepishly. “But I may have something.” She fished in her knapsack, then in her palm glittered a red stone the color of blood. “It protects the holder from demons. Or at least, it’s supposed to.” She handed the stone to Iliya. “Perhaps you will have more luck with it.”

Iliya turned the stone in her hands. For a moment, something seemed to flicker on its surface, but it was just a trick of the light. “Thank you,” said Iliya. “I will cherish it.”

As Mireya left the hut, Galena peered at Iliya. “I’m very grateful you came to our village, dear.”


CHAPTER 58

That evening, Iliya advised Enrique and Angela to boil all water before using it. Together they enjoyed a meal of corn dough and black bean puree wrapped in banana leaves.

Over the next few days, Iliya continued using Galena’s sessions to recommend boiling water. She began to feel hopeful about their stay in this village. Maybe they could make a difference here.

One warm humid evening, Iliya walked home from Galena’s cottage after a successful day of work. As she strolled along the dirt pathways lined with white bell-shaped flowers, she felt unusually at peace thinking of the home-cooked meal that awaited her—and the promise of spending time together with Reth afterward.

A bright flash pierced the sky, like lightning but closer. It crackled against her ears. Her hair stood on end. Her heart seized in her chest. Typically, evil approached slowly like a wave—but this was sudden. Cold terror struck her bones.

Iliya stopped and waited. Everything seemed normal. The surrounding huts remained calm and sturdy, the sky its usual murky blue darkened by the oncoming twilight. Iliya resumed walking and shook her head, trying to cast off the odd feelings. Perhaps the piercing light was all in her mind. Maybe she’d learned to expect bad luck just when she started to feel comfortable somewhere.

Then the flash came again. A nearby bush caught fire. She gasped and stumbled away from the searing heat. But the leaves were not consumed. The fire danced, yet the bush remained untouched.

She watched it, breathless.

Her throat tightening with panic, she hurried back to Enrique and Angela’s hut. She rushed past the huts while her heart pounded, her mind ablaze.

She called Reth’s name as she hurtled through the door. The hut was quiet. Iliya called his name again, wild with fear.

“What is that, dear?” asked Angela from the kitchen. “Is everything all right?”

“Where’s R-oh.” Iliya remembered their pseudonyms. “I was just . . . Reth means hello in my native language—”

“Well, hello,” Angela called. “You sound excited.”

“It was . . . a good day at Galena’s,” Iliya stammered. “Where’s Rick?”

“He stayed behind with Enrique to get some more supplies for dinner,” said Angela. “They’ll be back soon.”

“I just . . . need to freshen up for a minute.” Iliya excused herself to the bedroom. She sat on the floor and tried to calm herself enough to meditate. It was a struggle, but she drew on her years of practice to still her mind.

“Guardian, what’s going on?” she asked in a rush as she emerged into the spirit world. “You sent that bush?”

Her guardian, hovering nearby, nodded his hulking head. “You must go to the town center and find Reth.”

“Is he all right?” she asked, her voice breaking.

The guardian merely shook his head.

Iliya dove back into her body and sprinted toward the door.

Angela began to ask some kind of question, but Iliya was gone before she could hear it.

Like a bullet, she hurtled toward the town center. Fear created a mist in her mind. She could not handle the idea that something bad might happen to Reth. All she could do was keep running and holding one thought—she needed to get there in time.

When she reached the town center, she found it in disarray. Thick smoke obscured the area with a peppery, acidic smell. Disoriented villagers coughed and tried to escape. Covering her mouth and nose in her arm, Iliya ran in the direction of Enrique’s table.

The table was vacant. Someone coughed and wheezed nearby, huddled behind a large bush.

Iliya hurried toward Enrique and helped him to his feet. “What happened?” she asked. “Where’s Rick?”

“That . . . man took him,” Enrique panted. “Came out of nowhere . . . grabbed him.”

“Where did they go?” Iliya pressed him.

“Take this,” said Enrique. “The man shoved this note in my pocket before spraying me with that horrid gas.” He handed Iliya a small slip of paper.

In the epicenter common language, it read: Come to the bell tower if you want to see Reth alive.

Warmth flooded her chest. He was still alive—if the note could be believed.

She sprinted toward the bell tower atop the mountain. Enrique tried to call after her, but his coughing took over.

Most villagers had retreated inside their huts, so she didn’t need to waste time on healing them or answering their questions. Higher up the mountain she climbed. A stitch formed in her side as she panted for breath. The bell tower was the tallest structure in the village, with a hefty brass bell the villagers rang during special occasions like weddings and funerals.

She reached the tower base, a wide metallic structure, reddish-brown in color, surrounded by low grass and rocks, and with large intricate inner gears exposed.

“Show yourself!” she cried. “I’m here. Where’s Reth?”

Someone laughed; it sounded close to her. She glanced around wildly but saw only flat grass surrounding the tower and the town huts in the distance.

“Show me he’s alive,” she called, “or I’ll run.”

“Can’t you figure that out?” asked a masculine, wry, teasing voice. “You are a global hero, right?”

“Where is he?”

“Oh, come on,” said the voice. “I was sent to kill the most famous, most elusive, most controversial figure in the world. I can’t just snipe you and be done with it. That’s far too boring. I’ve had a long career. Capping it off like that just doesn’t seem right.”

“Where is he?” she screamed.

The man laughed again. “I had no idea you would make this so easy. I could just kill the both of you right now and end this.”

Iliya closed her eyes. At her wish, the image came: a man crouched and hidden within the tower gears, and Reth, unconscious but alive, draped in his arms—a silver knife hurtled toward her throat.

She ducked, and the knife whipped past her.

The man laughed. “Not as stupid as you look then. Good. I like a challenge.”

She searched for the right words to command a miracle, but the universe was fickle. She would need to issue direct, clear requests. A general wish to save Reth was not enough.

She entered the tower base.

“Oh, so you found my hideout?” The man released a rope and pulled himself and Reth up the tower. “Hope you’re not afraid of heights.”

Iliya slithered through the metal gears. She tried to wish for various miracles as she climbed the tower.

Make Reth fall out of his grasp into my arms.

Give the man a brain aneurism.

Give the man a heart attack.

Make the man change his mind.

But nothing took hold. She reached the top of the tower and gasped.

The assassin, a lithe masked man dressed in all black, stood on the opposite side of the gently domed rooftop. He dangled Reth by the ankle over the edge.

“Surrender right now or I’ll drop him,” hissed the assassin.

Iliya held up her arms. “Fine. Just let him go.”

The assassin’s mouth, its form barely visible through the mask, curled into a smile. “You really are too easy. You don’t even know if I’ll keep my word.”

Iliya knelt as she tried to catch her breath and clear her head.

Then it hit her. She knew what needed to be done. There was only one deal God would take. One way out of this. One path. He had designed it this way.

She took a deep breath, stood to her full height, and gave the assassin a level glare. Slowly, resolutely, she walked toward him. Each footstep hit the dome with confident clarity.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Stop or I’ll drop him!”

Iliya kept walking.

“I’m not kidding around.” His voice took on an edge of fierce desperation. “My orders are to kill both of you.”

Her guardian’s voice echoed on the wind. Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the Universe. My recovery and death are in your hands. May my death be an atonement for all the sins and transgressions that I have committed before you. May you grant me a place in the world to come, which is promised to the righteous.

Iliya dove toward the assassin.

Into your hands, I place my soul, the guardian concluded.

In one fluid motion, the assassin cast Reth over the edge, shot Iliya in the chest, and lunged backward to rappel off the tower.

Iliya felt her body collide with the cold metal rooftop. Using her dwindling moments of consciousness, she prayed that Reth would land safely. And she knew, with certainty, that her miracle would be granted.
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Reth regained consciousness before he hit the ground. Miraculously, impossibly, the ground softened beneath him and cushioned his fall. At first, he thought he’d gone mad or that the assassin had succeeded in killing him.

Then, as he watched the assassin rappel down the side of the tower, he realized what had happened. No one could survive a fall like that without a miracle.

Reth carried no weapons, but he found some rocks near the tower base and hurled them at the assassin—specifically his head. The assassin dodged the rocks, glancing down at Reth.

But where was Iliya? She had to be nearby to cast her miracle at the appropriate time.

Bullets hit the grass. Reth dove around the tower and crouched behind the gears.

Diagraming the gears in his mind, Reth pulled a lever. The bell tolled, vibrating throughout the tower. The gears shifted and snapped the assassin’s rope.

The assassin fell a few meters before hooking another rope. Reth pulled the gears again, and the assassin fell.

Now recognizing the pattern, Reth grabbed a smaller gear. As the assassin reestablished his rappel, the gear rotated forward and sucked the rope in. He couldn’t move.

Reth held the gears steady. “Where is she?” he yelled over the clanging bell.

“She’s dead,” replied the assassin. “I shot her in the chest. I watched her go down.”

The ringing shook Reth’s skull. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not.” The assassin struggled against the gears. “I shot her on the roof of the tower. See for yourself.”

Reth started to climb, but as soon as he released the lever, the gears stirred again, and the assassin escaped confinement. He dove toward Reth and tried to smash his head against the surrounding metal.

Reth dodged the attack, but the assassin pulled out a knife and tried to slash Reth’s throat. Reth redirected the man’s hand and slammed it hard against the metal, causing him to drop his weapon.

The assassin pushed Reth down and triggered the machine. The gears caught one of Reth’s feet. He heard a sickening squish.

Blinding pain shot through his body. It was all-encompassing, crippling. He couldn’t breathe.

The assassin smiled, and he failed to notice a gear rising behind him. Reth braced his hands and kicked hard with his other foot. The assassin fell back, the gear caught him, and it lifted him high. The man’s eyes widened as they locked onto Reth’s. Then the gear yanked him backward and flattened most of his body between the cogs of two gears. His screaming filled the echoing caverns of the tower’s entrails.

Reth limped to the tower’s edge and laboriously climbed to the top using his arms and uninjured foot. Panting from the effort, he pulled himself higher, hoping fiercely that he would not find Iliya there as promised.

At the top, a figure lay crumpled across the tower dome. He hobbled toward her in dawning horror.

The bullet had lacerated her chest, and she was bleeding profusely. Reth removed his shirt and tried to stop the bleeding, but blood was everywhere. Iliya trembled, unconscious but still barely alive.

The edges of his vision blurred. He knew he would faint. A figure climbed toward them—Xquenda the trade leader.

“Help,” Reth stammered. “Iliya—dying.”

Then everything went black.


SECTION FIFTEEN:
FATE


CHAPTER 59

Iliya heard gentle humming—a tune that seemed familiar yet oddly distant. It awakened lost sensations in the deepest recesses of her mind, but it did not feel entirely real.

“You’re dying,” said her guardian.

“So are you,” she reasoned.

“Was it a fair trade?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation.

“He will go on to do amazing things.”

“I have no doubt.”

“You sacrificed quite a lot of your life energy to save him.”

“It was part of God’s plan,” she said wistfully.

“You’ve been trying to sacrifice yourself for your loved ones ever since I met you,” the guardian argued.

“I guess it worked this time.”

“You are not actually dead yet,” he noted.

“Really?”

“You gave up quite a lot, but you have a little bit left.”

“I do?”

“Yes. It’s God’s gift to you. A little extra to get your affairs in order.”

“How thoughtful.”

“You must choose a successor.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you said Reth—”

“Reth is a political leader, not a man of God. You must choose a prophet.”

“Alisha then.”

“She is missing.”

“Then we’ll find her.”

“You have very little time left, Iliya. It’s purely a gift. You should have died up on that tower.”

“I understand.”

“Best of luck.”
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Iliya awoke feeling woozy like she was drugged. She tried to comprehend the setting, the room, but nothing seemed to make sense. She was lying down, but she couldn’t feel her body. The room looked like a hospital—white and clean.

“Where am I?” she asked in a gurgling, inhuman voice.

A figure sitting near her bed stirred awake. The person leaned forward into her field of vision.

“Reth,” she murmured in that strange voice.

“We’re in Brasa,” he said. “We were magnicoptered here after the villagers stabilized you, alerted Brasa to your condition, and asked for our asylum. Brasa is still deciding whether to extradite us to The Republic, but they’ve treated our wounds.”

“Our? You’re hurt?”

“A little. My foot. It’s nothing major.”

“Oh.” She tried to take a deep breath but found she couldn’t. “I can’t breathe?”

“A machine is breathing for you,” Reth explained. “They’re putting in an artificial lung this afternoon. They needed to wait until you were more stable.”

“We must find Alisha.”

“Alisha? Why?”

“I need to . . . tell her some things, I guess.”

“I’ll try to get in touch with her again.”

“It’s important.”

“I’ll do everything I can,” Reth promised. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m not,” answered Iliya. “I can’t feel anything.”

“It’s the drugs. You’re heavily medicated.”

“I should be dead.”

“Iliya . . . I must know. Did you . . . request a miracle for me? How much of your life did you give up?”

She gazed into his big black eyes and felt a profound sadness. “All of it.”

Reth’s face flushed red, and his hands clenched into fists. But then the color drained quickly out of his face, while his eyes squinted in stricken dismay. “Why would you do that?” he asked, his voice breaking.

“It was God’s plan,” she said softly. “He intended for me to die. He knew what I would choose.”

“How . . . how much time?” he struggled to speak the words.

“I don’t know. Not much. Just enough to get my affairs in order, whatever that means.”

Reth lowered his face, averting his watery eyes. “You should have let me die.”

“No, Reth—I never would have done that. You know that. God knows that. This whole thing was set up.”

He shook his head.

“I must find Alisha. She’s supposed to be my successor.” Iliya paused, watching Reth sulk beside her. “And you’re supposed to serve as the world’s earthly leader.”

Reth gave a hollow laugh.

“My mother predicted this, remember? She said I wouldn’t return home. And she said you hold the world in your hands.”

A masked nurse with curly brown hair checked on Iliya’s machines. “You’re stable enough for surgery,” she announced. “We need to implant the artificial lung.”

As the nurse fiddled with the dials, Iliya locked her eyes onto Reth’s. “I love you,” she said as clearly as she could through the garbling machines. “I’m not sure I’ve ever told you that. I wanted to be sure—”

Iliya faded out of consciousness.
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When Iliya awoke the following morning, she could breathe on her own.

“Good morning,” said Reth when she opened her eyes. He sat in a chair beside her bed. “How do you feel?”

“Woozy.” Her voice had mostly returned to normal, albeit a bit raspy. “Still sort of numb. My head hurts.”

“The surgery took eight hours yesterday, but the doctors say you’re going to be fine.”

“Yeah, but what do they know?”

Reth frowned. “Maybe you cheated God. Or maybe he changed his mind.”

“No,” said Iliya. “I don’t have long.”

The nurse came in and checked Iliya’s vitals.

“We must get going,” said Iliya. “We must find Alisha. I should say goodbye to my siblings.”

“Hush,” said Reth after glancing at the beeping machines. “You’re in no position to go anywhere.”

The nurse turned to Reth. “Let’s take a look at that foot.” She bent down and unwrapped gauze.

Iliya gasped at the gruesomely mangled and crushed remains of his foot. “What happened?”

“Had a problem fighting the assassin,” Reth explained curtly.

“Looks like the microvascular treatment isn’t working,” said the nurse. “Our only option is prosthesis.”

“I don’t understand,” said Iliya. “God promised you would be all right.”

“Maybe he needed to take my foot to give you back a little life,” Reth muttered. “Or perhaps he just enjoys making us suffer.”

“I’ll get you prepped for surgery,” said the nurse.
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While Reth was in surgery, Iliya floated in and out of consciousness.

At one point, Iliya inadvertently meditated into her spirit form—completely whole and healthy, it seemed, and floating above her medicated body.

Her guardian waited in a shadowy corner of the room.

“How much time do I have left?” she asked him.

“I don’t know.”

“Will I know when it’s coming?”

Her guardian considered the question. “I imagine you’ll get some kind of premonition. You’re too connected to the spirit world not to feel something. And of course, I’ll try to warn you if I can.”

“Guardian . . . what is death like?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Oh.” Iliya frowned at her peacefully resting body. “I hope it’s not painful.”

The guardian shook his head. “I believe God does provide comfort in those final moments.”

“How magnanimous.”

“Your mortal life must end because God has a part for you to play here in the spirit world.”

“Will I become a gray spirit?” she asked in distaste, unable to keep the fear out of her voice.

“No.” The guardian took on a surly note. “But I believe you will become something even more intolerable to you.”

“And I suppose I have no choice in the matter.”

“You will have a choice,” said the guardian cryptically, “but the stakes are high enough that I think you will want to accept God’s offer.”


CHAPTER 60

Reth knew he might never recover the full use of his left foot.

When he had awoken from surgery with the prosthetic foot successfully attached, the doctors had told him that he could expect considerable pain for a few months and that he would need extensive physical therapy. Despite their optimism that he would one day learn to use his artificial foot naturally, he had suspected the truth: this was an act of God.

He was furious with Iliya’s God—not for his foot, though that certainly wasn’t ideal, but for Iliya. What game was God playing by asking her to bargain her life and then restoring her to full strength? Iliya’s surgery was successful; she seemed fine. Was it all some trick, some manipulation of her God to secure her acquiescence or to demonstrate his power over her life? Reth suspected Iliya was, in fact, capable of a full recovery.

Regardless of what her God claimed, Reth resolved to continue treating Iliya as an equal partner in their revolutionary efforts. Together in the same hospital room again, Reth updated her on the current political situation. “The assassin was a Republic operative. His mission was to find and murder us.”

“How did he find us?” Iliya wondered. Her thick hair was tangled from days spent in bed, but her cheeks were vibrant again, her hazel eyes bright. “There are so many uncharted villages between Brasa and P&C.”

“Do you remember the mayor of the neighboring village—the one we instructed how to properly dispose of technological waste?”

Iliya nodded.

“She suspected our true identities and alerted Republic authorities. In return, The Republic promised to shower her village with untold luxuries.”

Iliya huffed a sigh. “That’s disappointing.”

“There’s more bad news.” Reth gathered his courage, but it was important that she know the full extent of the situation. He needed her partnership on their next steps at this critical moment. “The Republic and P&C both instigated more mass killings in Toyosoni.”

Iliya looked stricken.

“There is some good news,” he offered, eager to cheer her again. “The Republic has kept the Eastern Robin Network in operation. They find it a useful mechanism for disseminating information beyond the confines of the epicenter and a decisive method of controlling the masses since the villagers will agree to almost anything to continue receiving supplies.”

“Well . . . I’m grateful for that, at least.”

“The Republic is furious at Brasa for protecting us and has demanded our immediate extradition.”

Iliya’s brow furrowed. “What do Brasa’s leaders think?”

“They’re debating what to do.”

“And what about P&C? Are they calling for our extradition too? Or are they on our side?”

Reth gave a dry chuckle. “P&C has remained decidedly neutral.”

“We should escape, right?” Iliya asked with urgency. “Leave Brasa before they can decide what to do with us?”

Reth shook his head. “The hospital is heavily guarded, and we’re in no condition to elude them.”

“We can’t stay here though, can we?”

Reth shrugged. “Maybe Brasa will decide not to extradite us.”

“Can we take that risk? Surely The Republic will execute us if they get their hands on us.”

“We’ll need to advance our plan more quickly than we anticipated. I think it’s time for me to start using my influence as RA.” He sat up against the pillows, pulled out his e-rook, and reactivated it—not a danger now, since The Republic already knew their location. “I had hoped to do this with Toyosoni and P&C on our side, but I guess plans had to change.”

“What will you do?” asked Iliya.

“I intend to craft a scathing letter outlining the epicenters’ evil actions, blaming the system of corporate control, and urging people to start organizing.”

“Oh.” Iliya kept her gaze fixed on him as he pulled up a blank text file. “Well, no one can inspire people like you can.”

He met her eyes. Was she feeling hopeful or hopeless? “I know it seems like we’re in a desperate situation right now,” he said in a low voice. “But we hold the keys to spark a revolution.”

Over the next few minutes, he drafted his letter emphasizing the power of individuals. As consumers and stockholders, individuals had ultimate control over the fate of corporations—if individuals acted collectively.

Then Reth sent his article to Vera. Within hours, the world was reacting to RA’s latest.

Throughout the day and into the evening, Reth continued releasing new articles revealing secret information about the corporations and suggesting ways of gutting the companies, tanking their stocks, rendering them powerless, and reclaiming ownership of government. Storm the corporate headquarters if you must, he wrote. You have the tools now. You have power. Use it.

“Are you sure instigating them to violence is a good idea?” asked Iliya warily.

He couldn’t help but smile. His good-hearted, idealistic Iliya—of course she wouldn’t support the use of violence as a political tool. But the real world didn’t live in a religious bubble where God could compel them to righteous action. Real social change would take difficult, messy human activism. “Just a little violence at the outset,” Reth assured her, “to wrest power away from the epicenters. It will be far less violent than what the corporate executives do every day.”

He warned readers that, if he and Iliya were released into The Republic’s custody, then the Robin Network would soon be dismantled. The corporations held a vice grip on the supplies people needed to survive. But if everyone mobilized at once, there would be no way to stop them.

In his heart, Reth knew the truth. He could remake the world. Now was the moment. Nothing would ever be the same after today. He had the power to shape the future.
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Iliya felt a pit in her stomach that grew to a gnawing anxiety over the impending violence.

As she and Reth continued receiving treatment in the hospital, Reth published articles through Veritas as RA. He used all his remaining connections to alert local leaders to start gathering their supporters and stage strikes, stock sales, and coordinated acts of rebellion in company headquarters. Iliya understood his reasoning justifying the violence. With the recent RA articles and media attention, this critical moment could spur social action. Plus, she knew on some level that it would be unfair of her to judge his tactics since he would be the one leading the world into its next phase, not her. Still, she grieved for the lives that would be lost.

Meanwhile, Republic officials threatened to cut ties with Brasa if they did not turn in Reth and Iliya. The hospital doubled its security.

Euro was the first epicenter to see insurrection. Iliya’s heart hammered in her chest as she watched reporters cover the historic event on the viewscreen.

“I’m Hilda Mehta, here at the Euro corporate headquarters, where spoke townspeople arrived en masse about three hours ago.” The reporter Hilda spoke with a breathless energy and doe-eyed shock. “Most top executives have fled the region, including our CEO, Louisa Bernard. Euro stock has plummeted, and the epicenter has dissolved into chaos. Nikolina Vuković, self-proclaimed prophet of the Euro region, led the rebellion and speaks to us now on the steps of the headquarters.”

Hilda held her microphone toward Nikolina—a beautiful, severe woman in her mid-thirties with glamorous red hair falling in waves past her chiseled ivory-toned face.

“You may know my father, famous soccer player Dragan Vuković, whose very public knee injury tragically cut short his career,” Nikolina began, her voice firm and strident. “Or you may have seen my mother Radka’s popular cooking show, Borscht and Bratwurst. But I am here today with a singular purpose—to fight the unfair treatment in Euro. Now is our moment to enact deep political changes. It starts today. And it starts with one demand—the immediate release of Iliya Rusul and Reth Alem.”

Iliya’s throat prickled with unease. Reth reached across the bed and seized her hand.

“We have plunged our epicenter into economic disaster,” Nikolina continued, aggressive and powerful, “but we did it so, like a phoenix, we could rise from the ashes. Euro has never been the most profitable epicenter—but we can become the most admired government.”

A familiar face popped onto the screen.

“Jonamos,” Iliya cried. It was the boy from Ziya, a few years older than Iliya remembered him and now with ample stubble dotting his cheeks and chin.

“Nikolina listened to the voice of her people,” said Jonamos in thickly accented common language. “She sees the possibilities ahead of us. And we need Iliya and Reth, the brainpowers behind the Robin Network and RA, to guide us through this tumultuous point and to help us elect representative leaders.”

Warmth spread through Iliya’s chest. Jonamos was alive, thriving, and committed to activism on a global scale. “Nice of Jonamos to speak on our behalf,” she said to Reth. “I’m surprised Nikolina was willing to do that to her own epicenter, though. Usually, the prophets are so protective of their domains.”

“She must have been convinced this was the only way to save it,” said Reth. “Euro was definitely the next target for a takeover—there’s no doubt about it. Their stock was the lowest of the remaining epicenters. She must have read the signs.”

“And it looks like she had a few vocal activists convincing her,” said Iliya while watching Jonamos behind the reporter. He affectionately grasped the hand of one of Nikolina’s aides, an attractive man, tall and blond.

Iliya grinned with joy for Jonamos. Clearly, he had found love through the internet and far outside his hometown. And somehow, he had managed to mobilize followers of RA.

In times like these, Iliya felt deeply proud of what the Robin Network had enabled.
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The next afternoon, as Iliya waited for Reth to complete his physical therapy, she listened to the shouting crowds outside the hospital windows. She had spent a sleepless night worrying. Reports of violence, complete with graphic captures, had spread over the internet. She had watched it all unfold on the hospital viewscreen.

Euro’s fall precipitated others. Civil unrest bubbled around the globe and detonated a chain of explosive conflicts. In Umea, riots broke out as clashes between protesters and corporate security turned violent—but luckily, the violence was mostly contained to a few isolated incidents. Protesters in The Republic tried to burn down their corporate building, but security teams brutally murdered them before they could reach the building. Bodies stacked in the streets; rivers of blood oozed down the storm drains.

Despite The Republic’s swift retribution, their stocks plummeted. Stockholders sold their shares in droves, desperate to profit before there would be no money left. The revolution had begun.

With the global economy in crisis, mobs had gathered outside the hospital to make various demands—that Brasa free Iliya and Reth, that Brasa extradite them to The Republic, and that Brasa even kill them. Security teams ensured only certain doctors and nurses got access to Iliya and Reth. No one could get in without prior authorization.

Yet somehow, the door slammed open. A man lunged toward her.

Iliya’s heart jumped in her chest—was he here to kill her? The machines reading her vital signs beeped in a frenzy.

He stopped and peered warily around the room. He carried no weapons, but he held his body as if ready to fight.

When he saw they were alone, he relaxed his posture. Iliya tried to catch her breath. He was about her age, average height, with messy brown hair, flushed cheeks the color of red clay, and a muscular build. He was panting and sweating profusely.

“Oh, good,” he said in the epicenter common language. “I expected additional security.”

“Who are you?” asked Iliya while trying to figure out how to defend herself.

“Gabriel Diogo de Oliveira,” he answered. “Brasa’s prophet.”

Iliya sighed her relief. “A prophet?”

He nodded. “It took a few miracles to make my way in here, but I had to see you.”

“What’s going on down there?”

“It’s chaos.” He crossed the room and gazed through the bulletproof window. “The world is falling apart.”

“Reth says it must fall apart before he can put it back together.”

Gabriel smiled grimly. “Oh yeah? He intends to do that himself, does he? Rather confident. Or foolish might be more apt.”

“Well, he won’t have my help.”

Gabriel watched her with an impassive look.

“Why did you come here at such great risk to yourself?” asked Iliya.

“A few reasons.” Gabriel began pacing. “First, I wanted to see if I could help you in any way. You seem to do be doing a fine job of destroying the world all on your own, but perhaps you could use someone who has the ability to leave the confines of the hospital. Two, I wanted to ask just what the hell you think you’re doing.” He walked and talked with a bold energy, his voice firm and explosive like a flint sparking against a rock. “And three, I have a message for you from Alisha.”

“Alisha?” Iliya sat up straighter.

Gabriel nodded. “She’s trying to make her way here to come see you. The Republic has her on special assignment in their epicenter, but she received the messages you’ve been sending her, and she knows you urgently want to speak with her. She thinks it would be best to speak in person.”

“I agree,” said Iliya. “But it can’t be easy for her to come here.”

Gabriel shrugged. “The Republic seems to have their hands full quelling the riots you started.” His voice shook with anger, and his brown eyes narrowed.

“Gabriel . . . perhaps I should explain—”

“I would appreciate that.” He folded his arms.

“Each individual prophet is assigned to protect their own territory. Alisha was assigned to Pan, and you’re assigned here to Brasa. You’re supposed to do everything in your power to keep the epicenter prospering and keep the people safe and happy.”

“I know my mission,” said Gabriel dryly.

“But my task is much broader. I was assigned to the whole world. Of course, I don’t always know with certainty that what Reth and I are doing is right. But I do know Reth is supposed to lead this world into the next great age in preparation for the Messiah’s coming.”

“And how many people do you plan to kill in the process?”

Iliya shook her head. “We don’t want to kill anyone.”

“But you already have. How many died on the steps of The Republic’s headquarters? How many executives died in Toyosoni during the hostile takeover?” He clenched his fists. “I will not let my epicenter face the same fate.”

“Those are exactly the kinds of things we’re trying to prevent,” insisted Iliya. “If we stepped out of the way, do you think P&C and The Republic would let you live when they buy your epicenter?”

“Without our help,” interjected Reth from the doorway, “Brasa would surely face the same fate as Toyosoni and Pan.”

Gabriel looked up.

“Iliya—who is our new friend?” asked Reth.

“Gabriel Diogo de Oliveira,” he introduced.

“He’s Brasa’s prophet,” added Iliya.

“Well, that explains how he managed to get here.” Reth stood tall with his usual commanding presence. “Welcome to our current hideout.”

“Alisha is coming,” Iliya informed Reth. “She managed to get in touch with Gabriel. She’s trying to find a way here.”

Reth nodded, his gaze still fixed on Gabriel. “So you came here to argue politics with us in the meantime?”

“I came here to protect my people,” said Gabriel resolutely.

“With any luck, Brasa will take the same plunge as Euro,” said Reth. “They will destroy their government, tank their economy, and force their owning company to divest or go bankrupt. Once the corporation’s power is dispersed, the people can choose representative governments, separate from the corporations, to regulate them and the economy.”

Iliya marveled at the sweeping power of his vision—still so inspiring despite all the challenges he’d faced.

Reth continued, “If you strike quickly and decisively, the people will not stay poor for long, and the corporations will not have the ability to kill your citizens.”

“Like the citizens of The Republic?” asked Gabriel with a sarcastic bite. “Because your plan worked so well there?”

“The Republic is much more powerful than Brasa,” Reth explained. “They have a significantly larger profit margin, many more employed defense and security agents, and a much tighter grip on their people. It’s possible they may fall only after the rest of the global economy goes first.”

“I will not consign my own people to poverty,” Gabriel spat. “I will not render their stocks worthless or their government weak and defenseless.”

“You may not need to,” said Iliya, gesturing toward the screen across the room, which was switched on but muted.

The screen depicted the riot currently raging outside. Crowds held flags from Toyosoni, P&C, and even a few from the former Pan.

Iliya unmuted the screen.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” gasped the reporter, a young man with coiffed brown hair and sparkling brown eyes. “Protesters from all over the world have gathered here in Brasa to demand the release of patients Iliya Rusul and Reth Alem.” The reporter leaned down to one protester. “Explain to us why you’re here.”

“Before the Robin Network, we had nothing,” said the protester, a woman in her mid-thirties speaking thickly accented common language. “My sister died of a bacterial infection, and my husband was close to death as well. The Robin Network saved us. I would do anything to protect Iliya and Reth.”

The reporter turned to another protester, an older woman with graying hair and silver glasses. “This is Himari Sato, the former Chief Information Officer from Toyosoni, who barely escaped with her life after the hostile takeover,” explained the reporter. “Ma’am—why are you here today?”

“I didn’t want to believe RA, but he’s right,” said the former CIO with a wild breathlessness. “As long as the corporations continue to run government, the people are not safe. We need representative governments, and we need corporate regulations.”

“And now, we go live to Brasa headquarters, where CEO Eduardo Silva is preparing to make a statement.”

Gabriel sat on the edge of Iliya’s bed as he watched the screen. Reth stood beside Iliya and casually took her hand.

The camera fixed onto the CEO—a middle-aged man, bald with shrewd brown eyes, ochre-toned skin, and a firm square jaw. He sat behind a large wooden desk with his hands folded before him.

“Greetings, my fellow citizens.” The CEO spoke in a calm, gentle voice. “We have watched as riots erupted in other epicenters. Our decisions today affect not only us, but future generations. Do we continue to support the Robin Network that has brought so much to so many? What do we do with the international fugitives we have in our custody, the infamous heroes our skilled doctors painstakingly cared for?” He paused, staring gravely into the camera. “These are difficult decisions—and ones with broad consequences.”

Reth squeezed her hand.

The CEO continued, “Our executives have worked tirelessly over the past few days to design a new, effective strategy. We have tried to understand what our people need and how our corporation can thrive. Under the current circumstances, our economists fear the falling stocks of our neighboring epicenters will create a cascading effect. We have already begun to see our own stocks falter, and many suspect the only reason our stocks continue to stay afloat is because we still hold Iliya Rusul and Reth Alem in our custody. The ball is in our court, so to speak.”

Gabriel looked at Iliya. “You caused this,” he whispered.

“Shh,” Reth urged.

The CEO resumed his statement. “If we relinquish Iliya and Reth to The Republic, our economy will almost certainly collapse. However, with tensions as high as they are, we cannot hold these fugitives for much longer without provoking war. Therefore, we have decided to facilitate the development of a Brasa government separate from the corporation.”

“What?” asked Gabriel.

Reth smiled at Iliya. She swallowed her gnawing sense of unease.

“With its mission only to serve the people,” the CEO continued, “the government can regulate the corporation as you see fit. I offer my finest advisers, economists, and policymakers to begin construction of this government with you, the people. I am sure, with our talents combined, we can find a way for the economy to prosper and for our people to feel appropriately represented. I ask that each spoke town and neighboring village choose a representative to meet here in the epicenter to help decide how the new government should operate.”

“That will be . . . a massive endeavor,” said Gabriel.

“You can handle it, Gabriel,” Iliya assured him gently.

The CEO added, “I also implore Iliya Rusul and Reth Alem, assuming they are healthy enough, to coach us through this process. I know some of you may suspect we will try to harm these representatives when they arrive, but we cannot begin this process unless we offer an olive branch of trust. I am trying to avoid unnecessary deaths, the exile of my finest officers like we have seen in Euro, or the murder of our own citizens as we have seen in The Republic. I truly believe this new government can operate in all our best interests. If there is some way I can assuage your fears and guarantee your safety at the outset, I am happy to consider it.” He cleared his throat. “Thank you, and best wishes for the highest successes.”

Iliya muted the screen again.

“Unexpected,” said Reth, “but understandable. Brasa can see they’ll either end up like Euro with the corporate leadership collapsing, or like The Republic with violent acts to crush the rebellion. Either way, their stocks will fall. By planting corporate advisers in the new government early on, they hope to build a government that is receptive to their needs and profit motives. They would rather weather government regulations than a crashing economy.”

“Is it possible?” asked Gabriel in a small voice, his eyes wide. “Is it possible we will get through this without violence?”

“His request for trust is not minor, though,” Iliya warned them. “How can we believe he won’t just murder the representatives on sight?”

“We will take steps to ensure their safety,” Reth assured her.

He seemed so confident, so composed, and Iliya’s chest tightened with longing—she wished she could plan the future with him, but she knew this was not her future to shape.

For a moment, she found it hard to breathe.

Reth gestured to Gabriel. “Can I trust this to your power?”

Gabriel closed his eyes briefly, then nodded. “I know just what to do. The CEO is not lying. He is willing to set up the new government, though he is planning corruption. I will do everything in my power to make sure the people are safe and well-represented.”

“I am willing to serve as an adviser,” said Reth, “though I imagine Mr. Silva doesn’t actually want our help so much as the benefits of our fame.”

Gabriel nodded. “I will be in touch.” He hurried out of the hospital room.
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Reth studied Iliya. Her eyes were cast down, seemingly focused on nothing in particular. The fire, the ferocity that usually defined her, had been replaced with a detachment and aloofness. Her cheeks were unusually pale, hollowed like empty seashells.

His heart sank as he realized that she didn’t intend to survive.

“You have already distanced yourself from this,” he said softly. “I can see it.”

Iliya shrugged. “Forgive me if I don’t want to spend my final days with the CEO of Brasa.”

“You’re still here.” He knew his anger was inappropriate, but he couldn’t stop himself. “The doctors successfully installed an artificial lung. You could live for years.”

She shook her head. “These diplomatic solutions and newly rising governments—they are your future, not mine.”

“So . . . you’re just giving up?” He sat on the edge of the bed, willing her to find the strength to stay with him. “That’s not the Iliya I know.”

“I’m not giving up.” Her fingers clenched the bedcovers, and his breath caught as he feared his words might be hurting her. “I’m just trying to get my affairs in order, as I was instructed.” Her voice only shook slightly, but it was enough for him—she did care. She did resent her fate. Why was she so determined to suppress her feelings?

“Why don’t you fight it?” he pressed her.

“What can I do?” She kept her gaze fixed on the bed. “I’m convinced you will be able to lead the world through its next tumultuous political phase. I need to make sure Alisha will be looking out for the other sides of things—the human side, the spiritual side, and quality of life.”

“I care about those things too,” said Reth with a bite of sullenness.

“I know. But given how involved you’ll need to get with the nitty-gritty of political dynamics, you need someone who can keep track of the big picture.”

“No one can replace you.” His throat was so tight he could hardly speak over the whirring hospital machines.

“Reth . . .” She sighed, and he cringed at the tone she had used, like he was a wayward schoolchild to be pitied. “I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too.”

“It’s so cruel.” His voice shook, but he willed himself to keep going. It was important for her to understand. “I thought I’d lost you up on that tower. I thought there was no way you could survive something like that in the time it would take us to reach help. But you made it. You’re here. You’re healthy. You’re speaking to me.” He grasped her hands. “I can’t bear to lose you again.”

She swallowed. “You must keep going, Reth. The world is depending on you.”

His chest burned with rage. “Why did you do it?” He blinked away tears. “Why did you trade your life for mine?”

“I know it was selfish.” She withdrew her hands.

He chided himself for hurting her this way. How could sacrificing herself be selfish?

“I wanted God to let you live, Reth. And I didn’t give you a choice. But you have a job to do here.”

He remained silent.

“We never had a chance,” Iliya continued, sounding empty and hollow again. “I was always destined to be a servant to fate.”

“You’re no one’s servant.” Reth took her hand again, determined to hold onto her as long as possible. “You’re stronger than that.”

“Not stronger than death,” she reminded him softly.

He could offer no response. But as long as she was breathing, he would keep her close. Even if she was resigned to her fate, he wouldn’t let go of her so easily. He pulled her into a fierce embrace, evading the wires that kept her chained to her monitoring machines.

Iliya trembled in his arms. “Please don’t forget that I love you,” she whispered.

He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t stop his tears.


CHAPTER 61

For Iliya, the days passed in a blur, but the hours felt long. Hospital life was repetitive with the influx and outflow of nurses checking her vitals, the intermittent beeping of machines, and the bright blinking lights. Reth stayed busy coordinating with Gabriel, writing pieces for Veritas, and completing his physical therapy. Iliya cherished the nights when Reth would climb into her bed around the connected tubes and wires, hold her close to his beating heart, and spill tears into her hair.

She tried not to think too much about her own future—or lack thereof—but she couldn’t help but wonder how long she had left, what the end would feel like, and whether she would get to see Alisha one last time.

On the viewscreen, Iliya watched the cascading announcements of other CEOs following Brasa’s example. The Somton CEO Londiwe Dlamini outlined her intention to partner with the local prophet Kholwa Nkosi to oversee a peaceful transition to a representative government.

“Kholwa is particularly respected for her advocacy for farm workers, since she comes from a family-run farm herself,” Londiwe announced with earnest brown eyes, her afro hair tied in a colorful head wrap. “Kholwa’s guidance will be instrumental as we codesign the new government.”

Then came P&C with Cwen, cool and composed as always with her snow-white hair and piercing gray eyes, as she praised the lack of violence in P&C and declared her intention to facilitate the transition to representative governance. Grayce stood demurely behind her—perhaps the only time Iliya had ever seen her look demure—and nervously chewed her lip.

No matter their station or politics, everyone called on Reth and Iliya to guide the negotiations.

Around midday, a knock sounded on the door.

Iliya was solving a small wooden puzzle in bed while Reth sat nearby reading the latest news on his e-rook.

“Excuse me?” asked the nurse as she slid the door open. “You have some visitors. They have the proper documentation.”

She stepped aside and allowed two people entry. Reth rose to his feet.

Iliya saw a face she had pictured almost daily since leaving Pan years ago—those bright eyes, that wide smile, and just a bit older than Iliya remembered.

“Alisha!” cried Iliya in delight.

Alisha ran forward and collected Iliya into a warm embrace. “Oh, Iliya, I’ve missed you so much.”

Iliya breathed in the familiar scent of her hair and felt, for a moment, like she could die happy just by feeling her friend’s presence again.

“I couldn’t believe it when I heard what had happened to you . . . I was so scared, and I was so glad they could heal you. I wanted to see you so badly,” rambled Alisha, who was uncharacteristically inarticulate. She gripped Iliya’s shoulders and peered at her. “Iliya, I’m so sorry about what happened between us. I never should have blamed you like that. I was so upset, but then you were gone, and I couldn’t get in touch with you—” Her voice started to break.

“It’s okay,” assured Iliya. “I’m just . . . happy you’re okay and everything’s okay.” Suddenly, it felt like no time at all had passed, like they could pick up their friendship right where they’d left it. Warm tears welled in her eyes, just like in Alisha’s.

Iliya then noticed the guest who had accompanied Alisha was still standing near the doorway—a young man, perhaps twenty-five, with black hair, pale-beige skin, and black eyes. Reth was watching him.

“Who is this?” asked Iliya.

“Liu Jian-min,” Alisha introduced. “He’s the prophet from The Republic.”

They all peered at him in open curiosity.

He returned their gazes levelly.

“He was sent here to keep an eye on me,” Alisha explained. “The Republic wouldn’t let me come on my own, and I couldn’t risk trying to sneak here. So Jian-min is here to supervise me.”

“Makes sense,” Reth grumbled.

Iliya frowned at Jian-min. “Where have you been? When The Republic was tearing the world apart on its imperial rampage, where was God’s prophet?”

“I was protecting my people,” he answered. “I was helping my epicenter achieve greatness and prosperity.”

“That’s evil,” charged Iliya, her throat blazing with anger. “I don’t understand how you could facilitate such horrific actions when you have prophetic power at your fingertips.”

“The other prophets do the same thing I do,” he argued with no emotion. “They just aren’t as honest about it or as effective. Alisha has tried to protect the former Pan territory while inside The Republic, but she isn’t nearly as effective as I am.”

Alisha rolled her eyes and said slowly, “We’ve already had many similar discussions.” She glanced at Iliya. “I suggest you don’t waste your breath, Iliya.”

“Take her words to heart,” said Jian-min, his tone direct and sharp like precisely aimed darts. “Particularly since your breaths are numbered.”

“What does that mean?” asked Alisha.

“I’m dying,” said Iliya. “I’ve traded my last miracles. God wants my soul back.”

“What?” Alisha gasped. “That’s crazy! You’re doing well . . .” She glanced frantically at the machines. “Your vitals are strong. Your artificial lung is operating within specifications—”

“Search yourself, Alisha,” said Iliya. “You know it to be true.”

Alisha fell silent, her shoulders slumping.

Reth exhaled a shaking breath.

“How much time do you have left?” asked Alisha.

Jian-min answered in a firm, callous tone, “Very little.”

“I wasn’t asking you,” spat Alisha.

“He’s right,” said Iliya. “I don’t know when, but it’s soon.”

“Iliya . . .” Alisha grasped Iliya’s hands. “You’ve been the greatest friend I’ve ever known. I’ll never forgive myself for abandoning you.”

“You didn’t abandon me. You helped me get out safely. You collaborated with Reth even though it put you at great risk. And you’ve had to do everything behind the scenes without getting any credit publicly for all the good you’ve done.”

Tears glistened in Alisha’s eyes. “I’m nowhere near as righteous as you make me out to be. But I promise, I will keep fighting from here on.”

“I know you will,” said Iliya. “Listen—my guardian told me to name a successor, someone who can use their prophetic powers to keep the world safe and to make sure people everywhere get what they need. I want it to be you, Alisha.”

Alisha couldn’t speak through her tears.

“It will be a hard adjustment for you,” said Iliya. “You’re used to looking out just for Pan. But in the last few years, I suspect you’ve had to broaden your sights a bit with Pan no longer intact. I need you to take a global view of things—you can’t just put Pan’s needs ahead of everyone else’s, okay?”

“Okay,” whispered Alisha. “I promise.”

“And someone needs to keep this guy in check.” Iliya nodded toward Reth.

He watched from the shadows with a grim expression. Iliya suspected he knew this reunion would only hasten her death. God had wanted her to name a successor, and now that she had, God had little reason to keep her alive much longer.

“I’ll do my best,” Alisha replied, wiping her eyes.
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Iliya Rusul didn’t notice that the spiritual energy in the room began to shift. It was imperceptible to all except those who were especially spiritually aligned—the guardians, along with all other spiritual entities who happened to be present in this holy space at this hallowed moment.

“It is time,” Iliya’s guardian whispered with gravity.

Iliya’s gaze snapped to Jian-min, who was still standing in the doorway. His guardian, Omega—a dense vermilion color with black eyes—hovered silently behind him.

“Are you going to do what you came here to do?” Iliya asked tonelessly.

Jian-min’s lips twisted into a smile. “No need.”

Alisha glanced in confusion between the two of them. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“While you two were hugging and gushing, the nurse adjusted Iliya’s medication,” Jian-min explained. “But she made a slight error.”

The machine beeped faster as Iliya’s heartbeat quickened.

“The muscle stimulants that keep your lung functioning need to be applied in a precise dosage,” Jian-min continued. “Too much, and you could go into cardiac arrest.”

“Nurse,” called Reth in a panic. He pounded the emergency button on the wall and ran into the hallway. “We need help!”

“It’s too late,” murmured Jian-min as Iliya’s breathing became short and labored.

Alisha took Iliya’s hand and held it firmly. “I won’t leave your side until it’s over,” she promised.

Felicia floated further away from her mortal charge—the opposite of her usual instinct—to slip her monstrous blue hand into that of Iliya’s guardian. She blinked up at him with tears in her eyes. “May God bless you and keep you,” she whispered. “A prayer from both our religions.”

He squeezed her hand in return.

Then he leaned over Iliya, his massive presence like a shadow hovering over her weakening body. He sang in a soothing voice the same prayer he’d uttered before Iliya’s last brush with death.

My recovery and death are in your hands.

Everything slowed down. The angels, the demons, the gray spirits present—they held their breaths, watching in rapt anticipation. Their prophet was being called home.

May my death be an atonement for all the sins and transgressions that I have committed before you.

Nurses attempted to resuscitate her. Jian-min laughed. His guardian Omega bowed her head.

May you grant me a place in the world to come . . .

Reth cried out—a raw, heartbreaking sound. It rang through the Earth and heavens, echoing up to God himself. It pierced the fogginess of Iliya’s mind and made her want to live just a minute longer.

. . . which is promised to the righteous.

A calm, peaceful presence descended over the room, wrapping all beings there in its love.

Into your hands, I place my soul.

Iliya squeezed Alisha’s hand, and then her consciousness melted away. Her guardian flickered out of existence.

You are One.
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Iliya Rusul would not see the completion of her life’s work. She would not see the epicenters fall. She would not see the people choose their new governments separate from the money-making corporations, which would find other ways to make money. Subsidiaries would be divested to increase competition, and antitrust regulations would be implemented. It would be a long, slow process determining territory borders, governmental rules, and divisions of power. But with the corporations separated from the governments, the process could begin.

She would not see Reth Alem rise as a trusted world leader and adviser to most of the world’s governments. Even the isolated, neglected villages far from the epicenters, the islands off the coasts, and the people at the furthest edges of giant continents would have ready access to government representatives to ensure the appropriate sharing of world resources through the Robin Network.

She would not see Alisha Veda rise to prominence as the world’s foremost scientist, ushering in a new era of scientific innovation and achievement. In the years to come, Iliya would be credited with bringing Reth and Alisha to power; they, along with the Robin Network, would be her greatest legacies.

Dignitaries from all over the world attended Iliya’s funeral. She was buried in former Pan-C near the ruins of the dismantled chemical plant she had helped take down. Her siblings, Baq and Pamela, and her mother, Cassandra, were magnicoptered in for the funeral.

During the ceremony, many people spoke on her behalf—people who knew her well along with people who hardly knew her at all. After the ceremony ended, the crowd dispersed little by little, all saying their own goodbyes.

At the very end of the ceremony, only Reth and Alisha stayed behind to pay their last respects. They stood among the cleared ruins, now an empty dirt field with a marshy lake in the distance. The air was appropriately cool, moderate with an undercurrent of electric chill that settled in their bones whenever the wind stirred. Though the scene was empty, gray, and oppressively quiet, the wind carried a sensation of continued motion. Reth and Alisha stood shoulder to shoulder, peering down at the patch of dirt covering her casket.

Reth knelt before the gravestone, his knees hitting the dirt with an uneven jerk; one leg still dragged behind the other. It was a relatively small gravestone for such a noted figure, the gray plaque smooth and unassuming. “I was so angry at her,” he whispered.

“I’m sure she understood, Reth,” Alisha comforted him.

He shook his head. His body felt weak from crying, yet even after days of tears, still they refilled his eyes. “She gave me a gift I don’t deserve.”

“That’s the funny thing about gifts.”

He paused, not knowing what to say. “I miss her so much,” he confessed awkwardly.

Alisha placed a hand on his shoulder. “Me too.”

She uttered a brief prayer, then retreated across the field to give Reth a chance to be alone.

He struggled to inhale. “Iliya . . . you gave me my future. I will do everything in my power to live up to that sacrifice.” He placed a palm on the dirt before him. “Our time together was too short. But I will dedicate the rest of my life to your memory. I will live my life for you. I will continue your mission. Oh, Iliya . . . I will do everything I can to keep your memory alive.”

After a moment of silence, he stood and followed Alisha back toward Pan.


EPILOGUE

A vast presence hovered in a hallowed space physically located many light-years beyond Earth yet also intimately linked to Earth through bonds unseen by mortal eyes. His body was not made of material form, but his consciousness could access infinite knowledge and was many times more powerful than even the whole of humanity combined—and very concerned with humanity’s fate.

“I am pleased you agreed to my request, Iliya,” he rumbled with evident satisfaction.

“As usual, your requests are more like requirements,” she muttered in return.

He laughed—a powerful, thundering sound. “There is always free will.”

“In my own life, I saw the myriad ways you bent free will to your advantage,” she said a bit sadly.

“I only seek the salvation of humankind.” He had a slow, easy way of speaking like each statement was a grand pronouncement.

“And what kind of salvation is that?”

“You will find out in your new role.”

“My mother saw visions of the apocalypse when I was younger. Is that . . . a potential future we’re trying to avoid?”

“There are many potential futures,” he answered cryptically. “It is one of the exciting things about humanity.”

“But who am I serving?” she pressed him. “How many gods are there? Are you at war with each other?”

“You will take your orders from me alone,” he thundered, his tone hardening a bit. “That is all you need to know.”

Iliya glanced down at her new physical form. “I know it sounds petty, but . . . did you have to make me look like this?”

“That is the process. Even I can only do so much to bend the laws of physics.”

“I suppose.” She shifted, practicing the way her new ghostlike form glided from place to place. “To be honest, I’m not sure why you even wanted me for this role. I was . . . so angry with you by the end. I challenged you at every turn. Why trust me with something like this?”

He grew quiet and introspective. “You followed my path far more than you challenged it,” he said gently, almost tenderly.

“I intend to keep following my own moral compass, you know,” she warned, “even if it contradicts yours. Perhaps especially if it contradicts yours.”

He chuckled. “I would expect nothing less.”

“Very well. When do I get started?”

“Soon,” he replied in his booming voice. “Keep in mind—considerable time has passed in the mortal world since you last visited. The transformation process takes a while. It’s been seven years.”

“I understand.”

“And you won’t be able to communicate with her until she turns thirteen.”

“Okay.”

“Do you feel up to the task?”

Iliya took a moment to consider the question. “I’ll do everything I can to protect humanity from its greatest foe,” she said carefully.

“Excellent, excellent,” he murmured. “Then let’s begin.”
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